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Abstract 

This project presents a queer-theoretically informed analysis of the Christian summer camp 

environment, a minimally-researched recreational environment, relying in particular on 

Foucault’s understanding of surveillance and discourse, Butler’s concepts of performativity and 

intelligibility, Dyer’s conceptualization of queer futurity, and Messner’s identification of gender 

salience. After recruiting thirteen participants, twelve of whom worked at the same Baptist 

summer camp and one other who worked at a non-denominational Christian summer camp, each 

participant completed a short narrative discussing a gender-charged experience they encountered 

at camp. After this, ten of the thirteen participants agreed to complete interviews discussing those 

experiences further, as well as other topics surrounding how gender and sexuality were managed 

at camp. Findings were divided into three themes. The first theme foregrounds camp as a place 

where participants described acceptance and community as central pillars to the camp 

environment, while exclusionary practices complicated that understanding for many of the 

participants. The second theme highlights this exclusion and expands on who is excluded from 

camp and the methods of exclusion. The third theme discusses the responses and instances of 

resistance participants had to exclusionary camp policies, as well as the responses camp 

leadership had to violations of policy and instances of resistance. This has resulted in a better 

understanding of the locational salience of gender performance in the camp environment, as well 

as how gender and sexuality are taken up and negotiated on a personal and institutional level. 
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Introduction 

It won’t take a few minutes in the craft cabin to understand why boys rarely take the arts 

and crafts elective at Camp White Oak, a Christian summer camp in Muskoka, Ontario. It’s full 

of girls, and many of the activities seem to accommodate this. Making bracelets and other 

jewelry, painting birdhouses, and doing other creative and colourful crafts are staples of the 

elective. Despite the best efforts of the leaders to make them comfortable, boys just don’t seem 

to take the elective nearly as commonly as girls. Look over to the drama elective and campfire 

time though, and boys are more than happy to play girls on stage, acting the role of a princess or 

a female cabin leader excitedly. In this way, a confounding atmosphere of gender determinism 

exists in the camp setting. Yet, while a sense of necessary compliance to normative boyhood 

exists, and their feminine presentation is therefore limited to places of literal performance and 

even parody, some boys still do take the arts and crafts electives alongside all the girls, ignoring 

or subverting what they may anticipate as being harsh expectations. While the pressures of 

conforming to a normative boyhood masculinity are present in the camp environment and most 

children are aware of it, there remains plenty of room to twist and turn within one’s gender 

presentation and still find acceptance from others, making the camp environment, in many ways, 

unique. 

Summer camp is commonly discussed as a place of play, creativity and community 

(Sorenson, 2018; Gillard et al., 2018). Along with these attributes, summer camp can be a place 

where there is room for unique and fluid performances of gender and sexuality. Much more play 

between sexes, less strict understandings of what can be masculine and feminine, and more 

emphasis on acceptance and validation compared to at school or in other environments, are all 

discussed as customary aspects of the camp experience (Sorenson, 2018; Gillard et al., 2018). 
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This openness makes camp a significant artifact for queer theoretical discussion, as the salience 

of gender performance is so unique and potent in the camp setting that it draws into question 

normative structures of gender and sexuality, and how these constructs are overwhelmingly 

understood as universal in a North American context. But gender constructs are not universal, 

and while limitations remain present and heavily enforced, the camp setting can reveal the in-

between places and performances that do not reflect normative masculinities or femininities. In 

many ways, camp is a uniquely liminal, peripheral space where the enforcement of gender norms 

is complex. The dissonance present when the religious and conservative undertones of the 

Christian summer camp are made central to the camp experience, one built and marketed on 

acceptance, warmth and inclusion, is fascinating. How could a place with so much presumed 

fluidity and complex presentations of gender be so intrinsically connected to institutions of faith 

that have often become so embedded in heteronormativity and firm gender binaries? 

In addressing this unique place and the phenomenon of potential discordance, this project 

seeks to answer two questions. First, what organizational policies and personnel decisions 

regarding sexuality and gender are evident in a Christian summer camp setting? Second, how are 

campers’ and staffs’ personal and peer performances of gender established and negotiated within 

this Christian summer camp context?  

In asking these questions, some terms should be made clear. First, while a camper may 

refer to any young person enrolled at camp, this begs the question of what constitutes a young 

person. My understanding is that childhood, youth and adulthood are fluid and constructed 

concepts whose meanings change across time and culture. While international agreements such 

as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) have sought to 

define childhood as referring to any person under 18 years of age, this project will pursue a more 
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specific definition. A child will refer to any person under the age of 13, while a youth will refer 

to any person from 13 to 24 years of age. Like the UNCRC, in my project, anybody 18 years of 

age or older can also be considered an adult (UNCRC, 1989). However, due to developmental 

complexities and cultural variance, any person 24 years of age or younger, including children 

and youth, will also be considered a young person. 

As well, in tightening the understanding of Christian summer camps, this project only 

includes participants who have attended and worked at Christian stay-over summer camps in 

Southern Ontario, and more specifically, Baptist or non-denominational camps. As has been 

found in prior literature, the culture among Christian summer camps fluctuates broadly among 

camps of different denominations (Sorenson, 2018; Gilson, 2019). While some camps may have 

stricter rules and more of a focus on religious education, the Baptist and non-denomination 

camps I discuss emphasize the importance of community, acceptance and having fun as 

pinnacles of the camp experience (Sorenson, 2018). 

Specifically, myself and all but one participant in this project attended one camp deep in 

the forests of the Muskokas, pseudonymized as Camp White Oak. At Camp White Oak, campers 

would come to camp on Sunday afternoon and stay for one week. All the boys would stay in 

cabins on one end of camp, while the girls would stay on the other, and each cabin would have 

six-to-14 campers and one or two cabin leaders who would stay overnight in the cabins all week. 

Every morning, cabin leaders would wake up their campers and get them to the next activity 

throughout the day. First was breakfast, then morning worship, where campers sang upbeat 

worship songs with a band assembled from staff members and sat for a 30-minute sermon. After 

that, campers would go off to the first and second electives they signed up for at the beginning of 

the week, which could be any activity from canoeing to archery to video-making. After that was 
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lunchtime, then cabin time, where campers would hang out with their cabin leaders and the rest 

of their cabin. Next was free time, dinner, and then a camp-wide game like capture the flag, 

Vespers, which was another worship time except far more relaxed than the morning time, was 

outdoors, and worship songs were sung a cappella. Then, campers attended campfire, where they 

sang along to action songs and repeat-after-me songs and watched their leaders act in silly skits, 

and went back to the dining hall to grab a snack before going back to the cabin. Finally, their 

leader would lead a discussion and answer questions about Christianity to the best of their 

abilities before everyone went to sleep.  

 The leadership system and staff hierarchy at camp is also important to note. Lower-level 

staff at Camp White Oak included cabin leaders and cabin leader assistants, waterfront staff who 

managed program activities and worked as lifeguards during free time and electives, and the 

maintenance team. Cabin leaders and cabin leader assistants (also known as cabin staff) reported 

to the two cabin leader coordinators (one male and one female), and the waterfront/program staff 

all reported to the program director and head of waterfront. Beyond that, there were the two 

camp directors, one of whom stayed at camp and the other who visited camp weekly, an assistant 

director and an administrative director. For the sake of consistency and clarity, in this thesis, 

discussions of the “leadership” or “leadership team” will refer to the four directors and heads of 

the different departments, including the cabin leader coordinators and the head of waterfront. 

Why Christian Summer Camp? 

 The question remains: why Christian summer camp? From my own experience attending 

and eventually cabin leading at a Christian summer camp in Muskoka, Christian camps can be 

places full of tension between how those who work within the institution understand gender and 

sexuality, and how the parent organization or Biblical narratives influence those discussions. For 
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instance, while the cabin leaders and leadership staff may have more progressive and affirming1 

views regarding queer and non-heterosexual sexualities, the Canadian Baptists of Ontario and 

Quebec (CBOQ) avoid hiring non-heterosexual staff members.  

 I believe that my experience in the Christian summer camp setting is an asset due to the 

insights I’ve gathered regarding the institutional barriers and policies that at times prove disloyal 

to Christian summer camp employees. I also understand the importance in knowing how my 

position as a previous camper and staff member at a Christian camp may influence my 

perspective on the topic, and ultimately may guide the study. Because of my closeness to the 

subject, and because I know many of the participants who volunteered to participate in the study 

personally, the practice of reflexivity has been vital in grounding myself and understanding how 

my experiences may influence my decisions throughout the study. Reflexive research, as Mason 

(1996) explains, involves constantly taking stock of one’s actions and role in collecting and 

potentially influencing research findings. Because of my previous experience at camp, my 

position as a friend, staffer or fellow camper to some of my participants will be relevant to their 

interest in participating, as well as the extent of their participation and how they may respond. 

Being aware of this and ensuring that participants understand that there is no obligation to 

participate and allowing them to be as honest and comfortable as possible has been vital in 

ensuring my findings are genuine and reached through comfortable and ethical means. 

 
1 Affirming, in this context, refers to a church or organized religion’s willingness to accept LGBTQ+ sexualities as 
not sinful. Therefore, the Open and Affirming designation supposedly indicates that a congregation, church, or 
otherwise organized religious institution is accepting of all people regardless of gender or sexuality at all levels of 
the institution, albeit the level of ‘acceptance’ has varied over time and institution (Scheitle et al., 2010). Some 
religious institutions may also define themselves as Welcoming, which indicates that while those of non-normative 
genders and sexualities are welcome to attend, they may still be considered to be committing a sin for living as 
genderqueer or non-heterosexual (Barnes, 2013). 
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 A major piece of making my research reflexive has also been through applying a critical 

lens where I previously had not. As a young, white, middle class boy, I had never thought much 

of the framed newspaper clippings of mythical wars between Hiawatha and Mondamin hanging 

in the dining hall, or the cabins being named after Indigenous figures such as Mohawk, 

Algonquin and Keewaydin, or the loosely Indigenous-sounding campfire songs. Upon reflection, 

the camp I attended and worked at used Indigeneity as a prop in many ways, seemingly to 

supplement a connection with the wilderness, the Earth, or the ‘wild’. While I’m not fully 

equipped to discuss the appropriation of Indigeneity as it is represented in the camp setting, 

previous research traces camps’ portrayal of Indigenous cultures as an attempt to mimic, or 

‘play’ Indigenous (Francis, 2012). Through imitating many of the stereotypical acts associated 

with Indigenous peoples through popular culture references, such as doing ‘Native’ dances, 

smoking ‘peace pipes’, and using racially charged props like feather-laden headdresses while on 

stage in campfire sketches, Francis explains that historical discourses of primitivism and 

civilization have been reflected at camp, reinforcing the genocide of Indigenous cultures 

intertwined with Canada’s colonial history (2012). While the camps I discuss do not appropriate 

Indigeneity quite so overtly, the symbolism and undercurrents of Indigenous tokenization are 

still present and are reflected on in this study. 

In order to be reflexive and answer my research questions, I have applied popular 

conceptualizations of queer theory grounded in Foucault’s discursive understanding of post-

structuralism. In the forthcoming theory section, I will begin by describing the contributions of 

Michel Foucault, including discussions of discourse, surveillance and biopower. I will then apply 

Butler’s (1990) contributions to queer theory and introduction of performativity, through which 

gender is understood as a performed rather than a biological inescapability. Next, I will discuss 
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queer theory from Dyer’s (2017) perspective, dissecting what it means to be normative, and 

questioning the role of queerness in understanding childhood and agency. Finally, I will bring in 

Messner’s conceptualization of gender salience and discuss how it may be pursued as a new, 

more locationally specific branch of queer theorization stemming from Butler’s 

conceptualization of performativity. This discussion will be anchored in the camp setting, a place 

where gender is taken up quietly and overtly in both traditional and disruptive ways.  

After I discuss the theoretical approaches informing this project, I review prior literature 

on gender and sexuality in the summer camp setting, revealing that research into camp settings is 

still minimal. Because this is a still-growing field of research, some relevant school-based 

research and otherwise recreationally located research are also be reviewed. This will lead to a 

thorough discussion of how the camp environment is unique and how those in it experience 

gender and sexuality in potentially queered ways. 

Next, I identify the methods used in this project for data collection and analysis. Data 

collection included the use of narratives, where participants wrote short, half-page or longer 

journals about a gender-charged experience they or somebody close to them had at camp. As 

well, most participants participated in an interview to discuss these narratives further. Narratives 

and interview transcripts were then coded with a queer theoretical lens in mind, and those codes 

grouped into themes. 

Finally, I discuss the three themes that constitute my findings. The first theme 

foregrounds the camp setting as a place where acceptance, love and community are central, but 

also a place where practices of surveillance and exclusion central to many participants’ 

experiences. The second theme delves further into these discussions, identifying the intricacies of 

who is left out of camp and how, identifying structures and methods of exclusion by name. The 
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third and final theme identifies the responses and instances of resistance that participants had to 

camp policies and practices, and the consequential responses that camp leadership and the 

governing body that oversees and funds camp had to those staff. Through discussions of the 

camp setting and the experiences of my participants, I conclude that Camp White Oak and 

similar camps present levels of acceptance and gender/sexual fluidity that vary strikingly depend 

on one’s position in the environment. But before I engage with these discussions, it’s important 

to first engage with the theory that allows for this level of analysis. 

Theory 

 Queer theory is a broad theoretical field originating from a critical feminist understanding 

of the dominating forces of patriarchy and heteronormativity, around which much of society is 

defined and organized, as discussed by Judith Butler in Gender Trouble (1990). Rather than 

discussing issues of equity between men and women, as early mainstream forms of feminism 

have (Jagose, 2009; Kubala, 2020), queer theory has been critical of normative structures of sex 

and gender. This critique involves challenging what constitutes gender, how masculinity and 

femininity are structured and organized into hierarchies, and who is excluded from these 

gendered categories. Queer theorists such as Butler, in her discussions of gender performativity 

and intelligibility (see Gender Trouble, 1990), Raewyn Connell, in her discussions of hegemonic 

masculinity and the existence of multiple masculinities (see Masculinities, 1995), and Eve 

Sedgwick, through her conclusions that understanding sexuality through a binary lens of 

heterosexuality/homosexuality is too simplistic, and her ensuing efforts to expand the scope of 

queerness (see Epistemology of the Closet, 1990) have sought to understand how gender and sex 

are intertwined and used to create and enforce discourses of difference and dominance. Further, 

queer theory maintains that these discourses are predicated in common understandings of 
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male/female and masculine/feminine binaries, which exist inherent to heteronormative 

expectations of sexuality. The overwhelming prominence of these discourses forces those who 

do not comply into ‘outsider’ (Butler, 1990), marginalized, liminal, and queer spaces/identities. 

Those who occupy non-normative gender expressions and non-heterosexual sexualities are more 

often sidelined, and much of their experience made invisible and unintelligible, as their bodies 

cannot be read through normative standards of gender and sexuality (Butler, 1990). When made 

visible, they may often be the target of harassment and violence for the purpose of enforcing 

gender and sexual conformity (Wozolek et al., 2018). 

 In making gender and sexual diversity intelligible, queer theorists have sought to 

understand and embrace queer experiences and demographics. However, what constitutes 

queerness has been debated by theorists seemingly endlessly. While some theorists understand 

queerness as referring specifically to non-normative gender and sexual identities and 

experiences, others have expanded the term to include any marginalized identity or particularly 

non-normative experience. The many ways of defining what is queer, and an openness to 

multiple understandings of queerness, are pivotal factors of queer theory. As such, understanding 

the ways that multiple prominent queer theorists define queerness will be the focus of this 

section. 

Discourse, Surveillance and Biopower 

 Foucault is responsible for much of the theorizing around power and surveillance which 

are foundational to post-structuralist thinking. By extension, his work underpins the fabric of 

queer theorizing around gender, performativity and space. Primarily, his concepts of discourse, 

surveillance and biopower have played significant roles in influencing how queer and feminist 

theorists think and discuss sex and gender. Before discussing these concepts in detail, it is first 
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important to examine Foucault’s understanding of power, which differs from structuralist or 

Marxist thought, and predicates most of his contributions. For Foucault, as discussed in The 

History of Sexuality (1986), power does not follow a top-down model, but can be understood 

through social practices and negotiations of power, which are connected to the production of 

knowledge and subjectivities:  

By power… I do not have in mind a general system of domination exerted by one group 

over another… Power’s condition of possibility… must not be sought in the primary 

existence of a central point, in a unique source of sovereignty from which secondary and 

descendent forms would emanate; it is the moving substrate of force relations which, by 

virtue of their inequality, constantly engender states of power, but the latter are always 

local and unstable. The omnipresence of power: not because it has the privilege of 

consolidating everything under its invincible unity, but because it is produced from one 

moment to the next, at every point, or rather in every relation between one point and 

another. Power is everywhere; not that it engulfs everything, but that it comes from 

everywhere (Foucault, 1986). 

Power, then, is embedded in the ways thought and judgement are formed, and how knowledge is 

created and assembled (Burr, 2015). One of the most distinct traits of Foucault’s approach to 

power is that it is understood to be extremely contextual and fluid. Contrary to structuralist 

interpretations of power, where power is exerted in one constant direction, held by a privileged 

few over others, and may be given or taken, Foucault understood power as a fluid, bidirectional, 

trans-categorical force that moves and shifts depending on individual context and agency 

(Foucault, 1986). While there remains a regulated domination in any given institution, it is not as 

constant as that suggested by Marxist or structuralist notions of power. 
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 Discourse, which Foucault explains in Power/Knowledge (1980), refers to the ways that 

knowledge and power are constituted and enacted, including through commonplace social 

practices. Discourse is both the ways that thought and meaning are produced, but also how they 

are enacted and reproduced. As such, it involves a cyclical, reproductive system of knowledge 

creation, where patterns of belief reproduce, but also change and shift over time (Ball, 2013). 

While discourse is discussed as a broad, ethereal concept, it is created through verbal and social 

interactions, which are often contextualized by the level of authority one has in any given 

circumstance. For example, a discourse of racism may be contributed to both by an institution’s 

unwillingness to provide equitable treatment to its employees of colour, and also by a high-

ranking individual in that organization’s expression of beliefs that essentialize the experiences of 

people of a certain race or cultural background. In the first instance, the institution is limiting the 

individual of colour’s ability to succeed, putting them at greater risk of struggling while already 

existing in an economic and political system that actively inhibits their ability to gain monetary 

or social influence. In the second, the individual is reproducing a discourse which places onus on 

the person of colour for their own social and socioeconomic status. While not necessarily 

directly related, both contribute to a larger discourse wherein people of colour are expected to 

manage their own lack of privilege. 

 Another staple of Foucauldian post-structuralist thinking is his development of the term 

surveillance in Discipline and Punish: The birth of the prison (1977). In his understanding, 

surveillance operates through and reproduces certain power relations, thereby contributing to the 

shaping of discourse. The presence of surveillance forces people to be constantly aware of 

themselves, and, in the case of Foucault’s panoptic surveillance, hyper aware of others. 

Panopticism does not only refer to the possibility that a person of authority is watching you at all 
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times, but that your colleagues, peers, and acquaintances are monitoring you, and you them. In 

this sense, reciprocal surveillance is constant, and surveillance of oneself becomes inevitable: 

“He who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes responsibility for the 

constraints of power; he makes them play spontaneously upon himself; he inscribes in himself 

the power relation which he simultaneously plays both roles; he becomes the principle of his 

own subjection.” (Foucault, 1977). To reflect the original understanding of the panopticon as a 

prison design meant to lead inmates to believe they are always being watched by a guard in a 

central tower, we all play the role of the guard in each other’s prison. Surveillance serves to 

promote conformity, and through what Foucault understands as panoptic surveillance, where 

policing exists not only from superiors, but peers and strangers, conformity and order are 

maintained. We then come to monitor ourselves based on the presumption of being watched 

(Burr, 2015). 

