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Introduction: Ideological Inter(sex)ions

Whatever it was that the Corinthians were doing with their hair or head
coverings while praying and prophesying during public worship, it was
something that appears to have disconcerted Paul. In 1 Cor 11:2-16 Paul
addresses this issue, creating a text that while presumably intended to be
clear to the Corinthians has confused and confounded its readers ever since.
The result has been the spawning of countless articles, chapters, theses, and
books, with scholars divided on virtually every issue. Yet, despite the lack
of both historical and exegetical clarity, this passage has been fundamental
to understandings of gender and sexuality in many Christian traditions. In
particular, although it has been used to bolster a variety of gender models,
from the strictly hierarchical and patriarchal through to those that empha-
size the equality of the sexes, with regard to the issue of sexuality there is
almost always an assumption of heteronormativity.!

While many studies on 1 Cor 11:2-16 concentrateton the multitude
of exegetical and historical issues presented by the textsthis one focuses
instead on the ideologies that lie behind these models of. gender and sexu-
ality. Given that these models, arising from variotts readings of this and
other biblical texts, have been instrumental in reinforcing certain rela-
tional structures in Western societies, from, the level of personal iden-
tity through to familial, ecclesial, andsocietalformations, these models
of gender and sexuality are profoundly political.> While heteronorma-
tive relational models tend to be viewed as normal or natural (or God-
ordained) and are thus,positioned at the privileged center of society, other
models are deemed as abnormal or unnatural and are pushed to the dis-
advantaged maggins. Binary/oppositional relations are favored, which at
best emphasize the mutuality and interdependence of the sexes; but given
that misogymist and homophobic currents still run deep in Western soci-
eties, it/seems.clear that an androcentric, heteropatriarchal model never-
theless predominates. That 1 Cor 11:2-16 can be read as supporting such
a model highlights the importance of examining the ideologies of gender

-1-



2 THE STRAIGHT MIND IN CORINTH

and sexuality reflected in this text as well as the politics and power rela-
tions that lie behind both the text itself and the various interpretations
and utilizations of it.

I propose that an engagement with queer theory enables such a critical
examination. Queer theory reveals models of gender and sexuality as ide-
ological constructs—as social constructs maintained through systems of
power relations. But it goes further than this and challenges these models
by both exposing the instabilities of the supposedly normal (androcentric
heteropatriarchal) model and also presenting alternative models of gen-
dered and sexed being. One of the originators of queer theory, Eve Kosof-
sky Sedgwick (1994, xii), observes that the word queer has its origins in
the Indo-European root -twerkw meaning “across,” which she states “also
yields the German quer (transverse)” and thus has a sense of being “transi-
tive—multiply transitive.” In other words, that which is queer is that which
cuts across various ideologies of gender and sexuality and transverses the
terrain of the supposedly normal. As key queer theorists Michael Warner
and Teresa de Lauretis both explain, “ ‘queer’ is also a way of cutting against
mandatory gender divisions” (Warner 1993, xxvi) and a way “to avoid all
of these fine distinctions in our discursive protocols ... to both transgress
and transcend them” (de Lauretis 1991, v).

More broadly, Sarah Cooper (2000, 18) suggests that queefitheory also
places these issues of gender and sexuality “at points of interséction with
other critical discourses on identity” and thus invites"a methodological
approach that crosses traditional disciplinary boundariés.* One result of
this process of intersection according to Cooper isythat,“queer theory is
seen to trouble compartmentalized kinds of ‘acadentic theorizing” (18).
Warner (1993, xxvi) also notes this aspect'of “queer”: “For both academ-
ics and activists, ‘queer’ gets a crifical'edge by defining itself against the
normal rather than the heterosexual, and normal includes normal busi-
ness in the academy”

My intention in this project therefore is to enable various biblical,
theological, and queeglines of inquiry to intersect across 1 Cor 11:2-16
and consider the_various, ideologies of gender and sexuality that are
revealed by thedresulting connections and collisions. I do not, therefore,
take a traditionmal historical-critical approach that either looks into the
passage, seeking topullout of it the supposed meaning of specific words
or phrases, orthat looks behind the text in order to build the most plau-
sible reconstruction around it. While at times I consider particular words
or historical,backgrounds, the purpose is not to determine the correct
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meaning or sociocultural context, but to consider and critique the various
ideologies of gender and sexuality that inform the interpretations of the
text on those issues.

