Queer theory is a set of academic theories, often described as
post-structuralism, applied to the everyday cultural concepts
of gender and sexuality.

It emerged in the 1990s in the areas of LGBT studies,
women’s studies, gender studies, literary studies and cultural
studies, using complex philosophic and linguistic theories to
understanding the deep meanings of sexuality and gender
identity, how these are formed and the limitations of
knowledge. The AIDS crisis of the 1980s was important in

opening new questions as to the meanings of gender and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and the undoing of the

sexuality and the ways in which the language’ of hetero/homo binary

gender/sexuality produced different kinds of identities, . .

constrained identities, and excluded some persons from * Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick was an American scholar of

having Tecognisable’ identities. gender, critical theory and cultural studies and wrote an

important text that has guided much subsequent queer

To be a queer theorist is to explore what creates and upholds theory called Epistemology of the Closet (1990).

gender and sexual identities as well as sometimes to radically

reject normative identities as regimentary, categorising and * One aspect of contemporary ‘knowledge’ of sexuality that

exclusive. Sedgwick was interested in was the way in which the late
) . ) ) 19t Century medical and psychiatric institutions literally

This fact sheet presents a very brief, non-exhaustive overview ‘produced’ the idea that, beyond opposite-sex and same-

of some of the key concepts and ideas that emerged in queer sex behaviours, desires and attractions, there were two

theory. discrete kinds of identities (one normal and one abnormal)

as heterosexual and homosexual. These have governed
how we tend to think about sexuality across the 20t and

What do we mean by queer theory? into the 215t Century: “What was new from the turn of the
) ) o . century was the world-mapping by which every given

* Queer theory deliberately resists definition: if queer is to person ... was now considered necessarily assignable as

remain ‘queer’, it has to avoid being assimilated. [n the well to a homo- or a hetero-sexuality, a binarized identity

opening paragraph of Annamarie Jagose’s book Queer that was full of implications, however confusing, for even

Theory, she stresses that one of the ‘constituent’ the ostensibly least sexual aspect of personal existence.’
characteristics of queer theory is “its definitional (Sedgwick 1990: 2)

indeterminacy, its elasticity” (1996: 1)
) B e Using critical and literary theory, the very logic of a
* Broadly, however, queer theory can be identified as ‘hetero/homo’ binary can be deconstructed in ways that
‘doing’ a number of things: have social implications. The very idea of
‘heterosexuality’ depends on identifying “what it is not”, it

1. Destabilising the sex-gender-sexuality alignment— ) :
needs to construct a notion of abnormal homosexuality as

gueer theory problematises our ideas of stable

connections between biological sex, gender identity “other”, “transgression”, “prohibition”.

and sexual desire by highlighting instances of the e For Sedgwick, the hetero/homo binary is so dominant in
non-normative that run counter to our usual, dominant contemporary society that it runs through all texts, social
ideas about what is ‘normal’. By pointing, for systems and institutions, even when it is hidden or
example, to intersexed people, gender-ambiguous submerged.

people and sexually-diverse behaviours, it points to ) ) )
the fact that our conventional understandings of what ¢ However, there is no logical reason why sexuality has to

counts as normal are too narrow and this he|ps open be connected to gendel’—that iS, there is no foundation for
new, alternative and ethically more productive ways of assuming that desire should be categorised as a
thinking about bodies, gender and sexuality. gendered-person desiring (sexually or romantically)

another person on the basis of gender first and more

2. Destabilising identity: Queer theory challenges the individual attributes second.

idea that we have a ‘core’ identity, a natural, inborn ,
innate ‘self’ that directs our thoughts, preferences or e Rather, for Sedgwick, certain “dimensions of sexuality,

actions. While there may indeed be biological or however, distinguish object-choice quite differently (e.qg.,
genetic elements that play a role in identity formation, human/animal, adult/child, singular/plural,

those elements can only ever be ‘known’ and ‘sought autoerotic/alloerotic) or are not even about object choice
out’ using the available languages, categories and (e.g., orgasmic/nonorgasmic, noncommercial/commercial,
ideas that circulate already in contemporary culture. using bodies only/using manufactured objects, in

That is why the search for a ‘gay gene’ has been private/in public, spontaneous/scripted.)

problematic—it assumes that that there is a gene for
‘gay’ and a gene for ‘straight’ that direct our desires
into orientations. However, because this particular
language of categories is new (19" Century),
historical, and emerged due to a range of cultural,
institutional and social forms of knowledge, it governs
that geneticist search. Needless to say, no such gene
has ever been found.

e What this points to is the possibility of alternative ways of
thinking about sexuality that are not about having an
identity. We tend not to, because we are raised within a
particular way-of-thinking about sexuality as categorised
within a society that demands we produce our identities
as coherent, intelligible, recognisable (to ourselves and
others).



