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Introduction


The writer must not be indignant if the invert who reads this book gives his heroines a masculine countenance. For only by the indulgence of this slightly aberrant peculiarity can the invert give to what he is reading its full import.

Marcel Proust1




When considering the complex, contested and seismic changes in the ontologies of gender and identity that have occurred in in the first decades of the twenty-first century, Proust’s words, which were also used in the original edition of Queer Style (2013) published ten years ago, have more resonance than ever. In the original rendition, this passage was used as a literary conceit, to signal the breadth and complexity of queer identities, but now it has assumed a far more uncanny weight. For Proust still sits in an odd place in queer literature. He was famously called to task for not overtly coming out as gay by André Gide, who would publish Corydon only three years after Proust’s death in 1922. Proust’s ambiguous stance on his representation of ‘inversion’ – he used the more antiquated term – has long been the subject of debate, but ambiguity is the operative word here. Proust’s world in his novel (in seven volumes) À la recherche du temps perdu (1913–27) is all about appearances: looks betrayed and misunderstood, demi-mondaines and dandies and how they stand out or fit in, and with all of that, false witness, misjudgement and misapprehension. Then there is the conundrum of subjective mutability: his characters mutate over time, some come out as gay, some transform into figures unimaginable in earlier years, and some, like the character Odette, are vexingly hard to pin down. By the end of the novel, almost everyone is suspect of queerness of some kind. Today, À la recherche is recognized as the first literary work to deal with same-sex relations in a nuanced manner and is a major point of reference in queer theory and gender and sexuality studies. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet (1990) and Leo Bersani’s Homos (1995) come to mind first. The passage above is all about the waves of suspicion and concealment, and how we project our personal desires and fears onto others who we think might share them, but always with some seam of doubt. In short, Proust marks his characters out as queer. People evolve through time in their dispositions, their beliefs and their perceptions of themselves and those around them. As entities within time we are intransigently ‘fluid’. To consign us to a unity is to do disservice to our ability to mobilize, bend, change. To be too sure is to be duped.

To emphasize the protean over the stable self is challenging because it dispenses with sureties. It plays loose with benchmarks and draws on several orientations of precedent and value. This is one of the challenges of our own age when it comes to sexual identity and appearance. Is it one, is it the other, or is it both, or by what degrees? While these modulations have been present to see from at least modernity – the time when Euro-American subjects had increasing access to shaping their own role and appearance within society – they are at the forefront in our time. Some of the principal antagonisms and anxieties arise from the uncertainties of many identities, and the insistence on uncertainty and indeterminacy. Queer identity and queer style is all that militates against stereotypes and resists impositions of what identity and style should be. We wrote in the first edition that queer was a subcultural style, It no longer is.

Queer dress styles were once used as visual signifiers of sexuality and sexual preference, covert or not. A lily flower worn as a boutonnière was most likely a sign of a sexually ambiguous identity, a signet ring indicated membership of a queer community. A coloured hanky in a back pocket was the system used by gay men in the 1970s to indicate sexual preferences and fetishes. The dandy, the mannish lesbian, the sado-masochistic master or mistress – queers whose choice of garments and dress codes made a statement about their sexuality, or their sexual preference, whether covert or not. Queer style is still a mode of sartorial communication that troubles norms of gender, beauty, sexuality and race, but it has grown and mutated, scrambling sartorial signifiers of sexuality and gender. Fluid style has little to do with fashion brands or designers but more to do with mixing garments and accessories, menswear and womenswear. Any item of clothing can be gender-fluid, it is the way a garment is worn or styled. Non-conformity and revolt, flamboyance, exaggeration and extravagance make up fluid style. In a nutshell, fluid style blows gender binaries apart.