Stephen Moore (2007, 10) has noted that queer theory “has the capac-
ity to shift the increasingly tired debates on biblical texts that apparently
deal with homosexuality [and, he adds later, heterosexuality] into a radi-
cally different register” It is into this particular space, then, that I situate
this project. Rather than rehashing the “increasingly tired debates” on the
various exegetical and historical issues that occupy much of the scholar-
ship on this passage, I aim to shift the discussion on 1 Cor 11:2-16 into “a
radically different register” whereby various lines of inquiry will intersect
across this passage—traversing, troubling, transgressing, and even tran-
scending the normal.

My approach will therefore be queer in that it not only cuts across
these traditional attempts to examine this passage but also raises issues of
gender, sexuality, and power in ways that are troubling to the androcen-
tric heteropatriarchal norm that continues to dominate the field of bibli-
cal studies. By intersecting biblical studies and queer theory, this project
creates a marginal zone of critical inquiry, something that theorist Judith
Butler (1999, xxxii) reminds us is required when examining the complex
issues of gender and sexuality. The creation of this zone offinquiry out
of the “transgressive juxtapositions of things normally kept apart” (Stone
2001b, 31)—in this instance biblical studies and queeftheory—might be
resisted or rejected by some, as something “abject” andqalien to both these
fields;* but my suspicion is that the fruit of su¢h*aisuppesedly unnatural
pairing enables a new que(e)rying of 1 Cor 11:2-16.

I begin in chapter 1 with an investigation into,the “queer” (troubling,
strange, questionable) state of current research on this passage. While his-
torical-critical approaches have‘often resulted'in greater insight into and
awareness of its context and contentynot only has little consensus emerged
on these issues but also little attentiomyhas been paid to issues of gender
and sexuality. When awe take into account an understanding of gender
and sexuality that views these asddeological constructs, it becomes clear
that a heteronormative (if not heteropatriarchal) model tends to dominate
the various ways,biblical scholars have interpreted 1 Cor 11:2-16. In this
chapter Lalso situate queer theory in relation to its poststructuralist con-
text as well asdmgelation to the history of gay and lesbian studies. Within
this section T also/situate myself, given the contested matter of who can do
queer theony Finally, I consider the particular subfield of queer biblical
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studies, discussing the development of this coupling of two fields often
perceived as diametrically opposed.

In chapter 2, I seek to respond to the challenge posed by French femi-
nist lesbian philosopher Monique Wittig (1992c¢, 87) to “systematically par-
ticularize” the masculine gender. The persistent focus by historical-critical
scholars on the “problematic women” of Corinth (M. MacDonald 1990, 164)
betrays an androcentric framework whereby women are seen as specific—
gendered—objects and men are deemed universal subjects, thus rendered
invisible and able to avoid scrutiny. This has meant scholars have tended
to either ignore the role of the Corinthian men in Paul’s argument or have
deemed their behavior hypothetical. By exploring the possibility that the
“problematic” men of Corinth are also involved in behavior that Paul wishes
to correct, I render these men highly visible and specific. In this process, one
scenario for the men’s behavior emerges that needs close scrutiny: the sug-
gestion that behind Paul’s argumentation lies a “horror of homosexualism”
(Barrett 1971, 257). This is an oft-cited but seldom justified explanation, but
a consideration of the sex-gender ideologies of the first-century Mediter-
ranean world reveals that the biblical commentators have not adequately
understood the complex relationships between effeminacy, masculinity,
and sexual relations that emerge from a careful reading of the first-century
data. This exploration also reveals how this passage is currently’being used
to bolster heteronormative models of gender and sexuality.

The materialist lesbian theory of Wittig providesfa'strong avenue of
exploration regarding ideologies of gender and sexuality and therefore
provides the theoretical basis for discussion jin"the rests0f this project.
Wittig’s work was brought to the attention of academic feminist circles in
the West through Butler’s reading (and critique)iefsher theory, and so in
chapter 3 I not only outline Wittig’s theory but also examine Butler’s con-
cerns. However, many Wittig séholarsargue that Butler’s critique of Wit-
tig’s theory is a misreading. Daniel Boyarin (2003, 14) uses Wittig’s theory
to explore early Christian formulations,of gender (such as found in 1 Cor
11:2-16) in light of adiscussion on the “dominant fiction” of the phallus
in Western ideologies ofigendersBut as his reading of 1 Cor 11:2-16 is
dependent on Batler’s misreading of Wittig, in this chapter I offer a reread-
ing of this passage in light of a rereading of Wittig’s theory. While Boyarin
focuses on'the dominant voices of Butler and Paul (and the phallus) and
considers the behavior of only the Corinthian women, I offer a rereading
of this passage that seeks to hear the subdominant voices of Wittig and the
Corinthiansy(and Wittig’s lesbian figure), focusing on the behavior of the
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men. In this way I take up Wittig’s (1992c, 87; 2005b, 47) challenge to “les-
bianize the men” and present the possibility that the “problematic” men
in the Corinthian congregation may be comparable to Wittig’s theoretical
lesbian figure.

