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Abstract
This study explores  the apparent  synonymy between  omosessuale (homosexual)  and  gay (gay)  in  Italian and what
attitudes prompt their usage. Two corpora were generated and analyzed, one from a Catholic news website, Tempi,
and  one  from  an  LGBTQIA+  affliated  website,  Gay.it.  Tempi  generally  showed  a  negative  attitude  towards
homosexuality and the institutionalization of Civil  Unions in Italy, resulting in a polarized use of the two terms, with
gay being used to represent ‘foreign’ and subversive practices that undermine the Church’s heteronormative view of
the ‘natural family.’ In contrast, a positive endorsement of LGBTQIA+ lives expressed in Gay.it generated a more
nuanced use of omosessuale and gay, with the former being used in more formal discourses. The fndings suggest how
teachers of English to speakers of other languages should be aware of the political and cultural practices behind using
(apparently) synonymous words. The paper further discusses implications of borrowing foreign terms, a process that
is seldom neutral or straightforward.
  

Introduction
In Italian, both the borrowed term gay and the native term omosessuale0lose
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Background
Italian thesauri broadly defne gay and omosessuale as synonyms, but a more in-depth analysis of
dictionary defnitions for the two terms shows a less uniformed picture. Some dictionaries, such
as Zingarelli, simply associate the two words as synonyms without providing any context for their
separate  usages.  Others,  such  as  Treccani,  a  highly  respected  encyclopedia  with  an  online
dictionary service, suggest that the two words are not perfect synonyms, i.e. they cannot be used
interchangeably  in  each and every case  (Gay,  2017;  Omosessuale,  2017).  Whereas  Treccani
defnes omosessuale as “related to, or characterized by homosexuality” for the adjective and “one
who turns their sexual attention to their own sex” for the noun (Omosessuale, 2017), it gives a
different  defnition  for  gay  (Gay,  2017):  “homosexual  (the  term  does  not  have  a  negative
connotation, and it is thus preferred in certain contexts).” The somewhat vague defnition seems
to suggest that  omosessuale has a negative connotation in some contexts, but it does not explain
where  and  when  gay is  preferable.  A  common  feature  of  all  dictionaries  seems  to  be  that
omosessuale is usually defned in relation to the word homosexuality, or expressions such as “related
to  same-sex,”  whereas  gay is  commonly  defned  by  providing  the  synonym  omosessuale.  The
semantic relationship between the two words seems thus to suggest that: a) there is a certain
degree of synonymy; b)  omosessuale is used to illustrate the meaning of  gay but not vice-versa; c)
despite this, some dictionaries suggest a more positive meaning for gay, with little elaboration of
the connotation. It is clear that, in order to fnd out whether these two terms are really synonyms
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in combination with the concept of semantic prosody to investigate the collocations of the word
inmigración  (immigration)  and  its  semantic  prosody  in  two  Spain’s  newspapers,  aiming  at
uncovering attitudes behind the portrayal of immigration in the public discourse. Their corpus
linguistic analysis revealed that, contrary to the initial expectations, both the conservative and the
more progressive newspaper share a rather negative view of immigration. This paper aims to
carry out a similar research to gain insight on the degree of synonymy for gay and omosessuale in
Italian.

Queer Linguistics
The general framework within which this corpus-based analysis will  be carried out is that of
Queer Linguistics, which has emanated from Queer Theory (QT). QT developed as a criticism
of the Gay and lesbians studies of the 1970s and 1980s, when scholars and activists began expressing
doubts about taking sexuality as a main identity category detached from other, plural identity-
defning factors (Motschenbacher & Stegu, 2013; Sullivan, 2003). This shift worked to defne the
core  project  of  QT—the  “reconceptualisation  of  dominant  discourses  which  shape  our
understanding of gender and sexuality, often to the detriment of people who [...] are judged as

https://whatever.cirque.unipi.it/index.php/journal/issue/view/3
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to uncover the types of discourse practices at play in the country in the construction of sexual
identities.

Research Questions
The analysis of the data will address the following research questions:

1) How are the terms gay and omosessuale used in Italian?
2) How does  the  usage  of  each term construct  and refect  the  authors”  viewpoints  and

agendas? 

Methodology
In order to answer the research questions, two corpora were created from two different news
websites,  Tempi and  Gay.it.  Tempi  is a Catholic-inspired journal founded in 1994. After a brief
closure in 2017, it  is  now published online on a monthly basis  (https://www.tempi.it/). It  is
national in scope and covers a wide variety of topics, ranging from news, current affairs, culture,
politics etc., mainly under a center-right, Catholic framework. It has always been vocal in regards
to topics such as abortion and traditional family, aligning with the Church in deprecating the

https://www.gay.it/
https://www.tempi.it/
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Tempi Corpus

Adjectival Omosessual+ (Total: 72) Adjectival Gay (Total: 81)

Collocate Translation Frequency Collocate Translation Frequency

Coppia/e@ Couple(s) 26 Coppia/e@ Couple(s) 18

Persona/e* Person/people 11 Matrimoni(o)# Wedding(s) 17

 Unioni (Ci �*
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marks and b) present practices such as the Civil  Unions and stepchild adoption as foreign and
trendy might suggest a deliberate attempt at stripping the term gay off of its counter-hegemonic
meaning,  thus  ignoring  the  Italian  LGBTQIA+  community’s  alignment  with  the  liberation
movement in the  United States.