This comes as no surprise, we know now after decades of scholarship, that identity is not fixed but unstable. So it makes sense that gender and sexuality, identity’s two primary coordinates, are flexible and changing, moving together in tandem and then moving apart. Vicki Karaminas and Justine Taylor describe fluid style as anti-gender, for it scrambles gender signifiers and citations and draws attention to the instability of gender. Much like libertine style and queer style, fluid style is about rebellion and political activism. It refuses to abide by any prescribed order that squashes the expression of gender and sexuality. Occasionally it aims to shock and mock. Queer style’s ontology is that of artificiality, of having been made by mortal hands and not dictated by immanence and essentialism, for it is an ethos based on the premise that talk of essentialism is in actuality talk of power and manipulation. The ‘+’ that is often placed after LGBTQIA or even LGBTQIA+ and the asterisk in trans* are signs of the expansion and relationality of gender ontologies that are then coupled with the respective ways they are signified through body, dress, deportment and so on.

What are the philosophical and moral implications of what it means to be queer, unusual, off the mark, bent, unconventional, fluid? From the premise of the Biblical Fall from grace, all human beings are queer, inasmuch as they crave a completeness that they believe was deprived them. The Christian-Platonic paradigm in its simplest form is that we seek to rupture the realm of falsehood to find a unified truth. Queer, as we define it however, is that state of being and its visible incarnations that have embraced affectation and false creation as ends in themselves, in effect abjuring the distinction between thing and appearance, and embracing artifice, pretence and exaggeration over ‘conformity’ to an imaginary truth. The most famous embodiment of this principle in recent memory can be found in Oscar Wilde, who vaunted the virtues of excess and lying. His line in An Ideal Husband (1885) comes forcefully to mind: ‘To be natural … is such a difficult pose to keep up’; or in ‘The Decay of Lying’ (1891), ‘Truth is entirely and absolutely a matter of style’. It is not for nothing, then, that the aestheticist movement with which he is associated – also referred to as the decadents – was complicit in more than one way with the aesthetics of camp. The melancholy consequences of the Fall are effectively left at the door for another path altogether that rejects homologies, be it in manners, mores or sexual preferences. The mindset of this potentially transgressive condition finds its visual signifiers in queer style.

‘Queer’, which can still be used for its former meaning of strange, peculiar, or odd, has now permanently shifted into the realm of social identities that do not conform to a model that is ‘straight’, namely heterosexual, cisgender, conventional and middle class. We might add the word ‘mostly’ to heterosexual and middle class because being queer does not necessarily entail being gay, lesbian, a sadist or a masochist, trans* or gender non-conforming, although it generally does. As we will see, the most common conflation with LGBTQIA+ cultures is with bohemianism, or libertinism, sources of consternation and delight. It is to the advantage of the idea, but not quite to the advantage of theoretical simplicity, that there is no consensus as to the terms queer or fluid.

But for the sake of this book, queer is the most apt place to start as it suggests divergence from a rooted norm, more like cisgender and cishet. Steven Seidman sees queer as encompassing, or enshrining, the debates around LGBTQIA+ autonomy and the crisis that has emerged from a lack of a single message or atomizing theory.2 It is coterminous with theories of the Other (feminism, queer theory, postcolonialism), and is also fundamentally shaped by the trauma of HIV/AIDS.3 If anything, being queer and fluid understands itself according to what it is not: the Judeo-Christian, Western, heterosexual, middle-class construct.

LGBTQIA+ politics is largely a history for gaining recognition against this standard.4 Queer, as it grew out of the early 1990s, was, in the words of Murray Healy, ‘a manifestation of a cynical attitude toward organized politics (another symptom of the postmodern loss of faith in truth, history and teleology) which had resulted in a wave of apathy hitting even the most politicized sites, such as student union and queer societies’.5 Healy sees queer as having had its demise, ‘evaporated’ upon its entry into the passage of language and discourse.6 While there is suitable evidence in popular culture for this, we number among those who still defend its currency. We contest the idea that it is vapid or dead on the grounds that queer can be used in a more subversive sense as a stand-in term for an indefinable or irreducible quantity, like pi in mathematics. For queer is the notion that sets out to dodge, undermine, parody and ultimately eradicate the hetero–homo binary, which is an imposed binary. We argue that through style and dress one can begin to uncover queer less as a category or system, and more as a dynamic of slippage, a site of renegotiation, undermining, overstatement and reinstatement. The celebratory tones of queer acts are often also tinged with notes of melancholy and hope for a queer futurity. If the term is always insufficient, it is this insufficiency that ensures its ongoing life and that it keeps desiring.

