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(Mis)recognition within Heterogendered Lad Culture: LGBTQIA+ 

Students’ Subjectivities in Higher Education 

Abstract 

This paper addresses a gap in research on lad culture in British Higher Education (HE) by 

addressing how gender diverse students understand their subjectivities within this context. To 

do so, we introduce the concept of ‘laddish misrecognition’. Drawing on Benjamin and Fraser, 

we suggest both psychic and social mechanisms are at play in this mis/recognition. We also 

draw on Muñoz’s ‘disidentification’ to explore what it means to live in this space. We apply 

this to discussions with 11 LGBTQIA+ students. We identify the complexity of their 

negotiations regarding: identifications with masculinity versus distancing oneself from ‘the 

lad’; being misrecognised as ‘a lad’, and wanting to challenge this; and navigating femininity 

and same-sex relationships while being misrecognised as heterosexual. By exploring accounts 

that are often positioned at the margins of discussion about lad culture (i.e. not predominantly 

heterosexual, cisgender), we suggest laddish misrecognition shows how identities are formed 

in-difference.   

 

Keywords 

Lad culture, Misrecognition, Disidentification, LGBTQIA+ students, Higher Education 

 

Introduction 

Lad culture has emerged as an important term to critique a broader landscape of sexual 

harassment, misogyny and sexism, which itself has become more visible in the context of a 

visibility of feminism (Banet-Weiser, 2018). As a term that has public prominence, it has been 

used to define a particular generational, age-based and location-based set of practices, actions 

and behaviours. Lad culture has been a dominant term in British Universities, evident in widely 
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publicised incidents that are often marked by groups of young men participating in cultures of 

sexual harassment and heavy drinking. This includes, for example, Warwick University’s 

controversies over an all-male student WhatsApp group, where, commenting on female 

students, one wrote the group should “rape the whole flat to teach them a lesson” (Busby, 

2018). Other stories have involved Hull University, where a student night included a 

competition in which a female student was brought on stage, and encouraged to undress, while 

the DJ shouted “Cheer if you want to fuck this girl”. While at Durham University, news outlets 

report of competitions amongst ‘posh lads’ to have sex with the ‘poorest girl on campus’, hence 

evidencing the classist and misogynistic dynamics at play (Ackerman 2020).  

 Institutional and other attempts to challenge lad culture have included National Student 

Union (NUS) calls to address the issue. In 2014 they produced their Hidden Marks report, 

which suggested two thirds of young women at University had experienced some kind of sexual 

harassment. Following this report, the NUS Lad Culture Audit Report showed that student 

union and institutional policy addressing lad culture was lacking. Then, in 2018, the NUS 

Women’s section released a series of resources for tackling lad culture, including workshop 

materials and benchmark tools. Digital feminist activism, especially that emerging from within 

university campuses, has been vocal in calling out institutions (Mendes, Keller, Ringrose 2019) 

– including the #ShameOnYouWarwick hashtag, which circulated following the readmittance 

of male students at Warwick University who had belonged to the WhatsApp group cited above.  

Research on lad culture has also been instrumental in documenting sexism and 

misogyny on university campuses. This has included Phipps and Young (2015a; 2015b) and 

Phipps’ (2018) important work on the neoliberalisation of the university as shaping lad culture, 

with accounts from young, predominantly heterosexual, women showing how such a culture 

shapes their experiences of university life. Other research, such as Jackson’s (2010; 2006; 

2002), has centred on the experiences of lad culture within the context of primary and 
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secondary schools, investigating the hetero-construction of both masculinity and femininity in 

these spaces. Meanwhile, Dempster (2011; 2009) and Jackson and Dempster’s (2009) work 

has focused on young heterosexual men’s accounts of university, suggesting the significance 

of drinking cultures in the formation of lad culture (Jackson 2006). Jeffries’ (2019) research 

also focused on young heterosexual white men’s identification with the identity of ‘the lad’, 

noting in particular young men’s awareness of problematic ‘banter’, while also reproducing 

that same problematic language (i.e. sexist, homophobic). Jackson and Sundaram (2020) 

provide a detailed account of how those working within the university make sense of lad 

culture, noting sports, drinking and nightlife as important in framing laddish behaviours. 

Meanwhile, our own work with heterosexual and cisgender students has demonstrated the way 

young women and men understand lad culture as a ‘sticky atmosphere’, with this stickiness 

shaping how drinking and nighttime spaces are navigated (Diaz-Fernandez and Evans, 2020).  

However, what is currently missing is work that explores the meanings of lad culture 

for those outside of its heteronormative/heterogendered framework. Since lad culture has been 

predominantly reported on as a heterosexual and cisgender construct – a culture perpetrated by 

heterosexual and cisgended men, and experienced by heterosexual and cisgender women – the 

way LGBTQIA+ students navigate lad culture has been less visible. While in education more 

broadly, as Nicolazzo et al. (2015) suggests, “there has yet to be a serious concentrated effort 

to explore trans* subjectivities, identities, and experiences in educational contexts” (p.367). 

This gap in the literature is despite an awareness that the forms of hegemonic masculinity that 

underpin lad culture are, in part, based on the denigration of women and, in turn, the disavowal 

of any men who may be positioned alongside femininity (i.e. gay men), and that this is 

expressed through homophobia (Kay and Jeffries 2010).  

In this paper, we draw on a theoretical framework that sees subjectivity formed through 

the dynamic of misrecognition and disidentification. Drawing on this framework, we address 



5 

 

the gap in the field by asking: how do LGBTQIA+ students negotiate their identity, sexuality 

and gender presentation within the heterogendered context of lad culture? And, what 

subjectivities are constructed therein? Below, we discuss how we see misrecognition and 

disidentification operating together in the formation of LGBTQIA+ subjectivities. We then 

introduce our data, which comes from a series of discussions with 11 students from a Student 

Union ‘LGBTQIA+ Society’. Through this data, we argue subject formation takes place within 

the context of lad culture through the processes of mis/recognition and disidentification, which 

we term a ‘laddish misrecognition’.   

