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INTRODUCTION
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QUEER theory is a critical approach to sexuality and gender that challenges what is ‘nor-
mal’ or ‘natural’ Specifically, queer theory contends that identities—including identi-
ties relating to sexuality and gender—are socially constructed across different times
and places, and thus are fluid and not fixed. Furthermore, queer theory recognizes that
such identities are constructed through the deployment of social power, including the
power of discourse and naming. Since the term ‘queer theory’ was first coined by Teresa
de Lauretis in the journal Differences (1991), it has deeply influenced scholarship in the
realm of literary, historical, and cultural studies.

Religious studies scholars and theologians—especially those who identify as lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI)—have also used queer theory in their
work since at least 1993 (Shore-Goss 2010: 188). Several articles have been published in
recent years that provide a helpful overview of the intersections of queer theory and
religious studies (Schippert 2011; Jenzen and Munt 2012; Wilcox 2012; Brintnall 2013)
as well as the intersections of queer theory and theology (Lowe 2009; Schneider and
Roncolato 2012).

There is some irony, of course, in the fact that an anti-identitarian discourse like queer
theory has taken on an identity of its own. It is for this reason that at least one religious
studies scholar has wished that he could wave his fairy wand and ‘erase the words queer
and queer theory from our lexicon’ (Brintnall 2013: 55, emphasis original). Similarly,
Teresa de Lauretis herself disavowed the use of the term ‘queer theory’ asa ‘conceptua]ly
vacuous creature of the publishing industry; just three years after she coined the term
(de Lauretis 1994: 297).

Notwithstanding its contested use, queer theory has become an important part of
the field of sexuality studies. Accordingly, this chapter will provide an introduction to
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what theologians should know about queer theory. Recalling the work of the late Eve
Kosofsky Sedgwick on ‘minoritizing’ and ‘universalizing’ views of homosexuality
(Sedgwick 2008: 82-86), this chapter will argue that queer theory is not just a narrow,
or minoritizing, topic of interest to LGBTI-identified theologians alone. Rather, queer
theory is also a ‘universalizing’ topic of interest to all theologians, particularly to the
extent that Christian theology has always challenged and questioned issues of identity,
whether relating to God or humanity. For this reason, Gerard Loughlin has argued that
theology ‘is' and ‘has always been' a ‘queer thing’ (Loughlin 2007a: 7).
This chapter is organized into four sections. This introduction will be followed by
a section examining the word ‘queer’ and outlining four marks, or characteristics, of
queerness: (1) identity without essence; (2) transgression; (3) resisting binaries; and
(4) social construction. A section providing an overview of queer theology—that is,
‘queer talk about God'—and discussing four strands of queer theology that correspond
to each of the four marks of queerness will then follow. Finally, some future directions
for queer theology will be proposed; in particular, six ways in which queer theory might
inform the future work of queer theologians.

FOUR MARKS OF QUEERNESS

Queer theory is a notoriously difficult concept to define. Because queer theory is a criti-
cal methodology that challenges the stability of identities—including sexual and gender
identities—it resists attempts to reduce itself to an ‘essence’ or a core definition. Indeed,
Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner have suggested that the term ‘queer commentary’
might be a better way of describing queer theory. In their view, it is ‘not useful’ to treat
queer theory as a ‘thing’ or an ‘academic object’ because it cannot be ‘assimilated into a
single discourse’ (1995:343)-

Similarly, Lee Edelman has criticized attempts by scholars to describe the state of
queer theory as a ‘fantasy’ For Edelman, queer theory resists any effort to create a ‘com-
munal site, a ‘safe harbor, or an ‘image of home’ Rather, queer theory must resist ‘every
totalization’ that would describe it as a ‘unified field of vision’ (1995: 343, 348). Edelman’s
warning should be taken seriously by anyone—including this author—who tries to cap-
ture or boil down the essence of queer theory.

Keeping in mind the reservations of Berlant, Warner, and Edelman, this chapter
does attempt to address the practical need of introducing queer theory to those who
are unfamiliar with its slippery contours. In addition to this chapter, there are a number
of helpful book-length introductions to queer theory (Jagose 1996; Turner 2000; Hall
2003; Sullivan 2003), as well as shorter articles (Schneider 2000; Murfin and Ray 2009:
420-423), that provide a useful overview of queer theory for pedagogical purposes.

A key task of queer theory is to observe and document the deployment and effects
of the word ‘queer’. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, ‘queer’ can be traced
back to at least the fourteenth century, when it originally meant ‘to question’ or ‘to
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inquire’ In the sixteenth century, the word took on the meaning of ‘strange, odd, pecu-
liar, eccentric; and, in the early nineteenth century, the word became a synonym for
transgression—that is, ‘to put out of order’ or ‘o spoil. At the end of the nineteenth
century, ‘queer’ had become a derogatory term for a male homosexual (OED Online
2013).

