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Challenging Heteronormativity: Moving Forward on Equality, Diversity and Inclusion?  

Background
This paper is a ‘work in progress’ from a current PhD study entitled;

‘Identity, inclusion, community and career - a comparative study of gay men as sexual 

Citizen’s in non-metropolitan Ireland and England’.

The overall aim of the PhD study is to analyse the central dynamic of who is/is not, able to be a ‘sexual citizen’ in non-metropolitan areas in Ireland and England within the framework of emergent work on Sexual Citizenship. 

Author:

Aidan McKearney,

Comparative Organisation and Equality Research Centre,

London Metropolitan Business School,

London Metropolitan University

84 Moorgate,

London EC2M 6SQ.

(aidan.mckearney@londonmet.ac.uk)

Abstract

This study (as outlined above) and this paper, approaches the topic from the emerging frame of analysis known as ‘Sexual Citizenship’. 
Contemporary academic work on citizenship tends to take its lead from the work of TH Marshall (1963) whereby citizenship is seen a concept which includes civil, political, workplace and social rights. Central to the debate is who has the right to be seen as ‘citizen’ with all the constituent entitlements that follow. 

Linking Sexuality and Citizenship has been a key concern in the work of Jeffrey Weeks, Ken Plummer and Diane Richardson.
Commenting on the gay rights movement, Weeks (1998:4) argues that “contained within this movement is a claim to inclusion, to the acceptance of diversity, and a recognition of and respect for alternative ways of being, to a broadening of the definition of belonging. But without the claim to full citizenship, difference can never find a proper home. This is the moment of citizenship; the claim to equal protection of the law, to equal rights in employment, parenting, social status, access to welfare provision and partnership rights, or even marriage for same sex couples”.

For Weeks the idea of sexual citizenship is about enfranchisement, inclusion and belonging. It  also “brings to the fore issues and struggles that were silenced in earlier notions of citizenship...but are now much debated concerns because of the very powerful cultural and social changes we see” (1998:5) 

For Plummer  “Intimate citizenship refers to all those areas of life that appear to be personal but that are in effect, connected to, structured by or regulated through the public sphere- they are rarely if ever, simply a matter of the personal” (2003). As Weeks (1998) reminds us, “the would be sexual citizen must live ...as circumstance and location permit” (ibid:36). 

Weeks’ work invites me to study how Sexual Citizenship occurs and encourages me to ask: Are gay men accepted as rightful citizens? Do gay men experience equality and ‘parity of esteem’? How do gay men cope in workplaces and in wider social settings which may be characterised by powerful heterosexist and at times, homophobic attitudes? How do gay men negotiate life and express their identity within the context of non-metropolitan communities in Ireland and England?  

The study provides a cross-country comparative analysis between two jurisdictions which have , in recent years,  seen significant changes in their respective political, legal and policy context surrounding discrimination against LGB people with both the U.K and Ireland having instituted major reform packages in the area of LGB equality (Weeks, 2007; GLEN, 2009). In tandem with legal developments, changes in social attitudes towards Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual people in both countries have been documented in both countries (British Social Attitudes Survey 2008, GLEN, 2009). 
The research aims to document the experiences of gay men who live and work in two distinct geographical regions: Norfolk/Suffolk (England) and Connacht-Ulster (Republic of Ireland).

These regions have been chosen due to their character as primarily non-urban, non-metropolitan and rural. Both areas have low population densities relative to their country profile.

Ultimately, the intention is to interview between 30 gay men in total with as even a distribution between the two geographical areas as possible. There will also be a number of ‘national or regional key informant’ interviews in addition to the 30 interviews (key informants respondents from advocacy groups, facilitators, trade union officials, employer groups and such like).

While this is a ‘work in progress’ it is anticipated that a number of interviews will be completed before EDI Toulouse in July 2012.
In summary, this paper reflects to what extent the profound social, legal and political changes that have occurred in Ireland and Britain in recent years have had a ‘real life’ impact on the lives of gay men. It aims to highlight progress on gay rights in Ireland and England it also aims to move beyond this to consider and critique the reality for men who live as non-heterosexuals in the specific setting of non-urban areas (the rhetoric of citizenship rights on paper and the reality of citizenship as experienced). 
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