As cisgender and heterosexual female and feminist researchers, we have previously 

explored mis/recognition in relation to our engagement with digital forms of lad culture (Diaz-

Fernandez and Evans, 2019). In this work, we drew on Benjamin’s (2017) psychoanalytic 

notion of recognition alongside Fraser’s (2000) Marxist-inspired conceptualisation of 

misrecognition, in order to develop a methodology of mis/recognition that paid attention to the 

intersubjective and material underpinnings of exclusion and its subjective effects. Below, we 

outline and extend what this may mean for LGBTQIA+ students in the context of lad culture 

on university campuses. In doing so, the notion of laddish misrecognition aims to explore the 

psychic, institutional and cultural mechanisms that shape LGBTQIA+ students’ formation of 

subjectivity through mis/recognition and disidentification within the context of lad culture. 

 

Being LGBTQIA+ on campus: (Mis)recognition and disidentification 

As we suggest above, research on lad culture has yet to fully account for the students who do 

not identify as heterosexual and/or cisgender. This paucity of research is despite a wider 

recognition of how lad culture shapes the experiences of LGBTQIA+ students at university. 

For example, in a report for The Guardian, Young-Powell and Gil (2015) document the voices 

of several LGBTQIA+ students, who variously identify feelings of fear, intimidation and 
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cultural exclusion, with such expressions being important in the context of high levels of self-

harm, mental health issues and suicide rates amongst LGBTQIA+ students in the UK. Thus, 

while it has been absolutely necessary for research to document the way lad culture shapes the 

subjectivity of those who are heterosexual and cisgender, since perpetrator/victim tends to fall 

on these sexual and gendered divisions (Jackson & Sundaram, 2020), more attention is needed 

to how lad culture shapes gender diverse students’ experiences. This includes those identifying 

as non-binary, queer, and trans*, among others, and those not identifying as heterosexual.  

Despite this paucity of research on lad culture and LGBTQIA+, research has 

documented how student university cultures are experienced differently by LGBTQIA+ 

students. For example, Valentine, Wood and Plummer (2009) identify a complex picture of 

university life for LGBTQIA+ students. They note that university can be experienced as an 

open and tolerant space. The LGBTQIA+ students they spoke to experienced more freedom 

and developed networks of support with each other. This fits a narrative of the university 

experience, where young people are able to define themselves away from family and the 

communities in which they have grown up. However, these students also suggested that this 

was in spite of the persistence of homophobia, with 20% of their participants having considered 

temporarily withdrawing from their course as a result of homophobic bullying and 

discrimination (Valentine, Wood and Plummer, 2009).  

Self-exclusion and fear of discrimination from staff and other students are therefore 

important elements that make up LGBTQIA+ student experience on campus. Valentine, Wood 

and Plummer’s (2009) work is further supported by a NUS-commissioned report (2014) on 

LGB+ and trans* experiences in HE. This report identified that only 20.6% of LGB+ and trans* 

students felt safe on campus, and that those who suffered homophobic abuse were at a higher 

risk of leaving their course. Many felt that they did not ‘fit’ in to the university culture.  
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The work discussed above suggests to us that there are important subjective effects in 

identifying as LGBTQIA+ in an institutional culture that is underpinned by heterogendered 

values2, such as those maintained and upheld by lad culture. In this paper, we read these 

subjective effects through the concept of ‘laddish misrecognition’ (Diaz-Fernandez and Evans, 

2019), in order to explore LGBTQIA+ student’s experiences of lad culture within the HE 

contexts. The idea of laddish misrecognition engenders a complex negotiation between the 

notions of: first, recognition; second, misrecognition; and, third, disidentification, drawing on 

Benjamin (2017), Fraser (2000) and Muñoz (1999) accordingly.  

For Benjamin (2017), recognition defines a process where, in Hegelian terms, we feel 

like a subject when we are recognised by others, and recognise others in return. Thus, being 

recognised is a relational concept, where feeling like a subject means being seen by others as 

“another mind who can be ‘felt with’, yet as a distinct separate centre of feeling and perception” 

(2017, p.22). As a clinical psychoanalytic concept, Benjamin (2017) proposes that recognition 

is the ideal outcome in the relationship between the analysed and analyst, an acceptance of one 

another as ‘complimentary twoness’, where each exists as separate from the other but 

acknowledges the effect each can have on the other. As such, Benjamin’s recognition focuses 

on the dyadic relationship that is central to the therapy context – which itself is a very specific 

social context. Most social interactions are more than dyadic. Despite this, the idea of 

recognition through Benjamin is useful since it alerts us to the centrality of others, and their 

acknowledgement of our own separate being, as central to subject formation.   

                                                 
2
 We use the term heterogendered here as it allows for an acknowledgment of the ways gender and sexuality are 

often interwoven in the experience of institutional exclusion. In Ingraham’s (1996) discussion of the institution 

as heterogendered, she takes a materialist feminist perspective to argue that the heterosexual imaginary works to 

obscure the way sexuality and gender are interconnected – for example, in sociological work on the family, 

where women’s hidden labour is read as a gender oppression, rather than one at the matrix of gender and 

sexuality. 
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In contrast to Benjamin (2017), Fraser’s (2000) take on misrecognition is located in a 

material feminism that highlights the politics of redistribution alongside those of recognition. 

Thus, Fraser (2000) calls for an account of misrecognition that is “socially grounded” (p.116). 

This means rather than seeing recognition as only based on identity, we should understand 

institutional structures as also creating interchange between mis/recognition and a lack of 

resources, so that, for example, identifying as LGBTQIA+ means having unequal access to 

jobs, healthcare, etc., as well as a wider politics of visibility. As Fraser (2000) states, attending 

to both identity politics and redistribution, misrecognition “is not simply to be thought ill of, 

looked down upon or devalued in others’ attitudes, beliefs or representations. It is rather to be 

denied the status of a full partner in social interaction” (p.113).  

