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One:
Introduction to Course

“Embarking on a query…”

Introduction

The main purpose of these pages is to provide an outline of discussion for class purposes.  Each set of notes is organized around three basic themes:

I.
A brief overview of the subject matter.

II.
An outline of the “basic principles” regarding the subject matter.

III.
A brief evaluation of the subject matter.

I. A brief overview of the subject matter.

-Review of syllabus:

As a society we tend to place a great deal of emphasis on the ability to place things into categories.  Well, what happens when along comes a deconstructionalist/post-structuralist notion?  Over the course of the semester we will look at Queer Theory, its formation and its place in our society.  In order to do this we will also look at the ideas of sexual identity, sexuality, social constructs, and of course theory.  The concept of “queer” is a complex one at first glance and hopefully by the end of the semester you’re view of the complexity will fade away.

-Introduction of course sections:


Two:
Introduction to Theory


Three:
Notions of Queer


Four:
Post-structuralism


Five:
Sexualities: Heterosexuality and Homosexuality


Six:
Queer Within the Community: A look at the Queer

Homosexual



Seven:
Queer Culture: Becoming Queer



Eight:
Queering Academia



Nine:
Pedagogy: Queer Pedagogy



Ten:
What is Queer Theory?


-Expectations of Instructor to Student


Each instructor will have different expectations of their students.  Please outline what you expect of your students.  However, I do believe that an open mind, a positive attitude, and a drive to learn are all required.


-Expectations of Instructor from Student


Have students outline what they expect of you during the class.  You may have them to jot this down on paper without their name.  During the next class, review what they expect of you.

II. An outline of the “basic principles” regarding the subject matter.


-What is theory?


(Begin by listing ideas on the board or on a sheet of paper)

-Definitions from the OED:


3. A conception or mental scheme of something to be done, or of the method

of doing it; a systematic statement of rules or principles to be followed.

4. a. A scheme or system of ideas or statements held as an explanation or account of a group of facts or phenomena; a hypothesis that has been confirmed or established by observation or experiment, and is propounded or accepted as accounting for the known facts; a statement of what are held to be the general laws, principles, or causes of something known or observed.

b. That department of an art or technical subject which consists in the knowledge or statement of the facts on which it depends, or of its principles or methods, as distinguished from the practice of it.

5. In the abstract (without article): Systematic conception or statement of the principles of something; abstract knowledge, or the formulation of it: often used as implying more or less unsupported hypothesis (cf. 6): distinguished from or opposed to practice (cf. 4b). in theory (formerly in the theory): according to theory, theoretically (opp. to in practice or in fact).

6. In loose or general sense: A hypothesis proposed as an explanation; hence, a mere hypothesis, speculation, conjecture; an idea or set of ideas about something; an individual view or notion. Cf. 4.


A theory seems to be a proposed explanation for a hard-to-grasp idea/concept.  We propose theories each day; however, some are more profound than others.  


-What is queer?

(Begin by listing ideas on the board or on a sheet of paper)

-Definitions from the OED:

1. a. Strange, odd, peculiar, eccentric, in appearance or character. Also, of questionable character, suspicious, dubious. queer fellow, an eccentric person; also used, esp. in Ireland and in nautical contexts, with varying contextual connotations.

b. Of a person (usu. a man): homosexual. Also in phr. as queer as a coot (cf. COOT n.1 2b). Hence, of things: pertaining to homosexuals or homosexuality. orig. U.S.
c. In U.S. colloq. phr. to be queer for (someone or something): to be fond of or ‘keen on’; to be in love with.


Today, as in years past, the term “queer” is used to identify homosexuals and those who choose not be classified by the common sexual orientation categories of heterosexual and homosexual.  In years past the term “queer” was commonly used in a derogatory manner in relation to homosexuals.  However, with the emergence of Queer Theory into popular culture, the term is being re-claimed as a term of empowerment for those within the non-heterosexual community.

III. A brief evaluation of the subject matter.

-Combining: theory and queer.


Queer theory is the ultimate intersection of uncertainty, as both terms are representative of a questioning of occurrences in culture.  Queer theory, is still a new branch of study or theoretical speculation; it has only been named as an area since about 1990.  It has grown out of gay and/or lesbian studies’—a discipline which itself is very new, since about the mid-1980s—attention to the social construction of categories of normative and deviant sexual behavior.  Gay and/or lesbian studies, in turn, grew out of feminist studies and feminist theories.  But while gay and/or lesbian studies, as the name implies, focused largely on questions of homosexuality, queer theory expands its realm of investigation.  Queer theory looks at, and studies, and has a political critique of, anything that falls into normative and deviant categories, particularly sexual activities and identities.

The word “queer”, as it appears in the dictionary, has a primary meaning of “odd,” “peculiar,” “out of the ordinary.”  Queer theory concerns itself with any and all forms of sexuality that are “queer” in this sense—and then, by extension, with the normative behaviors and identities which define what is “queer” (by being their binary opposites).  Thus queer theory expands the scope of its analysis to all kinds of behaviors, including those that are gender bending as well as those that involve “queer” non-normative forms of sexuality.  Queer theory insists that all sexual behaviors, all concepts linking sexual behaviors to sexual identities, and all categories of normative and deviant sexualities, are social constructs, sets of signifiers that create certain types of social meaning.  Queer theory follows feminist theory and gay/lesbian studies in rejecting the idea that sexuality is an essentialist category, something determined by biology or judged by eternal standards of morality and truth.  For queer theorists, sexuality is a complex array of social codes and forces, forms of individual activity and institutional powers, which interact to shape the ideas of what is normative and what is deviant at any particular moment.

Teresa de Lauretis, the theorist often credited with inaugurating the phrase ‘queer theory’, abandoned it barely three years later, on the grounds that it had been taken over by the mainstream forces and institutions it was coined to resist.  Some critics argue that the style of queer theory is another reason for its inability to be politically effective, and in particular that it does not communicate with the queers it purports to speak of/from/to.  Queer theory seems to be working within the constructs of the patriarchal system—using he masters’ tools—which it seems to be striving to break down.  Working from the inside outwards is not a bad notion, but it runs the risk of forgetting those that are on the outside looking in, those that the fight is partly for.

Dennis Altman ties this inability to communicate—with those on the outside—to queer theory's basic emphasis on the performative or aesthetic.  Altman says, “Queer theory shares with much of contemporary postmodernism an emphasis on representation as an aesthetic rather than a political problem, a desire to deconstruct all fixed points in the interests of ‘destabilizing’ and ‘decentering’ our preconceptions.  Given the arcane language within which much such theory is written . . . this theory is almost totally ignored by the vast majority of people whose lives it purports to describe.”

Lauretis and Altman both seem to have questions about queer theory and its place; it is my hope that by the end of this class each of you will also reflect on queer theory and its relation to cultural perspectives.

[Queer theory seems to be a more inclusive institution of thought in that it recognizes biology much like Liberal feminism, and it deconstructs ideas of socialized gender like Radical feminism.  For Queer theorists Stonewall
 could be seen as the crossroads of theory and action; where the deconstruction of gender, sex, and sexuality stood up against the constructs of “traditional” society: male rule, heterosexuality, and oppression.]
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� The defining point for homosexual activism was the Stonewall riot.  The riot started in protest to a police raid on a gay bar in New York City’s Greenwhich Village in 1969.  It was the first public protest by homosexuals against police harassment.
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