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In the last few decades, queer studies have come to occupy a significant place in
research and teaching. Numerous articles and books exist about the subject, and
many universities have courses—even majors, minors, and graduate programs—about
queer studies, queer writings, and queer research. In everyday life, people work to
change—that is, “queer”—insidious, taken-for-granted cultural practices in order to
make societies more livable and humane, and queer activists continue to demonstrate
the benefits of confusion and ambiguity. In this entry, we provide an overview of queer
studies and outline characteristics of queer communication projects.

Overview

Queer studies has roots in feminism, philosophy, and lesbian and gay studies, and pri-
marily developed from thework of Judith Butler (1990, 1993), Teresa de Lauretis (1991),
Michel Foucault (1978), and Eve Sedgwick (1985, 1990). Queer studies emerged in
response to the normalizing of heterosexuality and from a desire to disrupt harmful
social conventions tied to sexuality, relationships, and desire. Fluidity and movement
characterize queer work, motivating queer scholars to not only work against instances
of rigid categorization and uniformity, but to also call attention to biases and blind spots
of academic research.

“Queer” is a term with many definitions and uses. One contemporary use of queer
is in reference to same-sex attraction, or as synonymous with “homosexual,” “lesbian,”
or “gay.” Queer can also describe desires and actions that go against traditional,
heterosexual—that is, “heteronormative”—expectations of intimate relationships such
as marriage, kinship, monogamy, and biological reproduction. A queer person, or a
queer text, is one who/that challenges dominant, patriarchal, and heteronormative
expectations of romance and love, gender, and sexuality.

There are uses of queer that do not focus on same-sex attraction, homosexuality, les-
bian or gay identity, or heteronormative expectations of relationships. According to the
Oxford English Dictionary, queer can describe anything that is “strange, odd, peculiar,
eccentric,” “out of sorts,” or “unwell.” Contemporary uses of queer can also be used to
describe the satisfaction a person may experience with affects and desires commonly
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perceived to be uncomfortable, inappropriate, and maybe even disgusting—affects and
desires such as confusion, failure, stigma, shame, pain, alienation, and melancholy.

Related to these definitions is the practice of “queering”—that is, engaging in
acts and advocating for desires that disrupt everyday, taken-for-granted routines
with the intent to call attention to, and even disassemble, harmful social norms, and
expectations. Again, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, to queer can mean to
“puzzle,” “baffle,” “put out of order,” “spoil,” and “disconcert, perturb, unsettle.” The
purpose of queering is to cultivate dissonance and confusion, challenge expectations
of and for interpretation, and to get people to imagine social norms and subjectivities
in new and novel ways.

“Queer theory” is the area of inquiry devoted to studying any/all of these definitions
and uses of queer. Queer can be used in reference to being homosexual, lesbian, and gay,
and as an act of critiquing heteronormative values. Queer can be used to praise feeling
odd, peculiar, eccentric, or out of sorts, as well as to describe moments pierced with
confusion and pain, loneliness and failure, stigma and shame, abjection and alienation,
melancholy and darkness. And queer can be used to describe attempts to puzzle, baffle,
put out of order, spoil, disconcert, perturb, and unsettle suffocating and harmful social
norms and expectations, especially norms and expectations tied to desire, reproduction,
kinship, and family.

Given these uses and definitions of queer, anyone can experience queer feelings and
have queer experiences. Some people may have same-sex attraction. Some people may
refuse marriage, kinship, family lines/lineage, monogamy, and biological reproduction.
Some people may have an abundance of queer experiences—instances when they have
felt, or have been referred to, as odd, peculiar, eccentric, out of sorts, confused, lonely,
ashamed or alienated. And some people may try to disrupt—queer—everyday, taken-
for-granted routines with the intent to call attention to, and even disassemble, harmful
norms and expectations in social life. Any/all of these aims can be characterized as
queer, and in these aims, the benefits of queerness and queer projects emerge.