Read together, Benjamin and Fraser offer us a framework that accounts both for the 

subject’s other-orientation and the unequal social structures that shape the subject. Bearing this 

in mind, we can see how, given the contexts of lad culture described above, the LGBTQIA+ 

student could be placed as ‘other’ by the University and those who it normatively recognises, 

but also prevented from full participation in the University’s social life. Looking at othered 

students in University contexts, Burke and McManus (2011) explore the misrecognition some 

people face within University admission practices due to their background (e.g. race) and/or 

lack of symbolic capital. They argue admission processes in HE are shaped by racist and 

classist structures and discourses that reproduce histories of mis/recognition and complex 

power relations. In our work, we pay attention to the prevalence of misrecognition practices 

among those who were recognised as students, yet are simultaneously misrecognised as a 

consequence of lad culture. Misrecognition allows us to make sense of lad culture as 

underpinned by exclusionary politics. What still needs accounting for, however, is what the 

misrecognised subject does – or can do – when they are misrecognised on a subjective and 

institutional level. 
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To account for how the subject negotiates misrecognition, we draw on Muñoz (1999). 

Muñoz (1999) draws on multiple theoretical frameworks (from Althusserian theories to 

Chicana feminism) to develop a psychoanalytic notion of disidentification. Disidentification 

refers to the identity performances that minoritarian subjects enact as a result of being placed 

outside of dominant (white and heterosexual) constructions of race and sexuality. For Muñoz 

(1999), to be placed outside of these dominant constructs is an effect of colonial rule. To be 

outside of these constructs is to be rendered illegible. It is within the context of normative 

whiteness and normative heterosexuality where Muñoz (1999) argues disidentification is 

enacted and therefore, where disidentificatory subjectivities emerge.  

In this regard, Muñoz (1999) explains, disidentificatory identities are identities that 

emerge in-difference. Drawing on Althusser (1971), he suggests that they fall outside of 

ideology, in the sense that they are not hailed by colonial concepts of whiteness and 

heterosexuality. However, this is not the same as saying they are unaffected by that ideology, 

or that they are directly opposed to it, in the sense that such opposition works to strengthen 

hegemony – instead they live within the dominant ideology while working on it (Muñoz, 1999). 

 Muñoz (1999) is careful not to present a positioning outside of ideology as meaning the 

subject has unrestricted choice and freedom in how subjectivity is formed. He draws on 

Pêcheux’s (1982) dis/identification matrix to elaborate his argument. Pêcheux (1982) discusses 

the binary of the good and bad subject: the ‘good subject’ that internalises the dominant 

ideology, and the ‘bad subject’ that counter-identifies the symbolic system. In contrast, 

disidentification builds on this matrix and sits between both categories in a failed interpellation, 

not in assimilation, not in rejection (Pêcheux, 1982; Muñoz, 1999). It is thus not always clearly 

a rejection of dominant discourses, but that dominant discourses of identification are not 

accessible to some people because of their exclusion of normative identification. What 

disidentification entails, Muñoz (1999) explains, is a reworking of the contradictory 
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dimensions of identities for minoritarian subjects who do not have (or are refused) access to 

codes for identification, which he then applies to the performances of queer non-white latinx 

within white heteronormative cultures, whose subjectivity, he suggests, creatively and 

transformatively emerges at this in-between space.   

 This account allows us the space to understand not only how LGBTQIA+ students are 

excluded from the heterogendered spaces of lad culture within the University, but how these 

spaces are then navigated, sometimes relying on, sometimes opposing, and sometimes 

reworking the failure of ideology to hail them. In this paper, we consider how LGBTQIA+ 

student subjectivities are framed by misrecognition and traversed through disidentification. In 

doing so, we present the way trans, non-binary and lesbian students make sense of their place 

in the university. In the case of trans* masculinity, this meant wanting to be recognised as male, 

but not a lad; for non-binary students it meant navigating a space of near-constant 

misrecognition; while for lesbian students, it meant identifying tactics to remain invisible to a 

prevailing heterosexist and heteronormative culture. Before discussing these points in more 

detail, we introduce our data and methods. 

 

Methods 

In this article, we draw on a small sample of 11 HE students that were part of a Student Union 

‘LGTQIA+ Society’ at a university located in the Midlands in the UK. This Student Union met 

regularly and were highly visible in the university’s social life, often organizing activism-based 

activities, particularly during LGBT History Month, which gained them the nomination for 

Best Political and Campaigning Society in 2019. Demographically, the LGBTQIA+ Union was 

diverse in terms of sexual and gender identity: 7 identifying as trans/trans-non-binary, 2 

ciswomen (1 pansexual, 1 lesbian) and 2 cis gay men. However, they were less diverse in ethnic 

and national identities. Four participants were not from the UK: Bob, who was Italian, and 
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Cassie, Garry and Farrah who were Polish. There was only 1 student from a non-white ethnic 

background (Jack, who was Asian-British). The project gained ethical approval from a 

university ethics committee.   

 

Table 1. LGBTQIA+ Student Union demographics. 

Name Race/nationality Sexuality Gender Identity 

Bob White Italian Pansexual Trans/non-binary 

Garry White Polish Gay Cisgender 

Farrah White Polish Bisexual Non-binary 

Jack Asian British Gay Trans/non-binary 

Dan White British Queer Transman 

Patt White British Pansexual Cisgender 

Tom White British Gay Cisgender 

Lena White British Pansexual Non-binary 

Wend White British Asexual Non-binary 

Kim White British Lesbian Cisgender 

Cassie White Polish Not specified Transwoman 

 

We identified the LGBTQIA+ Student Union as a participant group for two main 

reasons. First, their activism and visibility on campus would have located them in the student 

public-eye, therefore positioning them in situations where an encounter with lad culture would 

be highly likely. Second, their composition as an LBGTQIA+ group, having a majority of trans 

and/or non-binary identifying students, disrupts the perception of largely cisgender 

LGBTQIA+ University Unions (Turner and Diver 2018). This makes their reflections and 

experiences with lad culture unique and frequently underreported.  
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These students’ data was collected as part of a larger project titled ‘Feeling Lad Culture’ 

which looked at the affective elements of lad culture as experienced by 29 student participants. 