 Surveillance is often enacted to perpetuate power over others, often specifically power 

over bodies. Foucault’s discussion of biopower in The History of Sexuality (1986) refers to 

power over life, including human bodies (Ball, 2013; Burr, 2015). Originally discussed by 

Foucault as the “numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the subjugation of bodies and 

the control of populations” (1986), biopower can be present in obvious and subtle, more elusive 

ways. For instance, the enforcement of a sex binary through sex assignment surgeries at birth 

may be considered a basic example of biopower, as it involves the control over another’s sexual 

existence, and the erasure of those who do not fit into the category of male or female (Fausto-

Sterling, 1993). Quite literally, there is control over which bodies exist and do not exist. Less 

obvious examples of biopower exist as well, such as the separation of children by perceived sex 

into separate ends of the camp. Because this policy limits the contact between certain bodies and 
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their presence outside of their designated spaces is constantly monitored, the institution of the 

camp is actively governing the bodies of the population of children and youth (Ball, 2013). 

These less obvious ways that institutional policies produce biopower are often known as 

biopolitics, and they contribute to the existence of larger discourses, influencing peoples’ 

perceptions of truth and reality (Burr, 2015). In this example, policy both reflects and contributes 

to discourses which place emphasis on boys’ and girls’ difference. 

Judith Butler and Performativity 

 As a central figure to the foundations of queer theory, Judith Butler has been directly 

embedded in discussions of queer theory. Her main contribution is her argument that gender is an 

unstable identity created and maintained through discursive understandings of what is normative, 

and therefore intelligible, in any given context (Jones, 2018). As she explains in Gender Trouble, 

rather than a biological trait naturally connected to sex, gender is the result of repeated acts 

within highly rigid, regulatory frameworks which harden over time to form identities or 

subjectivities, resulting in a sense of substance, innateness and intelligibility (Butler, 1990). 

Implicit in this discussion is the troubling of categories of gender and the unintelligibility of 

those who do not fit within or who resist normative discourses of gender. Butler builds on 

Foucault’s discussions of post-structuralism and the existence of discourse, as performativity 

exists within complex discourses which are formed and reformed through social expectation, 

valuation and power relations. The idea that gender is purely created through the act of doing 

gender and not predicated in any biological determinism is pivotal to queer thinking, as it allows 

for an expansive and unstructured conceptualization of gender, and complicated dominant 

assumptions about gender. 
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 The concept of performativity and its binary-disrupting suggestions is valuable, but it 

does not necessarily imply more agency or choice in gender performance. Butler explains that 

although one’s gender identity is purely performed and not inherent, the context of that 

performance and the societal pressures that come into play strongly influence one’s gender 

performance, making it extremely difficult to escape normative gender expression (Butler, 1990). 

Through this assertion, she highlights the importance of remaining ‘intelligible’ through our 

portrayals of gender. Butler explains that “[l]earning the rules that govern intelligible speech is 

an inculcation into normalized language, where the price of not conforming is the loss of 

intelligibility itself’ (Butler, 1990). While understanding that performativity expands possible 

performances of gender, the intelligibility of that performance to others places barriers around 

which performances are acceptable. So, a female high school student may feel more comfortable 

wearing leggings and tight clothing if many of the other girls at her school are doing the same. 

Or, if she wanted to identify with a different femininity, she might wear baggier, loosely fitting 

clothing. Although her choices are broad, they are limited by what may be intelligible to others, 

and they all come with certain expectations and stereotypes, which adhere to discourses of 

embodiment. While performativity does imply the ability to embody any gender or to exist 

outside of normative gender, and while performativity is often taken up to emphasize personal 

agency, it remains difficult to subvert the discourses which designate who is allowed to engage 

with what performance. 

Hannah Dyer and Queer Futurity  

 A more recent conceptualization of queerness is described through Dyer’s explanation of 

a queer futurity in her paper “Queer Futurity and Childhood Innocence: Beyond the Injury of 
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Development” (2016), which builds on Smith’s2 (2010) discussions of queerness and the role of 

racialization in these discussions. In centralizing discussions of childhood innocence and the 

child’s assumed asexuality alongside futurity among marginalized children, Dyer describes some 

children’s futures as being mapped more clearly than others and explains that queerness is 

derivative of the realistic temporalities allowed and expected for certain kids and not others. 

Because all children are not afforded the same realistic futures, some children’s experiences may 

be understood as queer (Dyer, 2017). Dyer uses ‘queer’ to “(a) classify sexuality and (b) 

reference deviance from cultural norms” (Dyer, 2017). In doing this, she clarifies a queerness 

used by Smith (2010) to understand Indigenous children as being inherently queered due to their 

erasure from Canadian history and the peripheral and precarious positions they are sentenced to, 

both through intergenerational trauma and a Canadian government which systematically 

devalues the lives of Indigenous Canadians (2017). Queerness as being indicative of a lack of 

normativity, and as such being inherent of marginalized youth is valuable, and a departure from a 

focus purely on queer gender performance and sexuality which had been discussed prior. This 

understanding is especially significant when discussing children, as it disrupts normative 

discussions of them as naturally innocent, asexual beings. 

In linking back to Butler, the understanding of a predetermined queerness implies a sense 

of performativity. In employing queerness to indicate a deviation from normalcy, Dyer indicates 

that queerness can be defined by a lack of identification with and performance of normativity 

(Dyer, 2017), or in other words, the unintelligibility of their performance (Butler, 1990). 

However, with Smith’s (2010) discussions of racialized and marginalized children being 

 
2 While I am aware that Smith has a problematic relationship with Indigenous academia (Viren, 2021), hers, and 
moreover, Dyer’s expansion of queerness to consider the lived realities of racialized and specifically Indigenous 
youth, remains valuable and is applied throughout this project. 
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queered, the trait being performed is a racially marginalized identity with links to a history of 

colonization and racial injustice. So, while performativity is applied, it is not a classic Butlerian 

performativity where the suggestion is that our identity is shaped by our performance, which is 

then dictated by discourses of normativity. Rather, a performativity informed by historical 

experiences of race is applied, paying closer attention to the inescapable performances that many 

take on without their choosing. Understanding which children’s experiences may be inherently 

marginalized or queered and which may be intelligible as ‘normal’ performances is valuable in 

examining summer camp as a place of gender salience.  

Michael Messner and Salience 

 Messner’s phenomenologically inspired discussion of gender performance as being 

locational and temporal, as explored in his book Taking the Field: Women, Men and Sports 

(2002), will inform this project’s understanding of gender and performativity. Messner (2002) 

presents gender, similarly to Butler, as not being an inherent trait, but a shifting and changing 

performance that is shaped by social and individual forces. In much of his own research, gender 

is shown to be particularly salient among kids in social situations like recreational and 

competitive sports environments (Messner, 2000; 2002). Pascoe (2007) reinforces this emphasis 

on salience by highlighting high school as being a place of constantly shifting gender 

performance and expectations. From class to club to literal on-stage performance, rules change 

and it is the responsibility of the high school boy or girl to keep up, or face the risk of being 

unintelligible. Because the camp setting remains under-researched, examining it through a lens 

of gender salience will be important in order to evaluate what level of expectation young people 

experience and how intensely gender norms are produced in that environment. 
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 These theorists all present various perspectives on how we can understand gender, 

queerness and performance. As Butler follows the lead of Foucault and accounts for a more 

complex version of gender power relations and the influences of discourse and subjectivity in 

forming one’s gender performance, Dyer vouches for a different path for performativity, taking 

into account the ways that queer theory coalesces and creates tensions with theories of 

racialization. In doing so, however, they risk essentializing and homogenizing the experiences of 

those they seek to include. While rifts may exist between the theoretical perspectives from which 

these theorists approach discussions of gender and queerness, they all provide valuable insights 

that will prove useful to discuss gender in a multilevel manner. Before discussing the methods of 

this project however, it is first important to gain a deeper understanding of the previous literature 

studying gender among young people. 

Literature Review 

 Much of the recent research discussing performative gender has been located within a 

normative school setting (Pascoe, 2007; Pomerantz & Raby, 2017; Richards, 2012) or a series of 

general recreational settings, most prominently including children’s sports teams and sporting 

cultures (Messner, 2000; Messner, 2002; Mayeza, 2017; Fair 2011). These discussions often 

apply theories of performativity or symbolic interactionism in order to create a comprehensive 

understanding of not only how gender is performed, but what may influence this performance. 

This literature review will first highlight how gender has been conceptualized in prior research 

on contextual gender performance. Because research on summer camps is minimal, albeit 

growing, this literature review will discuss children’s experiences in the camp setting, as well as 

in other recreational settings such as extracurricular teams and free play in school. The 

discussions in the literature are diverse in theoretical application, but remain generally 
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centralized around four main themes: relationships, inclusion and exclusion, surveillance, and 

identity. 

Relationships 

 The first of these themes, relationships, refers to the focus on interdependency and 

closeness in the camp setting. Sorenson identifies ‘relational’ as one of the five main factors of 

the camp experience through his mixed methods project discussing the unique outcomes of the 

camp experience (2018). He locates camp as being relational as kids at camp do everything 

together in the camp setting, including eat, sleep, play, compete, sing and share. 

This focus leads to the development of complex relationships, according to Davis-

Dellano and Gillard (2015). Specifically, they examine camps as being the site of initiation for 

many women’s first same-sex attractions. In interviewing a series of women and asking only 

about their first attractions to women, the authors realized a surprisingly common trend of camps 

being the location for many of their participants’ realization of their same-sex attractions. 

Participants credited these experiences to the physical and emotional intimacy of the camp 

experience. In sleeping in a larger, shared room (cabin) and sharing more personally than they 

would have otherwise, as well as playing and developing such thorough and inseparable 

relationships, the young women developed a deeper sense of emotional intimacy than they had 

previously known, which then developed into physical and sexual attraction. This understanding 

of the camp experience plays very closely with the present project’s conceptualization of camp 

as a queer space, as it often not only allows for, but encourages the building of deep, same-sex 

relationships through thorough connection. 

Fair’s (2011) discussions also reflect the relevance of relationships in research studying 

gender in sport, specifically identifying the notion of physical closeness and how individual boys 
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and men balance closeness with hegemonic masculinity that does not allow for physical intimacy 

between men. He proposes that there is a discourse of penetration that is created through the 

complex ways that homophobia and misogyny are enforced both by and on high school wrestling 

teams. Penetration discourse refers to the ways that homophobic and misogynistic language and 

embodiments are used to classify others’ masculinities as socially inferior, ultimately 

‘penetrating’ their standing with normative masculinity (Fair, 2011). In explaining this, Fair 

builds on Messner’s discussions of power being embodied through sexual intercourse, with one 

person acting and the other receiving (Fair, 2011; Messner, 2002). Through his ethnography in 

which he served as an assistant coach on two wrestling teams, one in California and one in 

Massachusetts, Fair finds that the unique ways in which adolescent wrestlers express their 

masculinity in a hyper-physical, competitive sport was somewhat confounded by the 

homophobia to which wrestlers are subjected (2011). The closeness and competitiveness of 

sports like wrestling involves relationality on a greater scale than other sports, as it involves not 

only being physically close to others, but constantly managing discourses that question their 

sexuality and masculinity through their interactions with one another. Rather than a more 

popularly understood ‘fag discourse’ (Pascoe, 2007), wrestlers’ subjugation to homophobia 

enforces the use of more feminized epithets, including ‘bitch’ and, more prominently, ‘pussy’ 

when insulting each other. Both the penetrated masculinity, as represented by the fag slur, and a 

seemingly equivalently utilized feminized and failed masculinity, as represented by the pussy 

slur, are used as insulting identifiers to disrespect and dominate opponents, as well as to police 

the performance of others and promote an understanding that the user of these slurs is occupying 

a normative, heterosexual masculinity (Fair, 2011). His research highlights the complicated 

relationships young men manage when navigate when engaging in physical, intense sports with 
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other young men, as well as how masculinity is maneuvered as a group, which will be relevant to 

this project’s discussions of boys’ navigation of hegemonic masculinity in groups and cliques. 

Relationships are also a focus in Pascoe’s (2007) research studying gender in a California 

high school. Pascoe discusses how masculinity is created, maintained, and used as a tool for 

developing hierarchical ways of being in the high school setting (2007). One of Pascoe’s most 

significant contributions is highlighting how intrinsic heterosexuality is to high school boys’ 

masculinity, similar to how Fair (2011) introduces a penetration discourse. In this identification, 

the misogyny, sexual harassment of both young men and women, and homophobia are not 

simply identified as a result of the masculine institution, but functions of it. Through these 

moments, similar to Messner’s discussions of the children’s soccer rally, it is illustrated that 

masculinity is not identified as universally by a set of qualities, but by opposition to femininity 

or any broken, failed, or feminized masculinity (Pascoe, 2007). Pascoe moves further in 

incorporating race and expanding into discussions of surveillance, another prominent theme in 

the literature. Pascoe (2007) explains that black students were policed more heavily for their 

interactions with female students than white males, further hardening expectations around white 

masculinity to be about making advances on fellow students, wanted or not (Pascoe, 2007). In 

exploring the ways in which masculinity is taken up by youth in the structured environment of 

the school, and how students have found ways in all the different school settings to assert their 

identity, this book not only informs us of the pervasive nature of masculinity, but how deeply 

entrenched it can become in an educational institution, as well as in recreational events within it. 

This informs an institutional discussion of the summer camp setting as potentially entrenched 

with its own masculine expectations. Pascoe’s findings reveal how relationships not only serve 
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as positive supports but also places of regulation and hindrance, which will inform this project’s 

evaluation of relationships. 

In applying a more intersectional understanding of children's relationship-developing 

behaviours while at camp, Nenga and Baccam (2010) use ethnographic data to discuss how 

children manage material possessions and social relationships, and how gender, race and class 

shape these relations. In closely analyzing three specific instances of negotiation and coercion, 

Nenga and Baccam (2010) show how children use material objects as the basis for socializing 

and status negotiation, as well as how they strategically use material goods to embody their own 

value. This is valuable in providing another lens through which to view children’s discussion and 

socializing practices, but the study also clearly exemplifies the intentional and strategic ways that 

children position themselves socially in order to gain approval or accomplish social goals, such 

as gaining attention from popular kids. Relationships are seen through this research as a strategic 

tool that is capitalized upon. 

While presented positively through academic writing about the camp setting (Moore, 

2002; Shabi & El Ansari, 2001; Sorenson, 2018; Wolf, 2017), the recurring notion of the 

importance of relationships is less positive in literature at school and in sports. Closeness and 

proximity are present in these worlds as well, but rather than the focus being developing 

closeness, a deeper discussion of inclusion and exclusion behaviours is emphasized. 

Inclusion and Exclusion 

The next theme, inclusion and exclusion, refers to the relationship- and peer group-

development behaviours that children and youth participate in in the contexts of school and 

camp. Adler and Adler’s (1995) research on inclusion and exclusion dynamics in middle school 

cliques informs our understanding of inclusion and exclusion practices among camp-age kids. In 
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analyzing the ways in which students manage peer groups and decide who to spend time and 

identify with, psychologists Adler and Adler (1995), who operate from a more humanist 

perspective, reveal a focus on difference and commonality which children use to justify their 

inclusive and exclusive behaviours. Although it is unclear whether the exclusive nature of 

cliques may persist in the camp setting, both Davis-Delano and Gillard, as well as Wolf’s 

findings on young women’s experiences in Jewish summer camps (2017), indicate that small, 

tight-knit groups reminiscent of cliques are not only present, but a focal point of camp life. 

Messner (2000; 2002) expands on inclusion and exclusion practices in the environment of 

children’s recreation and sports. Messner clearly articulates that through comparing 

embodiments of masculinity and femininity, young boys learn to distinguish themselves from 

young girls by sometimes hostile means. Specifically, he applies a phenomenological lens to 

discuss a specific interaction between a young boys’ soccer team and a young girls’ soccer team 

at a league rally, wherein the girls’ team made a big, impressive float, and the boys caught 

themselves being impressed and quickly corrected course, invading the girls’ space and shouting 

at their performance of femininity (Messner, 2002). In discussing how children perpetuate and 

construct gender in a specific and unstructured location, he explains that young children’s 

performativity in taking on and also constructing hegemonic masculinity and emphasized 

femininity in a children’s soccer rally is far different from what may be seen in other, more 

structured or differently organized environments (Messner, 2000). As such, the salience of 

inclusion and exclusion in gender performance, from a doctor’s office to a school classroom to a 

children’s soccer rally, can be understood as varying greatly. This salience is influenced by the 

extent to which gendered forces such as the division of labour, power structures, and certain 

rules and values are embedded in that context (Connell, 1987). Beyond salience, Messner 
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explains that gender performance can be analyzed on three levels. The first is an interactional 

level, which involves asking questions about how children are doing gender in a specific moment 

and asking about how theories of performativity may contribute or limit our understanding of 

their performances. The second level involves inquiring about the structural context within 

which this performance exists, asking how overarching regulations of the institution or context 

within which the behaviour exists may influence the behaviour. For example, we can think about 

how children may be segregated into different soccer teams based on their performing gender or 

sex. The third level, cultural symbol, asks how the performer’s immersion in popular culture and 

their position relative to popular representations of identity may influence the performance 

(Messner, 2000). This system of analysis helps to better understand how children may divide 

themselves or unite on the basis of gender performance, drawing on further discussion of 

inclusion and exclusion. 

Messner (2002) also makes a series of conclusions in his book, Taking the Field: Women, 

Men and Sports which reflect the significance of group identification in discussing gender within 

children’s recreation. In young boys’ performance of gender in sports, Messner explains that 

banter is a method through which boys discuss sex with one another as a relational act of 

dominance and subordination, both in homosexual and heterosexual measures (2002). This is 

also reflected in Fair’s (2011) work, which discusses the hegemonic masculine discourses 

present in competitive wrestling among high school students, wherein boys balance homophobic 

and misogynistic discourses with their own intensely physical and high-contact sport. Boys are 

often positioned as the initiators, in control and doing the dominating, framing the seemingly 

irrelevant penetrated man or woman as dehumanized, degraded and ultimately the object of 

sexual aggression (Messner, 2002). Messner builds on discussions of young boys’ masculinity in 
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sports, examining how sports exist as a place where children identify and reinforce seemingly 

naturalized roles of gender and dominance. 

Finally, inclusion and exclusion is also present in research on the Jewish summer camp 

setting. The notion of queer intimacy in the camp setting is expanded on by Mitchell (2019), who 

discusses the North American Jewish summer camp setting as a queer space where acceptance is 

central to the camp experience. Mitchell explains that for most Jewish kids, going to Jewish 

summer camp is inevitable. As a boyish young girl at six years old, she looked forward to going 

to camp as an escape from the teasing in school, but subsequently learned that the culture of 

acceptance and bonding that she had been told about did not necessarily extend to her, as she was 

bullied and teased even more at camp for her gender performance (Mitchell, 2019). Still, she 

continued to attend for years because of the relentless love for the place that others around her 

had, trying vigorously to belong and make herself fit in. Mitchell explains that the inclusion of 

many cultural markers of queerness defined her Jewish summer camp experience, such as sing-

alongs, musicals, talent shows, drag performances and even singing lesbian folk songs around a 

campfire and between activities. However, the presence of these activities did not queer the 

summer camp space at all, as there was no celebration or attempt to normalize queer desire, and 

any attempt to express queer sexuality overtly were met with severe repercussions (Mitchell, 

2019). In describing this tension, Mitchell draws at a key discussion I also attend to, which is the 

dissonance between the camp environment as a place of openness and acceptance, as well as a 

place of control and limited gender performance. 

