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QUEER CAMPUS CLIMATE

AN ETSNOGRAPHIC FANTASIA

Queering Campus Climate: A Review of Benjamin Arnberg’s Queer Campus
Climate: An Ethnographic Fantasia
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Abstract: A review of Arnberg’s Queer Campus Climate: An
Ethnographic Fantasia seeks to educate higher education
administrators and educators about the challenges and barriers queer
men face navigating a hostile campus climate in the deep south.
Arnberg’s storytelling provides an immersive experience of the unique
lives of queer men in higher education and the campus climate’s role in
their identity development. The fantasia illustrates various issues queer
men navigate including queer performance as a means of adaptation,
providing safe spaces that allows authenticity, suicide and mental
health problems, and barriers to developing community and support
systems. Awareness of issues impacting queer men intends to
encourage action among administrators to implement campus climate
assessments and take meaningful action toward addressing issues of
discrimination, prejudice, and inequity on their campus.
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Benjamin Arnberg’s ethnography, Queer Campus Climate: An Ethnographic Fantasia,
seeks to share the stories and experiences of queer men related to campus climate located at an
institution in the southeast United States. Published by Routledge, the fantasia consists of nine
chapters, each embodying a central theme illustrated through a participant’s personal experience
navigating the world as a queer man. The book provides authentic narratives from a marginalized
community free of political censorship and misrepresentation. From their experiences, Arnberg
(2020) exposed the importance of understanding the influence campus climate has on the
psychosocial development of queer men. These men shared their lived experiences in an
environment that disregarded their queer identities and impeded their opportunity to create
supportive communities despite reports of institutional inclusion. As a result, their lives provide
insight into the role campuses play in development of identities, and the importance climate plays
in the mental health of their students.

Arnberg depicted the ethnography formatted as an opera illustrated with scenes to better
understand the participants’ experiences, and used footnotes to elaborate on researcher
observations, demonstrate supporting studies, and provide context. The intentional scene setting,
musical references, and writing format aligns with the participants’ characteristics and personalities
as a means to articulate these queer men’s robust experiences. Some may criticize the opera
depiction as melodramatic®. However, the structured narratives provide insight to the challenges
these men faced on a campus that openly denied support or safety for this marginalized community.

The post-qualitative research strategy of storytelling through an opera format used art to
immerse the audience in the participants’ lives and culture while humanizing their personal
experiences (Rousell, 2019; St. Pierre, 2013; St. Pierre, 2020). Rousell (2019) argued that depicting
research through art detracts from the social science significance because the work attempts to
function as art, philosophy, and social science. St. Pierre (2020) counterpoint suggests that the
meaning of the work justifies the research structure. Arnberg rationalized the post-qualitative
research methodology because just as queer lives do not conform to traditional standards, neither
should the research structure. Creswell and Poth (2018) further supported the reasoning for
researcher’s writing style, as art provides an authentic means of portraying culture.

Arnberg indicated that the unique nature of all queer men’s experiences justified not
imposing researcher interpretations to prevent misunderstanding of language and meaning.
Arnberg dedicated a chapter to each participant, allowing their story to showcase their unique
identity. However, from these experiences, commonalities arose, and comparisons among
participants provided insight into the development of queer identities in a campus setting. These
shared experiences define the culture confirming the ethnographic methodology (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Interpretation of those experiences is necessary to the transformative process of
understanding the influence campus climate has on queer men. Each chapter provided a theme that
highlighted similar challenges queer men faced as they developed their queer identity in a hostile
campus climate. Though Arnberg intended to exclude researcher interpretation, the themes
emerged from the stories, furthering the narrative of the influence campus climate has on queer
men’s development.