We next discuss four interrelated characteristics of queer projects as they relate
to communication. First, queer projects tend to treat identity as an “achievement”
(Garfinkel, 1967) with the aim of disrupting canonical debates about essentialist
and constructionist views of selfhood (e.g., Bennett, 2014). Second, queer projects
challenge identity categories and illustrate oppressive limitations of language. Third,
queer projects embrace a philosophy of social change, one that attempts to find and
use subversive discursive strategies in order to improve cultural beliefs, practices,
and relationships. Fourth, queer projects embrace bodies, identities, affects, and
relationships often considered to be unwanted, undesired, or abject.

Identity as achievement

Queer studies frames identity as a relational “achievement”—something created,
maintained, and manipulated in social interaction, moments in which people
are held accountable for being particular kinds of people—people of particular
races, sexes, sexualities, religions, abilities, ages, nationalities, and so forth. A queer,
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identity-as-achievement perspective suggests that people may try to present themselves
as particular kinds of people but may not succeed or definitively know if they have
succeeded. Such framing also suggests that selves emerge from and remain contingent
upon situated embodied practices—practices that rely on compulsory, material, and
stereotypical performances about being particular kinds of people. This perspec-
tive recognizes that identities shift in time and space and thereby require constant
attention, negotiation, and care; identities may come across as singular and stable
in one interaction, but may not be singular and stable across all interactions. “To
place a label on the body,” Amber Johnson (2014) writes, “is to create a sense of
clarity, but it doesn’t change the body. As much as we conform to meet our labels,
we are merely hiding bits and pieces of our identities that, eventually, will leak out”
(p. 93).

There are two primary benefits to a queer, identity-as-achievement perspective. First,
this perspective rejects simplistic, additive models of oppression—models that quantify
the amount of oppression a person experiences, models that suggest a person is more
oppressed if she or he is perceived to be a particular kind of person (e.g., female) and less
oppressed if perceived to be another kind of person (e.g., male). For instance, it is some-
times assumed that a person who is female, Asian, and disabled is “triply oppressed”
because of her sex, race, and ability, or is more oppressed than an Asian, able-bodied
man or a Caucasianwomanwho is disabled. However, by embracing amore contingent,
intersectional understanding of identity, a queer, identity-as-achievement perspective
suggests that a person can, in one interaction, be held accountable for being a per-
son of a particular race and, in another interaction, be held accountable for being a
person of a particular gender, class, and sexuality. Using the previous example, a per-
son who is female, Asian, and disabled does not definitively know when others will
hold her accountable for her sex, race, and ability. If the woman has a visible disabil-
ity (e.g., being unable to walk), the disability will not necessarily be known or seen by
others who speak with her on the telephone or in an online chat. Her sex (e.g., female)
and race (e.g., Asian) may not be known, either—others on the phone or in the chat
might assume she is male and/or Caucasian, transgender, and/or African American.
Indeed, this woman may have more identities for which she may experience injus-
tice, but she will not experience the same kind of injustice based on these categories
everywhere, all of the time; she might speculate when these identities will (or did)
matter, but may never definitively know how and when they do matter, for others, in
interaction.

The second benefit to a queer, identity-as-achievement perspective is that it removes
identity from essentialist and constructionist debates about selfhood—debates about
whether identity is innate, biological, and fixed (essentialism) or established, main-
tained, and solidified through social interaction (constructionism). Framing identity as
an achievement highlights and embraces our ability to contextually pass as certain kinds
of people. In one context, a person may be perceived to be Hispanic, and, in another
context, may be perceived to be Asian, Filipino, or Italian. In one context, a person may
be perceived to be bisexual or gay and, in another context, may be perceived as hetero-
sexual. In one context a person may pass as Catholic, and, in another context, may be
perceived to be Jewish, Muslim, or agnostic.
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A queer, identity-as-achievement perspective does not imply that biology has
nothing to do with interaction nor does it suggest that environmental factors do not
influence selfhood. However, the essence of identities and the processes through which
identities come to exist are not the sole focus of queer communication projects. Such
a perspective does not diminish the accumulation of past experiences based on, and
injustices tied to, these identities. Rather, a queer, identity-as-achievement perspective
focuses on the power in/of labeling people and in its treatment of identity categories
as tentative, fluid, and limiting; identity becomes a concept infused with power and
possibility.