Inclusion and exclusion practices are a significant part of relationship and clique 

formation, and as such, understanding how children and youth form relationships and friend 

groups is deeply valuable in assessing the intricacies of gendered phenomena that I’ve found. 



QUEER THEORETICAL INQUIRY OF CHRISTIAN SUMMER CAMP 25 
 

Another major component of these phenomena has been the significance of surveillance, and 

how it relates to relationships and the inclusion and exclusion practices that have been discussed. 

Surveillance 

 Surveillance refers to the observation and regulation of others. In the context of this 

literature review, surveillance often involves peers and supervisors ensuring that order is kept 

and expectations and standards are normalized. This theme is present across the literature on 

children’s recreation. Of course, Pascoe’s (2007) research discusses surveillance as being a 

staple of high school culture, not only through surveillance by teachers and staff members, but 

through surveillance between peers. Other researchers have also identified surveillance as a focal 

point in their findings. One instance of this is Richards’ (2012) discussion of children’s play-

based responses to surveillance, which reveal that primary and middle-school children are hyper 

aware of their surveillance by school staff during recess. After studying observational research 

collected through video observation methods, wherein children in a UK elementary school 

playground were recorded regularly over multiple weeks, the authors ask how the increased role 

of school staff surveillance might affect play habits (Richards, 2012). It was found that play 

under surveillance in the crowded schoolyard was often formed with the ‘audience’ of the 

supervisor in mind, and that much of the play that children engaged with was also made with the 

assumption that they were being watched and monitored by adults as well as their peers 

(Richards, 2012). Richards also found that the roles children took on while playing followed 

traditional feminized and masculinized characters, with girls pretending to be princesses, 

mothers, witches, dancers and pop singers, and boys acting as zombies, superheroes, soldiers and 

athletes (Richards, 2012). Richards finds that while acutely aware of their surveilled state, 

children structure their forms of play in strategic ways, often avoiding their surveillers to find 
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private space, and conversely engaging with their surveillers to screen and use them as direct 

audiences (2012). In both examples, children notably resist their normative roles of surveiller 

and surveilled. 

 While Richards discusses institutional surveillance, Mayeza (2017) discusses surveillance 

as a means of social conformity. He examines the surveillance and ensuing rejection and social 

exclusion of girls who want to play soccer with boys. Their findings are painted with young 

boys’ claims that girls don’t play soccer, and experiences of girls being stuck on teams that 

won’t pass to them or otherwise refuse to fully include them (Mayeza, 2017). These findings are 

indicative of a larger culture of sport and recreation that traditionally excludes girls from 

competitive activity. Messner’s (2000) findings reveal similar trends by highlighting young 

boys’ efforts to dramatically exclude young girls from their soccer rally. Both of these are 

examples of the surveillance that persists in recreational settings, preventing full inclusion for 

girls in male-dominated activities. Understanding the presence of these discourses of surveillance 

and enforcement norms in contrast to those of relationality and inclusion is valuable. 

 Finally, surveillance is prominent in discussions of racially motivated cliques in the 

summer camp setting. Moore (2002) discusses the ways that children position themselves 

socially, forming cliques and determining value through the building of racialized categories. 

Through a case study of two summer camps (day camps located at an elementary and middle 

school), one predominantly white and the other more racially diverse, Moore finds that the 

predominantly white camp had more clearly-defined and rigid in-group and out-group race-based 

cliques, whereas the multiracial camp had more fluid and wider ranging power dynamics, 

resulting in less stable and regular clique formation (2002). She argues against the theorized 

incapacity for children to conceptualize and negotiate group identities, specifically racial 
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categories, under socialization and developmental models. Rather, campers are discussed as 

strategically using race category membership to gain status in peer relations (Moore, 2002). 

Surveillance plays into this discussion through the hyper awareness of social group identification 

and usage of surveillance and relationality to maneuver social positioning. In contrasting the two 

camps, Moore (2002) explains that the predominantly white, ‘typical’ camp, where race was not 

explicitly mentioned by staff, portrayed a skewed conceptualization of race, wherein whiteness 

was not viewed as a race, and only people of colour were discussed as possessing race. In this 

way, race was used to discuss people of colour specifically, whereas in the more racially diverse 

camp focused on cultural awareness, race was explicitly discussed as connected to culture, as the 

program identified different global cultures and how they have experienced oppression, racial 

and otherwise. Through this strategy, children learn to be aware of the categories they find 

themselves within, resulting in a racially affirmative environment (Moore, 2002). Through the 

use of isolation and passive social neglect to enforce an invisible narrative, as well as through 

questions that clearly identified black children as different, white campers in the ‘typical’ camp 

reinforced racialized cliques (Moore, 2002). Moore goes so far as to explain that white campers 

held non-white campers accountable for their “oddness” and “difference” (2002, p. 66). As the 

literature shows, surveillance plays a significant role not only as a tool in enforcing gender 

norms, but also as a tool in maneuvering social peer groups around other categories such as race. 

Identity 

 The final theme of identity is particularly present in research discussing the camp 

environment. Throughout the literature, summer camp is illustrated as a place where identity is 

developed, in terms of religious development (Shabi & El Ansari, 2001; Wolf, 2017; Sorenson, 

2018), the development of recreational interests (Wolf, 2017), sexual development (Davis-
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Delano & Gillard, 2015), the development of racialized identities (Moore, 2002), and finally, the 

development of economic behaviours, including trading, sharing and coercing (Nenga & 

Baccam, 2010). Common in all types of camp is the understanding of camp as a place of 

personal growth and identity formation through an informal structure of play and education. This 

section of the literature review will expand on these notions and inform the findings of the 

present study. 

 The first and most obviously relevant subcategory to the present research is the study of 

religious summer camps. Shabi and El Ansari (2001) present an interview-based study of 

religious education in a Jewish summer camp context, placing emphasis on discussing how 

religion is taken up by youth, and how the leaders in these contexts view the campers’ identity 

formation. They explain that the voluntary basis of attending summer camp can produce more 

engagement in the informal education of camp, or it can result in a more relaxed and less 

motivating attitude towards any type of growth, illustrating a dichotomy between campers who 

are invested in the educational purpose of being at camp and those who attend for social 

purposes (Shabi & El Ansari, 2001). As explained by camp leaders through interviews, the goal 

of the Jewish summer camp is to give children a taste of a positive Jewish spirituality and show 

youth that they can feel connection to a greater community through Jewish practices. To this end, 

and through the exposure to specific forms of prayer, songs, and even arts and crafts, the goals 

and religious structure of Jewish summer camps mirror those of the Christian summer camps 

discussed in this project, as a bold intention to convert or solidify a religiosity in campers is not 

portrayed as an explicit goal of the one-week stay, but rather a comfortable, positive 

introduction, or religious invitation.  
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Sorenson (2018) presents a mixed methods project describing what characteristics and 

outcomes are specific markers of Christian summer camp settings. He identifies the Christian 

summer camp as having five key characteristics: relational, safe space, participatory, unplugged 

from home, and faith-centered (Sorenson, 2018). Faith-centered has been discussed, but many of 

these other characteristics are new to the present discussion. ‘Relational’, first, refers to the focus 

on the community, and taking up different tasks within a larger group. As Sorenson explains, 

campers play, pray, eat, sleep, work and worship together, as a collective, in a series of groups 

(2018), making isolation an impossibility and inclusion a necessity, for better or worse. Camp is 

also presented as a physically, emotionally, and spiritually safe space, wherein children are 

encouraged to feel comfortable asking questions and coming out about challenging topics of 

spiritual, emotional and health-related nature (Sorenson, 2018). ‘Participatory’, more obviously, 

means that children have opportunities to take part in activities and join in to sing songs, play 

games, and ultimately contribute to a greater enjoyment of camp as a group. Finally, ‘unplugged 

from home’ refers to children’s enjoyment of camp as an opportunity to escape from the 

routines, drama, and judgement that may be present in their home lives (Sorenson, 2018). In this 

way, they can build new friendships, try new things, and even enact a new self, allowing for a 

sense of freedom. Beyond identifying this model of the Christian camp, Sorenson explains the 

value in not only Christian, but all summer camps, for building self-confidence and 

independence (2018). 

The development of a model through which to view and evaluate Christian camps is 

extremely valuable to my project both through allowing me to evaluate camps by clearly 

identifying the camp’s intention or mission statement, and for me to be critical of how these 

goals may be superficially justified. For instance, the illustration of a safe space for campers to 
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speak openly about religion may be confounded by the religious immersion and potential 

inability to object among campers. Applying this critical evaluation is pivotal, but similar to 

Shabi and El Ansari (2001), it is important not to lose sight of the experiences of children in this 

process, as they overwhelmingly report positive experiences and opinions of camp (Sorenson, 

2018). 

The religious camps examined here specifically and intentionally tie religion and faith 

into every component of camp, illustrating a world to their campers that is thoroughly Jewish or 

Christian. Through tying faith into every activity, including lectures, drama, skits, photography, 

music, play and physical activities (Shabi & El Ansari, 2001), religion as a way of life is not only 

introduced to campers, but implicitly expected of them. In this environment of religious 

immersion, young people face little option other than to play along for the week, regardless of 

their standpoint regarding faith. In spite of the seeming lack of choice in the matter, many youth 

develop significant spiritual and social connections, showing gratitude to the camp environment 

for changing their lives for the better (Shabi & El Ansari, 2001). The role of identity in these 

discussions is significant, as the goal of these camps is often to help young people develop a 

religious identity. In this way, identity formation is seen as a group phenomenon. 

Wolf provides an observational study of girls’ experiences in four musical theatre-based 

American Jewish summer camps, placing more emphasis on why and how girls and young 

women attend camp, rather than the relevance of the underlying religious ties. As Wolf explains, 

for many girls, attending camp is a family tradition, and not as much of an option as Sorenson, 

Shabi and El Ansari suggest (2017). In this way, Jewishness, as well as feminism, are explained 

as passive undertones in these camp experiences, where campers develop positive identities of an 

upper middle class Jewish girlhood through their engagement with musical theatre (Wolf, 2017). 
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While Jewishness remains a significant backdrop to these summer camps, it is less the focus as 

much as it is background context. Prayers are still spoken and songs are still sung, but less 

intentionally compared to other Jewish summer camps and Christian summer camps that have 

been discussed. Wolf also identifies that campers’ perceptions of the Jewishness and feminism of 

camp is dependent on their home life to some extent. Because many of the girls held similar 

interests with other young Jewish women and girls who they found much in common with, these 

summer camps provided a sense of belonging and communion that they had not felt before. In 

understanding how different factors may come to affect young people’s presence at, and often 

experiences of camp, this research allows greater insight into how to analyze young people’s 

level of engagement and feelings of comfort in the camp environment. As well, Wolf’s research 

displays the value of taking a comparative approach, considering how young people’s home lives 

may locate their opinion of camp. Through connecting people with similar interests and belief 

systems, Wolf’s findings present summer camp as a place of identity formation through group 

interaction and relationship building. The identification of implicit microaggressions and the 

subtle development of racial cliques will be valuable to this study because many the Christian 

camp I have studied is predominantly white. Identifying how young people of racial minorities in 

camp settings, as well as how the institutions’ tendency to, or not to directly address issues of 

race and oppression impact camp dynamics, has aided my ability to assess the level of racial 

inclusivity at camp. 

 Identity formation is also a prominent theme in research in school and recreational 

settings, although the process is illustrated as more contentious than positive. Some of the most 

powerful discussions of identity formation come in discussions of middle school femininity. 

Pomerantz and Raby (2017) provide a critical response to recent post-feminist notions that girls 
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are empowered and that feminism and the fight for equality have run their course. They provide 

a snapshot of how many girls adhere to feminized expectations and live out an emphasized 

femininity, often downplaying their academic abilities or purposefully making mistakes strictly 

to avoid association with geek and teacher’s pet identifiers (Pomerantz and Raby, 2017). This 

motivation impacts their mental health and sense of identity in extreme ways, as girls would 

often miss sleep and food and experience severe stress in managing feminized identities, which 

limited and dichotomized a ‘smart girl’ identity with a pretty or popular girl identity (Pomerantz 

and Raby, 2017). Girls therefore have trouble occupying a positive girlhood identity alongside 

academic success. Although alternative experiences reveal that this is not a universal discourse 

within schools, the dominance of academic success being dichotomized with popularity or 

attractiveness is still very relevant (Pomerantz & Raby, 2017). While this may not be a narrative 

that directly carries over to the camp setting, understanding children and youth as actively 

negotiating discourses of girlhood and boyhood is undoubtedly relevant. 

 Pomerantz (2008) also discusses identity as being a focal point of young women’s 

development of femininity in high school, most prominently through dress as forms of self-

expression. In conducting an ethnography in a Canadian high school, Pomerantz identifies style 

and performativity through clothing and embodiment as being pivotal to young women’s 

feminine presentation. By buying certain clothes and wearing them in certain ways, high school 

students take on and take hold of ‘slut’ archetypes and position themselves with different cliques 

and groups (see also Aapola, Gonick & Harris, 2005; Harris, 2004). In using style and dress as a 

centerpiece to discuss young women’s identity, as well as highlighting the regulation of dress at 

school as ways of regulating girls’ and young women’s bodies, Pomerantz explores Butler’s 

(1990) concept of intelligibility, clearly identifying, often from the words of the students 
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themselves, that young women are limited in identity by what’s available to them commercially, 

and that anything beyond standard commercial identities may be seen as unintelligible, or 

incomprehensible to peers. These discussions became particularly prescient when discussing the 

dress code at camp, and the expectations placed on girls and young women to mind their clothing 

and prevent boys and men from looking at them, supporting many of the same discourses that 

Pomerantz highlights (2008). Aapola, Gonick and Harris (2005) reflect a similarly critical 

understanding of consumerist femininity. In reviewing a series of discourses that girlhood can be 

viewed through, they identify postfeminist and girl power ideologies as creating co-opted, hyper 

commercialized discourses that target young women as “open wallets” (Pomerantz, 2007, p. 26). 

Identity among high school and middle school girls is therefore understood as a limited and 

purchased commodity. 

 Maybe predictably, identity is a significant aspect of young people’s gendered 

experiences, and the parsing of how to identify oneself and find people who share similar 

identities present a major challenge for young people to manage. Notably, identity formation ties 

directly with each previous theme of relationships, inclusion and exclusion, and surveillance, as 

these are all major aspects of how one chooses their components of identification. By balancing 

who they want to develop relationships with, who they choose to include and exclude from their 

friend groups, and whose surveillance matters to them, children develop identities and form peer 

groups which they share themselves with, and who they share common interests with. This 

analysis has been incorporated into my project in order to address some of the glaring gaps 

which remain unattended to in this field of study. 

Gaps in the literature 
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Overall, the literature presents diverse and multifaceted understandings of gender in sport 

and school. While young people’s understanding of gender norms is developed through 

relationality, their performance and decisions are also formed through the knowledge of being 

surveilled. As a result, the identities young people can take up are limited and attached to 

preexisting judgements and stereotypes. However, a significant gap remains: a comprehensive 

discussion of the camp setting as a queer artefact and space where gender and sexual 

expectations can be different is never fully realized. While studies like Davis-Dellano and 

Gillard’s (2015) shed light on how the intimate nature of camp may provoke diverse sexual 

experiences, their discussions were located in the camp setting unexpectedly, rather than 

intentionally taking place there. In purposefully applying queer theory to the camp environment, 

camp can be understood as a space where genderfluid experiences are often naturalized and 

normative, and play between sexes and genders is encouraged in a way that it is not in school. 

However, the institutional forces that preside over the camp setting severely limit the level of 

acceptance and diversity possible at camp. A line still exists between play and reality, and should 

one come to be understood as more than just playing - should they overperform their non-

normative masculinity, femininity or sexuality - then the relationships that they have come to 

rely on at camp may become a hindrance, and they risk being excluded. Further discussion of 

these phenomena is required, but this project helps to satisfy this gap. 

The reasons and methods of inclusion and exclusion can be understood through building 

on Foucault’s understanding of discourse and Butler’s performativity. In discussing young 

people as performers trying to gain connections and friends through navigating the discourses of 

camp life, a clearer understanding of obstacles and expectations can be gathered. Choices such as 

which electives to participate in (sports, arts and crafts, archery, drama and dance, etc.), what 
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you do during free time, and who you sit with at meals can come to form your gender 

performance. However, it is important to consider the extent to which the relatively open context 

of the camp environment permits diverse performances without significant issues due to a focus 

on inclusivity. 

As well, in taking into account the role of the camp institution in limiting the subversion 

of normative identities, such as through gender separation at the camp, and policy exclusions for 

staff who are not celibate or non-heterosexual, queer theoretical discussion can be used to define 

the experiences of those who may not feel as cohesive to the camp environment as the white, 

heterosexual demographic groups which usually populate the environment. However, these 

factors cannot be associated to all camps, as many summer camps specifically outline the 

necessity to provide safe and fun experiences for LGBTQ+ young people. Another gap here may 

be the class-exclusive nature of the camp environment, as many socioeconomically deprived 

children never get the opportunity to experience camp. As such, camp may be discussed as a 

subculture that may not be for everyone (Gillard et al., 2014). This route is indicative of a queer 

theory critical of normative, optimistic notions, such as those Dyer (2017) is critical of in her 

work discussing the It Gets Better campaign. Studying the camp environment as a queer artifact 

is a potent, fresh course which has not been pursued, and which will undoubtedly be a 

prospective venture. As I have argued, the camp environment is an inherently marginal and 

queered place, and understanding how gender happens there will no doubt be enlightening. 

Methods 

 As studying the gender dynamics of young people relative to the heteronormative tactics 

implemented by the institution they attend is such a complex theoretical endeavor, an equally 

theoretically informed methodology should be utilized. For instance, previous research has 
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applied ethnography, which involves the researcher entering into the field for an extended period 

of time and getting a sense of the dynamics and constructions of power in that specific 

environment. This method has been applied with the intention of discussing gender in the North 

American public school setting both by Pomerantz (2008) and Pascoe (2007), and both studies 

yielded valuable findings about how young people manage gendered performances of identity to 

maintain social standing and balance their peers’ perceptions of them. While acknowledging the 

value of this methodology to study the present topic of gender, I have taken on a different route 

in studying the camp setting as a place of unique gender performance. Instead of applying 

ethnography, this project has utilized narrative analysis and video interviews to study the camp 

setting through the first-hand experiences of young people who have attended and worked as 

staff members at Christian summer camps in Ontario in recent years. 

Recruitment and Participant Group 

 In order to recruit participants for this study, I personally reached out to groups on social 

media and through camp administrative connections which I have accrued to spread the word 

about my project, the primary goals of the project, and what the main expectations are from 

participants. Specifically, I reached out to friends and previous colleagues at Baptist and non-

denominational camps which I had previously worked at, or which people who I know had 

worked at. In an effort to keep my participant group balanced, I was intentional about keeping 

close track of the demographics my participants fall under and trying to make sure my 

participant group was diverse in terms of race category, gender identity, and socio-economic 

status, among other demographic traits.  