2 Arnberg (2020) referenced a hyperecritical supervisor, Circe, who’s role on campus reinforced the toxic environment
for students of minority race, ethnicity, and sexual orientations. Circe critiqued Arnberg as melodramatic as a means
to delegitimize his attempts at addressing issues with campus climate and as a =microaggression towards Arnberg’s
sexual orientation and identity expression. This footnote serves as a satire of Circe’s critics and a homage to Arnberg’s
creative storytelling.
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Exploring Queer Identity and Campus Climate

Queer men face challenges presenting their authentic selves when navigating a social
climate that discriminates, excludes, and is inherently heteronormative (Arnberg, 2020; Waling &
Roffee, 2017). Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and other queer (LGBT+) individuals engage in
queer performance to align with societal norms from fear of punishment (Kimball et al., 2018).
Expression, behavior, appearance, and language are all factors associated with performance.
(Gooding et al., 2022; Kimball et al., 2018; Waling & Roffee, 2017). As queer men find their
identity in college, they are faced with the need to perform to fit the societal expectations of them
influenced by their environmental climate and impact their development and self-discovery. As a
queer man who has lived in the southeast, | have faced challenges navigating higher education
institutions that restrict queer identities. My experiences of navigating microaggressions,
discrimination, and adjusting my identity expression out of fear of physical, emotional, and
occupational repercussions align with similar queer men’s experiences Arnberg outlined in his
research. Queer erasure in education limits representation, shames queer identities and encourages
prejudice while incorporating queer intersectional identities in pedagogy benefits all students’
understanding of equity and social justice and addresses issues of queer erasure (Aguilar-
Hernandez, 2020; Duarte, 2020). Arnberg’s theatrical depiction of these queer stories emphasized
the concept that queer men must engage in performance.

Challenges of performance not only extent to heteronormality spaces but also navigating
inclusion in queer communities (Waling & Roffee, 2017). As queer men develop their identities,
they face balancing heterosexual and queer performance and judgement by both communities.
Arnbergy (2020) reflected on participant Jasper’s interview, “Jasper’s narrative here indicates a
condition in which gay men, lacking opportunity for healthy LGBT identity development through
student affairs, perform a toxic masculinity and also punish their peers who are out, largely in order
to protect their own closeted identities” (p. 145). Without appropriate support and opportunity,
queer men endure societal pressure from heteronormative and queer communities.

How queer men are perceived by society and navigate the world is influenced by their
understanding of their identity (Arnberg, 2020; Fassinger & Miller, 1997; Johnson & Quaye, 2017).
The intersectionality of an individual’s identity recognizes that people are the sum of their identities
(Crenshaw, 2018). Recognizing how gender, race, ethnicity, ability, and sexual orientation
intertwine influences an individual’s sense of self. Arnberg identified higher education institutes
as sites for queer identity development and recognized that further research is needed to understand
this phenomenon. As more is understood about queer identity development in the higher education
setting, institutional administrators must be prepared to provide support during this time of growth
and self-discovery and safe spaces for students to be their authentic selves.

A specific theme the author brought to light and gave voice to queer men was the discussion
of suicide and mental health. Along with supporting evidence, Arnberg (2020) shared his struggles
with depression and suicide, “Perhaps the most insidious component of depression, especially
depression built upon feelings of queer shame, was its ability to convince me that death was a better
option than life” (p. 137). Sexual orientation and gender identity minority individuals are at higher
risk for depression and suicide influenced by interpersonal and environmental factors related to
microaggressions and bullying (Ramchand et al., 2022; Woodford et al., 2018). Queer individuals
are three to six times more at risk of depression and suicide compared to heterosexual individuals
(Ramchand et al., 2022). However, there are differences in populations related to the
intersectionality of their identity. Queer individuals are ostracized and live in fear of
heteronormative expectations, harassment, and discrimination which informs how they navigate
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social norms and mask through queer performance (Kimball et al., 2018). Stigma, prejudice, and
discrimination increase the risk of mental health problems (Ramchand et al., 2022). Recognizing
these challenges queer individuals face puts greater emphasis on campuses to provide safe spaces
and address issues of prejudice and inequity.

