Queer Theory: A Brief History

Queer theory.  What is it exactly?  Let’s break it down.  
Queer: this word was a pejorative term throughout most of the 20th century, used to describe gays, particularly men.  Nowadays, “queer” is used generally to describe folx in the LGBTQIA+ community.  Often the Q used there stands for Queer, but sometimes for Questioning.  Queer theorists have taken the word and made it somewhat respectable as a critical term in academic studies.  
Theory: a system of ideas intended to help explain something.  Theories are usually based on principles separate from that which is trying to be explained.  Theories require research and data to become facts.

Simply put, queer theory questions the binary terms we use to describe ourselves, such as gay or straight.  These terms are social constructs that don’t accurately define who we truly are.   Queer theory challenges the idea that human nature is unchangeable and can be defined by a finite set of characteristics.  

Queer theory started out as an academic tool, which came out of gay and lesbians studies (which focuses on the heterosexual/homosexual binary and analyzing the sexual differences applicable to the male and female) and feminist theory (which focuses on equality for the sexes in all areas of society).  As an outgrowth of these studies, it talks less about gender and more about the subjects of sexuality and identity differences that are considered outside the norm. 

Queer theory has had many influences aside from gay and lesbian studies and feminism.  These influences include deconstructionism (a philosophical movement and theory that questions traditional assumptions about identity), essentialism (which talks about the true essence/identity of an individual being made up of “finite and fixed properties” - an essence - that are the essential ingredients of what it means to be human), social constructivism (which states that gender is a social construct and should be deconstructed and reconstructed) and even psychoanalysis (a set of theories and techniques used to study the unconscious mind, often as a method for treating mental disorders which as we know, thanks to Dorothy Riddle, homosexuality is no longer considered a mental disorder).  Other influences including the racial injustice movements of people of color, AIDS activism, and even sexual subcultural practices like S&M, have highlighted the non-traditional options of marginalized groups.   

While many legitimate ideologies and studies have influenced it, queer theory actually contests many of the ideas of these more established fields.  Queer theory challenges the ideas of a defined and set system of identifying categories.  This also includes challenging the norms that create a binary of good (straight) versus bad (queer) sexualities.  Queer theorists believe that there are no set norms, only changing ones that people may or may not fit into.  While it is often difficult for society to understand this, “fitting in” or “not fitting in” should not be seen as good or bad.  In fact, the focus for many queer theorists is to “break” the binaries society presses upon us in order to be seen as equal. 

One of the main concepts of queer theory is the idea of “heteronormativity,” which promotes heterosexuality as the normal and preferred sexual orientation.  It is reinforced in society through the institutions of marriage, employment, medical and adoption rights, to name a few.  Heteronormativity is a form of power and control that applies pressure to both straight and gay individuals, through institutional arrangements and accepted social norms.

Some of the core theorists in the development of queer theory have included Paul-Michel 
Foucault, Gayle Rubin, Judith Butler, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Teresa de Lauretis and Simone de Beauvoir.


· French philosopher Michel Foucault had a major role in the area of sexuality and gender studies, as well as many others. A key feature of Foucault’s theory is that where there is power (think heteronormativity - a form of power and control) you will also find resistance. So there are always “sites of resistance”: spaces offering the opportunity for a restructuring of power in such a way as to remedy oppressive practices and institutions.  For example, homosexuality has been reinterpreted throughout history, initially it was thought of as a sin, later as a medical condition, and now as a legitimate sexuality, showing how change is possible.  But it is only through a deep understanding of the origin and structure of our current social order that we can enact future possibilities for social change.


· Teresa de Lauretis, an academic and critical theorist, gets the credit for coining the term queer theory.  In 1991 she edited an issue of the feminist cultural studies journal entitled "Queer Theory: Lesbian and Gay Sexualities." In explaining her use of the term, de Lauretis states that she meant it as a combination of at least three interconnected elements: refusing to accept heterosexuality as the standard for all sexualities; questioning gender as expressed in lesbian and gay studies is a single unvarying concept; and a focus on the different ways race can shape sexual bias.  De Lauretis suggests that this three way approach to queer theory makes it possible to update and restructure the ways we talk and think about sexuality.


· Gayle Rubin’s essay “Thinking Sex” is often identified as one of the fundamental texts of queer theory. It picks up the lead from Foucault’s rejection of biological explanations of sexuality by thinking about the way that sexual identities and behaviors are organized through systems of sexual classifications. She demonstrates in her essay the way that certain sexual expressions are made more valuable than others, and how by doing this it marginalizes and oppresses those outside these parameters. Rubin also argued against the feminist belief that gender and sexuality are the same.


· Judith Butler is the theorist most commonly identified with studying the prevailing understandings of gender and sex. Butler draws much of her ideology from Foucault’s ideas but focused more on gender. She argues against the belief that being heterosexual is the only proper outcome due to the masculine/ feminine binary system and therefore the only logical outcome is to be either male or female. Butler also talks about gender performativity as an act that not only communicates but also creates an identity. She highlights the fact that “performativity” is not the same as “performance.” Gender is not a costume one puts on and takes off, like a Shakespearean actor playing male roles one night and female roles the next.  Her understanding, knowledge and writing has exposed the rigidity of the dominant binary system which makes her work an invaluable part of queer theory. 



· Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s pioneering book “Epistemology of the Closet” took the groundwork begun by Rubin to incite discussion about the differences between gender and sexuality and argued that the definition of sexuality in the modern age was very disjointed. She felt this was the case for two reasons: that queerness is thought to be a part of a minority group, and that it is gendered to be binary (either masculine or feminine). Sedgwick noted that the definitions of sexuality depended on the genders of each partner and assumed that the gender of each is the most important part of sexuality. Sedgwick’s divergence from standard ideas on sexuality made space for others to continue analyzing how sexual and gender identities are shaped and thought about.



· Teresa de Lauretis, an academic and critical theorist, gets the credit for coining the term queer theory.  In 1991 she edited an issue of the feminist cultural studies journal entitled "Queer Theory: Lesbian and Gay Sexualities." In explaining her use of the term, de Lauretis states that she meant it as a combination of at least three interconnected elements: refusing to accept heterosexuality as the standard for all sexualities; questioning gender as expressed in lesbian and gay studies is a single unvarying concept; and a focus on the different ways race can shape sexual bias.  De Lauretis suggests that this three way approach to queer theory makes it possible to update and restructure the ways we talk and think about sexuality.



· Simone de Beauvoir is known for this famous quote on the difference between sex and gender:  “One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.” It’s obvious that de Beauvoir doesn’t mean we are born without reproductive organs, but rather that the role of “woman,” or “man” for that matter, comes from the behaviors by which we are socialized. This is a crucial point of understanding de Beauvoir makes in regards to queer theory. Her point being that we are not born a self, we become or create a self, through social pressure to conform (or not). 

As a whole, queer theorists don’t agree on many things, but the one thing they do agree on is that “if queer theory is to be understood as a way to test the established and stable categories of identity, then it should not be defined too early (or at all) because of the possibility of it becoming too limited” or more simply put, to understand queer theory one must realize that it, like sexual identity, sexual expression and even gender, is in some ways undefinable and ever-changing. 

There is a lot more to queer theory than I have presented here. Much of the readings go into deep detail using high level terminology which can be difficult to clearly comprehend. I hope the information I’ve provided gives you some insight into a complex social-sexual science that is still evolving. If you want to find out more, see the bibliography and additional reading at the end of this article.    
—————————————————————-
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