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HOW TO INTRODUCE QUEER THEORY

Writing an introduction to queer theory poses something of a challenge. Why? Here are some of the reasons:
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THERE ARE MULTIPLE QUEER THEORIES RATHER THAN ONE QUEER THEORY. SEVERAL OF THESE ACTUALLY CONTRADICT EACH OTHER.
EVEN BACK WHEN QUEER THEORY BEGAN, PEOPLE WERE ALREADY ASKING WHETHER IT WAS OVER.
QUEER THEORY HAS BEEN INACCESSIBLE AND FULL OF DIFFICULT WORDS.
THE WORD “QUEER” ALSO HAS MANY DIFFERENT MEANINGS.
MANY QUEER THEORISTS REFUSE TO SAY WHAT QUEER THEORY IS, ARGUING THAT IT RESISTS DEFINITION AND IS IMPOSSIBLE TO CAPTURE.
IT IS A DISCIPLINE THAT REFUSES TO BE DISCIPLINED. - NIKKI SULLIVAN*



* Author of A Critical Introduction to Queer Theory (2003). We’ll introduce a number of key authors throughout this book; bear in mind that speech bubbles attributed to them shouldn’t be read as direct quotes - they’re often paraphrased to give a sense of each author’s ideas, rather than their exact words.


WHO ARE YOU?

When we were putting this book together, we imagined it being helpful to these kinds of people.
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AM I QUEER?
THIS DOESN’T WORK FOR ME AT ALL.
THIS IS SO HARD. NORMATIVITY? PERFORMATIVITY? WHAT DO ALL THESE LONG WORDS MEAN?
QLGBTTQIA?




MAKING THINGS PERFECTLY QUEER

Clearly, any introduction can only give you part of the picture, and can’t possibly cover the whole complex, diverse, and ever-changing world of queer theory. This book aims to:
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WHEN YOUR APPETITE TO FIND OUT MORE (THERE’S A LIST OF ACCESSIBLE FURTHER RESOURCES AT THE END OF THE BOOK).
EXPLAIN HOW QUEER THEORY BECAME NECESSARY AS A WAY OF QUESTIONING POPULAR - PROBLEMATIC - ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT SEX, GENDER, AND IDENTITY.
INTRODUCE YOU TO SOME OF THE KEY QUEER THEORY IDEAS AND THINKERS - AS SIMPLY AS POSSIBLE - AS WELL AS TO SOME OF THE TENSIONS WITHIN QUEER THEORY, AND TO THE DIFFERENT DIRECTIONS THAT IT HAS TAKEN IN RECENT YEARS.
PULL OUT WHAT SEEMS MOST USEFUL FROM QUEER THEORY FOR OUR EVERYDAY LIVES, RELATIONSHIPS, AND COMMUNITIES.
THE IDEA IS TO INVITE YOU INTO QUEER THEORY AND TO ENCOURAGE YOU TO TRY THINKING QUEERLY.




WHERE WE’RE HEADED

Through the rest of this book we’re going to:
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1. Explore the various meanings of the word “queer”.

2. Consider how wider Western culture came to understand sex and sexuality in the ways that it currently does, and how queer theory challenges this.

3. Introduce some of the scholars, writers, and activist movements which provided the foundations on which queer theory is built.

4. Explain some of the key concepts that queer theory initially put forward and where they came from.

5. Describe how queer theory has engaged with popular culture, biology, and sexology.

6. Cover some of the main criticisms of queer theory, and tensions within it, and how queer theorists have responded to these.

7. Outline some of the main directions queer theory has taken in recent years.

8. Suggest some ways in which you might think more queerly in your everyday life.


WHAT IS “QUEER”?

The word “queer” has had many different meanings in different times and places. It originally referred to strangeness or difference, and became a term of abuse. It has since been reclaimed as a positive word.
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It can operate as an umbrella term for people outside of the heterosexual norm, or for people who challenge the LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Trans) “mainstream”. It can also be a way of challenging norms around gender and sexuality through different ways of thinking or acting.


“QUEER” MEANING STRANGE

The original meaning of “queer”, in 16th-century English-speaking countries, referred to something strange or illegitimate, as in “there’s nowt as queer as folk” or being “in queer street”, meaning someone having financial difficulties.

Using queer to mean odd, in the 19th century, social reformer and founder of the cooperative movement, Robert Owen, famously said to a colleague: “All the world is queer save thee and me, and even thou art a little queer.”