To gain more granularity in the analysis, the 22 noun collocates of omosessual+ and the 17
ones of gay were then grouped according to semantic categories. Figure 2 shows the result of this
grouping, with common semantic categories for the two terms in the left section and unique
semantic categories presented in the right side of Figure 2. 

Tempi Corpus: Common semantic categories Tempi Corpus:  Unique semantic categories

Familial Adjectival Omosessual+ Adjectival Gay

Omosessual+
48 (66.7%)  

Gay
66 (81.4%)

People
13 (18.1%)

Politics
5 (6.2%)

 Couple(s)
 (Civil) Unions

 Wedding(s)
 Family(s)
 Adoption

Children
Spouse

Cohabitee
Parenthood

Partner

 Couple(s)
 Adoptions

 Matrimony

Weddings
(Civil) Unions

Cohabitee

Person/People
Men 

Women

Agenda Rights

Problem
2 (2.5%)

Orientation
5 (7%)

Matter Anti-

Tendency(s) Condition Society
1 (1.2%)

Occupation
1 (1.3%)

Icon

Aggregation Student Place of origin
1 (1.2%)

Omosessual+
4 (5.6%)

Gay
5 (6.2%)

Westerner

 Environments
 Community

Friends
Organization

 World
 Community

Alliance
Lobby

Sex

Omosessual+
1 (1.3%)

Gay
1 (1.2%)
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gender (lesbians and transgender people, as per Figure 4). Furthermore, “lesbians” and “trans”
are used in negative semantic prosody, as they are in close proximity with the verbs “hate” and
“to deny.” “Italian,” too, is used as an adjective in the nominal phrase “Italian gays” in a foreign
context, such as in the sentence “California is the most popular destination among those Italian
gays to whom [the adoption through surrogate] is denied by Eastern Europe or other low cost

https://www.istat.it/it/files//2012/05/report-omofobia_6giugno.pdf
https://www.istat.it/it/files//2012/05/report-omofobia_6giugno.pdf
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In the corpus, nominal gay is thus used as an identifer for people only in the dichotomy
foreign/local, or different/same. The other collocates for nominal  gay, in fact, are quotes from
other sources–“merciful” is found in a reported sentence in a news article and the copula  era
(“was”) is part of a song title as reported in another article, “Luca era gay e adesso sta con lei” (“Luca
was gay and now he is with her”). 

Tempi corpus

Nominal Omosessuale Nominal Gay 

Familial ; 5 (33.3%) Religion ; 3 (37.5%)
 To adopt

Child
 Parents

Adoptions
 Wedding

 Muslim(s)                   Merciful

Discrimination; 
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again,  the  collocates  seem to  suggest  a  preference  in  use  for  omosessual+ for  gay  individuals
abiding to the homonormativity required by the Catholic church, i.e., gay people who still defend
the traditional family and take sides against surrogates and other alternatives forms of family.
Once again,  this  seems to support the interpretation that Tempi constructs  heteronormative,
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political  or  technical  focus.  The  data  thus  show how,  throughout  the  corpus,  omosessual+  is
preferred for instances of political, technical, or formal discourses. 
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“marry,” “wedding,” and “sons/daughters” (Italian has a common word for both, fgli, which is
slightly more formal than the term “kids”). 

Gay.it Corpus

Nominal Omosessual+ (29) Nominal Gay (25)

 Collocate  Translation  Frequency  Collocate  Translation  Frequency

 Eterosessual+*  Heterosexual(s)  4  Lesbic+*  Lesbian(s)  4

 Figli+*  Son/Daughter(s)  3  Calcio*  Soccer  2

  Uomini*  Men  2  Dichiarato/
 Conclamatoter(s)

 2�5
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Gay.it Corpus: common semantic categories Tempi Corpus: unique semantic categories

Sexual Orientation Adjectival Omosessual+ Adjectival Gay

Omosessual+
5 (17.2%)

Gay
7 (28%)

People
3 (10.3%)

Love
1 (4%)

Heterosexual(s)             Bisexuals Lesbian(s)                 Straight
Openly gay

Men/Women       Young person Amo

Age
3 (10.3%)

Other
1 (4%)

Fiïoxv
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whereas  gay  identifes  discourses  more  centered  on  pop-cultural  and  informal  topics,  with
collocates such as gusto popolare (popular taste) and showgirl (a borrowed term from English). 