The students were selected on the basis of their subject positions within University campus 

culture due to the possibility of illuminating the different dimensions of these affective 

elements through their varied experiences with lad culture. For example, one group were part 

of the Student Union’s Gender Society, where such a group may have a vested interest in 

challenging lad culture, given the wider visibility of campus feminist politics (see Diaz-

Fernandez and Evans, 2020 for more detail); while another group consisted of British and non-

British BAME postgraduate students, where their positionality locates them as both subjugated 

and marginalized from a culture that is racist. 

The method of data collection used in this research was semi-structured group 

interviews. Data was collected over three meetings that lasted between 1.30 and 3 hours 

between March and April 2017. In the meetings we adopted a conversational approach built on 

open-ended questions that allowed for the creation of a shared practice where the students were 

able to identify the most relevant topics for the discussion. Due to the sensitivity of the topics 

discussed (i.e. threat of violence, abuse), we implemented two specific mitigation strategies to 

ensure the safety of the participants. Firstly, we decided to only recruit groups of students who 

knew each other, such as friends or members of the same Student Union group. The reason for 

this was to create a familiar environment where the participants felt safe, supported and not 

judged. Second, we brought to the meetings different pamphlets of support groups and student 

services where they could get help from if needed, such as the University’s Counselling and 

Mental Health services, Mind and Samaritans. 

Transcriptions were carried out by the first author. The analysis process was structured 

in two parts: a preliminary reading of the data to familiarize ourselves with the responses and 

the issues discussed by the participants; and a second and in-depth reading where we identified 
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the most recurrent and significant topics in the conversations. During the analysis process, we 

became aware of the numerous moments in the discussions where the students attempted to 

make sense of their own identities while navigating the heteronormative frame of lad culture. 

From engaging in self-regulatory practices to situations where they were required to “fly under 

the radar” to ensure their safety, we argue the participants were always negotiating the tensions 

of identifying as LGBTQIA+ in a socio-cultural context where these are repudiated and 

dismissed.  

 

Negotiating Trans* Masculinity in Lad Culture 

Above, we have suggested LGBTQIA+ students are located in a heterogendered context of 

Higher Education, from which emerges a sexist and misogynistic lad culture. For our 

participants, this created complexities around performing masculinity.  One of our participants, 

for example, was Dan, a trans man, who talked through the tensions he faced in both aiming 

for masculinity whilst wanting to distance himself from sexism and misogyny. 

Extract 1 

Dan: I’m pretty sure you be can classified as, it’s-it’s lad culture, I mean like, 

lad culture is basically masculinity, and toxic masculinity […] And like, 

it makes life very confusing when you’re trying to aim for masculinity, 

but also not- 

Kim:  -yeah- 

Dan: -cos you don’t want to be a fuckboy or a lad. But also, everyone else is 

telling you to do that.  

Bob:  Because that’s what a man is. 

Dan: Yeah, that’s why, there’s… they’re like “be a man” but also, I don’t 

want to a do that, because I don’t want to be a dick. 

 

In the extract above, Dan begins his account by describing lad culture as both “basically 

masculinity”, and as a “toxic masculinity”. Both these terms reflect a notion of masculinity: the 

first, a folding of lad culture into masculinity more generally, suggesting masculinity itself is a 

form of lad culture – and thus both normative and hegemonic (Dempster, 2009), and second, 
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alluding to wider discussions of masculinity as toxic (Kimmel & Wade, 2018). Positioning 

masculinity in this way, Dan expresses his desire to both replicate and not replicate such a 

performance of masculinity in his own gender performance, therefore suggesting to us a 

position that is both not full assimilation, but not full resistance either. 

 There are elements too in which Dan’s trans-masculinity is approached as a form of 

misrecognition, in the sense that he recounts the pressures to conform to this normative 

masculinity (“everyone else is telling you to do that”) and the expectations and demands to do 

so (in others’ stating “be a man”), as someone who wants to be intelligible as masculine, but 

equally not in the way people expect. Being recognised as masculine thus holds ambivalence. 

The difficulty of articulating a masculinity that was both recognisably masculine and not 

masculine was further expressed in accounts of ‘passing’. 

Extract 2 

 

Dan:  […] I have in my head where I’m like I need to be masculine all of the 

time, cannot afford to be feminine, cos people will immediately see what 

is happening and be like ‘you’re not a real man, of course you’re not’ 

and then dysphoria happens, so like it’s like a constant battle where like 

I’m trying like not be dysphoric and be an actual a decent human being 

at the same time. Cos like I don’t want to fuck over anyone else. But like 

particularly I don’t want people to talk shit about me.  

[…] 

Dan:  Yeah, and like even like I have to like analyse the way I walk, and how 

I walk, and, am I speaking in the right tone or know what I say? Am I 

being too feminist today, do I know too much about periods- 

Patt:  [laughs] 

Dan:  -are people clocking that?- 

 

Passing has been recognised as a complex performance within trans communities, since it 

engages a sense of belonging, misrecognition and resistance simultaneously (Sycamore, 2006; 

Butler, 1990). Dan expresses this complexity above, while also constructing a sense of having 

to constantly critically reflect on his own performance. Such self-monitoring includes the way 

he walks, tone of voice, and topics of conversation, which he suggests would lead to others 

believe he’s not “a real man”. Drawing on Fraser (2002), this indicates the little room for 
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manoeuvre as well as the very narrow politics of visibility trans people need to navigate. Yet, 

at the same time, he suggests that, in the context of masculinity he also wants to define his own 

masculinity and “be an actual decent human being at the same time”. This talk has echoes with 

Extract 1, where Dan seeks to distance himself from being a “dick”, a “fuckboy”3 and a “lad”. 

