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Editorial

This third issue of “About Gender” contains a moragdy on queer theory and research
inspired by it. The six contributions making up thenograph were selected by means
of a call for papers, inaugurated with this isslibe topics they cover involve a
substantial part of the debate aroused by queerythghich, preliminarily, we could
define as a field for reflection and research am dleconstruction of sexual identities
and gender, whether mainstream or peripheral, Wighaim of revealing the power
mechanisms which reproduce heterosexual hegemony.

Vincenzo Romania illustrates the intellectual debtthis body of theory — which
appeared in the United States in the late 1980seamnky 1990s — in that branch of
sociology and social psychology which preceded ijuestioning gender and sexuality,

at the same time announcing a possible and desiabivergence. Lorenzo Bernini



discusses the political dimension of queer radsoalrepresented by Lee Edelman and
his analysis of the incompatibility between homasdxdesire and the symbolic
heteronormative order, following the path opened thpty years before by Guy
Hocquenghem. Giacomo Viggiani starts from the psr8pe of the philosophy of law
to discuss the hypothesis of the production ofradtive versions of marriage through
its availability to homosexual couples, offerindeas orthodox interpretation than the
anti-assimilation theory prevalent in queer anayge.g., Warner 1999). Daniela
Crocetti questions the relation between the madigriaf bodies — represented by the
use of genitals — and their genderization, empiragithe outcry when the transgender
Vladimir Luxuria entered the Italian Parliament ahd whole debate regarding intersex
persons. Giorgia Aiello analyses the normalizatiérihe eccentricity and abjection of
the female body as shown in the world-wide marketamnmercialized images, which
gives rise to practices of subversion and reapmtgn by those involved. Anna Lisa
Amodeo and Cristiano Scandurra examine the phasasEuropean project against
gender-based and homophobic violence, to show heweffort to categorize bodies and
identities within the homosexual/heterosexual dmalproduces high levels of cognitive
anxiety, which are translated into stigmatizingtneent against the victims.

The monograph is accompanied by two empirical rebe&ontributions which,
although for different reasons, show similaritieghwthe queer theory approach. The
article by Daniela Danna on Icelandic policies rdgay the sex market and trafficking
in women questions the elective field of researchueer studies, i.e., how sexuality is
regulated. Leslie J. Nichols discusses the gendpedis of policies supporting
employment in Canada by developing a deconstrueng intersectional view which

lies at the center of the epistemology and methagobf queer criticism.

1. The constructive effect of queer deconstructionism

This is not the place to introduce the six origisahtributions with an overview of



gueer theory, or to present its state-of-the-dtte limore than twenty years after its
original appearance. It would be extremely compléx, view of the internal
heterogeneity of this sphere of thinking and itdergly toward any form of
systematization (Turner 2000, 9). Rather — morepkimand without the pretext of
exploring all of it — we present a criterion fotenpreting the queer approach and thus
the articles in the monographic section devotetl to

We propose questioning this approach and its sedwyltasking how they represent
social reality, its dynamics of genderization aedumlization, and the people involved.
One part of the international debate on queer theowolves the different
conceptualization of social reality which distingfues this theoreticabrpusfrom other
approaches to gender and sexuality (see, e.g.s@a@006; Green 2007). The decision
to ask this question also followed the post-modapproach of queer thinking and
practice, since “postmodern justifications shit tiebate from that of Truth and abstract
rationality to that of social and intellectual cegsences” (Seidman 1991, 137).

We can assume that society is also constructed frenway in which queer theory
represents it, and in particular the relationslépween gender and sexuality. This is the
hypothesis which explains the title of this ediadband the whole monographic section.
Two aspects support it. The first regards the pretation of the symbolic and material
reality of gender and sexuality as products ofitusbnalized discursive strategies,
which require criteria allowing people to “expertefi these realitids In particular, we
refer here to the approach of Teresa De Laurefi8{)Lwhich involves the intellectual
work of gender deconstructionundoing gendeis Judith Butler calls it (2004) — in the
process of social construction of gender ifsetfus extending the ethno-methodological
concept ofdoing gendefWest and Zimmerman 1987) beyond the confines efyalay
routine. In other words, any discourse on gendand; we would add, on sexuality —

affects the social construction of its reality, ®ua the case in which discourses, like

! The bibliography on this topic, from American pregism (see Romania’s article in this issue) and
Foucault’s thinking until Butler'performance approacts extensive. We mention here a useful analysis
by Samuel Chambers (2007) on the relationship btwbe materialism of bodies and their textual
dimension in the works of Judit Butler.