Wittig also challenges us not only to “attack the order of heterosexual-
ity in texts” (1992c, 87; 2005b, 47) but also to “produce a political transfor-
mation of the key concepts” (19921, 30). In chapters 4, 5, and 6, I explore
three key concepts from 1 Cor 11:2-16, seeking to reveal and challenge
the ideologies of gender and sexuality that lie behind traditional inter-
pretations of these problematic verses by intersecting these with Wittig’s
theory: xedary (“head”) from verse 3, the imago Dei from verse 7, and 7
dYots (“nature”) from verses 14-15. T introduce each of these chapters with
a short vignette (a “scene”) that will play, albeit in a serious way, with these
concepts. The intent of these scenes is twofold. First, they serve to remind
the reader that debates about gender and sexuality are not just academic
or theoretical but are fundamental to issues of personal identity formation
within broader relations of power and desire. Second, they highlight how
that which is queer troubles the academic and theoretical by also being
creative and sensual, engaging not just the rational but also the imagina-
tive and visual.

In chapter 4, I examine the first key concept, the term xe¢parn (“head”)
from 1 Cor 11:3. This term has been the subject of heated debate, espe-
cially within evangelical circles in the United States,with the traditional
metaphorical meaning for xepan, authority over, pitted@gainst the mean-
ing source, origin. I examine both views in this ehapter thrzough an explo-
ration of two evangelical organizations: the Coungil for Biblical Manhood
and Womanhood (CBMW) and Christians for Biblical Equality (CBE).
While they hold opposing views on issues of gender, both organizations
subscribe to a heteronormative ideology of sexuality, which ultimately
serves a capitalist political ideology«T also consider an alternative under-
standing of this highly controversial ' Word—as prominent, foremost, pre-
eminent—although itgroves to be no less problematic than the previous
options. In this chapter, Talso examine the hierarchy that Paul outlines in
this verse by placing it alongside that found in Rom 1:18-32—a passage
with many connections to 1 Cor 11:2-16—in particular exploring three
of the ambiguous entologies positioned within this framework, that of
“human,” “female,” and “Christ.”

In chapter 5, [focus on 1 Cor 11:7 and in particular explore the binary
pairing of g.dwfp and % yuw (“man” and “woman”) as asymmetrically
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related to each other and to God through the notion of the imago Dei.
Marcella Althaus-Reid (2005, 267) critiques what she calls the “patriarchal
heterosexual order” of much Christian theology, which I would also equate
with the “whole conglomerate of sciences and disciplines” that Wittig
(1992i, 29) describes as “the straight mind.” Perhaps no better example
of this can be found than in the influential work of theologian Karl Barth
(CD 3.1:184, 288), who argues that the imago Dei is seen most clearly in
the fundamental “I-Thou” relationship of “the unequal duality” of the het-
erosexual married couple. Because such a view finds supportin 1 Cor 11:7,
I reveal and challenge the ways in which Barth’s theology on “Man and
Woman” reflects androcentric and patriarchal ideologies. His affirmation
of this “natural dualism” of man and woman is also linked with a rejec-
tion of what he describes as the “malady called homosexuality;,” thus also
revealing a heterosexist ideology (3.4:121, 166). Barth’s understanding of
Jesus as the imago Dei also finds support in 1 Cor 11:7 in that Jesus is not to
be thought of as an isolated figure but as the “Husband,” an “I” paired with
a “Thou,” both as Israel’s Christ and as Christ with his bride, the church
(3.2:303). Yet Barth elsewhere speaks of Jesus as “Real” and “Whole,” a
“One” who is “a true and absolute Counterpart” for all people (3.2:134).
Consequently, I conclude this chapter by contrasting Barth’s vision of the
imago Dei, the “unequal duality” of the “I-Thou,” with Wittig’s vision of
the ungendered, universal, whole lesbian “I,” whom I argue issirrored in
Barth’s “Real” and “Whole” Jesus.