In the late 1980s, gay and lesbian activists, including those involved with organiza-
tions such as Queer Nation, sought to reclaim the term ‘queer’ in a positive way. For
example, one of the slogans of Queer Nation was ‘We're here, we're queer, get used to
it!" By doing so, however, the word ‘queer’ became a shorthand term for describing peo-
ple who self-identified as sexual and gender minorities. To this day, ‘queer’ is still often
used as an umbrella term to refer to a variety of sexual and gender minorities, includ-
ing LGBTI people. This can be particularly useful in the context of an ever-expanding
alphabet soup of identities, including lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, queer,
questioning, allied, asexual, pansexual, and two-spirit identities.

This chapter, however, will focus less on the shorthand or umbrella definition of
‘queer'—which is grounded primarily in sexuality and gender identity categories—and
more on understanding queerness as strangeness or transgressivity. In particular, this
chapter will propose four marks, or characteristics, of queerness: (1) identity without
essence; (2) transgression; (3) resisting binaries; and (4) social construction. These four
marks are not intended to be an essentialist definition of queerness, but they are sim-
ply one way of documenting the various strands of what queer theorists have observed
about queerness since the early 1990s. Like the classical four marks of the Church, which
describe a ‘body’ that is remarkably queer (Ward 1999: 176-177; Thatcher 2011: 135-154),

these four marks of queerness describe a fluid body of ideas that is constantly in the pro-
cess of becoming.

Identity Without Essence

The first mark of queerness is identity without essence. A key characteristic of the word
‘queer’ is its resistance to stable identity categories. Accordingly, it is not surprising that
‘queer’ lacks a stable definition itself. As David M. Halperin has famously noted in his
book Saint Foucault: Towards a Gay Hagiography, queerness is an ‘identity without an
essence. That is, ‘There is nothing in particular to which it necessarily refers’ (empha-
sis original). Queerness is less a ‘positivity’ than a ‘positionality vis-a-vis the normal’
(1995: 62).

As noted earlier, the word ‘queer’ is commonly used as a shorthand or umbrella term
for LGBTI persons and other sexual and gender minorities. However, the notion of
queerness as ‘identity without essence’ is actually at odds with these sexual and gender
identity categories. Rather than reaffirming such categories, queerness challenges the
stability and naturalness of such categories. Notwithstanding the pop artist Lady Gaga
and her LGBTI-affirming anthem of ‘Born This Way’—in which she asserts that ‘’'m
beautiful in my way | ‘Cause God makes no mistakes | 'm on the right track, baby | I was
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born this way’ (2011)—queerness is about questioning and challenging identities, and
not reaffirming them.

Queer theory differs from gay and lesbian studies to the extent that the latter disci-
pline treats the identity of ‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’ as a given and becomes the focal point for
reflections about marginalized or non-normative sexualities. Gay and lesbian studies
reflect the traditional ethnic studies model of thinking about race, and the contempo-
rary LGBTI-rights movement has adopted such a model in arguing for LGBTI civil
rights based upon immutable characteristics. Queerness, by contrast, resists and chal-
lenges this essentialist way of thinking about sexual and gender identities.

According to Annamarie Jagose, the ‘definitional indeterminancy’ and ‘elasticity’ of
queerness is one of its ‘constituent characteristics’ (1996: 1). Not surprisingly, queer the-
ory has moved far beyond its original focus on sexuality and gender issues, and into the
realms of race, post-colonialism, temporality, and neo-liberalism (Eng with Halberstam
and Muiioz 2005). Some of these topics will be covered in the final section of this chap-
ter about possible future directions in queer theology.

Transgression

The second mark of queerness is transgression. Queerness, as David Halperin describes
it, is ‘whatever is at odds with the normal, the legitimate, the dominant’ (1995: 62). In
other words, queerness can be understood more by what it opposes than what it is. To
that end, it may be helpful to think about the word ‘queer’ as a verb instead of a noun. To
queer something—for example, the Bible or Christian theology—is to subvert, decon-
struct, and challenge it, as opposed to merely reaffirming it.

The connection between transgression and queerness arose in the 1980s and 1990s,
when activist groups such as AIDS Coalition to Unlease Power (ACT UP) and Queer
Nation engaged in ‘confrontational and controversial’ direct actions in order to pro-
test governmental and ecclesial apathy with respect to the HIV/AIDS pandemic as
well as institutional homophobia. For example, in 1989, ACT UP engaged in a ‘Stop the
Church’ action at St Patrick’s Roman Catholic Cathedral in New York City that involved
the disruption of Sunday Mass. It was around this time that activists began using the
term ‘queer’ to describe their ‘unwillingness to conform’ to social norms of silence with
respect to their sexualities (Gibson, Alexander, and Meem 2013: 76-77).

Michael Warner has written about the important connections between queerness and
transgression in his book The Trouble With Normal: Sex, Politics, and the Ethics of Queer
Life. In constructing an ethics of queer life, Warner argues that the fight by LGBTT activ-
ists for marriage equality is actually ‘a mistake’ and a ‘loss of vision, particularly in light
of queer culture’s historical affirmation of sexual autonomy. For Warner, queerness must
resist the ‘norms of straight culture’ as the standard by which ‘queer life should be meas-
ured’ (1999:1, 88).

Similarly, Lee Edelman has strongly rejected the ‘compulsory narrative of reproduc-
tive futurism’ in his book No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive. For Edelman, it










