McRee and Cooper’s (1998) quantitative research demonstrated a growth of open
representation of LGBT+ organizations and support resources at southeastern institutions;
however, this data is not representative of the campus environment queer students are objected to
on these campuses. Arnberg acknowledged that a challenge queer man faced was inclusion on
campus. Barriers include a lack of queer spaces, queer representation, and having space for
authenticity as these men developed their identities. Inclusive spaces are essential for students’
perception of safety and sense of belonging (Parker, 2021). Though southeastern institutions have
evolved to meet student needs in the last twenty years, safety and queer community are still
prevalent issues that have gone unaddressed (Arnberg, 2020; McRee & Cooper, 1998). Arnberg
(2020) spoke to the queer men’s safety in heteronormative spaces as he described a scene at a local
bar in the college town, “...I looked through the opening of the roof onto the dance floor below.
Two men. Dead center. Lips locked. Hands on bums. ‘They’ll be dead soon, I thought” (p. 185).
Arnberg elaborated that a participant in the study had experienced assault in the same bar
previously. The scene depicts the reality that queer individuals experience issue of assault related
to their identity. Queer spaces provide opportunity for authenticity and development of community
(Gooding et al., 2022). Parker (2021) recognized that students’ perception of campus climate is
related to their sense of belonging. Arnberg’s research emphasized the need for campuses to
evaluate their inclusive initiatives to assess if queer men develop a sense of belonging at
southeastern institutions.

Another theme Arnberg identified as central to queer men’s experiences was the
development of support systems through social networks and mentorships. Social networks serve
as means to develop queer identity and community (Arnberg, 2020; Pitcher & Simmons, 2020).
Connecting with other queer men and developing Kinship assists with survival and having queer
spaces. Despite indications that queer men’s experiences were unique, the significances of
mentorship and representation emerged as a monumental factor that influenced students’
perception of campus climate (Arnberg, 2020). Queer students desire LGBT+ mentors but lack the
connection or representation (McRee & Cooper, 1998; Sarna et al., 2021). Mentors provide support
in relatable issues of queer identity, navigating homophobia environments, and developing queer
social networks (Sarna et al., 2021).

Queer Education

Representation matters, and ensuring curricular content incorporates examples of
individuals of different race, gender, sexual orientation, and ability helps students to feel seen and
relate to the content (Camangian, 2021). Education on queer topics and integration of queer
representation in the curriculum improved the wellbeing of students by promoting inclusion and
addressing prejudice (Snapp et al., 2015). Creating dialogue around issues of heteropatriarchy,
toxic masculinity, and misogyny allows students to reflect critically and grow personally
(Camangian, 2021). Additionally, providing social opportunities for individuals to learn about
gender expression and nonconforming provided insight into understanding experiences of
marginalized communities (Edwards, 2010). Implementing queer curriculum, creating queer
spaces, and addressing incidents of prejudice are ways campuses can address climate issues to
create a more inclusive space for queer individuals.
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Campus climate assessments help inform administrators to identify and advise necessary
change (Bowling et al., 2019). Where administrators failed the participants of Arnberg’s study was
utilizing the campus climate assessment to make effective change. Overall tolerance of LGBT+
identities nationally shows disparities in campus climate assessments, reflecting a more hostile
environment attributed to outdated policies, faculty, staff, and administrators (Arnberg, 2020).
Higher education institutions develop an inclusive environment by creating a campus climate that
fosters a sense of belonging for all students (Parker, 2021). According to Arnberg (2020),
“Inclusion is not a linear achievement. It is cyclical and fragile” (p. 86). Inclusion is an ongoing
process that requires assessment and reevaluation.

Recommendations

The significance of Arnberg’s research provided an understanding of the lived experiences
of queer men in a southern higher education institution and how campus climate influences their
psychosocial experiences. The men’s stories are real examples of challenges queer men face, which
provide deeper insight to a marginalized population. Despite outward perceptions of inclusion and
positive campus climate, hearing from marginalized population enlightens unseen hardships and
challenges masked in the generalization of student experiences. The study also contributes to post-
qualitative research by supporting that research methodology does not need structure because all
experiences have meaning (St. Pierre, 2020). Additionally, the unique writing style of the work
provides an example that research can exist through storytelling.