Overall, I was able to recruit 13 young people who have either worked at, volunteered at, 

and/or attended camp within the last five years. Among these participants, all 13 submitted 
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written narratives, and 10 participated in a one-on-one video interview. Despite my efforts to 

recruit participants of diverse racial backgrounds, all of my participants were Caucasian, and 

their ages all varied between 18 years of age and 30 years of age, with eight of my 13 

participants aged between 22 and 24 years old, classifying most of my participant group as 

youths. All of my participants carried some heightened level of privilege in being white and 

mostly post-secondary educated (only one of my participants had no post-secondary education). 

As well, all of my participants except one (Roxanne) were recent or current employees of the 

primary camp discussed in this project, Camp White Oak. Two of my participants disclosed 

managing disabilities, one of whom deals with OCD, and the other who deals with a panic 

disorder, which was relevant to their time at camp. My participant group on whole was also very 

involved and motivated during interviews, and clearly had strong opinions on the inner workings 

of the camp where they attend(ed) or work(ed). While the demographic backgrounds of my 

participant group was not as diverse in some categories, their presence in this project and the 

difficulty in finding diverse participants from the camp speaks to the limited diversity in the 

camp population, a significant finding discussed further on.  

Narrative Analysis 

 The first task participants were asked to complete was writing a short narrative for the 

purpose of a narrative analysis. After sending out a request for participants on social media in the 

camp groups I currently have access to, participants were asked to recall and write about an 

experience they had during their time at camp where they felt like gender was at the forefront, or 

when they were surprised that gender was not an issue in a certain context. Their stories, which 

varied from half a page and eight pages in length (although most participants wrote one to two 

pages), were then coded using an online coding software called Quirkos, which allowed me to 
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group codes into categories and then themes. By using this form of narrative analysis, 

participants were able to choose which experiences to share, and findings arose directly from 

their own words, rather than my interpretation of what was happening in their world. In this 

sense, narrative analysis allowed participants to have a more involved role. The use of narrative 

analysis also fills a gap in previous literature studying gender among children and youth, as 

much of this research applies observational research through ethnography and phenomenology 

research (Gallagher, 2015; Mayeza, 2017; Messner, 2000; Richards, 2012) and often uses 

interviews with anticipated answers or outcomes. By beginning with an open-ended narrative 

analysis method, the direction of discussion and themes is led by the young person who shares 

their story. 

 The narrative analysis method fit well with my project because it aligns theoretically with 

the goals of this project, examining myriad and diverse experiences in the unique, discursively 

conflicted Christian summer camp environment. As Danon and Krämer explain, the narrative 

method “challenges the positivistic perception of a unified social reality” (2017) through the 

discussion of specific individual experiences, allowing the researcher to observe trends that are 

meaningful to the participants and how they may be interconnected with others’ experiences. 

Narrative analysis’ emphasis on individual voice and experience is represented well through its 

use in projects which highlight the experiences of individuals who have been pushed to the social 

periphery, such as those discussing experiences of child sexual abuse (Gibson & Morgan, 2013) 

and the experiences of parents of intersex children (Danon & Krämer, 2017). This method allows 

the development of a greater understanding of the complex power dynamics that exist in unique 

cases and has proven valuable in talking to members of the Christian summer camp setting. As 

this method may be good for capturing children and youth’s firsthand experiences, it does not 
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allow for much dialogue or discussion, which may lead to interpretations of the written 

narratives that may not represent what the participant was trying to say. This is why the second 

method of unstructured video interviews plays such an instrumental role in the project. 

Online Interviews 

Following the completion of a written narrative, participants were asked if they would 

like to continue in the project. Those who agreed worked with me to schedule a time and date for 

a video interview. During interviews, I employed a semi-structured methodology wherein each 

participant was asked questions about their experiences at camp in both specific and general 

contexts. They were also asked about what they wrote in their narratives, as well as how they felt 

about their camp experiences, some of their favourite and least favourite memories, when they 

may have felt challenged, and when they thought things may not have been fair. In addition, I 

asked more overtly gender-related and sexuality-related questions, such as how they think their 

experience may have been different based on their identity as a boy, girl, non-binary, genderfluid 

or otherwise non-normative gender, and how this identity may have impacted how they were 

treated and the decisions they made towards others. In order to make sure my interviews were as 

reflective of the participants’ voices as possible, I was intentional about conceptualizing the 

interview as a place of dialogue and the creation of discourse (Tanggaard, 2009).  

In expanding on the dynamics of the interview, it is important to understand the role of 

the interviewer and respect the power dynamics at play when carrying out interviews. This 

begins with applying my theoretical perspective to every part of my project, especially when 

collecting data. During interviews, this meant being able to understand the applicability of 

performativity and understanding that especially during interviews, young people may only 

present a version of themselves that they are comfortable with the interviewer seeing, who is 



QUEER THEORETICAL INQUIRY OF CHRISTIAN SUMMER CAMP 40 
 

most often a complete stranger with whom they have little to no relationship. The interview 

space is one of potent gender performance. It is discussed as a space where people must mediate 

masculinities and femininities in response to the perceived gender of the interviewer (Jachyra et 

al., 2014). An interviewer’s hegemonic masculine presentation (athletic, strong appearance), for 

instance, has been seen to influence the behaviour of young male participants, who tend to 

respond with more competitive, masculinity-affirming answers and body language (Jachyra et 

al., 2014). These findings exemplify the importance of self-awareness of one’s presentation and 

positionality during interviews, and the effect that one’s demeanor may have on the participant’s 

narrative. The findings also highlight the importance of reflexivity during the interview process, 

which involves thorough self-awareness of one’s positionality (Whitson, 2017). In the context of 

the interview setting, reflexivity involves being aware of the power dynamics in the 

researcher/participant relationship, and actively accounting for that disparity by regularly 

reflecting on your questions, comments and body language. This may mean adjusting one’s 

phrasing, checking in with participants mid-interview to make sure they are still comfortable or 

if they have any questions, and being fully aware of their body language and how they are 

carrying out the conversation (Jachyra et al., 2014; Whitson, 2017).  

As it pertains to this project, participants often spoke in powerful tones about emotionally 

loaded experiences wherein they learned about their own gender and sexuality, moments when 

they felt invalidated by the camp institution, or experiences where they were forced to cut ties 

with camp altogether. Navigating these discussions required a level of reflexivity and 

conscientiousness that I had not previously practiced, and I often found myself altering the 

agenda of the interview, second-guessing questions and finding moments to pause and regroup to 

accommodate my participants. Another relevant note here is that many of the participants in my 
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project are people whom I have worked with and have friendships with, which both presented 

challenges and benefits to the interviews. While I was able to relate heavily to my participants 

and recognize when they might not have been comfortable, I also had to stop myself from filling 

in the blanks for them when they answered questions, and I had to keep discussions from 

straying too far from the subject matter relevant to my project. Balancing the role of friend and 

researcher presented a major adjustment, but overall I was able to gather findings that came 

across as more genuine than anything I could have assembled without having prior connections 

with my participants. By the end of each interview and after debriefing with each participant to 

ensure no harm had come from the interviews and providing supports in case issues did arise 

later on, it was clear that the interviews were valuable, genuine and revealed significant findings. 

Although prior research on online interviews is scant, video interviews have been 

discussed as a unique way of connecting with young participants, wherein the ability to develop 

rapport is not harmed relative to in-person interviews (Deakin & Wakefield, 2014), but rather 

potentially emphasized due to a greater sense of sharing one’s personal space (Farooq & de 

Villiers, 2017). With a greater sense of personal sharing and closeness, it may be argued that the 

inequality between researcher and participant is likely to be smaller than in person, especially in 

research with children and youth. Both parties have the same ability to schedule and connect, 

both have the same responsibility to be available on time, and both parties have the ability to 

hang up or alter the interview at any time.  

My prior connections with my participants in the camp setting also benefitted me in 

breaking down what is usually a monotonous and potentially uncomfortable situation when 

meeting a participant for the first time and expecting them to divulge private, sensitive 

experiences. By playing into my experiences with them personally, I was instead able to talk 
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personably with participants and gather insights in a manner that was more comfortable than if I 

were only a researcher to them. As Raby (2007) notes, the power dynamic between the 

researcher and adolescent participants may be more complex than a least-adult role accounts for. 

Because of teenagers’ shifting positions from dependence to independence and discourses which 

designate youth as at-risk and a social problem (Raby, 2007; France, 2004), understanding the 

potential for different and diverse dynamics with youth participants is important. Strategies of 

engaging in the interests that my participants present in interviews and refraining from policing 

or judging the behaviour of young people and the things they say was useful in establishing an 

insider role as a friend rather than just an interviewer (Raby 2007). Understanding the varying 

dynamics of the researcher/participant relationship has been vital to collecting authentic and 

colourful data during my video interviews. 

Data and Analysis 

 After collecting and coding data, three themes emerged to discuss the dynamics of 

inclusivity at Camp White Oak’s from the experiences of current and former staff members. The 

first of these themes discusses camp as a place of tension and conflict, where older campers, who 

understand camp as a welcoming, warm, communal place encounter discord when they work at 

camp and are expected to enforce the exclusionary policies at camp. The second theme delves 

deeper into these exclusionary practices, expanding to discussions of how higher-level staff at 

camp enforce policies and expectations at camp, and who specifically is made to feel excluded 

from camp as a result. Here, I discuss why camp is considered an exclusive place to those who 

identify with certain genders, sexualities and races by those who have attended and worked there. 

Thirdly, I discuss the moments of resistance that staff show towards harmful policies, and 

discuss how the management staff defer responsibility of the policies and exclusionary practices. 
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Theme 1 – Foregrounding Camp: Contradictions in Camp Culture 

 Camps such as Camp White Oak present themselves as universally inclusive and safe 

spaces where anyone can feel welcome and a sense of belonging. Most participants for this 

project discussed their camp experience as overwhelmingly positive, and described camp as a 

place where they can be themselves, letting go of the personas they may have needed outside of 

camp. This was discussed in relation to the temporary and seasonal nature of camp, its highly 

regulated and fast-paced schedule, and the physical and emotional closeness that becomes 

inevitable in that setting. 

However, while current and former staff members recounted camp in such positive tones, 

they admitted that as they grew from being a camper to entering the staff team, their 

understanding of camp as an institution became more complicated. All staff members 

interviewed discussed strategies implemented by camp leadership and the larger governing body 

to control them physically and verbally. As well, they discussed efforts to produce and bolster 

dominant discourses present at camp. These strategies weren’t always discussed as intentional or 

even overt, but the use of surveillance to control bodies and topics of discussion at camp shaped 

the experiences of many current and former staff members, some who have since left or haven’t 

been allowed to return to camp. 

This theme will recount these two levels of understanding camp – the affectation of 

inclusivity and acceptance that characterized camp culture for many and which resonates with 

much of the literature discussed previously (Sorenson, 2018; Shabi & El Ansari, 2001; Wolf, 

2017), and the underlying strategies of control and limitations to self-expression that came to 

define some former staff members’ experiences of camp. In discussing these contradicting 



QUEER THEORETICAL INQUIRY OF CHRISTIAN SUMMER CAMP 44 
 

experiences of camp, I will highlight the underpinning tensions present for many staff members 

who have been somehow limited or excluded in their camp experience. 

Surface-Level Acceptance 

Camp, for me, was always, it was like taking a break from life [...] It was, it moves at 

such a different pace and it's such an isolated community. So it's really like going from, 

going into a completely different world. And it's so rejuvenating and refreshing, and it's 

such a different routine and schedule than from normal life. And it's such a different set 

of concerns and worries from normal life. (Howard, 23, interview3) 

 For all of my participants, acceptance was a pillar of the camp environment. As a young 

camper, camp was a place where they could be whoever they wanted, which often meant 

experimenting with personal style, activities and ways of being, a freedom that echoes 

Sorenson’s (2018) discussions of Christian camp and Wolf’s (2017) discussions of Jewish 

musical theatre camp. Participants discussed how in their earlier years at camp, it was an escape 

from their lives, a place where they could let down their guard and be themselves.  

This culture of ‘being yourself’ fostered acceptance and was aided by a series of factors 

reflected in Sorenson’s (2018) discussions of the Christian summer camp setting, which identify 

five fundamental components of Christian camp. He identifies camp as being predominantly 

faith-centered, a safe space, relational, unplugged from home, and participatory in nature 

(Sorenson, 2018). Similarly, this project’s findings revealed that the physical and emotional 

closeness (relationality) between campers and their peers, as well as staffers and their co-

workers, a quality fostered through sleeping in cabins together, eating every meal shoulder-to-

shoulder in the dining hall, and operating at a high-pace and physically active schedule, provided 

 
3 Because excerpts from both participants’ written narratives and their interviews will be used, I will specify the 
source of each excerpt as part of the citation. 



QUEER THEORETICAL INQUIRY OF CHRISTIAN SUMMER CAMP 45 
 

a unique level of interpersonal comfort among peers. Participants talked about how as they grew 

up at camp, they became more physically comfortable with their camp friends, and the physical 

and emotional barriers that were present in other non-camp environments were broken down. 

Female staff and older campers would sit on each other’s laps, “cuddle” during Bible studies, 

and braid each other’s hair during down time, reflecting a physical closeness reminiscent of 

Davis-Dellano’s and Gillard’s (2015) discussions of camp as possessing a particularly physically 

and emotionally intimate culture. Male staff and older campers would similarly sit with their 

backs leaning against each other’s during Vespers (a quiet worship time at the end of the day 

when the pastor of the week would deliver a sermon off the dock on the lead, and the camp 

would sing soft worship songs), regularly play physical, hands-on sports, and in some cases hold 

hands and “cuddle” like the female staff and youth campers. One participant explained this 

emotional and physical connection when seeing his friend again at the beginning of the summer, 

a friend that he had grown up alongside as campers: 

The friends I have at camp are much closer than the friends I have through other means. 

One of the ways that I experienced that is like, whenever I see Steve, um, you know, 

there's this long embrace that, that kind of, it feels like that prodigal son hug and you're 

like, it's been so long and I just needed to, um, there's a knowing there. It's like, when, 

when I hold him, it's like, people don't, people don't know the kind of relationship that 

we're, we were able to build over the course of only four weeks. (Anthony, 24, interview) 

For Anthony and most other participants, the geography and structure of camp broke down 

barriers to physical connection, and fostered an environment of physical and emotional closeness 

deeper than other common institutions where children might find themselves, like their schools. 

In turn, this closeness (at least on its face) contributed to an experience of acceptance and an 
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opportunity to make friends. Staff and campers make deep and often long-lasting emotional 

connections with others at camp, and then invite friends and others in their personal lives to 

come and experience camp to do the same, discussing camp as a place where everyone can be 

themselves and feel at home. 

 Camp promoted a Godly, interpersonal, and platonic love as central to the camp setting, 

and by accepting one another for who they were without judgement (as exemplified largely by 

staff, and often taken on in different forms by campers), staff members and others at camp 

demonstrated love, specifically love intertwined with Christianity. In this way, love, often 

through acceptance, was made central to the mission and the social contract of the camp, creating 

an emotionally safe space for campers and developing interpersonal closeness.  

Beyond the centrality of this specific form of love, participants discussed a series of other 

factors as central to the interpersonal closeness and feelings of belonging of camp culture. Like 

in Sorenson’s (2018) work, the temporary nature of camp was highlighted. Because camp is a 

destination for people from all over southern Ontario (in the case of Camp White Oak) who 

attend for between one week as campers to two months as staff members without an obligation to 

return, it feels like there is less risk to being yourself or being different than your peers. For 

instance, some participants discussed coming to camp as an opportunity for a fresh start: 

You kind of get a fresh start at camp, because [you’re surrounded by] people that you 

don't normally see in your everyday. And so I do feel like people are more willing to kind 

of show you their true colors. (Howard, 23, interview) 

They also discussed camp as a place where they could have the freedom to be silly or different 

without judgement: 
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It was kind of like a comfortable place for me as a camper. Like I could be whoever I 

wanted to be. Like, I would wear like bright blue skinny jeans all the time. And […] I 

feel like I could just be whoever. I can be goofy. I could be crazy. So yeah, I did, I feel, I 

feel like... I did feel pretty comfortable as a camper. (Craig, 24, interview) 

These descriptions, again like Sorenson (2018) and Wolf (2017) highlighted camp as a getaway 

and a place to regroup, where normative expectations weren’t present and you could be silly and 

have fun, whether you were a camper or a leader. Camp, then, can also be considered a place of 

respite for many children and youth, where they can take the opportunity to refresh: 

You get to experience kind of like a utopian society for a week. I mean, I can't picture a 

more perfect way of living than camp, honestly. You can't just have free time and wide 

games, your whole life, um, uh, society doesn't function that way. (Anthony, 24, 

interview) 

In being a temporary respite and a safe space to experiment and be different, camp’s inclusivity 

is further demonstrated. 

For many, camp was a significant place of growth: not just emotional and relational 

growth as discussed earlier, but spiritual growth, where for many campers and staff members, 

camp represents their church community (Shabi & El Ansari, 2001; Sorenson, 2018). The safe 

space aspect of camp allows children and youth to ask challenging questions about faith and 

explore their own beliefs. As a result, many participants discussed their gratitude to camp for 

providing an opportunity to grow closer to Jesus. Through a series of activities, camp highlights 

spiritual growth as one of its key missions. For instance, morning worship was a daily period 

where uplifting and upbeat worship songs were sung before and after a short sermon. Time with 

God was a time spent alone with one’s cabin, where cabin leaders lead a discussion with their 



QUEER THEORETICAL INQUIRY OF CHRISTIAN SUMMER CAMP 48 
 

cabin about faith in their everyday lives. As well, the aforementioned quiet time of Vespers, and 

all of the smaller ways that Christianity was embedded in different parts of camp (prayers at 

meals and at night, action-based Christian songs at campfire) exemplify the efforts to build up a 

Christian spirituality in their camper and staff populations. Those who experienced this growth 

looked to share those experiences with others, and invite and welcome more people to camp as a 

result, which created an environment further centered in inclusivity. 

Underlying Methods of Control over Staff 

While the theme of inclusivity became more and more pertinent as I interviewed more 

participants, it also became clear that there were certain limitations to how inclusive camp could 

be. All participants in this project were staff members and most of them admitted that while 

camp came across as overwhelmingly inclusive and accepting when they were campers, as staff 

members, they became keenly aware of the methods of control and surveillance that limited staff 

members’ self-expressions and ways of being while working at camp. The discussions of control 

that emerged through the interviews can be sectioned into discussions of policy, ideological 

control and bodily control. While these three categories do not necessarily divide cleanly without 

crossover, they collectively encapsulate the camp staff’s discussions of how they felt their 

actions were limited while working at camp. 

Policy. 