Finally, in chapter 6, I focus on 1 Cor 11:14-15a, where Paul turns to
an argument from “nature itself” (9 $va1g adT)) " Arguments over what is
“natural” (and “unnatural”) are common in ¢ontemporary political and
religious debates in the West (particularly in thesUnited States) concern-
ing gender and sexuality, and particularly over issues of sexual orientation
and same-sex marriage. I begin‘this chapter by briefly examining some of
the Stoic philosophical rhetoric thatparallels Paul’s statement in this verse,
showing that appeals to “nature” in thefirst century were part of a potent
ideological discoursed@imed at shaping both the individual and sociopo-
litical body. This rhetoricis also evident in some contemporary evangeli-
cal arguments_€oncerning “proper” understandings and expressions of
gender and sexuality that are seen as part of “God’s design in creation.”

At the'éenter of thedevangelical notion of “God’s design in creation,”
with its emphasis, on sexual differentiation, is the view that heterosexual
intercourse is “natural” and same-sex intercourse is “unnatural” What is
“natural” becomes equated with the anatomical, and thus reproductive
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“complementarity” becomes determinative for ethics regarding sexual
behavior. Robert Gagnon is currently the leading spokesman for those
who subscribe to the complementarity argument against homosexuality,
and in chapter 6 I proceed to examine his arguments in detail. Underlying
his “natural” view of gender and sexuality is an androcentric heteropatri-
archal ideology that is not only also infused with a conservative capitalist
view of society but also utilizes a rhetoric of fear and shame in order to
promote androcentric heterosexuality as normative behavior.

In order to que(e)ry the androcentric heteropatriarchal construct of
gender and sexuality found in Gagnon’s book, The Bible and Homosexual
Practice, I also explore in chapter 6 Wittig’s fictional writings, in particular
her third text, The Lesbian Body. Both these books include a barrage of
anatomical detail, but whereas Gagnon (2001, 70-71) consistently rejects
same-sex erotic behavior as “inherently degrading” and “destructive,’
Wittig deliberately adopts these qualities in the form of the “monstrous les-
bian” in order to transgress conventional categories of sex, gender, genre,
and even language (Scanlon 1998, 73; see also Whatling 1997, 238-40).
Because both of these texts place an emphasis on the physical body, the
discussion on these two texts is undertaken in a physical form that plays
with the positions of the material on the page. The discussion on The Bible
and Homosexual Practice begins as the dominant piece on theépage, since
the androcentric heteropatriarchal construct of gender and sextiality is the
dominant ideology in society, while the discussion onsThe Lesbian Body is
positioned beneath this, as the subdominant voice. However, the material
on The Lesbian Body slowly but surely physically"pushesfip against the
space on the page dedicated to Gagnon’s work, diminishing the presence
and power of the androcentric heteropatriarchalideology and increasing
that of the queer view. By the end of the chapter, The Lesbian Body forcibly
removes the discussion on The'Bible and Homosexual Practice from the
page altogether in an appropriate stylistic gesture of critique.

By intersecting queer theory and biblical studies, I offer a new explora-
tion of this passage. Immy view, far more is at stake in a study of this pas-
sage than the exegetical'or contextual issues (of headgear and hairstyles,
or what Paul méant by his refefence to “the angels,” for example) that are
often the concern©f traditional historical-critical approaches. Indeed,
while thisspassage has now elicited much important feminist work in the
area of/genderrayqueer approach enables us to do more than this and to
examine not only the critical issues of gender and sexuality, but also the
deeply embedded issues of politics and power that pervade the scholarship
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on this passage. In particular, this approach reveals that models of gen-
dered and sexed being are ideological constructs, be they the androcentric
hierarchical ideologies of the Mediterranean context or the androcentric
heteropatriarchal ideologies presumed by many contemporary readers
of the text. Finally, this approach enables the imaginative exploration of
alternative models of gendered and sexed being, thus affirming Wittig’s
(1992e, 19-20) proposal that “a new personal and subjective definition for
all humankind can only be found beyond the categories of sex (woman
and man)”

Notes

1. This term, and the terms gender and sexuality, will be discussed in more detail
inch. 1.

2. I would also suggest, therefore, that this may also be the case in societies that
have been subject to Western colonialism and the influence of the various Christiani-
ties that have subsequently been imported (Punt 2007). I use the problematic term
Western precisely because of the hegemonic connotations of the term and not as part
of “an interested desire to conserve the subject of the West” (Spivak 1988, 271).

3. See Voss (2000, 184), for example, who considers the intersections and connec-
tions between archaeology, feminism, and queer theory.

4. 1 discuss this notion of the “abject” in more detail in ch. 1; see,also Kristeva
1982, 1-4; Butler 1999, 169-70.