The  unique  semantic  categories  show  additional  evidence  supporting  the  general,
underlying  pattern of  nominal  (and adjectival)  preference  according  to discourse  refected in
register.  Unique categories of omosessual+ are in fact related to politics and religion (high register,
formal  categories,  ‘offcial’  discourse),  among  others,  with  terms  such  as  “juror,”  “Church,”
“rights,” and “Cirinnà.” A common trait running through both corpora is the high prevalence of
collocations for  omosessual+  and terms related to the “person/people” category. In the Gay.it
corpus, this point is evidenced by the terms “men/women,” “young person,” with the “age”
category, tightly related to the “person/people” category, represented as a personal trait (“the 25-
year-old homosexual,” “the 40-year-old homosexual,” and “the 60-year-old homosexual”).

Once again, aside from differences in use for the two nominal terms, it is clear how the
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and nominal  omosessual+  were more related to personal features of homosexuality, in a
quasi-reactionary attempt to represent it as more private matter, and thus less threatening
to the status quo. This refects the homonormative view that the Catholic church holds
towards homosexuality. Lastly, this more polarized use nullifes the socio-political force of
the counter-discourse expressed by the term gay, associated with the liberation movement
in the  United States, thus denigrating it and casting it as a general Other. 

2) In contrast, a more positive attitude towards LGBTQIA+ issues in the Gay.it corpus appears
to be linked to other linguistic choices that support the following implicit agendas:

- Depiction of a more vivid and varied reality for queer individuals. References to the arts, culture,
sports and entertainment can be seen as a purposeful attempt to self-determination and
affrmation,  especially  in  collocation  with  gay  and  omosessual+.  Words  related  to  love,
mainly amore (love), are also present, both in instances of amore gay and amore omosessuale. A
wider variety of contexts in which the two words are used, together with a greater variety
of linguistic categories involved (nouns and adjectives), showed a general confdence in
using the two terms in the Gay.it  corpus,  which is  hardly a surprise,  due to the very
nature of the news website.  

- A less polarized distinction between omosessual+ and gay, which caused a more fuid, and thus
harder to detect interchange between the two terms. The meaning attached to omosessual+
and gay is not generally centered on the dynamic normative vs. subversive as it was the
case  for  Tempi.  Nonetheless,  a  differentiation  in  terms  of  authors’  construction  of
discourses  could  be  found,  with  omosessual+ utilized  for  more  formal  and  technical
discourses (politics and religion among others),  and  gay  associated with more intimate,
informal, pop-cultural (and sometimes trivial) topics. This clearly shows a different use of
the counter discourse against the hegemonic one expressed in heteronormative nuances
by the Tempi corpus. Whereas in Tempi the counter discourse was delegitimized and
diminished, in Gay.it it is endorsed and fully characterized with a larger selection of topics

The analysis above clearly questions the superfcial  and limited semantic portrait for  gay  and
omosessuale expressed in the Italian dictionaries (major linguistic behemoths such as Zingarelli and
Treccani included), which clearly ignores the different attitudes that might prompt people to use
the two words differently and for different agendas, and the role of specifc terms in building
discourses foregrounding different, and in this case, opposite, Weltanschauungen.

Discussion and Conclusion
The investigation of the rich and complex semantic and linguistic landscape in the two corpora
demonstrated how different attitudes and world-views resulted in non-uniform usage of the terms
omosessual+ and  gay (Kay and Kempton, 1984). These attitudes are refected, especially in the
Tempi corpus, in deliberate linguistic choices that involve the borrowed term gay. Although the
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2. “Homonormativity is the assimilation of heteronormative ideals and constructs into homosexual culture and
individual  identity.  It  refers  to  politics  that  do  not  contest  dominant  heteronormative  assumptions  and
institutions such as monogamy, procreation and binary gender roles” (Homonormativity, 2015).

3. Sixty two instances of  gay  in fxed phrases and proper names were removed from the analysis, such as “gay
pride,” “Gay Village,” “gay street,” and Gay.it. While these instances constitute interesting and valuable data,
as fxed phrases and terms that cannot be used with the term omosessual+, they have been excluded from the
present analysis to not skew the data.

4. At the same time,  the  choice  between  gay  and  omosessual+ could be  rhetorical.  Both  instances  are  in  fact
encountered in a title and a subtitle of a piece of news. The title contains the phrase tre generazioni di artisti gay
(three  generations of  gay artists),  while the subtitle  has  a similar  tre  generazioni  di  artisti  omosessuali  a  confronto
(comparing three generations of homosexual artists).   Titles are usually supposed to be shorter, which might
have  prompted  the  writer  to  use  gay.  And the choice  of  omosessual+  in  the  subtitle  could  be derived by a
reluctance of the Italian language to resort to repetition.
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