The first and most easily identifiable method of control over staff was the hiring policy of 

the governing body which camps operate under, which determined who was and was not fit to 

work on staff. Eight of my thirteen participants pointed to the ‘lifestyle agreement’ as an 

exclusionary factor preventing certain populations from working at camp. This lifestyle 

agreement was a clause attached to the contract that every staff member was required to sign in 
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order to work at camp. While more recent versions of this lifestyle agreement have been changed 

to be more vague and less overtly homophobic, participants vividly recounted the wording of a 

document asking hopeful employees to affirm that they were heterosexual and did not engage in 

practices associated with sinful or “harmful lifestyles”, which also included substance addictions 

Most participants spoke frustratedly about this clause and explained that it caught them off guard 

when they read the employee contract: 

Um, so I was having a hard time, I guess, um, teaching about that to the campers and 

stuff when I wasn't sure myself, and there was a lot of problems with like the Baptist and 

like religious perspective. So like making us sign contracts about not engaging any same 

sex activities, even as a heterosexual person, I was like, I'm not standing for this, like this 

isn't cool. I'm not something that I want to be part of. (Winona, 22, interview) 

Winona specifically discussed the homophobic clause from the perspective of a heterosexual 

LGBTQ+ ally, and pointedly remarked on the tension she felt that the camp policy so overtly 

conflicted with her own beliefs, which she had previously thought were at least vaguely in line 

with one another. Ernst provided the perspective of a former staff member who had since come 

out as queer and trans non-binary: 

And, um, I'm just thinking about that line in the employment contract, or I forget where, 

where it's like formally encoded, but being like, you can't, you can't work here unless 

you're straight. That one thing has introduced so much uncertainty, into my whole 

assessment of the camp experience… I mean, I'm glad I got to work at camp. I'm glad I 

survived my adolescence. I definitely wouldn't have worked at camp and I don't know if I 

would have survived my adolescence, if I'd understood who I, who I am and who I love 

and who I'm, who I'm drawn to. (Ernst, 25, interview) 
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Of note in this excerpt and throughout Ernst’s interview, they discuss the contradictory emotions 

they feel towards camp, and struggle between valuing the experiences they had at camp and 

reconceptualizing the camp as a place they couldn’t currently associate with. This led to another 

significant finding, which was that while many participants struggled with their new 

understanding of camp as exclusive and discriminatory, they still loved camp, and experienced 

similar difficulties to Ernst in reconciling these two positions. Similar feelings are cited by 

Mitchell (2019), who discusses her experiences of being introduced to queer cultural signifiers at 

her Jewish summer camp which helped her discover her own sexuality, such as drag 

performances and sing-alongs to lesbian folk songs. Simultaneously, she discusses never seeing 

queer desire celebrated or normalized at camp, leaving her with a similar tension when 

retroactively conceptualizing camp as a place of comfort and somewhere she may no longer be 

welcomed (Mitchell, 2019). When looking at policy, however, attempts to control staff were 

established through limits around what was considered acceptable behaviour. 

As is made clear through the lifestyle agreement, control over the sexuality of the staff 

trumped inclusivity when it came to the camp’s relationship with its staff. Over the course of the 

interviews, many anecdotes were shared about other individuals who identified as non-

heterosexual, had long ties with camp, and who had been hopeful to return as staff after 

graduating from being a camper, but never end up returning for unknown reasons. While I could 

not reach any of these individuals for this project, instances of long-time and dedicated camp 

staff (often known as “lifers”) being excluded on the basis of sexuality were still discussed first-

hand. Celeste, for instance, discussed an extremely emotional experience after a member of her 

camp’s governing body learned that she was living with her boyfriend and sent a co-worker to 

Celeste to discuss her breach of policy: 
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And so I was summoned to Tim Horton's under false pretenses of just catching up. And 

luckily I didn't actually make it to Tim Horton's because I slept over at the apartment that 

night, and I slept in and I missed our appointment, but she called me and I woke up and 

she was like, “Where are you?” And I said, “I'm at the apartment.” And she was like, 

“What?” And, and I said, “Oh, I just slept over because like, my parents' house is really 

far away from the Tim Horton's you wanted to meet at and you wanted to meet me in the 

morning, so I slept over.” Obviously a lie. And, um, she told me a whole lot of things, 

including you have to be able to look me in the eye and tell me you're abiding by our 

sexual purity policy in order to work at camp this summer. And you have to be able to 

look God in the eye, um, and all of these things. (Celeste, 23, interview) 

Partially as a result of the implied threat of not returning to camp, Celeste’s partner proposed 

earlier than planned, and because they were engaged in the summer, they were allowed to work 

at the camp. Their story represents the level of influence camp policy has over staff’s ability to 

express their sexuality, even outside of camp. Because Celeste and her partner lived together, 

they were assumed to be sexually active, and in turn assumed not to be trustworthy role models 

at camp, which Celeste identifies as the impetus for the purity policy. A similar issue occurred 

with another participant, Craig, who was denied a return to camp despite going to the camp since 

he was a child because he was found to be living with his partner: 

I was living with my partner who... we’re technically now in common law. We are not 

married. So it was a situation where I applied for the same role that I had in previous 

years to be a cabin leader, like one of the head leaders there. But I was met by the 

director. And they basically told me that because of my current situation and living 

situation that they weren't able to hire me […] They said no, because they didn't want the 
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campers to somehow figure out that I was living with a partner that I wasn't yet married 

to. So they didn't want to, like insinuate, oh, he's having sex before marriage, or he's, like 

living with someone. And they're not married, like, sinful, and they're basically just like, 

we can't have that, influencing campers. (Craig, 24, interview) 

In Craig’s case, he wasn’t able to return to camp, and this development resulted in the end of his 

camp career, even though camp was a place he invested most of his childhood and youth. He 

recalled feeling stunned and frustrated about his rejection from camp. 

 Ultimately, while these policy-centered narratives possess themes of conservative 

heteronormativity and heterosexuality, they also represent the control that the governing body of 

camp holds over who is allowed to work for them, and how clear the line is where staff 

members, even those who have dedicated much of their lives to camp, run the risk of not 

returning. Implicit in these broad policies around sexuality is the sense of ideological control, 

another major discussion point which highlighted the camp’s method of control over its staff 

members. 

Ideological Control. 

 For the purposes of this paper, ideological control will refer to any instance where those 

among the leadership at camp attempted to assert control over the thoughts or knowledge of 

those they preside over. For instance, members of leadership and camp management would 

actively limit what conversations cabin leaders were allowed to have with campers. They would 

also assert certain values they hoped to advertise through panel-like discussions, which were also 

a common talking point discussed by female participants in the study, who found that the 

discussions placed expected limitations on their own sexual activity. Through these examples, it 
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became clear how the camp leadership was intentional about communicating particular messages 

through the staff, messages which the staff often did not fully agree with. 

 First, there were clear limitations on which conversations could and could not be had at 

camp. Cabin leaders, in particular, were expected to lead time with God daily for about an hour, 

which essentially amounted to short Bible studies with their cabins, wherein their campers for 

the week would ask whatever questions they had about Christianity or Jesus, and the cabin 

leaders were expected to provide basic answers, which often revolved around the themes of a 

greater power existing and loving them unconditionally. As the camp is Baptist and most of 

those who work there identify as Baptist as well, time with God presents an anodyne example of 

how camp was designed with ideological control in mind; faith and Christianity were meant to 

be prominent and impactful aspects of camp, and dedicating time to such topics provides room 

for spiritual growth. Similar findings are revealed in literature on Jewish summer camps and 

other Christian summer camps (Shabi & El Ansari, 2001; Wolf, 2017; Sorenson, 2018). Trickier 

examples of ideological control arose when staff members revealed that they were asked to avoid 

certain topics altogether: 

Um, so we were explicitly told we weren't allowed to talk about evolution versus 

creationism. Uh, we weren't allowed to talk about, um, gender or sexuality, not allowed 

to talk about, um, heaven or hell4, um, any like controversial issue, we were not supposed 

to touch on. (Celeste, 23, interview) 

Rather than discuss these topics upfront, staff were told to direct these kinds of camper questions 

to the pastor of the week, which contributed to feelings of ambiguity for young people who had 

 
4 This topic was specified as controversial because the camp sought to be inclusive of different religious beliefs, and 
a growing number of Christian denominations do not believe in hell or disagree significantly on what hell or heaven 
might look like or entail. As such, as Celeste expressed further, some children and youth would get into arguments 
about subjective truths regarding heaven or hell. 
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pressing questions for their leaders, and the prioritization of biblical accuracy over the 

acceptance of multiple perspectives. While most participants understood the purpose of these 

directives, some indicated feeling distrusted by leadership. Overall, it’s clear that these 

limitations around what was considered acceptable conversation point to an effort to keep 

discussions uniform and maintain control over the discussions occurring at camp. 

 Another example of ideological control was the panel discussions held by leaders at camp 

during teen week. Every year during teen week (where campers were aged 14 to 17), staff would 

hold a separate panel discussion with the boys and girls respectively to answer questions relevant 

to youth and young adulthood, which often included questions about sexuality, high school, 

making friends, and maintaining their faith outside of camp. Most often though, the highlights of 

these conversations were about sexuality, which many participants remembered being exciting, 

although ultimately they were often let down by the answers they received: 

I remember being excited about this night because a few of my older role models would 

be on the ‘panel’ discussing their own relationships and experiences, which I was excited 

to hear. I remember talking about relationships, what was “appropriate” and what was 

“inappropriate” (mostly sexually) in relationships according to the opinions of this panel 

of leaders. I remember feeling excited because sexuality was definitely sort of taboo to 

talk about so openly in a Christian setting, but also feeling judged and let down by the 

responses of these leaders… There was also a conversation about masturbation, and this 

was deemed as “wrong,” because “according to the Bible, feelings of pleasure should be 

shared between a man and woman who are married, and these pleasurable feelings will 

be so much more special if you ‘resist the urge’ and share it with your spouse.” These 
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responses made me feel very uncomfortable with my own sexuality and made me feel 

shame about my own prior experiences. (Winona, 22, narrative) 

Winona expanded on the feelings of shame further in her interview: 

But even at the time I felt really, like, judged. I felt we were talking about masturbation. I 

felt like, Oh my gosh, am I doing something wrong? Like, am I not supposed to be doing 

that? (Winona, 22, interview) 

These panel discussions were again intended to create a unified answer to challenging questions 

and contribute to the traditional Christian discourse of sexual purity that has already been 

established through policy. What resulted in this case, however, were feelings of shame and 

judgement which accompanied instructions not to engage in sexual activity until marriage. 

Winona described feeling hurt and unsafe as a result of these talks, and felt like these 

experiences contributed to her eventual departure from camp. She also provided insight into how 

staff members speaking on the panel even felt pressured to alter their stories to fit a greater 

narrative of purity and abstinence: 

I had talked to [friend on the panel] a lot of times, like one-on-one and like we talked 

about a lot of this stuff, so I knew that what she was saying on the panel didn't really 

match up with her actual experiences, which made me feel like, okay, you even have to 

hide your own experiences or your own self in this context where your bosses or 

whoever, or your peers are like observing you. Um, so I guess I felt like, okay, I know 

that what she's saying, isn't true, but she has to hide it. So does that mean that I should 

also be hiding my own sexuality or my own experiences? (Winona, 22, interview) 
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In expanding, she highlighted that seeing her role models shift and shape their stories in 

accordance with the Christian expectations made her feel even further pressured to suppress her 

sexual urges, or at least not be honest or open about them.  

Clearly, through these examples of the limitations and expectations on conversations staff 

can have with campers, the leadership at camp intentionally maintains discourses in line with the 

values they hope to perpetuate through camp. In the cases here, by attempting to control the 

thoughts and judgements of staff members and campers (Burr, 2015), the leadership at camp is 

attempting to deploy discourses of religious homogeneity and sexual purity, the latter of which 

was reflected deeply in examples of bodily control at camp. 

Bodily Control. 

 Another subcategory of control present at camp is bodily control, which refers to ways 

that the leadership at camp attempt to control the bodies of its staff members and campers. In 

some cases, examples of bodily control are reminiscent of Foucault’s biopower (1986), as bodies 

are actively separated based on gender, with male campers staying in cabins on one end of camp, 

and female campers staying in cabins on the opposite end. In the most prominent and often-

repeated example, participants, specifically female ones, were subject to strict dress codes where 

they weren’t allowed to wear revealing, often more comfortable clothing. Both of these 

examples, by dividing the campers based on presumed gender and regulating gendered dress, 

reflect an intent by the camp to control bodies on a large and small scale. 

 The first example is less complicated and perhaps requires less explanation as a result. 

When asked about how gender was prevalent at camp, most participants explained that camp was 

literally divided into male and female sides. At Camp White Oak, girls would stay in the north 

end most often (the half of camp with more cabins), and the boys in the south, although they 
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would sometimes switch ends depending on the number of male and female campers in a given 

week. When asked why this geographical division might be, some participants gave particularly 

poignant responses. For instance, Celeste gave a rather sarcastic answer: 

So boys and girls, um, the only two genders that exist, um, the girls have an entire, like, 

geographically, you're divided. So you're in cabins with the same gender. And boys aren't 

allowed in girls' cabins and girls aren't allowed in boys' cabins and the boys have the 

South end then the girls have the North end. And after a certain time, you can't enter a 

building, because nighttime is for sex. And, you know, all that good stuff. (Celeste, 23, 

interview) (italics indicate sarcastic tone) 

Winona also describes this geographic divide and the concern over sexual interaction among 

campers: 

I think that having like a boy side and a girl side is… I always felt like, Oh, the boy side, 

like I'm not allowed over there. […] I did perceive it at the time as like making sure that 

again, like to ‘save room for Jesus’ […] And if there was, if there was too many boys one 

week and they had to be in a cabin on the girls’ side, it was like, Oh my goodness. It was 

almost always the younger kids to make sure that nothing inappropriate was happening, 

which I get, like from a liability standpoint, cause everyone's kids. But like, I dunno, I 

felt like it was over, overdone, like too much emphasis was put on the boys having the 

girls’ side [when the sides had to switch for a week], [or] don't go on the boys’ side. 

(Winona, 22, interview) 

Winona pinpoints the intentionality behind separating boys and girls, clearly identifying the 

choice as reflecting concern over kids being more exposed to each other and getting into 

“inappropriate” behaviours together. The underlying heteronormativity and distrust of older 
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campers and staff members to abstain from sexual activity present in this fear will be highlighted 

in the next theme, but the attempts to control young people’s potential desires remain as 

significant examples of bodily control. 

 The next instance is the dress code at camp, another common talking point in my 

interviews which five of six female participants discussed. A couple of male participants talked 

about the dress codes as being equal, as males and females at camp were both asked to avoid 

certain articles of clothing in order to maintain some “modesty” and avoid being too physically 

revealing. Phil explained that he “couldn't wear a Speedo and females weren't allowed bikinis. 

These rules just seemed obvious to me out of respect for one another, and that I didn't find 

Speedos comfortable so why would I want to wear them” (Phil, 28, narrative). Most male 

participants either didn’t mention the dress code or discussed it as a simple reality, like Phil. 

Most of the female staff, however, discussed the issues surrounding the dress code as central to 

how gender is made conscious at camp. For clarity, Julia, a former member of the cabin leading 

staff at camp, provided an overview of the dress code: 

The rules were basically like, no spaghetti straps, […] the width of your like sleeves, I 

guess, had to be two fingers […] And then, so what else, and then the only rule that was 

really made for boys was like, well, I guess there's two. No Speedos, but I feel like that's 

a given. And then, um, uh, don't like... keep your pants up, like don't show your boxers or 

whatever. And then for females as well, we, at our camp, we wear one piece bathing 

suits, not two pieces, and I think that it was just kind of put out in a way that was very 

like, um, it wasn't framed in a way that was for practicality’s sake. It was framed in a way 

of like, people are gonna look at you and people are going to be distracted by you. (Julia, 

23, interview) 
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By Julia’s recount, the dress code presented more restrictions for young women at camp than for 

young men, and even pointed to the underlying impetus for the rules in the first place, that 

women’s bodies are distractions, and that it’s their responsibility to prevent others from looking 

at them. Another participant, Charlie, discussed one specific story about when a female staff 

member was called out for violating the dress code, but a male staff member was not: 

At our camp, we do a banquet dinner on Friday nights (the last night of camp). This is an 

opportunity where the staff and campers dress up, either in more formal clothes or in 

costumes. Back in 2017, the staff policy was that female staff members could not where 

spaghetti/thin strapped shirts or shorts/dresses that were “too short.” Our director stood in 

the meal hall and looked for girls who may be breaking this rule. After spotting a few, he 

directed a female leadership team member to remind the staff that this was inappropriate 

and to direct them to go and change. […] She walked the entirety of the hall, and in the 

end I believe she directed five to eight females to go and change clothes. […] While the 

managing director and female leader looked at every female staff member to make sure 

they were in accordance with the policy on strap width, a male staff member, who was on 

the leadership team, was completely shirtless in the dining hall. He was in costume as a 

Tarzan-like figure, and so he did not have a shirt. He was wearing a backpack, which 

may have contributed to the oversight, but I remember sitting in the hall, having watched 

most of my female friends […] being asked to leave over the extent of shoulders that 

showed, while a male was shirtless. (Charlie, 26, narrative) 

Charlie’s narrative provides a strong example of how the dress code was applied significantly 

more to young women than to the young men at camp. Celeste also discussed her aggravation 

with the dress code not only because of the unequal application between male and female staff, 
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but because she wasn’t allowed to wear clothing she was comfortable in at camp, like baggy 

shirts and bikinis. These examples represent the use of policy specifically to control bodies at 

camp, but they also, along with most of the other examples presented in this theme, display the 

use of surveillance at camp to assert rules and policies. 

The methods of control applied at camp all include the use of surveillance in some form, 

whether it be implicit or explicit. When discussing policy, Ernst’s comments signify an implied 

surveillance reflecting panopticism (Foucault, 1977), as they knew they wouldn’t feel 

comfortable in the camp setting after coming out as queer and trans non-binary. Craig and 

Celeste were more directly and explicitly surveilled by family and friends who suspected they 

weren’t abiding by camp’s purity policy, and as a result Craig was excluded and Celeste very 

nearly excluded from camp. Regarding ideological control, camp leaders such as Winona’s 

friend felt pressured to alter their stories about their experiences in relationships to conform with 

other camp leaders’ expectations, and all cabin leaders and staff knew they may face 

consequences if they engaged in disallowed conversation topics with campers. Finally, regarding 

bodily control, campers are made aware of their surveillance to make sure they’re not crossing 

over to the opposite sex’s side of camp at night, and staff, especially young women, are actively 

surveilled to make sure their clothes aren’t overly “provocative” or revealing, at the expense of 

their comfort and confidence. Through all of these examples, domination is asserted to varying 

success over the staff members in perpetuation of specific power relations (Burr, 2015). Control 

over individuals’ behaviours and ways of being is managed through surveillance, which was 

central to the staff experience at camp, and peripherally present to the camper experience.  

Theme 2 – Presence (and Absence) as Central in Producing Exclusionary Practices 
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 Specifically, I found that three axes of identity directly arose when participants were 

asked who may not feel comfortable in the camp setting. The first and clearest of these axes is 

gender, which arose in most of my discussions. Staff, and to a lesser extent, campers, are often 

channeled into specific, classic and dichotomized performances of masculinity and femininity, 

which Celeste identified in her interview as being “good Christian boys and girls”. Alternatively, 

some participants detailed more freedom at camp to experiment with their masculinity and 

femininity, while others discussed tensions between their performativities and what was 

implicitly acceptable at camp. The second axis is sexuality and specifically the overwhelming 

heteronormativity that existed in the participants’ narratives and interviews. Because of this 

tendency, discussions of sexuality were often intrinsic to discussions of gender, as boys and girls 

were the only genders formally recognized at camp, and any conversations or sexual discussions 

or explorations at camp were deeply gendered experiences. Perhaps unsurprisingly, I found 

sexuality to be the topic that camp policy and camp leaders surveilled and controlled most 

aggressively and routinely, as staff were very heavily policed to make sure they weren’t 

engaging in any sexual or romantic activities. Beyond heterosexual interaction, however, non-

heterosexual encounters were not addressed as an issue, as the policy suggested and, presumably, 

the leadership assumed that those who did not identify as heterosexual would not feel 

comfortable at camp. Finally, I found that the topic of whiteness and a lack of racial diversity, as 

well as the colonized nature of the camp setting, were discussed as major barriers to non-white 

and specifically Indigenous people attending camp. I asked participants about reasons why this 

may be, as well as potential steps that can be taken to better include or welcome non-white 

communities. Overall, this theme serves to identify how the methods of control identified 
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previously are enacted, and generally displays how individuals who attend camp experience that 

control. 