 While the concept of passing has been critiqued, for example assuming there is an 

essential authentic masculinity that others must conform to (Pfeffer 2014), Dan draws on 

passing to be seen as a “real man”. The desire for (mis)recognition permeates his account, so 

that passing is framed in terms of how others treat and are treated by him (Benjamin 2014). He 

presents himself as not wishing “fuck over anyone” in his performance of masculinity, which 

we read in terms of not wanting to engage in the sexism of lad culture, but where this comes 

with the risk of having people “talk shit about me”. Such an account demonstrates the 

significance of being recognised as a man, as having “the status of a full partner in social 

interaction” (Fraser, 2000, p.113), but also the tensions that this creates, given dominant 

notions of masculinity. 

 Alongside this, however, Dan also talks about this passing as a moment of realisation, 

allowing him a unique perspective from which to observe gender performances, which has 

transformative effects on his subjectivity.  

Extract 3 

 

Dan:  I’m now in a position where people, some people would think I’m a guy, 

some people would think I’m a girl and they kind of don’t, like, it’s half 

and half-ish. Like seeing it from the position of living as a woman before 

and now living as a man-like, there’re so many differences and just 

knowing now, because I’ve had lads speak to me as if I’m one of them 

it’s like, I didn’t want to know you thought that. 

 

In this extract, Dan positions other people’s recognition of his gender identity as an in-

betweenness. This creates opportunities to see the world on both sides of the gender binary and 

                                                 
3
 In the context of the extracts, being a “dick” is more broadly negative, a bad person, whereas being a 

“fuckboy” refers more specifically to a man who has many sexual partners. 
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understand the differences in how gender recognition shapes the ways people are treated, which 

is presented as a powerful position of knowledge: “just knowing now…”. Thus, in being 

recognised by the lads as “one of them”, there is less self-monitoring, and a direct rejection of 

lad culture masculinity – “I didn’t want to know you thought that”. We would suggest that 

Dan’s position outside of the heterosexist, heterogendered matrix engages with a 

disidentificatory subjectivity, thus making him exist in disidentification (Muñoz 1999). 

Through this, he is able to place his own subjectivity in contrast to extract 2, where his concerns 

are directed more to external judgement. In this regard, Muñoz’s concept allows us to 

understand the complicated margins non-normative identities inhabit. 

 

‘Getting by’ vs killing joy as non-binary 

There were similarities in Dan’s discussion of his (mis)recognition within the gender binary, 

and that of Bob, a trans/non-binary student, in relation to people expecting a certain gender 

performance, except with Bob this was discussed less in relation to passing and more in term 

of others wanting them to present clearly; as they put it, “half the people are telling me ‘you 

should behave more feminine’ and half people are telling me ‘you should behave more 

masculine’”, to which another participant, Patt, responded “Lad culture doesn’t leave a lot of 

room for nuanced identities”. 

 For Bob, one central concern during the group discussion was that, during the period 

of data collection, they discussed their current gender presentation as appearing more 

masculine, including having recently grown facial hair. This meant that they could negotiate 

lad culture by ‘getting by’ and ‘getting away’, as discussed below. 

Extract 4 

Bob:  -yeah, it’s… I always find that it’s funny with me because technically 

on-on the face of things, you know, I’d say I’m okay and technically I 

get by, but, uhm, and then I open my mouth and like say something and 

they’re like ‘that’s not how you are supposed to behave’ like- 

Patt:   [laughs] yeah 
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Bob:  I find that I can get away sometimes with uhm, being, uhm, not openly 

counter to lad culture per se but uhm, by being obviously not a lad but 

being around them, because they can still, they don’t feel threatened by 

me because I still look like one of them- 

Patt:  -yeah- 

Bob:  -which would be interesting to see when I don’t. And it’ll be even more 

interesting to see, because I fully intend on transitioning without telling 

people that I’m transitioning. 

 

In this discussion, Bob negotiated how they were recognized and misrecognized within the 

context of lad culture, both appearing to resist and embrace how they were located within the 

dominant heterogendered context of the university. In the first instance, they suggest they were 

“okay”; with this okayness and getting by being identified as a strategy for avoiding 

admonishment for their gender identity (“‘that’s not how you are supposed to behave’”). Being 

okay depended on being misrecognized as male – and not “open[ing] my mouth”. Furthermore, 

this avoidance of admonishment was because of a recognition based on appearance, as Bob is 

still able to “get away” with their non-binary identification since they are able to “look like one 

of them”, and thus was seen as less of a threat to lad culture masculinity.  

As we have argued in relation to heterosexual cisgender women’s avoidance of sexism 

in lad culture, this should not be viewed analytically as opposed to agency; sometimes, it 

represents the safest way to protect oneself (Diaz-Fernandez and Evans, 2020). Likewise, here, 

we would suggest Bob’s negotiation of lad culture demonstrates a disidentification, in the sense 

that while Bob otherwise presents a relatively passive ‘getting by/away’, they also push back 

against a ‘coming out’ narrative, since they “fully intend on transitioning without telling people 

that I’m transitioning”. That is, despite the potential reprimand identified above, we interpret 

their non-disclosure as them stepping outside of the recognition that the gender binary attempts 

to enforce.  

Continuing this narrative, Bob also reflected on the difference between getting by/away 

with gender identities outside of the heterogendered matrix and troubling the gender binary. 
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For example, one instance of this was presented through his existence and recognition within 

the “laddish” group.  

Extract 5 

Bob:  Most situation is usually like, uhm, how do you put it? Sort of tyrng to-

ha-ehm, flying under the radar, because obviously when my sort of, 

yeah, assigned gender, sort of thing, uhm, and I’ve been around a lot of 

uhm, sort of laddish people. And at first when I was little, I just kind of 

avoided the popular groups, but then I had the opportunity where I 

moved from one locality to another when I was like sixteen, seventeen. 