Much groundbreaking work has been achieved in the field of queer fashion studies since the publication of the first edition of Queer Style in 2013. Of particular importance is the the work of Ben Barry, who examines how refashioning crippling masculinities challenges and redefines dominant definitions of fashion as cishet, cisgendered and able-bodied. Andrew Reilly and Ben Barry’s edited volume, Crossing Gender Boundaries: Fashion to Create, Disrupt and Transcend (2020) published the new voices in queer styling, including Kelly L. Reddy-Best’s work on how lesbian and transmen connect queer politics and style in virtual spaces. Madison Moore’s work on Fabulous: The Rise of the Beautiful Eccentric (2018) examines how queer and trans* people of colour use ‘fabulous’ dress practices to negotiate a space of being in the world. ‘Fabulous’, he writes, ‘is a form of risk, a creative violence and a form of queer world-making practice that uses effervessant [sic] style to give a sense of agency and urgency to queer, gender non-binary and transfeminine people of colour.’7 Moore is not interested in what fabulousness is, he is more interested in what it does and the way that it facilitates other possibilities of emergence.8 Fabulousness opens up the way that feelings and emotions affect the body–style–clothes assemblage in becoming queer. Of note is Roberto Filippello’s work on fashion and queer affect, which draws from José Esteban Mūnoz’s ideas of queer futility – what Mūnoz called queer world making. Filippello is interested in how marginal sartorial practices function as affective forms of critique that destabilize cisgender and cishet embodiments to open up new avenues of queer experiences and imaginings.

What makes the study of fashion, dress and style so important to queer identity is the role of clothing in constructing material identity and its shaping of personal and social space. Patrizia Calefato is eloquent on this notion, suggesting that,



[f]ashion has turned the body into a discourse, a sign, a thing. A body permeated by discourse, of which clothes and objects are an intrinsic part, is a body exposed to transformations, to grotesque openings toward the world; a body that will feel and taste all that the world feels and tastes, if it simply lets itself open up.9




The study of fashion and dress with respect to queer allows for these ‘tastes’. For queer is something far more lived, experienced, enjoyed and suffered, than it is theoretical. It abjures its nineteenth-century incarnation as a scientific diagnosis. Rather, ‘the definition of queer’, to quote Moe Meyer, ‘is one based on an alternative model of the constitution of subjectivity and of social identity. The emergence of the queer label as an oppositional critique of queer middle-class assimilationism is, perhaps, its strongest and most valid aspect.’10

On face value, from the view of the strictures of social convention, it is entirely understandable that a word for strange should be used for people outside of the heteronormative mould. Yet the term queer conceals a great many historically constructed presumptions to do with normalcy, and with socioeconomic models that date back to as recently as the eighteenth century. These presumptions become more sinister when we consider another vernacular usage of queer, which is to spoil or ruin something. What is being ruined is, by all accounts, an ideal of sexual difference that, albeit nebulously indefinable, is at the same time irrepressibly present. In the words of Judith Butler, ‘We could nevertheless explain intersexuality by claiming that the ideal is still there, but the bodies in question – contingent, historically formed – do not conform to the ideal, and it is their nonconformity that is the essential relation to the ideal at hand’.11 The ideal normative state of sexual difference relies on ‘intersexuality’ (and intersectionality), or queer, to assert itself. As Butler states a little later, ‘Sexual difference thus functions not merely as a ground but as a defining condition that must be instituted and safeguarded against attempts to undermine it (intersexuality, transgender, lesbian and gay partnership, to name but a few)’.12 Butler argues that sexual difference is a standard of measure that can only exist, can only be understood and be visible as such, through the constant struggle to contain itself against a perverse ‘outside’.