Gendered Expectations 

 Gender has come to be understood as a fluid construct that changes over time, place and 

context, rather than an aspect of one’s being inherent to their sex (Jones, 2018). Butler explains 

that gender is created through our performance and gender-coded actions, but that those actions 

are heavily informed by social influences (Butler, 1990). In the camp setting, some of my 

participants explained that traditional gender expectations were still very much present, arguing 

that because Christian camps are embedded in church organizations, much of the residual church 

culture of assigning specific gendered expectations to males and females persists at camp. Others 

explained that camp was gender-free in some ways, and that they could shape and shift and 

experiment with their gender performance however they wanted. In this theme, I will describe 

the ways that gender was managed and shaped at camp, and the impact this had on participants. 

To begin, I will discuss topics that female staff most prominently brought up, including the dress 

code and its unequal enforcement, the value of gendered representation among staff leadership, 

and the gendered division of labour when it came to maintenance tasks at camp. Then I will 

expand on topics that male participants brought up, including the policing of their physical 

contact with campers and same-sex peers. Finally, I will expand on the geographical division of 

boys and girls at camp and highlight the different aspects of camp that appear to be gendered. 

 Celeste’s narrative and interview suggested that traditional gender expectations were 

present and reinforced and provided an outline for the more rigid experiences of gender at camp 

among the staff. In the midst of discussing dress codes, Celeste explained how girls were 

channeled into specific ways of being feminine through their dress: 



QUEER THEORETICAL INQUIRY OF CHRISTIAN SUMMER CAMP 63 
 

R: So can you run me through this dress code situation and what your experience was 

with it, and then again, how you, how it made you feel?  

Celeste: Yeah, so, maybe, it was every year that we went through dress code, probably 

the most frustrating one was the last year where [the director] was like, I'm going to be 

all progressive and get a woman to talk about dress code. And so he had Karly talk about 

it. And I talked with [a male friend] about this […] and he was like, ‘Karly was very 

clear that like, this was about all genders, but I think two of the articles of clothing she 

talked about are actually in my wardrobe and like 10 of the other ones are all for 

women,’ like leggings and tight tank tops and bras straps, and bikinis and skirts and all 

that sort of thing that are like traditionally assigned to women. So it was just really 

frustrating […] And there was a much clearer defined image of what a good Christian 

girl looks like, as opposed to what a good Christian boy looks like.  

R: Can you expand on that?  

Celeste: So good Christian girls don't show their collarbone and they don't have straps 

fewer than three of a man's fingers width… Uh, that was a policy that it had to be [the 

director’s] fingers instead of our fingers, because [ours] were too skinny. Um, and good 

Christian girls don't wear bikinis or one pieces that are too close to being bikinis, um, 

which is completely subjective. And we wear shorts that we can bend over in and have 

been approved the length. (Celeste, 23, interview) 

As Celeste highlights, the dress code not only acted as a way of policing young women’s bodies 

and asserting control over female staff, but it also contributed to a specific “good Christian girl” 

femininity that young women at camp like Celeste were expected to identify with. As her friend 

in this excerpt mentions, male staff didn’t have nearly as many boxes to check to abide by the 



QUEER THEORETICAL INQUIRY OF CHRISTIAN SUMMER CAMP 64 
 

dress code, which may explain why some of the men felt more relaxed and able to explore their 

style and self-expression through their dress. Craig discussed being able to wear colourful pants 

and shirts with long, open arm holes (which three female participants lamented in interviews, 

explaining that it was a clear double standard). David talked about how his friend wore skinny 

jeans at camp, and how by teasing him about it and then borrowing a female staffer’s skinny 

jeans, he started to try new clothing at camp too. Multiple participants mentioned occasions 

where male staff entered the dining hall shirtless as part of theme dinner costumes. Julia 

explained that during one theme dinner, a male staff member was shirtless and a female staff 

member was wearing a dress with thin straps, but the camp director only called on the female 

staff member to change and not the male. Only after being urged by multiple staff members did 

he also ask the male staffer to abide by the dress code. In this instance, we see an example of 

how men on staff are offered much more freedom to experiment with dress and self-expression.  

Meanwhile, the ability of young women and girls at camp to express themselves through 

clothing was limited heavily by what the dress code and camp leaders deemed to be modest. 

Other female participants shared similar experiences to Celeste’s, including Winona and Julia. 

Julia, who worked on the leadership team at camp, discussed how her perspective on the matter 

changed: 

[The dress code] was very much written in a way that was like, no, no blah, don't blank, 

no blank, no blank, whereas sometimes I feel like you can write it in like a more positive 

note, like try to wear a t-shirt rather than a spaghetti strap or something like that. […] 

Um, and I think that it was just kind of put out in a way that […] wasn't framed in a way 

that was for practicality’s sake. It was framed in a way of like, people are gonna look at 

you and people are going to be distracted by you. […] I think it was 2018, we had a new, 
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our director had a brought in a new office manager and she gave the, the dress code talk 

and she framed it in a way that was like, the first thing she said […] “We're going to have 

a conversation that I know everybody hates, but I'm going to do it in a way that you're 

going to like. So when I come to camp, I don't wear a prom dress. I also don't wear high 

heels. I wear running shoes and I wear a t-shirt,” and that was just kind of a new 

perspective. […] And she kind of framed it in a way that was way more positive rather 

than negative, which just made everybody feel so good. And I remember after that 

conversation, […] the girls all went up to her and were like, thank you for that. Thank 

you for like framing it in that way. It was like, yeah, I shouldn't wear a spaghetti strap 

that I'm going to have to be pulling it up every five seconds. Cause I'm going to be 

dancing around with all these campers. And, but it just was framed, it was framed 

differently, which made everybody just feel more confident in themselves as well. And 

we were allowed to wear spaghetti strap after that. Like you didn't have to have two 

fingers. It was more like, is it a practical shirt to wear rather than there's this rule of like 

how big the strap has to be or whatever. (Julia, 23, interview) 

Julia clearly identifies two ways that the dress code was delivered, where the first was focused 

on being prohibitive, and the second was focused on common sense or practicality, as well as 

modesty, which was mentioned further into the discussion. She also discussed the benefit of 

having a female staff with some level of authority discuss the dress code as a logical solution, 

rather than a restrictive order.  

Celeste disagreed with the practicality argument however, citing her own personal 

experience, and saying that the camp had other reasons to limit its female staff’s presentation: 



QUEER THEORETICAL INQUIRY OF CHRISTIAN SUMMER CAMP 66 
 

I just think that like, as a dance teacher, I'm very functional in my Lulu Lemon leggings 

and a crop top. Like don't tell me I can't be professional in those things because I'm really 

good at my job in that outfit. I understand the idea of like, not wanting, like everything 

falling out while you're working with kids. I get that. But like, I also feel that someone's 

individual dress is their individual choice based on their individual comfort level. And 

there's like a, professional dance has a much "riskier", has a much bigger like margin 

than the morality approach, which is like very narrow. Um, and I just think that the 

practicality thing was bullshit. Like, I just don't think that that's why they were saying it. 

[…] I just think it was about optics and what the parents saw or heard. (Celeste, 24, 

interview) 

Celeste clearly viewed the policy as a limit to personal comfort and expression, regardless of 

how it was communicated. Overall, she saw the enforcement of the dress code, whatever the 

framing language, as a highly gender-coded affair, with female bodies being surveilled far more 

than male bodies. The dress codes, then, played a pivotal role in shaping a femininity that 

Celeste didn’t identify with. 

In addition to the re-framing of the dress code, what changed for Julia to eventually shift 

her perspective on the dress code was the presence of a female-identifying voice on staff 

delivering the policy in a less combative and more co-productive manner, which introduces the 

value of presence and visibility at camp, in this case being able to see your gender present among 

those positioned systemically above you in the camp setting. Julia expanded on the value of other 

women being present among the leadership team at camp later on in the interview: 

It just felt like there were, it was difficult to grow. Cause I feel like in some aspects, 

women feel like there's nowhere, like the glass ceiling effect basically. Um, but [being 
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part of a leadership team of five women and one man] kind of showed that there was 

some levels that we can get obviously, but our directors are still, all three of them are 

males, so we still haven't broken that glass ceiling. But I think that that's coming. And I 

think that this kind of just shows that our leadership also trusts us. Like our executive 

director […] sought the five of us out, like personally to be in the roles that we were in. 

[…] And just my personality is just like, yeah, I'm going to do it. Like I don't, I don't see 

the personal limitations just cause that's my personality, and that's just how I've been 

raised, to be confident in my own abilities. And just because I'm a woman doesn't mean 

[that I’ll hold myself back]. Um, but I think that just for other people, it just is so 

captivating for them to see that. (Julia, 23, interview) 

Julia highlights the value of representation, explaining that while she’s a very independent and 

confident person and may not rely on it so much, other women being present in leadership 

positions and being listened to and sought out by camp leadership is deeply valuable for girls and 

young women to feel like they belong and can excel in a given setting. This example points to an 

instance of progress when it comes to gendered expectations at camp.  

Olivia, another young woman on the leadership team, described her experiences on route 

to becoming head of waterfront at camp. She discussed how her path was painted with 

assumptions about her gender, most notably her physical capabilities, which was always a point 

of pride for her: 

My first year on staff I was definitely trying to prove myself. I happen to be very strong 

and would often show off. Being on the waterfront there were ample opportunities to 

show off, from lifting canoes to our training times. From that first year I quickly 

established myself as capable and strong. I would notice every so often that when asked 
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to do a physical task they would ask for “a couple of guys” but when I offered to help I 

was never turned down or looked down upon. (Olivia, 23, narrative) 

*** 

R: And then there's also the discussion [in your narrative] of you being stronger and then 

getting an elevated role at camp, but they would still call on boys to do physical tasks and 

stuff like that. Can you walk me through that? And maybe some of the emotions that 

might've surrounded it a little bit.  

Olivia: Um, I guess my initial reaction, whenever someone says that is like this 

immediate, like pride, like, okay, well I can do it. So let's go, kind of thing. And it's 

never, well, for me, it's never been like, oh, well they're being sexist. Or like they just 

shouldn't say that. Like, it's definitely more of, ‘okay, I'll prove it to you’ kind of thing. 

Like, ‘Oh, I'll show you.’ Um, but I think that's kind of been established over the years of 

me being there is it's kind of stopped happening. They’d be like, “Okay, can we get some 

guys? Okay, Olivia, come on,” Kind of thing. Um, yeah, I think my thoughts during it, 

I've always been like, okay, well I’ll prove it to you. (23, interview) 

While Olivia refuted that the requests for ‘a couple guys’ to help with labour-intensive tasks 

were sexist in nature, she admitted feeling a sense of competitiveness and feeling the need to 

prove herself as a strong and capable female on staff. This finding resonates with Pomerantz and 

Raby’s (2017) discussions of sexism amongst girls in an Ontario middle school, as in response to 

the threat of being placed in problematic stereotypes, girls took it upon themselves to 

individually manage their performances of gender to avoid being typified. This is indicative of 

the ways that young women and girls are forced to grapple with the gendered expectations and 

stereotypes which they are channeled into. In Olivia’s case, she refused to label the discourses 
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pushing her femininity into a box as sexist, and framed her resistance to her given femininity in a 

way that normalized as competitiveness. The gendered assumptions embedded in such a request 

are clear, however, and were pointed out by Julia as well, who connected the discussion directly 

to gender inequalities: 

As a cabin leader I think that the most prominent time where I saw genders being treated 

differently was during our training week when most of our time would be spent getting 

the camp ready. Jobs would be highly divided by gender, boys doing outdoor tasks and 

girls doing indoor crafty tasks. These experiences were very blatant and obvious they 

would ask “who are the strong guys who can help me with xyz”. And the girls would be 

asked to paint and put up decorations. This was something that always bugged me 

because there is no way that I was better at painting a mural than some of the boys. I am 

not artistic in that way and would be way more help carrying logs or whatever other 

“manly” activities they got the boys to do. (Julia, 23, narrative) 

In this excerpt, Julia more directly referenced the stereotypes imbued in the gendered division of 

labour at camp, and even discussed, like Olivia, a similar sense of competitiveness and need to 

prove herself in her interview. Hers and Olivia’s experiences represent the reality that even while 

women are present on the leadership team, their gendered ways of being are limited by 

assumptions about femininity. In this situation, in having to force their way out of dainty 

feminized tasks and into laborious jobs, they take on the added emotional labour in having to 

prove themselves. For somebody like Olivia who identifies herself as more tomboyish and “not a 

frilly dress kind of person,” her narrative exemplifies how her labour of choice at camp is 

connected to her performance of gender. Her preference for engaging in tasks that require more 

strength is indicative of two aspects of the culture at camp. It indicates that the assumptions of 
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femininity are indeed present at camp, but also that over time, she was able to find inclusion and 

was lifted up among camp leadership for her efforts at camp, regardless of her gender 

presentation. In this way, her experience is both an example of the limited ways of being 

feminine at camp, and also of the culture of acceptance and growth at camp, which saw her 

rewarded and promoted for her efforts and dedication to camp, albeit after having to force herself 

into that situation. 

 It has already been discussed that men did not experience as much surveillance in the 

way of dress codes at camp. One participant did note that male staff were made to refrain from 

overly affectionate physical contact at camp that may be misconstrued as inappropriate: 

So there's a rule that physical contact has to be kept to a minimum, and especially cross-

gender. Um, so like if I were to be walking around holding the hands of a young female 

camper, that would be worse than if it was one of my male campers. And so that was 

explicitly stated. Um, and I was always very careful to follow that rule. I don't know why 

I took that one too seriously. I really didn't care for a lot of the other rules. Um, I think 

it's because I, I had a greater fear of the repercussions, um, of what that one might be. 

(Anthony, interview, 24) 

Anthony went on to add that his fear of repercussions softened over time when it came to 

casually holding hands with young campers, but that when children would sit in his lap in group 

settings such as at Vespers or morning worship, he would get instructive looks from his head 

cabin leader or cabin leader coordinator reminding him to remove them. Meanwhile, female 

leaders and staff members wouldn’t be watched or directed nearly as heavily, even though they 

were often physically close with their campers during group activities. The partiality towards 

policing men’s affectionate behaviours fits with a classic pattern of dissuading men and boys 
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from being physically affectionate and caring, and the archetypical nuclear father as less 

emotionally involved than the childrearing mother, leading to assumptions that men who are 

comfortable providing comfort and affection for children have some sort of underhanded ulterior 

motive (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). 

Anthony also spoke about ways his physical intimacy with his friends was overtly called 

out by his female peers. He mentioned that during Bible studies, where half of the staff would 

meet in a private, lounge-type cabin with comfortable couches and chairs to talk about a specific 

Bible passage and draw lessons applicable to day-to-day life, female staff would often sit in each 

other’s laps, braid each other’s hair, hold hands casually, or otherwise just sit tightly next to each 

other. Anthony was very good friends with another member of the staff, and at some point they 

both noted how comfortable the female staff seemed to be in such close quarters to one another, 

so they began holding hands and “cuddling”, both publicly in Bible studies and in private when 

relaxing on their hour off or on off days. Anthony discussed this behaviour as something of a 

counter-cultural protest to the aforementioned dissuasion from physical intimacy that men 

experience, but also admitted that when in public, it began as something of a joke, poking fun at 

how female staff members were so comfortable snuggling in the lounge: 

[My friend] and I walked in and saw two people cuddling on the couch, and us being, 

you know, little shits, were like, how funny would it be if we just like copied all their 

movements? Um, and so then we like got on the couch and started cuddling in the same 

way that they did. And then someone [walked in and] was like, “Yo, stop, stop, cuddling 

like that. It's gross.” And it's like, literally on the other side of the room, like, One: you 

walked in and missed the whole point of the gag in that we were copying these other 

people. But the fact that it wasn't immediately like frustrating for these female staff 
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members to do it, is just such a double standard. One thing I should mention is that the 

way we were positioned, when you walked in, you would see the female staff first, and 

then when you turned, that's when you would see us. So it wasn't even like we were the 

first thing they saw, like they came in and saw everyone else and then us, and then it was 

an issue. (Anthony, 24, interview) 

While the young men’s cuddling purpose was at least partially to get a rise out of some of the 

girls in the room, Anthony said that it was frustrating to get looks from his peers when holding 

hands and being physically affectionate with his male friends. Indeed, the female staff’s 

objection to their cuddling indicated an undertone of homophobia which Anthony seemed to 

confront. He was never outright condemned or warned by camp leadership for those actions but 

still, his experiment does further define the boundaries of acceptable masculinity at camp. It 

should be noted that since Anthony and his friends started holding hands and cuddling, 

regardless of whether it began as a parody, other men on staff at camp started taking up similar 

behaviours, holding hands when travelling between activities, and sitting closely or on each 

other’s laps when at rest and not around campers. 

 Finally, gendered expectations are also clearly identified at camp through physical parts 

of camp and activities at camp that are more or less gender specific. For instance, Anthony, 

Celeste and Julia identified the drama and dance electives as overwhelmingly female-dominated, 

and explained that boys who did decide to take the elective were either quite young or switched 

electives after the first day. Phil explained that while no electives were marketed towards boys or 

girls specifically, he was the only boy in arts and crafts when he helped out there, and Celeste 

agreed that this was a more female-dominated elective as well. She also explained that there was 

often one girl in the sports elective, and unless they excelled at whatever sport they were playing, 
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the boys in the elective were told to pass it to the girl to give her a chance to compete. Celeste 

explains further: 

There would be like one girl in the sports elective and she would be seen as like a badass, 

or like, […] it was like an extreme. She had to be really, really good to be seen as a 

badass, she had to like keep up with the oldest boys or it would be like, ‘Oh, just pass it 

to Michelle. Because like she needs a chance to compete.’ You know?  

This explanation reflected the findings of Mayeza, who found that girls were only accepted into 

young boys’ playground sport games (specifically soccer) if they were particularly talented, or 

were willing to take on positions that nobody else wanted (2017).  

Overall, while some of these electives leaned towards one gender in terms of 

participation, many participants refuted the idea that campers felt sanctioned if they took part in 

opposite-gender electives. Olivia explained that when she was a camper, she tried out the video-

making elective, which involved a staff member and a group of campers designing a film and 

recording scenes to assemble a 15-minute or so film by the end of the week. When she showed 

up and saw that it was mostly male campers in the elective, Olivia explained that the boys in the 

elective and the leader were all extremely welcoming, and attempted to design the movie with 

Olivia’s role in mind. Similarly, Howard explained that in his first year attending teen week 

when he was 13 years old, he signed up for an elective called ‘Feel the Burn’, which he thought 

would be an elective where he’d be able to lie around and sunbathe the whole time. Instead, the 

elective consisted of aerobics and various exercises, and the rest of the group consisted of young 

women from 15 to 18 years of age. Again though, while he recalled the girls chuckling a little at 

the beginning at this “shy, blonde little grade nine kid,” he also remembered the leader and 
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campers being very warm and inclusive all week, so he decided to stay and actually enjoyed 

himself.  