Language matters

Queer theory also challenges dominant, taken-for-granted categories tied to person-
hood; illustrates inherent, oppressive limitations of linguistic systems; and revels in lan-
guage’s failures. Queer projects aim to demonstrate the ways language crumbles upon
interrogation and, as such, encourage people to recognize the fallibility of terms. Such
an aim can release people from language’s constraints, particularly how people use cat-
egories to describe self and others.

Queer projects trouble language in a few ways. Some projects amend or disrupt
binaries of personhood—binaries such as “Black” and “White,” “male” and “female,”
“heterosexual” and “homosexual.” Binaries do not provide people with linguistic or
conceptual flexibility; not only do they close down the possibility of people falling in
between categories, but also do not allow for m/any exceptions. For instance, people
who identify asmultiracial, intersexed, or bisexual often strugglewith being understood
and recognized in these ways; others often push them to one side of the binary—as
more Black than White, more male than female, more straight than gay. By contrast,
queer theory provides a linguistic and conceptual home for a person who goes against
or resides outside of recognition; the person can now identify as queer—queer in terms
of race, queer in terms of sex, queer in terms of gender, queer in terms of sexuality.

Similarly, some queer projects call attention to language’s failure, often through a rad-
ical dissection of words. For instance, how might we define “woman?” Does a woman
have essential traits or characteristics (see Goldberg, 2014)? Someone might say, “A
woman can reproduce,” but this suggests that a person who cannot reproduce cannot
be a woman, or that, if the person identifies as a woman, she may be an exception, infe-
rior to other women, or not a normal woman. Someone might say, “A woman doesn’t
do well at math, science, or engineering” (see Goldenberg, 2005), but this suggests that
a person who excels at these subjects cannot be a woman, or that, if a person who iden-
tifies as a woman excels at these subjects, she must, again, be an exception, inferior to
other women, or not a normal woman. Someone might say, “A woman has, or was born
with, a vagina,” but this would make persons who lack vaginas not women or make a
person who identifies as woman but who does not have a vagina an exception, inferior
to other women, or not a normal woman.

Queer projects may also try to reclaim marginal linguistic identifiers and relational
processes—for example the label “gay” or the tradition of marriage—in an attempt to
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take the hurt and harm out of once-negative connotations; they (re)appropriate these
words in positive, inclusive ways in an attempt to dilute their social harm, as demon-
strated in the next section.

A politics of change

A third characteristic of queer theory is a commitment to social change—a commitment
to making innovative and increasingly humane ways of living possible. This is accom-
plished by (re)appropriating marginal language and texts in new and unexpected ways,
taking taboo words and emotions and putting them to new use, and using bodies in
stereotype-breaking and remaking ways. While many if not most (re)appropriations
are political, queer projects intentionally (re)appropriate language, texts, and bodies to
pollute insidious practices and beliefs, disrupt social order, and question what passes as
“natural” and “normal” (Garfinkel, 1967).

The use of “queer” in “queer theory” is an example of linguistic (re)appropriation; it
is an attempt to reframe queer from a once-taboo and derogatory term to something
more acceptable and positive. Prior to such (re)appropriation, queer possessed negative
connotations—connotations such asweird, deviant, and abnormal. By using queer in an
affirmative sense—by incorporating it into mainstream discourse by associating it with
the often-prestigious term “theory”—queer can be seen as desirable and esteemed.

