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Why Am I Asking that?
● During the whole semester, we studied queer theories. We covered a lot 

and sometimes the very meaning of the word “queer” used by the different 
authors changes.

● Sometimes, queer is defined as
○ a (positive or negative) identity, 
○ a blurring of identity categories, 
○ a refusal or a redefinition of the very notion of identity.

●  The word queer raises a lot of questions.



Being Queer: What Does It Mean?



Historical Background
● Etymology

The adjective “queer” appeared during the 16th Century. It meant strange, 
peculiar, eccentric. Sometimes, it also means oblique, off-centered (as 
opposed to straight).

The verb “to queer” appeared at the end of the 18th Century. It meant to cheat, to 
puzzle, to ridicule. In the 19th Century, the verb is also used as a synonym for the 
verbs to spoil and to ruin. It has also been used to describe the performance of 
an actor when s/he is playing, that is when he is doing something which is not the 
reality.

During the 1920s, first occurrence of the noun “queer.” It meant homosexual.



At The Beginning, There Was The Insult
The very fact of labeling someone as a queer was therefore very negative. It is used as an insult. At the 
beginning, the designated queers did not call themselves “queer.” Why?

When you are a queer, you are abnormal. You are cheating everyone! That’s not how you should be. 
You deviate from the (literally and symbolically straight) norm (where the word “norm” is both understood 
in its value-neutral and value-laden meanings). Is abnormal or queer the sexual behaviors which are 
not common ( = typical) and/or which do not follow the moral norms.

You are a pariah, that is somebody who is stigmatized. From the 17th to the 20th Century, sodomy was 
considered as a capital offense and cross-dressing as a felony punishable by imprisonment or corporal 
punishments in the US. At the beginning of the AIDS “plague,” your dead body would have been thrown in 
a trash bag. 

In other words, your very identity is negative. Society negates your existence and, as the same time, 
recognize your existence as a threat. Being queer therefore means to be rejected. In the Lacanian terms 
used by Lee Edelman, you are a sinthome.



“A bench of perverts and deviants!”

At the beginning, the word “queer” was used to name all of the people whose sexual 
behaviors and/or sexual identity do not fit into the “normal”/natural categories. If you 
are a queer, you are therefore blurring the categories.

Are queers the people who feel to be women/men when their genitalia “say” that they are 
men/women. Are queers the people who feel sexual attraction toward the same sex. 
According to the overwhelming majority of doctors and psychologists of the first half of the 
20th Century, you are an “inverted,” that is someone who is not fitting in his/her natural 
category.

If you are a queer, thus, you have, according to the overwhelming majority of the population, 
an identity problem. Therefore, it would be legitimized to “cure” or punish you.



But queers are not sick! Their only sickness is heteronormativity which literally kills 
them. In reaction to the oppressive hetero-society, some queer people founded 
gay and lesbian magazines; “homophile” organizations…

And, in the early morning hours of June 28, 1969 in New York, some queers 
decide to revolt against the norm.

That’s the beginning of a new area where being queer becomes a positive 
identity. That identity refers to a community and a political/right movement.

From reject, a queer nation is born.

A nation? A community? A culture?



That nation is questioning the very meaning of identity, of being and embodying. Most 
of the queer activists critics a certain use and understanding of these notions. As Riki 
Wilchins says in Queer Theory, Gender Theory:

“[A]s Derrida notes,. . . .[we often] use of the verb to be to initiate something into 
language. We use to be for objectively verifiable facts. . . . But we also use it when we 
are making strong assertions, such as “Boys are masculine,” or “There are only two 
genders”. . . . This causes confusion because these statements all use the same form 
of is-ness even though they are very different types of statements.”

According to queer theories, being has not to be something reifying or putting someone into 
rigid and discriminating categories. Being is rather a matter of feelings.

Questioning identity



Identity traditionally presupposes the same and the Other. Yet, queer is an 
umbrella term: multiple identities are considered as queer.

Queer is therefore a special identity. Queer is the Other. It is an identity which 
includes all those who identify as queer and/or feel rejected by society because of 
their own gender or sexuality.

In the late-1980s, LGBT people begin to use the term queer as a positive identity.

An inclusive identity



● Being queer means not fitting into the heteronormative sexual categories. The 
queer identity is born from the reject of the not-heteronormative.

● Albeit stigmatized, queers have been able to re-appropriate the word and to 
build an inclusive community where the heteronormative use and 
understanding of identity have been called into question.

● Queer identity consequently aims at building an inclusive future where 
everyone would be able to express one’s self without being discriminated for 
one’s gender and/or sexuality.

Conclusion