Ernst summarized this phenomenon of inclusion in gendered activities well in explaining 

that while “more girls would choose crafts and more boys would choose the like physically 

intense stuff […] there wasn't any social sanction, like if you were a boy or if you were a girl and 

you chose archery. […] I did feel like access to the specific activities was pretty open” (Ernst, 25, 

interview). This observation points to the potential for more flexibility in children’s access to 

different or non-normative gender expressions through the activities they participated in, and 

reveals that among leaders and as far as the participants in this project reveal, among peers, there 

were few or very loose gender-related expectations when it came to participating in specific 

electives. 

As discussed in the previous theme, campers and staff members were separated by 

gender, where male campers would stay in cabins on one side of camp, and female campers 

would stay in cabins on the other end. This example brings in the topics of presence and 

visibility again, as multiple participants illustrated that having a boys’ side and a girls’ side to 

camp embeds a gender binary into the fabric of the camp, and leaves no space for campers who 

may identify outside of the gender binary. By leaving no space for non-male or -female campers, 

the camp perpetuates the impossibility and intelligibility of genderqueer and non-binary children 

and youth and their experiences, an issue highlighted by Celeste and Winona. 

The overall picture of gendered expectations is layered and complex. As a camper, 

gendered activities are present, but social sanctions are generally not oppressive, and there is 

freedom to experiment with different styles and activities. For staff members however, policy 

actively affects how young women, largely through dress codes, and men, through limits to 
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physical affection, experience the regulation of gender. Embedded in much of these discussions 

of gender is the second, interrelated axis of identity actively controlled by camp policy, 

sexuality. 

Establishing Normative Sexuality 

 Through the practices and efforts to surveil and control staff members, and to a lesser 

extent campers, the camp environment establishes a normative sexuality through both active and 

passive exclusion. Active exclusion refers to situations like the ones discussed above, where 

potential staff members are told they cannot or can no longer attend camp because of sexuality-

related reason, such as living with their partner without being married and violating the lifestyle 

agreement, or identifying as homosexual or otherwise non-heterosexual and similarly violating 

the lifestyle agreement. These examples are more cut-and-dry instances of active exclusion, but I 

will also discuss instances where a culture of sexual purity was established at camp that created a 

barrier or tension for staff members and older campers whose values and experiences did not 

align with what they were being taught, or even asked to preach. Through illustrating these 

examples, I’ll identify how this Christian camp environment established a rigid standard of 

sexual purity. 

 The first examples of these exclusions were delivered through camp’s lifestyle policy, 

discussed in the previous theme. Over the years, many prospective staff members and even 

former campers did not feel comfortable returning to camp after discovering that they identified 

as gay or not fully heterosexual. Ernst, for instance, discussed the tension they felt as someone 

who spent most of the summers of their childhood and youth as a camper and staff member at 

White Oak, but now would not be allowed to work there due to their queer sexuality. Craig’s 

discussions about the discriminatory culture at camp also come to mind, as although his friend 
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felt unwelcome to return to camp after coming out as gay, Craig later explained that his fellow 

campers and staff friends would have welcomed him back openly regardless of his sexuality. 

Both Julia and Celeste discussed separate people who were campers and intended to apply to 

work on staff, but never did because of their sexuality. Anthony also discussed inviting his friend 

to camp who had known for a long time that he was gay. These examples all clearly indicate how 

the lifestyle agreement communicates to people who identify with certain sexualities that they 

are not welcome, and that they can’t exist and work comfortably at camp. Even if you have a 

positive history at camp, like Craig’s friend or Julia’s and Celeste’s friends, and understand that 

most people will welcome you back to camp after coming out, the policy presents such a 

significant red flag about the camp’s and its governing body’s stance on non-heterosexual 

sexualities in the church, that people who identify outside of heterosexuality cannot see 

themselves existing at camp in meaningful roles. 

 I have already discussed how overtly and aggressively surveillance is used at camp in an 

effort to ensure that any sexual thoughts or interactions are completely absent, but it bears 

repeating when understanding how camp culture seeks to control the sexuality of the campers 

and staff members who attend. Women’s bodies are heavily policed and their dress scrutinized to 

make sure they aren’t “distractions” for boys and young men. Staff patrol at night to check for 

campers sneaking around the campgrounds, which Ernst explains with more detail: 

The idea of going down to sit on one of the swings on the beach, which was like, kind of 

secluded at night, with like a boy I was into, that felt very scandalous. And like, I don't 

know, I was so immersed in the expectations of security that I was never in a situation 

where I was like, “Oh, you know, I've got to find somewhere in the forest to like, you 

know, make out with this person.” Um, but I would imagine that for people who were 
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like pursuing relationships, it would be really difficult to find any small whisper of 

privacy, because the expectation is just that you don't do that at camp. (Ernst, 25, 

interview) 

A male and a female staff member aren’t even allowed to be in a room alone behind a closed 

door, a rule that Celeste and her partner had to face head-on when she had an anxiety attack at 

camp and her partner came to console her, only for him to be quickly kicked out of the room by 

his supervisor. Indeed, the management’s fear of any sexuality is overt and clear at camp, and the 

efforts made by higher ranking staff to shape young people’s sexual interests and thoughts are 

overt as well. I’ve also addressed the panel discussions held by leaders at camp, especially 

during teen week. Most notably, Winona mentioned feeling extreme shame and disappointment 

after being told that masturbation was not okay, and that she should save that pleasure for her 

future husband. We also see how sexual purity intersects with religious purity when Ernst’s 

friend, a young staff member at the time, was sanctioned and reminded about biblical truths by 

their programming leader for carrying out a relationship with someone who wasn’t Christian and 

therefore wouldn’t be with them eternally, among other cautionary comments. Evidently, the 

culture of sexual purity at camp was overwhelming, and became intrinsic to most aspects of the 

camp, even at the expense of the mental health and shame of some of its long-term staff 

members. 

 The topic of intelligible presence is also deeply relevant in this discussion of sexuality at 

camp, as by not having individuals of diverse sexual orientations present, camp recreates an 

insular, homogenous environment where only heterosexual identities are validated. As well, 

young people at camp who may not identify as heterosexual might face further struggles in 

coming to terms with their feelings, as any non-normative sexuality has not been displayed to 
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them as acceptable or even existent. There are only heterosexual ways of being at camp, but even 

those are so limited that any sexual validation is difficult to come by at camp without 

encountering the feeling of being surveilled or sanctioned. As a result of this, feelings of shame 

or internalized surveillance become intrinsic to the sexual experiences of older campers and staff 

members, as Winona and Celeste both attest to. In sum, the camp very effectively and thoroughly 

establishes a normative sexuality, one grounded in homophobia and a deeply rigid and exclusive 

purity culture. 

Camp as a White Space  

 While gender and sexuality were more clearly and overtly controlled within camp than 

race, race and the dominance of whiteness at camp came up in discussions of exclusivity at 

camp. This subtheme will discuss the three predominant findings related to race at camp, 

including the lack of diversity at camp, the culture of whiteness which leaves little room for non-

white voices or culture, and the problematic portrayal of non-white cultures, most notably 

Indigenous cultures. In discussing these topics with participants, I was conscious that I am a 

white settler asking a group of white settlers about racialized exclusion. While I believe that 

many participants provided thoughtful and deeply valuable feedback as to what could change to 

make camp a more racially diverse and inclusive place, it’s also a definite weakness of this 

analysis that no Indigenous voices or those of otherwise non-white people are present. That 

being said, participants did provide thoughtful reasoning behind the whiteness of their camp and 

ideas to better include people of colour and account for the colonial history of the land. 

First, there were campers who were not white at camp, but as multiple participants noted, 

including Celeste, Ernst, Winona, Craig, Anthony and Julia, camp has something of a diversity 

problem, as there are often very few non-white campers present, and even fewer non-white staff. 
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There were usually only two or three non-white staff members among the staff team, which 

varied between 30 and 40 people from year to year. The issue of the white overrepresentation at 

camp is a problem that many participants struggled with in interviews. Most participants had 

limited opinions on the matter, but some provided their own theories as to why the camp 

population is so white. Anthony, David and Celeste all suggested that it was an issue of privilege 

and affordability, and that many non-white families don’t have the expendable income to send 

their kids to camp for $500 or more a week: 

Oh, it's a privilege thing. Like it's, a hundred percent. If you can afford it, you can go. 

Like the day camps in the city are mostly not white communities and that's because 

they're cheaper. So it's a cost. And do you like, do you like, do you remember those 

weeks when like [a downtown camp organization] would send up a few campers and 

we'd be like, whoa, like our minorities are like doubled this week. (David, 30, interview) 

Privilege came up as a common talking point in discussions of white overrepresentation at camp, 

highlighting the intersection of race and class at camp in producing such a white, middle-to-

upper class environment.  

Celeste and Howard also pointed to the cyclical issue of inclusivity of non-white cultures 

not being represented, as people who feel excluded likely feel uncomfortable associating 

themselves with the camp environment, and might not return if they do come to camp: 

I think power produces itself. And the white hegemonic norm in the Christian culture 

reproduces itself by like, if you have a website full of Christian values produced by white 

cultural backgrounds, it's going to resonate with other white parents of Christian children 

with white cultural backgrounds. And that's going to draw, like, similar draws similar 

draws similar draws similar. It just reproduces itself over and over again. Um, and it is 
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understandably difficult for a child of color to see themselves in a sea of whiteness and 

want to be there. (Celeste, 23, interview) 

Celeste touched on the relevance of presence again, pointing to the fact that if young people of 

colour can’t recognize themselves or their culture represented in a given place, they likely won’t 

feel comfortable attending that environment. This points to the issue of inclusion among staff as 

well, and the lack of non-white voices in the leadership at camp. Moore (2002) contributes to this 

discussion by explaining that in camps where education about non-white cultures and race-based 

oppression are embedded in camp activities, a more inclusive and racially affirmative 

environment is fostered, supporting Celeste’s emphasis on the importance of including the 

experiences and perspectives of other cultures in the development of camp. 

These discussions of privilege and the prevalence of white culture point to Foucault’s 

biopolitics (1986). Due to heavy financial barriers, camp is established as a place where white 

children and youth who take up middle- and upper-class statuses may have a future, but black 

children who occupy low socioeconomic statuses, for example, may struggle to continue to 

attend camp long-term. As Anthony explained, there were church-run programs that provided 

funding for black children from southern Ontario city centres like Toronto and Hamilton to 

attend camp. However, these children were often placed in the same cabin and rarely returned to 

camp over a lack of continued funding. The lack of affordability of camp, the lack of funding for 

these local churches, and the exclusionary organization of young, marginalized people of colour 

at camp, therefore, all converge to create a space that tells non-white children and communities 

that camp is not meant for them, illustrating how the biopolitics in camp result in a discourse of 

exclusivity. Even after seeing camp, as Celeste explains, the production and reproduction of a 

“white hegemonic norm” at camp, where the leadership and decision makers continue to 
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reinforce a white-dominant culture, create a situation that likely leads many young black people 

do not return. An environment designed by white Christian leaders will resonate more with other 

white Christian families, while black children, youth and families will understandably struggle to 

see a place for them at the camp setting, presenting a clear example of the role of biopower in 

perpetuating the presence of white people at camp and absence of people of colour. As such, the 

barriers preventing non-white people from attending camp persist, from financial barriers to 

issues of representation among the camp population. 

However, not all diverse representation is necessarily positive, as many of my discussions 

with participants also delved into the use of Indigenous tropes and various Indigenous symbols at 

camp, and the colonial history of the land on which camp exists. Regarding the camp’s 

relationship with Indigeneity, some participants discussed the use of Indigenous symbols as 

tokenization of Indigenous culture. Specifically, they talked about the use of the names of 

Indigenous Canadian groups and religious figures for cabins, the use of old newspaper clippings 

reciting legends of Indigenous figures, Indigenous-inspired art as wall décor, and the casual 

inclusion of explicitly Indigenous activities such as canoeing and making moccasins in the craft 

elective all contributed to a feeling of “playing Indigenous” for some participants (Francis, 

2012). Ernst, an anti-colonial and anti-racist activist who identifies themself as a white settler, 

was particularly outspoken on the use of these symbols: 

I cannot imagine what it would be like to show up at camp and see your own culture 

tokenized and used as a prop. Um, like all, all the cabins were named after like 

Indigenous leaders, and there was this whole mythology, of like, settler mythology about 

the lake and all this stuff. So, uh, that's one way that camp was deeply exclusive. […] 

Yeah, I don't know. I think it's cool that I learned to canoe and got a certificate when the 
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camp was still offering that. […] But then also, obviously I have to mention that, like, 

why, why the fuck do I have a certificate? And this boating tradition that's common to so 

many Indigenous nations and like, it's not mine at all. (Ernst, 25, interview) 

Craig, another young white settler, also had similar thoughts on the cabins’ names: 

I mean, it always did kind of rub me the wrong way, about like the names of, say, cabins 

and some buildings and stuff. It kind of did made me feel weird. The fact that they're 

using those names, which are very culturally significant to that territory, and to the like, 

to those Native populations up there, it kind of did feel a little awkward. Like as a kid, 

not much, but as I got older and kind of learned more, I was just kind of like, I almost felt 

a little bit disrespectful. Not disrespectful, but like, misplaced. (Craig, 24, interview) 

While Ernst and Craig more clearly described their concerns about the tokenization of 

Indigenous cultures, most other participants, including Winona, Celeste, Julia, Olivia, Howard 

and David all agreed that they felt uneasy about the use of Indigenous symbols.  

Ernst discussed the topic further, explaining that the tokenization was inseparable from 

the history of colonial genocide that the camp and country were built on: 

This is like, this is an Indigenous-themed campground on land where people have been 

violently displaced. And we're here, you know, talking about this religion that started in 

ancient Rome and that's been used to enforce this genocide. Um, so it's, it's all 

contradictory. (Ernst, 25, interview) 

Ernst’s comments locate camp as existing within a greater historical context, making their use of 

Indigenous symbols even more problematic and potentially harmful. Overall, the lack of 

Indigenous-led cultural acknowledgement introduces a problematic instance of cultural 

appropriation. The use of settler mythology and vague, obscure references to Indigenous cultures 
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creates an implicit discourse of limited and problematized Indigeneity. As a result of the 

peripheral and liminal positions that they are sentenced to, Indigenous peoples can be understood 

as located in a greater conceptualization of queerness, one centered not around sexuality, but 

deviance from cultural norms (Dyer, 2017). In this case, the cultural norm refers to the existence 

within Indigenous mythologies and stereotypes that Indigenous peoples are attached to through 

erasure from Canadian history (Francis, 2012). Most participants agreed that a land 

acknowledgement and consultation with local Indigenous leaders would be positive first steps 

towards reconciliation. 

 The significance of presence and representation in explaining why camp remains a 

predominantly white space is valuable in itself. This conclusion reflects the findings related to 

the presence of gender representation as well. When more women’s voices were elevated among 

the leadership at camp, the dress code was delivered in less oppressive and more logical, 

respectful terms, creating an environment that many female staff were more comfortable with. 

As well, the establishment of a normative sexuality at camp has been intrinsically tied to which 

sexualities and to what extent sexuality is allowed to be seen at camp. This theme, then, helps to 

identify the subjects of many of the methods of control discussed previously. What remains, 

however, is discussion about how all parties responded to the surveillance and control. 

Theme 3 – Responses to Tension: Staff Resistance and Deferral from Management 

 All of my participants discussed recognizing issues at camp more clearly when they were 

on staff rather than when they were campers. Participants explained that as campers, they were 

largely unaware or unversed about how the rules they were expected to abide by reinforced 

dominant discourses of heteronormativity, homophobia, sexism, purity/rape culture, and racism. 

However, later, as adolescents and young adults on staff, many of my participants experienced 
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tensions with the management, policies and problematic discourses at camp and found different 

ways to respond to that tension. While some explained that they generally agreed with the spirit 

behind the policies and management at camp, or talked about those aspects as being inherent to 

camp, many participants described ways that they pushed back against rules or expectations that 

they saw as being unfair or unequally enforced. Meanwhile, when asked about harmful rules or 

policies, management at camp almost always fell back on deferral to another authority (including 

the campers’ parents, the donors, the organization that oversees camp, or a Biblical authority) to 

support a rule or policy. As such, while the staff at camp were regularly described in interviews 

as welcoming, inclusive people, interviewees made a distinction between the staff and the 

management. Because the management had to be concerned about the values held by their 

donors, the parents of campers and their governing body, they formed what Celeste described as 

a pyramid of acceptance, where the higher you sit in the hierarchy of camp employees, the less 

welcoming you “are”, or at least the less welcoming you are necessitated to be by your position. 

 First, the instances of resistance displayed by staff were numerous, many of which have 

been discussed already. When Julia’s friend demanded that a camp director enforce the dress 

code equally, for instance, this was a direct example of resistance to a formal policy and the 

camp management’s enforcement of policy. David, Anthony and Celeste all discussed this sort 

of resistance to policy as well in discussing disallowed topics with campers. David describes 

how the setup of the cabin space in allowed for this sort of resistance: 

When it comes down to it, you're a 17-year-old in a cabin with ten-year-old boys and 

there's no one to say anything otherwise, you can say whatever you want. So like, you 

may be, you may be taught or like you’re at the sessions and leaders and stuff are kind of 

told all this information, but when you get into the cabin, you can share anything that you 
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would like. Um, some testimonies can get kind of raunchy and like touch on some really 

hard subjects, not just gender or sexuality, but addictions. And, um, they can be either 

empowering or scary or real and they can help or they can hurt. Um, it's just kinda how to 

navigate telling those stories in the cabin with the campers. (David, 30, interview) 

David pinpoints the freedom cabin leaders had to talk about whichever topics they wanted, 

regardless of what they were told not to discuss in training sessions, but also mentions the 

responsibility of the cabin staff to navigate topics with a sense of caution and awareness. 

Anthony describes a couple of situations where he felt it was appropriate to push back and 

discuss one of the off-limits topics with his campers: 

I wanted to answer questions that kids had, right? And so there was one group of kids 

that I had that was making, for some reason, they were just yelling at the field right 

before bed, and they were being obnoxious, but they were yelling about babes … and it 

was very sexual. […] And so I felt the need to say like, ‘Hey, that's inappropriate. And 

here's why, here's, as Christian men, here's why.’ And that opened up into a conversation 

of them not realizing what they were saying. And then, you know, being very open about 

the fact that they don't know a whole lot about sex. And so I just gave them a very brief 

talk about sex and anatomy. And at the time I was a younger cabin leader. So I talked to 

them about it… I had a conversation about sexuality and stuff. And I remember having, 

with teens, I remember having conversations about pornography a couple of times at 

camp too. (Anthony, 24, interview) 

Anthony said that for him, being a cabin leader entailed being a mentor and a role model for his 

kids, and that answering their questions was a significant part of the job, so he often engaged in 

conversations he felt were pertinent, regardless of the camp policies. These discussions reflect 
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that while participants understood expectations around what they could and could not discuss 

with campers, they often valued their role to their campers and the wellbeing of their campers 

more than the camp policy and the potential consequences implied with violating it. Between 

these discussions and the frustrations and push-back surrounding the dress code, resistance to 

policy and management was a common response to leadership/staff tensions at camp. 

 Less formal are the instances of more direct? resistance to dominant discourses at camp. 

Anthony publicly holding hands and cuddling with his male friend presents a form of resistance 

against a hegemonic masculinity centered in homophobia, rather than directly towards a person 

or policy. By engaging in public physical intimacy with his male friend and knowing that he 

would garner a reaction from his peers, Anthony directly interacted with the present tension and 

shaped the discussion by juxtaposing his same-sex intimacy with that of other female staff. 