Queer (re)appropriations of texts happen as well. For instance, Alexander (2008)
queers the film Brokeback Mountain by illustrating how it functions as a conservative
story that not only perpetuates heterosexual norms, but also subordinates raced
“others” (e.g., Mexican male prostitutes) to Eurocentric/White desires. In so doing,
Alexander disrupts the text’s assumed liberal status. Similarly, Yep and Elia (2007)
illustrate how the television series Noah’s Arc—a series featuring the experiences of
gay Black men—works to disrupt the rampant homophobia found in predominantly
Black communities. Naming the show Noah’s Arc is also a queer act—it mixes the
canonical Christian story of Noah and the Ark with non-heterosexual storylines,
thereby contaminating common understandings of religion, homosexuality, and
acceptance.

Queer (re)appropriation of bodies happens too, particularly when bodies are used
to generate confusion and make discursive trouble. Consider, for instance, the per-
formance work of Orlan (see Faber, 2002). Orlan undergoes plastic surgery for live
audiences and stays awake during these performances in order to comment on the sur-
gical experience. Orlan does so to call attention to harmful norms of beauty and the
increased burden placed on women to undergo plastic surgery; she dedicates her body
to queering society’s rampant infatuationwith beauty aswell as to the everyday struggles
women go through to achieve normalcy with regards to feeling and looking physically
attractive. Or consider people who identify as “tranny fags” (Cooper, 2008).These indi-
viduals are born female (sex), look and live like men (gender), use their vaginas for
sexual intercourse, and are attracted to men. With their bodies and actions, tranny
fags queer normal, taken-for-granted ideas about embodiments of sex, gender, and
sexuality.
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Embracing the abject

Queer studies also embraces notions of the abject.The abject, for Julia Kristeva (1982), is
the vehemently negative reaction (terror, horror) we have to a breakdown in the border
between outside and inside, self and other, subject and object, the body and its fluids and
waste. Consider, for example, the visceral, sickening reaction wemight have to the sight
of a corpse, or vomit, or excrement. While we might recognize these selves and objects
as belonging to us, and to the material, the process of abjection seeks to reestablish a
border, or a distance, between us, and that which repulses us. Kristeva observes that the
same violent and convulsive process by which we create distance between our selves
and the products of our bodies, or between our living selves and the dead, happens in
symbolic, discursive systems of power and relationality.

Queer studies uses the abject to question the borders of bodies, identities, and
relationships. For example, Chris Straayer (1997) describes media studies scholar,
activist, playwright, and performance artist Jennifer Miller, who has lived and worked
as a woman with a beard, in terms of her invocation and challenging of the abject.
(Miller also worked as the “bearded lady” in Circus Amok; see Markelz, 2011.) As
Straayer observes, “Hair is a waste product of our bodies, like urine, menstrual blood,
and toenails. A man’s beard, evidence of ‘masculine’ flow, is best kept shaved or
trimmed into a sculpture. A bearded woman, evidence of flow across sexual difference”
is abject (p. 154).

Judith/Jack Halberstam (1998) also describes how the abject can disrupt identities
and the borders, positions, and rules that come along with them in a consideration of
the “stone butch.” The stone butch is a “dyke body placed somewhere on the boundary
between femalemasculinity and transgender subjectivity” (p. 124).The term “stone” has
historically been used as an identity marker for butch lesbians “who were unmistakably
masculine in appearance and felt compromised by being made love to as a woman” and
“represents a functional inconsistency or a productive contradiction between biological
sex and social gender” (pp. 125–126). Halberstam notes that stone butches are “often
represented as the abject within lesbian history,” are an “example of the pitfalls of the
rigidity of categories,” and embody “the dysfunction of gender rigidity by taking her
masculinity so seriously that she denies her female body” (p. 129). Stone butch bodies
queerly complicate and confound the boundaries of masculine and feminine, male and
female, control and vulnerability.

Conclusion

Queer studies harbors exciting possibilities for critical communication scholarship.
The philosophies and political commitments queer studies espouses resonate among
many populations, and the desire for change make it attractive to many marginal
and oppressed groups. Furthermore, the inclusionary potential of queer studies—the
ability to provide unrecognizable persons a discursive, recognizable area of study—will
continue to entice people to not only partake in queer projects, but to have a respect
for such works.
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