Richly enshrined within the word queer is a cornucopia of ideas that will be explored in this book – the deportment, the dress and accoutrements that amount to its style – that are either a cause for celebration because they are novel, because they are unusual, or incite hostility because they threaten a neatly constructed status quo. As anyone who identifies with queer will agree, the poles of carnival and transgression are close bedfellows. As Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick eloquently puts it, ‘Queer is a continuing movement, motive – recurrent, eddying, troublant … Keenly, it is relational, and strange.’13 By extension, queer style is the unstable, bizarre other to heterosexual normativity. Whereas the latter is aligned to legible codes such as the suit for men and the dress for women, queer style is resistant to them. It does, however, have a set of consistent attributes such as non-functionality and exaggeration. In a visual, metaphoric and sometimes more material sense, queer style has a tendency toward violence. It signifies a state of rupture and courts the anxiety that comes from unaccountability.

Although we can retrospectively find examples of queer style in fashion and dress in every era, it is only with modernity that it becomes a distinguishable trait. For it is only in the middle of the nineteenth century that notions of conformity in dress become welded to broader notions of social order. This occurs at precisely the same time as the theorization of homosexuality and ‘inversion’. It was the golden age of sexology when all sexualities and genders that did not align to a heteronormative (cishet) matrix were labelled as ‘deviants’. Hitherto considered under the oblique term ‘inversion’, homosexuality (and trangenderism) enters into everyday discourse with Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis of 1886, from which followed an ongoing effort on the part of sociologists and psychologists to define it with the eventual aim to cure it. With homosexuality given its own category, a series of presumptions and definitions flowed from what constituted correct deportment and socially appropriate dress. Homosexuality, then, is a by-product of the rise of the middle class. Middle-class behaviour distinguished itself from that of the working class with its fastidiousness and pride in upholding the details of moral rectitude, while it also rejected the arbitrariness and extremities associated with the aristocracy. The social and economic philosophies of Karl Marx and Max Weber characterize the middle-class values of conformity, sobriety and industry as pre-eminently Protestant. The abstemious and thrifty bourgeois was driven to amass private wealth for security and comfort. Behaviour that deviated from this was inevitably seen as hostile to these aims and dealt with accordingly. The fear and loathing of queer and gender non-conforming people that arises from such attitudes is therefore a social as well as an economic affair. In a heterosexist model a queer person is someone who interferes in the smooth functioning of a capitalist society; they were also a sign of something fundamentally aberrant within society, something that was not working and needed correction. Queers were considered a symptom of some seam of dysfunctionality in the capitalist system. It is also with this in mind that we can begin to theorize queer style as linked but not entirely wedded to being gay, lesbian, trans or gender non-conforming.

Homosexuality and transexualism ‘came into being’, as it were, in the nineteenth century along with the birth of the human sciences, debates about evolution, and theories of about behavioural models that ranged from psychoanalysis to sociology. These are disciplines that grew from the modern, post-Kantian concepts of humanism, that is, no longer seeing ‘man’ as a reflected image who is an instrument of a larger Godly design but rather as an entity that designs ‘his’ own conditions of life. This is reflected in the social philosophies of Henri de Saint-Simon and August Comte (credited with coining the term ‘sociology’), for example, which posed models of social evolution and organization. Society was thus organized not in terms of nobles, clergy and others but more intricately according to sex, ability, body type, race and vocation. With society disaggregated into categories, homosexuals, transgender and to a lesser extent lesbians would naturally stand out as particular, ‘deviant’. And given that ‘science’ after Francis Bacon is based on empirical study, the modes of appearances of homosexuals, gender non-conforming people and lesbians were an important factor in devising codes of differentiation, in order for a ‘healthy’ society to be imagined and realized.

Queer theory is a new area of inquiry, beginning in the 1990s much as that of fashion studies itself, which became a discipline of study at about the same time. It is also a significant coupling in this book, since both disciplines (if they are permitted to bear that name) are seemingly constituents of a frivolous Other: queer to reproductive ‘straight’ heterosexuality, fashion to serious ‘fine’ art or architectural design. Queer theory has a number of key coordinates: Freudian psychoanalysis, feminist theory and the historical revisionism of Michel Foucault. Libertine and bohemian fashion are the genealogical precursors to queer and fluid style. As we wrote in Libertine Fashion: Sexual Freedom, Rebellion and Style (2022), libertinism belongs to a time
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