Even in the early 20th century the word “queer” was still often used in this way, for example, in Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories. There’s also the American phrase “queer as a three dollar bill”, from a similar time, suggesting something odd and suspicious.
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THE DIOGENES CLUB IS THE QUEEREST CLUB IN LONDON, AND MYCROFT ONE OF THE QUEEREST MEN.




“QUEER” AS HATE SPEECH

The earliest recorded use of “queer” as a form of homophobic abuse is said to be an 1894 letter by John Sholto Douglas, the Marquess of Queensberry. He was the father of Alfred Douglas and famously accused Oscar Wilde of having an affair with his son.

“Queer” quickly became a derogatory term for same-sex sex, or for people with same-sex attractions, particularly “effeminate” or “camp” gay men.
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“Queer” was also used as a more general insult to make things questionable by associating them with same-sex attraction, in much the same way that the phrase “that’s so gay” has more recently been used to imply that something is rubbish.


RECLAIMING “QUEER”

One activist strategy for dealing with racism, sexism, homophobia, and other forms of oppression has been for people to reclaim the very words that are used against them. Examples include the reclaiming of words like “nigger”, “slut”, “dyke”, and “faggot”.
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In the 1980s, people in LGBT communities began to reclaim the word “queer” as either a neutral word to describe themselves, or as a positive form of self-identity. One early example was the activist group Queer Nation who circulated a “Queers Read This” flyer at the 1990 New York Pride march.

Nowadays this neutral, or positive, use of “queer” has found its way into mainstream culture with TV shows such as Queer as Folk or Queer Eye for the Straight Guy. “Queer” here is usually synonymous with “gay men” and sometimes still suggests that they might be good at stereotypically “feminine” things.


QUEER UMBRELLA?

“Queer” is also often used as an umbrella term for anyone who is not heterosexual (attracted to the “opposite” sex) or cisgender (remaining in the gender that they were assigned at birth). It’s a snappier and more encompassing word than the ever-extending LGBTTQQIA, etc. alphabet soup.
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However … there are problems with this usage for many older people who have painful memories of “queer” being hurled at them as a term of abuse. Also many queer activists take issue with it because, for them, queer is about those who are further outside of “normal”. Queer theorists take issue with “queer” being used as an identity term.


QUEERER UMBRELLA?

Many queer activists see “queer” as an umbrella term for folk who are outside of the mainstream: both the heterosexual/cisgender mainstream and the conventional LG(BT)* mainstream.

They point out that being “equal” is not always “equally good” and question the gay rights movement’s focus on things like marriage, consumer culture, and serving in the military.

Maybe the focus should also be on the groups under the queer umbrella who are most marginalized, such as those who are at everyday risk of violence, suicide, poverty, and homelessness.


[image: image]

OUR PRIORITIES ARE OFTEN VERY DIFFERENT TO THOSE OF THE WHITE, MIDDLE-CLASS GAY “SCENE”.
PERHAPS INSTITUTIONS LIKE MARRIAGE SHOULD BE QUESTIONED - NOT JOINED.



* B and T are in brackets here because LGBT rights agendas are often driven by gay men and, to a lesser extent, lesbians.


QUEERING QUEER

Both queer umbrellas still risk maintaining a binary division between those who are seen as queer, and those who aren’t. This division is also often based on people’s identities.

Queer theory is all about breaking down these kinds of binaries, which oversimplify the world into everything being either this or that. So, it would question any understanding that has some people under the umbrella and some people outside of it.
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Queer theory is also all about questioning identity, so it would challenge any kind of fixed identity categories of lesbian, gay, bisexual, asexual, etc., including queer if it’s used in that way. Don’t worry if you don’t quite get these points, we’ll be coming back to them.


MULTIPLE MEANINGS OF QUEER

It’ll be helpful to try to hold all of these multiple – and sometimes contradictory – meanings of queer that we’ve just covered in mind.

Queer theory generally sees “queer” as a verb. Queer is something that we do, rather than something that we are (or are not).
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“QUEER” CAN BE A(N):
NOUN: “A BUNCH OF QUEERS”
ADJECTIVE: “THE QUEER COMMUNITY” “MY RELATIONSHIP IS PRETTY QUEER”
VERB: “TO QUEER SOMETHING“
WE QUEER THINGS WHEN WE RESIST “REGIMES OF THE NORMAL”: THE “NORMATIVE” IDEALS OF ASPIRING TO BE NORMAL IN IDENTITY, BEHAVIOR, APPEARANCE, RELATIONSHIPS, ETC.
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