2 This analysis was suggested by Pustianaz (20@3118).



queer theory, derive from the intention to revée mechanisms of social technology
which conceal the arbitrariness of power.

The second aspect supporting the interpretationquéer theory in terms of
construction of social reality regards collocatitigs field of study within the
production mechanisms of knowledge of the contexinfwhich it emerged. Very soon
after the formulation of queer language, in thdyed990s — thanks mainly to the work
of Judith Butler (1990), Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (@B9Teresa De Lauretis (1991) and
Michael Warner (1993) — external commentators blegaw that “queer theory
represents a powerful force in rethinking homoséiuas a culture and politics”
(Seidman, 1996a, 118). This force was explainethbypre-eminent position which the
supporters of queer theory occupied within the Acagr academic environment, unlike
the preceding generations of gay and lesbian schd@tee also Stein and Plummer
1994). This approach had an immediate effect, ¢mmang gay and lesbian intellectual
culture, replacing the academic élites which hadaaly emancipated gay and lesbian
studies in American universities, and setting thgd of sexual differences at the center
of debate in many disciplines such as anthropollitgyary studies and cultural studies.

However, we can also go beyond academic repregargan defining the force of
gueer theory. For example, both queer theory arekmgstudies may have not only
followed but also increased the abandon of thedagg of identity politics in conflicts
associated with sexuality, mainly by minoritiesidegsLGBT communities. As Stein and
Plummer (1994, 137) wrote:

before these intellectual and political challengeserged, the solution to cultural
exclusion seemed to be the construction of soc@lms whose taken-for-granted
identities simply needed to be made visible. Totlasipgs appear to be a great deal
more complicated (...). Rather than simply devisimphtics which privileges one

identity over others, it has become more appareat different oppressions are
differently structured and intersecting. It is ingpible to separate one’s sexuality

from one’s class, one’s gender, and so forth.



However, the more recent debate on the normalizatib queer theory, precisely
because of its institutionalization (see, e.g.pdah 2003) does lead to questions on the
hegemony of such an approach. Which of the chaisiits of queer theory managed to
impose the way in which gender and sexuality aenked and thus constructed? The
six articles in the monograph suggest various esplirom the choice of what to study
to the way of questioning it. In the internatiorkdbate, the critical point lies in the
distinction between the theoretical refinement oéer analysis and its propensity to
transform the ways in which knowledge on sexuadityl gender are producedhe
former certainly redefined the way in which so@eiences consider homosexuality: no
longer in terms of an identity shaping a sexualanty whose exclusion mechanisms
are to be emphasized, but as the product of amsyst&nowledge based on polarization
between heterosexuality and homosexuality and letweale and female (Seidman
1996b; Gamson 2000; Valocchi 2005). Instead, the @fi transforming knowledge by
annulling the normative power of identity categsri@as not successful, so that the
inclusion of queer theory within several discipiygractices did not question their
epistemological bases.

The topic of change, already looming in the earlgysd of queer theory -
independently of its effectiveness — now allowsaugeturn to the main question: how is
social reality represented?

The propensity to change which queer theory exptess the late 1980s and early
1990s derived mainly from the dissatisfaction amscAmerican feminist researchers
with the monolithic conceptualization of “woman” carhomosexual identity, both
considered unsuitable for representing the spégifaf their lesbian orientation. More
generally, their views were considered inadequatepresent the various intersections

among gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity ands;laccording to which social actors

% Note that, from a theoretical standpoint, therimtetation of transformation has nothing to do vitia
action of organizations which, like “Queer Natiatitl not follow the approach typical afentity politics

It is interesting to read note 2 of Teresa De Lasirfamous text which gave rise to the nameer
theory. «My “queer”, however, had no relation to the Queation group (...). There is in fact very little
in common between Queer Nation and this queer ye(991, xvii). However, the reaction to queer
studies produced an overlap between theory andigabliaction: see Mary Mcintosh criticism of the
gender blindness of the queer approach (1993).



create their images of the world.