David brought up another instance of resistance when he discussed campfire skits as a place 

where stereotypes are parodied and broken down, specifically mentioning skits that exaggerate 

hegemonic masculinity and emphasized femininity to the point of humour, and other similar 

moments: 

[The skit] ‘Cooking with Men’ was just playing on like male stereotypes and that we’re 

never in the kitchen […] and like, working power tools to cut bread or like make a soup 

or whatever. It was just the maintenance guy, like using their air compressor to make 

stuff blow up. So like, and I guess that, that was fun playing it. And even male 

stereotypes, because we knew, you didn't need to be macho. Or when we'd find the 

people who were like that guy, like [one counsellor], who would take his shirt off like 

every other second. And so we would make fun of them and be like, you don't need to do 
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that here. Who are you trying to impress? Or like, we would make fun of the girls who 

were tanning on the dock. (David, 30, interview) 

The ironic application of hypermasculine and feminine tropes was used to poke fun at traditional 

gender norms, and at times those who took them on. It became clear in the interview with David 

that the goal of this teasing was to break down what appeared to be barriers of gender 

performativity to reach more authentic social connections, evidenced somewhat by David asking 

“Who are you trying to impress?” David understands camp as being a place where you shouldn’t 

feel the need to impress others, and his question represents the tension he sees between his 

fellow cabin leader’s stereotypical gender performance and his view of camp.  

Similar discussions arose when talking about the role of drag within some camp 

activities, including at campfire. Celeste explained that men dressing up in women’s clothing at 

campfire was reminiscent of drag, and that they made a spectacle of dominant femininities 

through humour. However, she also explained that there was a culture at camp that only men 

could be funny, and that if a woman were to dress in male drag, she wouldn’t be found nearly as 

funny. While normative femininity was being broken down and mocked in certain ways that 

challenged it, it was simultaneously being asserted in other ways, such as through the fact that 

women couldn’t be the ones in drag making the jokes. Mitchell discusses the use of drag in the 

camp setting as a signifier of queerness in parodying and teasing dominant gender stereotypes, 

but similarly finds that other gender stereotypes persist and limit the openness of the camp 

environment to alternative gendered ways of being (2019). David also discussed the use of drag 

in other situations, like at banquet dinners. When he was on staff, male staff members would ask 

other male staff who were dressed in drag to banquet, and the man in drag would stay in a dress 

or female clothing and act as the female date for the evening. David explained that this practice 
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poked fun at dominant femininities, masculinities and relationship practices present both within 

and outside of camp, as men are generally expected to ask women to dinner, and at camp if a 

woman asked a man to dinner it was a major talking point. In these ways, through humour, 

teasing and provocation, dominant discourses were recognized, and challenged, with space being 

made for more diverse ways of being masculine or feminine at camp. Pascoe’s discussions of 

drag as both facilitating and disrupting normative genders in Dude, You’re a Fag (2007) come to 

mind here. Although in Pascoe’s discussions a high school student’s use of drag was often used 

to aggressively police abnormal gender performances and sexual identities, it also created 

ambiguity around gender performance and opened space for more diverse gender performances 

through humour (2007). The dynamics surrounding gender and humour in drag are somewhat 

complex, but in the context of the camp setting, they appear to be used as a form of resistance to 

dominant gender performances and gendered expectations. 

 It is also pertinent to mention the patterns by which camp leadership defended their 

policies, and the common reasons or motivations that camp leadership provided for the reason 

behind policy decisions. These tactics include using campers’ parents as a panoptic surveillance 

tool, and generally deferring to some sort of Biblical authority, such as a Bible verse or pastor. 

Through these methods of deferral, I will describe how dependent camp management was on 

avoiding direct responsibility for their own policies. However, I will also discuss the impact of 

the camp’s governing body pushing camp staff to abide by certain policies and standards or risk 

losing funding, illustrating another layer of institutional power at play. 

 Most commonly, camp management would explain that policies around sexuality and 

physical conduct were in place because of the threat of donors and parents of campers (who 

commonly had conservative values surrounding sexuality) finding out about staff members 
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living certain lifestyles that might signify some sort of sexual deviance and consequently 

withdrawing their support from camp. Most commonly, the question posed to staff when forced 

to abide by sexual purity and bans on physical contact was “what would the parents think?” 

Celeste’s experience of not being allowed to be in a room alone with her partner at camp, who 

was also her support person for her panic disorder is relevant again here: 

The only reason I could ever get out of them that men and women couldn't be in a room 

alone together was that, like the optics were bad and like, it looked bad to parents or 

donors or somebody, or like if a, if a man and a woman walked out of a room together, 

then the kid would automatically assume they were like having sex or something. 

(Celeste, interview, 23) 

Celeste’s situation represents that because the people who fund camp present a certain set of 

values centered around sexual distrust and heteronormativity, the camp space and leadership at 

camp are then delegated those same values in their supervision of staff members. Anthony 

highlights another situation where the conservative values of donors and parents was explained 

as the purpose for policies: 

When it comes to physical affection, it was just [a] blanket [statement]. Like, we can't 

have kids in laps, we can't hold hands. Um, just because, um, it's a liability issue. Um, 

and if, you know, a kid goes home and says, ‘Oh yeah, I was sitting in my cabin leader’s 

lap.’ Like that could be trouble. That's how it was framed. (Anthony, 24, interview) 

Anthony’s explanation of the framing of these policies similarly emphasizes the role of parents 

and donors in producing a culture of sexual distrust. In this case, the fear of pedophilia in a 

church-funded environment is made implicit and used as motivation for policies which prevent 

physical contact between young campers and cabin leaders.  
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The fear of parents finding out about potential sexual “deviance” wasn’t the only use of 

deferral present in leadership’s motivations around policy, however, as they also placed religious 

morality as central to their decisions to potentially exclude camp lifers. Celeste’s discussions 

were significant here again, when she described that she was told by a close family friend who 

also worked for her camp’s upper management that she could not return to camp with her current 

romantic lifestyle: 

And, um, she told me a whole lot of things, including you have to be able to look me in 

the eye and tell me you're abiding by our sexual purity policy in order to work at camp 

this summer. And you have to be able to look God in the eye, um, and all of these things. 

[…] And she, I had never given her permission to like speak into this part of my love life 

or my life in general. Um, and there was no consent to have this conversation and it was 

so shame-based and violating and invasive. (Celeste, 23, interview) 

In this case, the member of the governing body representing camp placed faith as central to her 

exclusion of Celeste by explaining that Celeste needed to look God in the eye, as though it was 

God’s will that Celeste not attend camp because she was living with her committed partner. This 

usage of Biblical authority as a prop by which to defend exclusive policy was also present in the 

homophobic lifestyle policy. Multiple participants (Ernst, Craig, Celeste, Anthony, Winona 

included) explained that the lifestyle agreement used specific Bible verses to describe the 

relationship configurations expected of their staff, specifically including verses that suggested 

that homosexuality was a sin. By pointing towards the Bible as the implicit reason for their 

homophobic policy, the management at camp again uses deferral to an alternative authority as 

the reason for their problematic policies, rather than attempting to negotiate progress.  
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It bares noting, however, that while tension and critical discussions are left unanswered 

and avoided, camp is in a difficult position with a governing body that doesn’t prioritize progress 

towards inclusivity and a greater emphasis on the wellbeing of their staff. If certain policies 

aren’t maintained, the camp could risk losing funding from major conservative churches, parents 

and other donors. As a result, Celeste explains a pyramid of inclusivity that exists at camp: 

I think there's a really interesting, um, sort of pyramid to the way that camp is 

welcoming. Like, cause as a camper I experienced only positive things. And that was 

because I wasn't dealing with direct leadership at the top. It was because my cabin 

leaders were the only leadership I interacted with and the cabin leaders have a very strict 

instructions, but [relatively] little supervision. And so they can kind of say whatever they 

want, if they don't care about getting in trouble. And like a seven-year-old […] could be 

confident in themselves like diversifying in terms of gender or sexuality or whatever if 

their cabin leader was the one telling them late at night when there was no one else there 

to tell them otherwise that like, you are loved, you are okay. You are heavenly, you are 

enough. Like all of those things could happen at camp, but it wouldn't be sanctioned. 

(Celeste, 23, interview) 

Celeste highlights the distinction between the roles of upper management and lower-level staff 

members at camp in determining the culture of acceptance that campers see. In enforcing 

exclusive policies and reinforcing harmful discourses, Celeste explains that the levels of 

leadership at camp are less conducive to acceptance the higher they are. The front-line level staff 

such as cabin leaders, on the other hand, make use of their relative freedom in the cabin space 

and in the in-between moments when there aren’t surveilling members of staff watching, in order 

to assert a culture of acceptance and warmth. In the case of Celeste’s interview here, she 
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discussed telling a gender- or sexually diverse child that their experiences are valid and that they 

are still loved, even though the policies that Celeste operated under would not support the same 

notions.  

This excerpt is representative of the tensions between how the camp’s management 

operated and how the lower-level staff managed inclusivity and acceptance on a practical level. 

Celeste’s visualization of a pyramid of acceptance presents a clear explanation of the 

phenomenon where as you climb the hierarchy of leadership at camp, the more exposed you are 

to the exclusive policies and the more you’re expected to take ownership of said policies and the 

exclusions they produce. Her discussions also highlight how central tension and resistance are to 

the staff experience at camp, as well as to the camper experience for children and youth who may 

question their existence within normative genders and sexualities. Being a cabin leader entails 

balancing the enforcement of policies and exclusive discourses with maintaining an atmosphere 

of inclusivity and acceptance, a tightrope which Celeste and many of her peers who I interviewed 

struggled with.  

Conclusion 

 This project applied a queer theoretical lens to investigate a specific summer camp 

setting. This approach to conceptualize the camp context addressed a gap in academic literature 

related to young peoples about their experiences working at camp as youth as well as attending 

camp as children. This section will therefore review my major findings, proceed to discuss the 

strengths and limitations of the project as a whole, and finally discuss the implications and future 

research to continue to fill the gaps in this field of literature.  

Most significantly, I have concluded that the Christian camp experience, as represented 

by Camp White Oak, is queered through the presence of genderfluid behaviours and openness to 
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cross-sex and gender-complicating activities that are all normalized through a culture of 

acceptance and surface-level inclusivity. Simultaneously, there remains a series of policies that 

actively exclude those who occupy non-normative sexualities, not only as it pertains to people on 

the LGBTQ+ spectrum, but also those whose heterosexuality doesn’t meet the standards of 

“purity” established through camp policy and the practices of Camp White Oak’s governing 

body. These findings build on Mitchell’s (2019) discussions of queerness at Jewish summer 

camp, wherein despite queer signifiers such as drag and lesbian folk songs being present at 

camp, the lack of acceptance and affirmation of queer desire at camp prevents it from being 

understood as queer. The overall result of this surveillance is that any sexuality becomes taboo, 

and that any discussion of experience that may become romantic or sexual is attached to a 

panopticized fear.  

Further, the sheer geography of a boy’s end and a girl’s end of camp, and the culture of 

heteronormativity established at camp, make anyone who does not identify with a binary gender 

unintelligible. Again, even those who do occupy a cisgender, heterosexual identity are often 

scrutinized by those exercising camp policy and the unequal enforcement of policy by the 

leadership team, as was made evident through the enforcement of a dress code at camp, which 

was used most prominently to police and surveil girls’ and women’s bodies and rarely ever boys’ 

or men’s.  

As well, the institutional and cultural exclusion of any non-white participants at camp 

was noted as stemming from the fact that camp is a place imbued with privilege, and that the 

architects of camp are white people who identify with white cultures, leaving little space for non-

white cultures. Finally, the presence of tokenized Indigenous tropes makes camp deeply 

exclusive to and actively exoticizes Indigenous peoples, as symbols and cultural signifiers like 
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the names of leaders and Indigenous groups are used as props very much in-line with “playing” 

Indigenous (Francis, 2012). Despite these examples of exclusion and absence, however, 

participants maintained that lower level staff at camp often pushed back to encourage the 

flexibility and fluidity discussed previously. Celeste’s illustration of a pyramid of acceptance 

remains poignant in illustrating that the higher one ranks in the camp’s staff hierarchy, the less 

accepting they are due to their proximity to policy and responsibility to enforce it. While cabin 

leaders and staff are able to, and do, affirm campers that they are loved, wanted and welcome at 

camp despite identifying with a diverse gender or sexual identity, the leadership at camp are 

unable to offer the same comforts. So, once campers graduate from childhood and apply to 

become staff, they often encounter rude awakenings as the directors at camp and those who 

oversee camp do not carry the same platitudes as the staff members that they knew as campers. 

This all results in a complex space where gender performativity and sexual embodiment are 

made central by policies and regulations which make them taboo, while being thoroughly shaped 

and regulated by staff at camp through the perpetuation of gendered expectations and the value 

of sexual purity.  

The findings I have presented are grounded in my earlier discussions of queer theory. 

While Foucault’s discussions of surveillance, discourse and biopower were more clearly present 

when thinking about dress codes, the geographic separation of boys and girls, and the regular, 

constant presence of surveillance which was internalized by camp staff, other discussions 

engaging with Butler’s, Dyer’s and Messner’s contributions to queer theory were also present. In 

conceptualizing the presence of female staff in positions of influence at camp as presence along 

with the general absence of non-white people or people of diverse gender and sexual identities at 

camp, I apply Butler’s discussions of intelligibility (2006), and considerations of how what we 
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see results in what we expect, and therefore what can be considered intelligible. By not seeing or 

knowing sexually, racially or gender diverse individuals at camp, non-white, non-heterosexual or 

anyone other than male or female individuals are made to be unintelligible. In discussing 

racialized exclusion at camp and the tokenization of Indigenous culture, as well as those who 

were excluded from camp due to their sexuality and romantic situations, I apply Dyer’s 

discussions of an expanded conceptualization of queerness as not only referring to queer desire, 

but also a deviance from cultural norms (2017). Finally, through Messner’s application of 

phenomenology and gender salience (2000), I was able to identify specifically potent moments 

of gender performance, largely through the use of the narrative method. Participants’ usage of 

the narratives to tell stories about pushback against the dress code, or panel discussions about 

sexuality, were two examples of potent and formative moments for my participants which 

Messner’s conceptualization helps to identify. In considering theory throughout and applying a 

queer theoretical lens, I have been able to establish significant findings, albeit with certain 

strengths and weaknesses present in this project. 

Strengths and Limitations 

 This project is strengthened by the originality of the subject matter and theoretical lens 

through which I discuss that subject, as well as the data I was able to capture. By discussing how 

individuals on staff at my old camp experience gender, I was able to highlight and analyze a 

unique recreation-based location which has been known as a salient place for gendered 

performance (Messner, 2000; 2002; Mayeza, 2017). However, I did not only discuss gender; I 

was able to engage in informed discussions of sexuality and race to produce a well-rounded and 

theoretically informed project. During this process, I practiced reflexivity to help understand how 

my experience as a white, cishet, middle class man may have influenced my analysis and data 
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collection. 

 This commitment to reflexivity also contributed to a second major strength of my project, 

which is the data I was able to collect. By leaving the discussions open for participants in their 

initial narratives, they were able to discuss topics related to gender and sexuality which appealed 

to them, or which they were particularly passionate or otherwise frustrated about. The result of 

this methodological choice, as well as my conscious reflexivity and awareness of my 

positionality, was a data set that was colourful, passionate, and often extremely raw, providing 

valuable and significant findings about the camp. 

 One of the main limitations was the lack of diversity present in my participant group. 

While this was difficult to overcome considering the lack of non-white people present at camp, a 

goal of future research should be to engage with a greater diversity of people in terms of race and 

culture, but also ages and diverse educational and socio-economic backgrounds, as most of my 

participants possessed some form of post-secondary education and were overall well-equipped to 

discuss gender on a theoretical and institutional level. Being able to talk to people of various 

ages and levels of experience with camp would also have helped me engage in longitudinal 

analysis of how camp has changed over time. As such, while my data is colourful and valuable, it 

could have reflected a more diversified group, and this would have overall aided the project. 

Implications and Future Directions 

 Regarding future directions, more research still must be done to adequately discuss why 

camp is such a predominantly white space, specifically with the voices of non-white people at 

the forefront. As well, more research is required to comparatively discuss the Christian summer 

camp setting with other, non-religious affiliated summer camps, to fully discern the impacts that 

religious undertones and the presence of a religious governing body with largely conservative 
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donors may have in dictating the culture at camp. Beyond these two routes, it is also important to 

apply different methodologies in order to gain new perspectives on the camp setting, and as such 

it would be valuable to apply an ethnographic or phenomenological methodology in future 

discussions of gender in a specific environment. Had I been present for a situation such a Julia’s 

friend confronting her director about a fellow male staff member’s dress code violation, I likely 

would have gained much deeper insights into that instance, and been better able to identify it as a 

moment of resistance or otherwise. As such, in calling for more research on the summer camp 

setting, it is also important that research take on different methods in order to gather new, 

valuable perspectives. 
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Appendix 

Interview Questions 

1. General demographic questions:  

a. How old are you? 

b. What is your cultural, religious and/or racial background? 

c. How would you describe your gender and sexual orientation? 

d. Do you have a disability that is important for me to know about? 

e. Is there anything else that I should know about you before we continue? 

2. Camp experience questions: 

a. What camp(s) have you gone to/worked at and when? 

b. What is your most recent role at camp? 

c. What denomination is your camp? 

d. How long have you been attending/working at camp? 

e. What is the daily routine at your camp? 

3. What has your experience been like at camp in past years? How do you feel about (going 

to) camp? Why? 

4. What has it been like not having camp this year? 

5. (If participant submitted a narrative) Can you explain a little more about the story you 

sent me? How/why did you feel gender or sexuality were at the forefront? 

6. Would you describe your camp as an inclusive place, or somewhere where everyone can 

feel welcome no matter who they are? Alternatively, do you think it’s not very inclusive, 

or a place where some people are left out? Why? 

a. Do you have any stories where this was particularly clear? 
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7. Are there certain activities or parts of camp that feel like they’re more meant for boys or 

for girls? What is it like when there’s an activity you want to do but it seems like it is 

mostly for [boys or girls] and not for you? 

8. Have you ever felt the need to change how you act or present yourself while at camp? Do 

you feel like a different person when you’re at camp? 

9. If you knew someone who was gay or didn’t see themselves as straight, do you think they 

would be comfortable at camp? 

a. If you knew someone who didn’t identify as a boy or a girl, do you think they 

would be comfortable at camp? 

10. Do you know of any moments when somebody was excluded from your camp for their 

gender identity or sexuality-related reasons? Or instances where their acceptance in the 

camp environment was notable? 

a. How do you feel about that moment? / Expand. 

11. Do you know of any moments when somebody was invited or felt welcome at camp 

when they might not have in other environments, on the basis of their gender 

performance/sexual identity, such as a boy who might act more effeminate or girl who 

might act more masculine? 

12. Are there topics that you’re not allowed to discuss with campers? 

a. What do you think is the purpose of this? Do you think it helps or hinders the 

camp environment? 

13. Do you feel like camp is a flexible place for self-expression of gender, sexuality, or 

otherwise? 

14. Have you felt limited in how you want to present yourself (dress, talk, act) in the camp 
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setting? If so, how have you made compromises? 

15. Do you think your camp is inclusive of diverse gender presentations and sexualities or 

not? 

a. Do you think it should be more inclusive? 

b. If you think camp should be more inclusive, do you think it could be made to be 

more inclusive? How? 

16. Pick a pseudonym. 