An inclusive campus is not indicative of an environmental climate the supports the
development of queer identities. Queer Campus Climate: An Ethnographic Fantasia, provided
institutional administrators insight into challenges that face queer men in higher education while
encouraging the evaluation of campus climate. Equity, diversity, and inclusion are values higher
education institutions are thought to embody, but Arnberg’s research serves as a canary, warning
educators to assess if they are creating a supportive environment that aligns with those ideals. As
a queer southern man in an educator role, I connect with these men and understand their lived
experiences because | lived them as well. Their stories reassured me that | was not alone in my
struggle to establish my queer identity in an environment rooted in homophobia. | encourage others
to immerse themselves in Arnberg’s fantasia to find similar connections or at least understand the
prejudicial education environment’s impact on queer identity development so you can become
agents of change in creating a supportive campus climate.

References

Aguilar-Hernandez, J. M. (2020). Queering critical race pedagogy: Reflections of disrupting
erasure while centering intersectionality. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in
Education, 33(6), 679-694. https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2020.1747660

Arnberg, B. (2020). Queer campus climate: An ethnographic fantasia. Routledge.

Bowling, J., Miller, R. A., & Mather, N. (2019). Making campus-based LGBTQ climate
assessments matter. Journal of Student Affairs Research and Practice, 57(2), 197-211.
https://doi.org/10.1080/19496591.2019.1631837

Camangian, P. R. (2021). Loving (lumpen) masculinities: Teaching to transform heteropatriarchy,
toxic masculinity, and urban misogyny. Equity & Excellence in Education, 54(3), 345-358.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10665684.2021.2010015

203


https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2020.1747660
https://doi.org/10.1080/19496591.2019.1631837
https://doi.org/10.1080/10665684.2021.2010015

Journal of Ethnic and Cultural Studies Copyright 2023
2023, Vol.10, No. 1, 199-205 ISSN: 2149-1291
http://dx.doi.org/10.29333/ejecs/1556

Crenshaw, K. (2018). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A black feminist critique
of antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory, and antiracist politics. Feminist Legal
Theory, 1989(1), 57-80. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429500480-5

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among
five approaches (4th ed.). Sage.

Duarte, B. J. (2020). Forced back into the closet: A (queer) principal’s attempt to maintain queer
erasure. Journal of Cases in Educational Leadership, 23(4), 20-34.
https://doi.org/10.1177/155545892095631

Edwards, N. M. (2010). Using nail polish to teach about gender and homophobia. Teaching
Sociology, 38(4), 362—372. https://doi.org/10.1177/0092055x10378821

Fassinger, R. E., & Miller, B. A. (1997). Validation of an inclusive MODELOF sexual minority
identity formation on a sample of gay men. Journal of Homosexuality, 32(2), 53-78.
https://doi.org/10.1300/j082v32n02_04

Gooding, A. R., Zaman, B. A., Harrell, S. J., Collins, S., Abelson, M. J., & Anderson-Nathe, B.
(2022). Situated agency: How LGBTQ youth navigate and create queer(ed) space. Journal
of LGBT Youth, 1-21. https://doi.org/10.1080/19361653.2022.2089430

Johnson, A. A., & Quaye, S. J. (2017). Queering black racial identity development. Journal of
College Student Development, 58(8), 1135-1148. https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2017.0090

Kimball, E., Vaccaro, A., Tissi-Gassoway, N., Bobot, S. D., Newman, B. M., Moore, A., &
Troiano, P. F. (2018). Gender, sexuality, & (dis)ability: Queer perspectives on the
experiences of students with disabilities. Disability Studies Quarterly, 38(2).
https://doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v38i2.5937