The urgent need for a new theory to decipher thgach of sexual politics on the
structures of social injustice had already beenmidated by the American
anthropologist Gayle Rubin in h&hinking Sex1984), in which she condemned the
mystifications of feminist thinking, which could nemancipate the interpretation of
sexuality from either analysis of female subordorator the tendency to render it
essential. Rubin’s proposal to focus her new th@sryichel Foucault's work on the
history of sexuality was based on the already aedunistoriographic sensitivity of the
lesbo-feminist deconstruction of “woman”, cultigdt in the early 1970s in research on
love between women (see also Turner 200@&t&®q).

Shortly after Rubin’s appeal, queer theory tookpghas a new theory of sexuality. It
united scepticism toward feminism with criticism sicial studies on gay and lesbian
identities, accused of overshadowing the lesbiaspeetive (see De Lauretis 1991) and
reproducing the heterosexual domain through nomatdin of the gay minority (see
Warner 1993).

In the wake of this definitely critical position viard available models of
interpretation at that time, we can try to reduwe internal complexity of queer theory
by identifying the three aspects central to itg@spntation of the social world.

The first regards interpreting the binary distiontibetween heterosexuality and
homosexuality as the main system upholding theasoarld. In the famous words of
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1990, 1):

an understanding of virtually any aspect of modéstern culture must be, not
merely incomplete, but damaged in its central sutrst to the degree that it does

not incorporate a critical analysis of modern hdmtérosexual definition.

Thus understood, the theory of homosexuality iadi@med into a theory of society.
The organization of the various areas of social4ifnot only those directly linked with
the sexual sphere — depends on the productive poiweterosexual hegemony, which

dominates on the symbolic and material dimensiomnsfitutions and everyday life.



This hegemony is closely connected with the noweatiefinition of gender structures,
to the extent that the two systems of knowledgeesiuality and gender are implicit in
each other. However, they are viewed as sefarate

The second aspect of the representation of thalseorld according to queer theory
lies in interpreting social transformations throutlie concept of symbolic violence,
applied not only to relations between men and wof(see Bourdieu 1998) but also to
those between gays and lesbians and the heterotieernantext. From this viewpoint,
the symbolic codes of the heterosexual domain wgoose themselves on the everyday
strategies of “normal” gays and lesbians — in these of being gender-conventional
and respecting the polarization of sexual orieatett and in the identity politics of their
movements. On both these levels, symbolic violemcevisible in the implicit
confirmation of gender duality which subordinate®nven to men (there is no
distinction between gay or lesbian without accepthe social differences between men
and women) and in the distinction between homodaywend heterosexuality, which
considers the latter as a criterion of evaluatmrttie former.

The third and last aspect of the queer approaclsomal reality concerns the
hypothesis of the huge distance separating catgofi sexual identity and people’s
true sexual orientation, be it homo or heterosexaalng back to the cultural climate of
generalized scepticism regarding the true realityany social category (see, for
instance, post-modern criticism of the concept lgectivity in Gamson 2000), queer
theory does highlight the topic of the fluidity désire and the relation systems to which
it gives rise. From this viewpoint, the unquestibnese of identity categories, like the
adaptations to expectations which define them, teaeensiderable effect in terms of
regulation and discipline of bodies.

How did the social sciences react to this type @iceptualization of their field of
analysis? The impact of queer theory was not umioespecially considering the

epistemology of sociology which queer criticism @s®d to essentialize homosexual

* The definition of the relationship between sexyatind gender of queer theorists is not one-sided.
Analytical distinction in the analysis of women tinis field is ideally opposed to that which conside
gender as an effect of the hegemonic system ofadigxu

> The association of Bourdieu’s sociology and gukeory must still be fully explored.



identities. International sociological researchegted the request to focus more on the
construction of homo-heterosexual duality, notitaitl itself to study gays and lesbians
in terms of a sexual minority, and to be less ingers in using the categories of sexual
identities, also in research on the lives of hetexoal peopfe

The most negative reactions mainly involved twonpmi One regards the “novelty” of
the queer approach, highlighting its continuity hwithe tradition of social
constructionism (as Vincenzo Romania does in thgsi@). Paradoxically, this type of
criticism confirmed the capacity of queer theoryitgpose its “order of discourse”:
sociology had to prove that it had been queer &efore queer theory appeared (Weeks
1998). Other negative criticism focused on how a&opesearch would not accept an
interpretation of sexuality separated from the aositructures of gender (Brickell
20006; Jackson 2006), which denies social actgeney or does not give due weight
to the social variables of the contexts in whichrai#zons on sexuality are produced.