And when I came to the new place, som-for some reason I was popular 

[cough] probably because I was the new kid. Uhm… yeah, it’s just, 

without asking to become part of their sort of group, I ehm, I became 

part of it just by being quiet and existing. And I ended up in a situation 

where I felt that I coul-I could- everything about like, the people I was 

with, was, everything was easy and they could say whatever they want 

and they were, they really said whatever they wanted. And if you-if you 

just go with it and you just leave it then you find it, as soon as you start 

questioning it then, you get, the-all of a sudden everybody turns on you 

and it’s-they’re like ‘why do you have to make life so difficult’ you 

know, ‘why can’t you just be chilled, why can’t you, you know, take a 

joke sort of thing’. 

 

Like getting by/away, Bob also spoke of “flying under the radar” when interacting with 

“laddish people”, of whom they suggest they had spent time with on account of becoming 

popular. However, this recognition requires identifying with, or at least not challenging, 

heterogenderism. Here then, Bob’s account aligns with Ahmed’s (2010) discussion of the 

figure of the feminist killjoy, where resisting norms creates disquiet (i.e. “‘why do you have to 

make life so difficult’”) since it troubles others’ happiness or sense of comfort with those norms. 

This resistance, Bob suggests, leads to a retaliation of their friends, who seem to misrecognise 

Bob as no longer one of them. This could have serious implications for Bob since, as Fraser 

(2002) explains, misrecognition does not only entail being devalued because of one’s beliefs, 

but also involves being refuted as a partner in social interaction. Therefore, while Bob 

presented strategies for living within the dominant ideology, questioning that same ideology 

placed oneself as a minoritarian misrecognised subject (Muñoz, 1999).  
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Sexism, Sexualisation and Lesbian Identity 

Above, we have presented accounts of mis/recognition and disidentification through which 

threats were avoided by allowing misrecognition of gender identity, while disidentifying with 

lad culture masculinity. However, for Kim, this in-betweeness was not possible, as a cisgender 

lesbian. This position engendered being misrecognised as a sexual object within lad culture, 

especially because of appearance.   

 

Kim: I feel like uhm, a lot of the time, if wanted to look and dress the way I 

wanted to, the way that made me happy, there is an expectation from 

uhm, people that were lads that I would be a certain way and I’m just, 

I’m not that way. And uhm, and even though, like I think I’ve come a 

long way in feeling like it’s fine to be who I am and to like who I like 

and-and, I think there’s still a sense of uhm, be like made to feel like I’m 

leading them on by dressing in a feminine way so I think I definitely 

changed that for a lot of years in reaction to that. And uhm, and I was 

constantly questioning like, wh-what is it about me that’s attracting this 

attention and uh, and what can I do uhm, to change that, so that I feel 

safe when I go outside.  

 

In the extract above, Kim describes having to manage her physical appearance, explaining that 

she avoided dressing in a way that “made me happy”, since this could be misinterpreted. In 

drawing on these discourses of misrecognition, Kim calls to the fore both the sexualisation of 

women in general in lad culture (Phipps & Young, 2015), and the male heterosexual fantasy 

of the ‘hot lesbian’ (Gill, 2009; Diamond, 2005), whereby this figure is both sexualised within 

heteronormative culture and de-homosexualised, rendering her both excessively visible 

(“attracting this attention”) and invisible (Ciasullo, 2001). Kim constructs this between space 

as shaping how she understands herself and her femininity, requiring work on the self to avoid 

being interpellated by lad culture. Furthermore, she presents this work as never being complete 

and needing to be constantly re-negotiated. 

 One notable aspect to Kim’s identity and appearance work in the context of lad culture 

is how this was premised on feelings of safety in public space. More recently, the physical risks 

that Kim hints at above were widely exposed in the attack on Melania Geymonat and Chris 
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Hannigan. In 2019, the couple were travelling on a London bus, when a group of teenage boys 

assaulted them for refusing their demands to kiss and made sexual gestures at them. The violent 

homophobic attack resulted in both women being hospitalised, after which photographs of the 

couple covered in blood, taken shortly after the attack, went viral, first being shared on 

Facebook and then being covered by many news outlets. 

 The existence of such a threat was described by Kim later in the discussion, which – 

like the discussion of her appearance concerns – were identified as limiting her ability to be 

happy. Thus, her negotiation of in-betweenness was understood as limiting who she could be. 

She said: 

 

Kim: Yeah, I feel like every relationship I’ve ever had, uhm, I’m a lesbian and 

so, I-I’ve only been with women, and every relationship I’ve ever had, 

at some point, it’s been undermined or verbally trashed by someone wo 

I’d put in this category, and fetishized and made fun of. And uhm, like, 

we-we couldn’t sit somewhere-I mean I’m not currently in a relationship 

and I don’t plan to be, but some time, not because of this, but just, it’s 

probably a factor and uhm, it’s really difficult to go out with someone 

and you’re trying to you’re trying to kind of ehm, be intimate with them 

and, on a level with them, but you can’t go out without someone saying 

‘well, which one of you wears the strap-on?’ And like, eh, things like 

that, ‘I’d love to watch you guys mud wrestle’ or like-what-other people 

don’t go on dates, and you’re kind of holding their hand for the first time 

and it’s sweet and it’s supposed to be lovely and then some dick sees 

you walking to the shopping centre and decides to follow you and shout 

abuse at you. Uhm, and like, ‘you don’t know what you’re missing’ like 

‘can I join you’ like, nobody wants to hear that, straight couples 

wouldn’t want to hear that, you know, I-I think most men if they hav-if 

they were there with their girlfriend and some guys started following 

them and saying ‘I’d like to come home with you’ I think that they’d 

end up in a huge fight. And them, yeah, I think it’s a really disgusting 

culture and uhm, it’s unfortunate that it’s developed and I definitely 

don’t feel comfortable flaunting my relationships that I should be proud 

of and-and happy about in public, because ehm, it’s ehm, it’s like an 

idealised porno fantasy o-of really immature people and, for two women 

to be together and for me it’s not a joke, it’s the-it’s the only way I can 

think to be romantically happy. 