McRee, T. K., & Cooper, D. L. (1998). Campus environments for gay, lesbian, and bisexual
students at southeastern institutions of higher education. NASPA Journal, 36(1), 48-60.
https://doi.org/10.2202/1949-6605.1066

Parker, E. T. (2021). Campus climate perceptions and sense of belonging for LGBTQ students: A
Canadian case study. Journal of College Student Development, 62(2), 248-253.
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2021.0019

Pitcher, E. N., & Simmons, S. L. (2020). Connectivity, community, and kinship as strategies to
foster queer and trans college student retention. Journal of College Student Retention:
Research, Theory & Practice, 21(4), 476-496. https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025119895514

Ramchand, R., Schuler, M. S., Schoenbaum, M., Colpe, L., & Ayer, L. (2022). Suicidality among
sexual minority adults: Gender, age, and race/ethnicity differences. American Journal of
Preventive Medicine, 62(2), 193-202. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2021.07.012

Rousell, D. (2019). Inhuman forms of life: On art as a problem for post-qualitative research.
International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 32(7), 887-908.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2019.1609123

Sarna, V., Dentato, M. P., DiClemente, C. M., & Richards, M. H. (2021). The importance of
mentors and mentoring programs for LGBT+ undergraduate students. College Student
Affairs Journal, 39(2), 180-199. https://doi.org/10.1353/csj.2021.0016

Snapp, S. D., Burdge, H., Licona, A. C., Moody, R. L., & Russell, S. T. (2015). Students’
perspectives on LGBTQ-inclusive curriculum. Equity & Excellence in Education, 48(2),
249-265. https://doi.org/10.1080/10665684.2015.1025614

St. Pierre, E. A. (2013). The posts continue: Becoming. International Journal of Qualitative Studies
in Education, 26(6), 646—657. https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2013.788754

St. Pierre, E. A. (2020). Why post qualitative inquiry? Qualitative Inquiry, 27(2), 163-166.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800420931142

204


https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429500480-5
https://doi.org/10.1177/155545892095631
https://doi.org/10.1177/0092055x10378821
https://doi.org/10.1300/j082v32n02_04
https://doi.org/10.1080/19361653.2022.2089430
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2017.0090
https://doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v38i2.5937
https://doi.org/10.2202/1949-6605.1066
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2021.0019
https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025119895514
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2021.07.012
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2019.1609123
https://doi.org/10.1353/csj.2021.0016
https://doi.org/10.1080/10665684.2015.1025614
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2013.788754
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800420931142

Journal of Ethnic and Cultural Studies Copyright 2023
2023, Vol.10, No. 1, 199-205 ISSN: 2149-1291
http://dx.doi.org/10.29333/ejecs/1556

Waling, A., & Roffee, J. A. (2017). Knowing, performing and holding queerness: LGBTIQ+
student experiences in Australian tertiary education. Sex Education, 17(3), 302-318.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2017.1294535

Woodford, M. R., Weber, G., Nicolazzo, Z., Hunt, R., Kulick, A., Coleman, T., Coulombe, S., &
Renn, K. A. (2018). Depression and attempted suicide among LGBTQ college students:
Fostering resilience to the effects of heterosexism and cisgenderism on campus. Journal of
College Student Development, 59(4), 421-438. https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2018.0040

Notes on Contributor

Andrew D. Funari is pursuing a Doctor of Education with a concentration in Higher
Educational Leadership at Florida Gulf Coast University (FGCU). Currently serves as the Assistant
Director of Sport Programs for FGCU University Recreation, Andrew is responsible for the
oversight and management of recreational sport opportunities for FGCU students including
intramural sports and sport centric student organizations. His research inquiry includes
understanding the impact students’ sense of belonging has on retention and persistence at higher
education institutions and the influence campus climate has on marginalized student populations
college experience.

ORCID

Andrew D. Funari, https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8468-8177

205


https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2017.1294535
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2018.0040
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8468-8177

