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               Sexual Citizenship: Gay Men as Sexual Citizens in the Non-Metropolitan Space. 

Within a context of an increasingly globalised world which is witnessing much change (but also continuity) in attitudes to sexual orientation, there has been a growing academic and political interest in developing a concept around ‘sexual citizenship’ (Richardson, 2000, 2004; Weeks, 1998, 2000; Plummer, 2006).

Pivotal to our understanding of sexual citizenship is the construction of subjects (or subjectivities) to which rights and obligations may be ascribed (Plummer, 2006: 10) and the concept of individuals (subjects) choosing new identities (new subjectivities) (Weeks, 1998, 2000). At a basic level the ‘sexual citizen’ emerges as a newly confident and empowered individual who (publically) self-identifies as lesbian,  gay or bisexual or transgendered and then seek ‘rights’ accordingly. In historical terms, it is a very new form of self identification and a very new type of ‘rights claiming’. 

For Weeks, an analysis of key social changes is profoundly important in helping us to understand the evolution and emergence of the LGBT sexual citizen and the development of a more inclusive form of sexual citizenship. The key social changes documented by Weeks (1998) include changing types of relationship’s, the emergence of new identities and new stories ‘of the self’ to be heard in public for the first time (voice).

However, Bell and Binnie (2000) remind us, that the sexual citizen must live within the context (and perhaps confines) of his or her location. Literature concerning ‘Intersectionality’ (Richardson and Monro, 2012; Taylor, Hines and Casey, 2010) is important here, for while sexuality can be seen as a site of difference  in and of itself, it can be further differentiated by gender, class, education, occupation, religion, nationality and location (example rural or urban spaces). This leads us to conclude that there is ‘no one way’ of being a sexual citizen....the sexual citizen must live as his/her circumstance dictates; and these circumstances can be influenced by many ‘intersecting’ themes.

This paper discusses the findings from a qualitative study involving interviews with 20 gay men living and working in non-metropolitan north-west Ireland. Using Weeks’ conceptualisation of sexual citizenship as a ‘frame’ of inquiry, the study explores the intersection of the rural and the sexual; issues surrounding Exclusion-Inclusion, Belonging-Marginalisation; the impact of social, political and legislative changes in the Republic of Ireland and the personal coping strategies employed by respondents who live and work within this ‘rural space’.   
For many respondents, living and working in contemporary Ireland has involved living through and witnessing a form of ‘social revolution’ within Irish society. By and large this ‘revolution’ has not been initiated or led by political leaders. It has been a ‘bottom up revolution’, which has involved a ‘grassroots’ critique of traditional norms and moral values. This ‘bottom up social revolution’ has created a society which, for example, now actively challenges religious teaching on socio-sexual issues and rejects homogenous notions of national identity. Choice and the freedom to ‘choose one’s lifestyle’ and live in a way which seems natural to the individual now seem to have become treasured and valued national norms. This marks a radical departure from the conformity of the past where being Irish, ‘being a good citizen’ required adherence to a strict and narrow ‘way of being’. This ‘turn away’ from tradition has had clear beneficial implications for lesbian, gay and bisexual people: it has allowed many gay people to ‘find a home’ in the new diverse and open spaces; and also has seen a move away from citizenship rights being seen as the preserve of the heterosexual alone. 2013 marks the twentieth anniversary of decriminalisation (‘of homosexuality’) and subsequent years have seen further progressive equalities legislation which (on paper at least) offer LGBT people many (but not all) the legal and political rights accorded to heterosexual citizens.    

However, the non-metropolitan space seems to make it less possible (for some gay men) to live as an ‘out’ gay man and/or to meet a partner. Reasons include the absence of a ‘critical mass’ of other ‘out’ gay people; not knowing many other gays; not knowing many other couples; fewer visible role models at work or in the community. While there are liberating trends nationally, there are forces at work in rural areas which continue to inhibit expression of difference, especially for those people who are from the locality and with family in the locality. 

However, the rise of social networks and social media is providing a valuable resource for geographically isolated gay men. Furthermore, the very recent emergence of local LGBT networks in rural areas is helping to ‘change lives’ for many respondents.       
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