 

In the extract above, Kim describes the sexualised harassment that she experiences on account 

of her sexual identity, and of being publicly misrecognised as visible only for male 
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heterosexual fantasy, even when the romantic relationship holds the possibility of recognition; 

where it’s possible to “be intimate with them and, on a level with them”. Kim locates this 

misrecognition as limiting her, making her feel uncomfortable, where, in a relationship, 

“holding their hand for the first time and it’s sweet and it’s supposed to be lovely” but becomes 

impossible in a heterogendered context of lad culture in the university and more broadly. She 

contrasts this to the lack of violence a heterosexual couple would encounter, such that her 

identity emerging in difference becomes one where she would prefer not to have an openly 

lesbian relationship, despite the fact that this is the “only way I can think to be romantically 

happy”. In this regard, Fraser’s misrecognition enables us to see the way Kim appears to be 

denied participating in society as a full member, since she does not feel comfortable being out 

as a lesbian in public due to the threat of violence or mockery. 

 

Conclusion 

In this work, we have addressed a gap in research on lad culture in the higher education context 

by focusing on the experiences of students that identify as LGBTQIA+. We argue universities’ 

institutional culture is underpinned by heterogendered values that enable forms of misogyny, 

sexism and homophobia that have become associated with lad culture. However, while research 

has documented cisgender and heterosexual students’ experiences of navigating lad culture, 

less work has explored how students who identify as LGBTQIA+ make sense of this context. 

Given this gap, we have explored data produced in the context of three meetings with 11 

LGBTQIA+ students. Of this data, we asked: how do LGBTQIA+ students negotiate their 

identity, sexuality and gender presentation within the heterogendered context of lad culture? 

And, what subjectivities are constructed therein? 

To address these questions, we introduced our notion of a ‘laddish misrecognition’. The 

concept of laddish misrecognition has enabled us to look at the psychic, institutional and 
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cultural mechanisms that frame the formation of subjectivity of LGBTQIA+ students through 

the notions of mis/recognition and disidentification. On the one hand, we have defined 

mis/recognition by drawing on Benjamin (2017) and Fraser’s (2000) frameworks that allow us 

to account for the social and psychological processes shaping the subject, where being 

recognised by others constitutes a fundamental part of subject formation, which takes place in 

contexts where this recognition is compromised by social structures that shape inequality. 

Adding to this framework, we have used Muñoz’s idea of disidentification to refer to the ways 

in which subjects that are placed outside the matrix of recognition/identification (in this case, 

LGBTQIA+ students existing in heterogendered laddish cultures) make sense of themselves 

in-difference. 

Laddish misrecognition has enabled us to understand how the participants negotiated 

their mis/recognition. Outwardly this was expressed in potentially threatening environments, 

prioritising their safety (for example, Bob’s “flying under the radar”). Inwardly, they engaged  

in complex disidentificatory practices of their own identity (for instance, Dan’s desire to be 

read as a “real man” without wanting to be seen as a lad, and Kim’s want to wear certain clothes 

without the risk of being read as heterosexual).   

Analysing the students’ accounts through laddish misrecognition means understanding 

how they make sense of gender and/or sexuality where this exists in disidentification within a 

culture that reads LGBTQIA+ people within its own heterogendered framework. One common 

thread within the accounts above, for example, is how these students’ identities were policed 

by others for failing to align to dominant ideologies. However, we would suggest that, through 

our account of laddish misrecognition, this does not translate in the creation of passive subjects 

in the face of discrimination or abuse. Through the accounts presented in this article, we argue 

that LGBTQIA+ students employ different techniques whilst allowing them to engage in work 

that challenges dominant codes for identity. However, the accounts presented also highlight 
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the need, both in research on lad culture and in the practical attempts by institutions, unions 

and activists to challenge lad culture, to question and tackle the heteronormative and 

heterogendered framework that underpins lad culture so that we might permit new forms of 

recognition to emerge. 

References 

Ackerman, Naomi. 2020. “Durham University condemns 'utterly abhorrent' claims students 

planned competition for 'posh lads' to have sex with 'poorest girl on campus'”. Evening 

Standard. 

Ahmed, Sara. 2010. The Promise of Happiness Durham N.C: Duke University Press. 

Althusser, L. 1971. Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays. New York: Monthly Review 

Press. 

Banet-Weiser, Sarah. 2018. Empowered: Popular Feminism and Popular Misogyny. Duke 

University Press. 

Benjamin, Jessica. 2017a. Beyond Doer and done to: Recognition Theory, Intersubjectivity 

and the Third. Routledge. 

Benjamin, Jessica. 2017b. Beyond Doer and done: Recognition Theory, Intersubjectivity and 

the Third Routledge. 

Busby, Eleanor. 2018. "University of Warwick Suspends 11 Students Over Rape Jokes and 

Racist Slurs on Facebook." The Independent. 

Butler, Judith. 1990. Gender Trouble. New York: Routledge. 

Ciasullo, Ann M. 2001. "Making Her (in)Visible: Cultural Representations of Lesbianism 

and the Lesbian Body in the 1990s." Feminist Studies, Inc 27 (3): 577-608. 

doi:10.2307/3178806. 

Dempster, Steven. 2009. "'Having the Balls, having it all? Sport and Constructions of 

Undergraduate Laddishness'." Gender and Education 21 (5): 481-500. 

doi:10.1080/09540250802392299. 

Dempster, Steven. 2011. "'I Drink, therefore I’m Man: Gender Discourses, Alcohol and the 

Construction of British Undergraduate Masculinities'." Gender and Education 23 (5): 

635-653. doi:10.1080/09540253.2010.527824. 

Diamond, Lisa. 2005. "'I'M Straight, but I Kissed a Girl': The Trouble with American Media 

Representations of Female-Female Sexuality." Feminism & Psychology 15 (1): 104-110. 

doi:10.1177/0959353505049712. 

Diefendorf, Sarah and Tristan Bridges. 2020. "On the Enduring Relationship between 

Masculinity and Homophobia." Sexualities. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460719876843. 