A proposof this, particular interest was aroused by Adareedis (2002) proposal to
go beyond the internal contradictions of queer mheby means of a sort of
“sociologization” of its deconstructive approachus creating a new perspective of

post-queer studies.

2. Queer studiesin ltaly

The decision to devote a monograph to queer theas/the direct consequence of the
position which “About Gender” proposed to occupyhivi the Italian and international
scientific community. In the editorial to the firsue (Abbatecola, Fanlo Cortés and
Stagi 2012), the spread of queer studies in Itdike-those of gays and lesbians, from
whom and against whom queer theory emerged — wasmented upon in very
disappointing terms. According to the authors, thés the most serious delay, of all

those which still remain to be made up, beforeidtalgender studies can approach

® On this last point, see Roseneil (2000; 2005).



international standards.

We agree with the harshness of this comment. ¥et,csienzo Bernini shows in his
article, Italy was involved in the cultural climatéich, between the 1960s and 1970s,
associated homosexual liberation with radical @gth of the system of sexuality, in
anticipation of queer theory which was to develap tecades later (see also Bernini
2010). However, from this viewpoint, the theordticeews which Mario Mieli (1977)
proposed in those years of mobilization did notvdea significant mark, whereas those
of Hocquenghem had important results, both in Feaarad worldwide.

In any case, the problem of the marginality of queeory in Italy does not refer to
the quality of the work of those who have alreaaged it. As regards this aspect, the
recent work on queer theory in Italy, edited by téaPustianaz (2011) — one of the first
Italian scholars who used queer theory to studyctbse links between sexuality and
gender, proposing their collocation in culturaldsés (Pustianaz 2004) — is appreciated
for its quality and awareness of the use of corscaptl for their translation in terms of
political action. Negative criticism refers rath&r the marginal collocation of this
approach — and partly also to those agreeing withn the production of knowledge on
social reality.

Many factors go toward explaining the lack of swscef queer theory in Italy. Apart
from problems related to the relationship betweategories of analysis and the
variables of the local contexts in which they wereasured, which means that it is

difficult to “export™’

, we mention here the factors which seem to berthst important,
at least for social studies.

From the research viewpoint, the fact that gay ksihian studies have not been
important on the Italian academic scene has begraagted by the development of a
mainly male-oriented and thus gender-blind approdch the interpretation of
phenomena of sexual orientation. In this caseptbblem is that, as already mentioned,

one of the main impulses which established quessrthwas the intent to deconstruct

" On the different impact of queer theory in the 48l Europe regarding gay and lesbian politics had t
framework of movements, see Duyvendak (1996), Adamyvendak and Krouwel (1999) and Beger
(2004).



the hegemony of gay and lesbian studies, startimg the intersection between sexual
orientation and other identity determinants, maigignder. The words of Marco
Pustianaz in 2000 are still actual (2000, Hithor’s translatio:

The relative poverty of gay male theory in Italpdathe fact that its urgency has
not been recognised, means that the crucial topicow gender differences at
various levels give rise to feminine and masculioems, which are completely
internal to modern sexual identities (including l@@xual identity), has not been
perceived.

Considering sexuality as the research field of gtieeory, a second factor to be borne
in mind is the absence of a tradition of studielsife recent works which, sometimes
explicitly recalling queer theory, have studied ieas dimensions of the social
organization of erotic pleasure and sexual de8egtone and Ferrero Camoletto 2009a;
2009b; Barbagli, Dalla Zuanna and Garel010; Bernini 2010; Monceri 2010;
Inghilleri and Ruspini 2011; Antosa 2012a). As ksiédb Crowhurst and Chiara Bertone
noted in their introduction to the special issuechtthe journal “Modern Italy” devoted
to sexual politics in contemporary lItaly (2012, 2):

sexuality has been a peripheral area of investigdti Italian academic research —
both in terms of its institutional recognition amegistemological status and in
relation to the positioning of those who have bedentified as the target

population of these very studies.

A third factor perhaps explaining the poor receptad queer theory in Italy was the
prevalence in ltalian social research of modelscivhiike functionalism and Marxism,
hindered the spread of symbolic interaction anchettmethodology (e.g., Romania
2012, 2§. As Vincenzo Romania shows in this issue, thiedds an approach which

anticipated queer studies in questioning sexed dspdivhereas research practices

® For the use of ethno-methodology in recent reseancgender topics, see Poggio (2009).



excessively focused on social structures tendéaksthem for granted.