Fluidity of sexuality is one possible alternative, and later
gueer theory helps point to this by allowing us to seek out
and identify alternative ‘logics’ of sexuality, desire,
behaviour, gender and identity.

These alternative logics might be more accepting, ethical,
inclusive and productive—an important point, given that
the hetero/homo binary has historically produced terrible
misery for many people who feel their identity falls on the
‘wrong side’ of that dichotomy. Even today, the demand
that young people identify on one side or the other places
tremendous pressure on them that might better be
avoided if we thought about sexuality in more imaginative,
alternative ways.

Judith Butler and Performative Gender/Sexuality

Judith Butler is a North American professor of rhetoric and
gender studies who wrote another important canonical
text called Gender Trouble (1990) that has guided
subsequent queer theorists. Butler’'s main focus in her
early work was to take to task the idea of the sex/gender
system (in which it had been assumed there was
biological, bodied sex categorised as male/female and
socially-produced gender categorised as
masculine/feminine).

Butler was interested in how knowledge frameworks of the
kind identified by Sedgwick and other prior theorists
produced identities that were not ‘emanations’ of an inner
self but are culturally constructed through the repetition
of stylized acts over time. The act of ‘performing’ a
gender or sexual identity is lends the illusion that we
have an inner bodily core that does the acting. Rather,
there is no doer behind the deed. This does not mean
we voluntarily perform our gender or sexualities as if
we make a choice around clothing, but that every
aspect of gender/sexual identity involves a non-
voluntary performance to respond to the cultural
demand for coherent selfhood.

For Butler, there are four elements of this:

1. Identity is an ‘effect’ of a performance that is governed
by the categories, names, labels and ways-of-thinking
in language, discourse and culture;

2. the self is performed reiteratively as process "in
accord" with a discursively-given norm or set of norms
and through performance comes to stabilize by
producing a fiction of a fixed, inner, essential selfhood
or subjectivity, always working retroactively to
produce the illusion that there is a core doer behind
the deed;

3. gender and sexual identities are constituted in
discourse but can be re-constituted or reconfigured
differently in the encounter with different, new,
imaginative discursive arrangements (for example, in
alternatives to the masculine/feminine and
hetero/homo binaries);

4. the motivation to be articulated as a coherent,
intelligible self stems from a cultural demand or
imperative of coherence, intelligence and
recognisability in order to allow participation in being
and society.

Judith Butler and ‘Performativity’ (in her own words)
Credit: Irene Gustafson, http://artsites.ucsc.edu/faculty/gustafson/index.html

A central concept of the theory is that your gender is
constructed through your own repetitive performance
of gender. This is related to the idea that discourse
creates subject positions for your self to occupy—
linguistic structures construct the self. The structure or
discourse of gender for Butler, however, is bodily and
nonverbal. Butler’'s theory does not accept stable and
coherent gender identity. Gender is “a stylized repetition
of acts . . . which are internally discontinuous . . .[so that]
the appearance of substance is precisely that, a
constructed identity, a performative accomplishment
which the mundane social audience, including the actors
themselves, come to believe and to perform in the mode
of belief” (Gender Trouble). To say that gender is
performative is to argue that gender is “real only to the
extent that it is performed” (Gender Trouble).

There is no self preceding or outside a gendered self.
Butler writes, “ . . . if gender is constructed, it is not
necessarily constructed by an ‘I’ or a ‘we’ who stands
before that construction in any spatial or temporal sense
of ‘before.’ Indeed, it is unclear that there can be an ‘I’ or a
“we” who had not been submitted, subjected to gender,
where gendering is, among other things, the differentiating
relations by which speaking subjects come into being . . .
the ‘I neither precedes nor follows the process of this
gendering, but emerges only within the matrix of gender
relations themselves” (Bodies that Matter).

Performativity of gender is a stylized repetition of
acts, an imitation or miming of the dominant
conventions of gender. Butler argues that “the act that
one does, the act that one performs is, in a sense, an act
that’s been going on before one arrived on the scene”
(Gender Trouble). “Gender is an impersonation . . .
becoming gendered involves impersonating an ideal that
nobody actually inhabits” (interview with Liz Kotz in
Artforum).

What is at stake in gender roles is the ideology of
heterosexuality. “To claim that all gender is like drag, or
is drag, is to suggest that ‘imitation’ is at the heart of the
heterosexual project and its gender binarism, that drag is
not a secondary imitation that presupposes a prior and
original gender, but that hegemonic heterosexuality is
itself a constant and repeated effort to imitate its own
idealizations. That it must repeat this imitation, that it sets
up pathologizing practices and normalizing sciences in
order to produce and consecrate its own claim on
originality and propriety, suggests that heterosexual
performativity is beset by an anxiety that it can never fully
overcome....that its effort to become its own idealizations
can never be finally or fully achieved, and that it is
constantly haunted by that domain of sexual possibility
that must be excluded for heterosexualized gender to
produce itself” (Bodies that Matter).
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