Fraser, N. 2000. "'Rethinking Recognition'." New Left Review 3: 107-120. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460719876843


24 

 

Fraser, Nancy. 2000. "Rethinking Recognition." New Left Review 3: 107-120. 

Gill, Rosalind. 2009. "Beyond the `Sexualization of Culture' Thesis: An Intersectional 

Analysis of `Sixpacks',`Midriffs' and `Hot Lesbians' in Advertising." Sexualities 12 (1): 

137-160. 10.1177/1363460708100916. 

Hardin, Marie, Kathleen M. Kuehn, Hillary Jones, Jason Genovese, and Murali Balaji. 2009. 

"‘Have You Got Game?’ Hegemonic Masculinity and Neo-Homophobia in U.S. 

Newspaper Sports Columns." Communication, Culture & Critique: 182-200. 

doi:10.1111/j.1753-9137.2009.01034.x. 

Jackson, Carolyn. 2010. "I’ve been Sort of Laddish with them … One of the Gang’: 

Teachers’ Perceptions of ‘laddish’ Boys and how to Deal with them'." Gender and 

Education 22 (5): 505-519. doi:10.1080/09540250903341138. 

Jackson, Carolyn. 2002. "''Laddishness' as a Self-Worth Protection Strategy'." Gender and 

Education 14 (1): 37-50. doi:10.1080/09540250120098870. 

Jackson, Carolyn. 2006. Lads' and 'Ladettes' in School: Gender and a Fear of Failure. 

Maidenhead: Open University Press. 

Jackson, Carolyn and Dempster Steven. 2009. "I Sat Back on My Computer … with a Bottle 

of Whisky Next to Me’: Constructing ‘cool’ Masculinity through ‘effortless’ 

Achievement in Secondary and Higher Education'." Journal of Gender Studies 18 (4): 

341-356. doi:10.1080/09589230903260019. 

Jackson, Carolyn and Vanita Sundaram. 2020. Lad Culture in Higher Education: Sexism, 

Sexual Harassment and Violence - Routledge Critical Studies in Gender and Sexuality in 

Education. 152nd ed. London: Routledge. 

Jeffries, Michael. 2019. "’Is it Okay to Go Out on the Pull without it being Nasty?’: Lads’ 

Performance of Lad Culture." Gender and Education. 

doi:10.1080/09540253.2019.1594706. 

Kay, Melissa and Samantha Jeffries. 2010. "Homophobia, Heteronormativism and 

Hegemonic Masculinity: Male Same-Sex Intimate Violence from the Perspective of 

Brisbane Service Providers." Psychiatry, Psychology and Law 17 (2): 12-423. 

doi:10.1080/13218710903566953. 

Kimmel, Michael and Lisa Wade. "Ask a Feminist: Michael Kimmel and Lisa Wade Discuss 

Toxic Masculinity." Sings 44 (1). doi: 10.1086/698284. 

Mendes, K., J. Ringrose, and J. Keller. 2018. "#MeToo and the Promise and Pitfalls of 

Challenging Rape Culture through Digital Feminist Activism'." European Journal of 

Women's Studies 25 (2): 236-246. doi:10.1177/1350506818765318. 

Muñoz, E. 1999. "Performing Disidentifications." In Disidentification: Queers of Color and 

the Performance of Politics, edited by E. Muñoz. Minneapolis: University Of Minnesota 

Press. 

Nicolazzo, Z., Susan B. Marine, and Francisco J. Galarte. 2015. "Introduction." Transgender 

Studies Quaterly 2 (3): 367-375. doi: 10.1215/23289252-2926360. 

NUS. 2014. Education Beyond the Straight and Narrow: LGBT Students’ Experience in 

Higher Education. London: NUS. 

https://doi.org/10.1086/698284
https://doi.org/10.1215/23289252-2926360
https://doi.org/10.1215/23289252-2926360


25 

 

Pêcheux, M. 1982. Language, Semantics and Ideology. New York: St. Martin's Press. 

Pfeffer, Carla. 2014. "“I Don’t Like Passing as a Straight Woman”: Queer Negotiations of 

Identity and Social Group Membership." American Journal of Sociology 120 (1). 

doi:10.1086/677197. 

Phipps, Alison. 2018. "'Reckoning Up: Sexual Harassment and Violence in the Neoliberal 

University'." Gender and Education: 1-17. doi:10.1080/09540253.2018.1482413. 

Phipps, Alison and Isabel Young. 2015a. " 'Neoliberalisation and ‘Lad Cultures’ in Higher 

Education'." Sociology 49 (2) (b): 305-322. doi:10.1177/0038038514542120. 

Phipps, Alison and Isabel Young. 2015b. "‘Lad Culture’ in Higher Education: Agency in the 

Sexualization Debates'." Sexualities 18 (4) (a): 459-479. 

Quinton, Matt. 2017. "We Expose Vile Culture of Sexual Violence at Durham University, 

Where ‘lads Play Fat Girl Rodeo’ and Half of Women Claim to have been 

Attacked." The Sun. 

Burke, Penny and McManus, Jackie. 2011. “Art for a Few: Exclusions and Misrecognitions 

in Higher Education Admission Practices”. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of 

Education 32 (5): 699-712 

Sycamore, Matt. 2006. Nobody Passes: Rejecting the Rules of Gender and Conformity Seal 

Press. 

Turner, Camilla and Tony Diver. 2018. "National Union of Students LGBT+ Campaign 

Accuses Student Pride of being Run by 'Cis White Gay Men' as the Groups Cut Ties." . 

The Telegraph. 

Valentine, G., N. Wood, and P. Plummer. 2009. The Experience of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual 

and Trans Staff and Students in Higher Education. London: Equality Challenge Unit. 

Young-Powell, Abby and Natalie Gill. 2015. "LGBT Students on Lad Culture: 'Will I be Safe 

on Campus Today?'." The Guardian. 

 


	Taylor and francis cover CC BY NC
	misrecognition_preprint