Lastly, a fourth determining factor — related teiabdynamics — may be identified in
the fact that in Iltaly “there was a lack of the flioh experience of radial
multiculturalism which occurred in the US and moeeently in the UK and France”
(Pustianaz 2000, 104uthor’s translatio. This gave rise to schism within feminism
and gay and lesbian theofle@uestioning the representation of identity catiegosuch
as “woman”, “gay” and “lesbian” as univocal andeimtally consistent is widely known
to be essential for the development of those mdallal phenomena — like post-
structuralism and post-modern criticism — which nghed the anti-identity scepticism
of queer theory.

As already mentioned, little more than a year dfierfirst editorial of this journal, we
cannot definitely state that there has been a eéhanthe collocation of queer studies in
Italy, although some signs of effervescence, perledmpngoing change, are still to be
verified. This more optimistic evaluation is baswdsome significant works appeared
in the Italian market between the second half df12énd the end of 2012, which throw
a different light on the “underground” which preeddhem.

The first Italian anthology on queer theory, edited Elisa Arfini and Cristian Lo
lacono (2012) and the fundamental work by Eve KslspfSedgwick Epistemology of
the Closet 1990), translated by Federico Zappino in 2011, @u&cious resources
flanking the already translated works of Judithl&ut+ mainlyGender Troubl€1990),
which only appeared in 2004 — in the appreciatidnttee new queer cultural
phenomenon which was about to emerge in the UStteatnd of the 1986%

From concepts to the definition of research aims laypotheses, two collections of
essays in which the queer approach ranges fromarjtecriticism to social analysis,
were published in 2012, mainly by Italian authofeese ardnquietudini queerby
Saveria Chemotti and Davide Susanetti (2012) @ueter Crossingspublished in

° On the production of alternative narratives towite hegemony of the LGBT community, see Johnson
and Henderson’s anthology (2005); for the viewpttlesbian women and women with different ethnic
cultures in feminist thought, see De Lauretis ()22 Hirsh and Fox Keller (1991).

% We do not consider here the translation of Fousaulork on the history of sexuality and gay and
lesbian political action which greatly influencedegr theory (in Italian see, for instance, Abbaleeco
2002 and Bernini 2008).



English by Silvia Antosa (2012). Antosa also edigedrevious volume discussing the
ways in which sexuality contributes toward orgamizphysical and symbolic spaces
from various disciplinary angles (Antosa 2007).

From the more circumscribed plane of the ltaliaci@ogical debate, the adoption of
a queer approach to the study of homosexualityd-tlaa relative change of perspective
— is very recent, after early attempts at the bago of the new century (Abbatecola
2002). The first anthologies on the sociology ofmlegexuality appearing since late
2008 (Trappolin 2008; Rinaldi 2012a) discuss theidogical aspects of the queer
debate at length, both conceptually (see also Ber2009, 106-110) and from the
viewpoint of translating for the benefit of thelidéa public the research of scholars such
as Steven Seidman and James J. Dean, prolifiesrigihd.

Instead, the queer attitude in sociological redeasa homosexuality has been
adopted, albeit to various extents, in questiorimg meanings of the mobilization of
Italian LGBT groups (Trappolin 2009) and, above, ah the interpretation of
homophobia. In the latter case, deconstructiveyaighas covered a wide range of
topics, from the development of homophobic disceyRinaldi 2012b), to the hidden
implications in mainstream policies contrasting lopimobia (Pustianaz 2012)to
knowledge systems according to which men and woofefrious sexual orientations
give practical meaning to discrimination againsysggand lesbians (Trappolin and
Motterle 2012; see also article by Anna Lisa Amoded Cristiano Scandurra in the
monographic section). In this context, the artidiys Daniela Crocetti and Giorgia
Aiello, published in this issue, definitely widdmethorizons of sociological research.

Taken all together, the contributions of the moapgic section probably supply a
good example — in ltaly too — of the scenario o$tpgueer studies hypothesized by
Adam Green in 2002.

1 Including Marco Pustianaz in this short reviewsotiological research inspired by queer theorynly o
apparently incorrect. According to its textual npiestation of social processes (see, for instaBe@man
1994), queer studies tend to blur the distinctietwieen social sciences and humanistic studies. The
analysis of Pustianaz (see references) is alsdablaiin an extended version in English editedha t
same year by Silvia Antosa (2012b).
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