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Abstract

This study is a sociological exploration of the difficulties of pursuing lesbian and
gay agendas within democratic polities. Feminists have engaged with democratic
theory and practice in an attempt to understand why gender inequalities have been
resistant to democratic remedies. Yet, despite the connections between feminist and
gay politics and theory, there has been no significant lesbian and gay intervention in
this debate. This research is an attempt to address this omission, through a

consideration of the implications of sociological theories of sexuality for lesbian

and gay political identities and strategies.

[ engage in a critique of explanations of sexuality which range from Freud through
interactionism to Foucault and Queer theory, arguing that these perspectives do not
thoroughly challenge the naturalist ontology on which political identities and

strategies are based. I argue that a structurally contextualised interactionist
perspective on the formation of the sexual selt allows us a better sociological
understanding of the relationship between historically specific processes of 1dentity
formation and the stability of sexual identity exhibited by most individuals and used
as the legitimisation for lesbian and gay 1dentity politics. Specitically, I argue that
we need to theorise naturalist understandings of sexuality as core and stable
perceptions of sexual subjectivity which are necessary to rationalisations of past
experience and future actions. This understanding can form the basis of a more
etfective politics which comprehensively displaces naturalist ideas about sexuality
because the provision of alternative, sociological discourses of the sexual selt
broadens the legitimate arena of sexual politics from the current focus on rights
allotted to °‘natural’ individuals to the ways in which individuality is constructed

through social processes and thus sexual inequalities are socially produced and

sustained.

In conclusion, I acknowledge that translating sociological perspectives into practical
political 1dentities and strategies is a difficult task. However, I explore the methods
of group representation which are currently being discussed within radical
democratic and feminist theory as one way of generating further debate on

pragmatic and yet socially transtormative strategies for lesbian and gay politics.



Introduction: the Unhappy Marriage of Sexuality and

Democracy

In the summer of 1992 I was working 1n the office of a Congressman on Capitol Hill.
As an 'intern' I was a failure, unable to compete with the drive ot the young North
Americans who were my colleagues and unmotivated by the basic donkey work that 1s
required of such unpaid volunteers.! However, during July of that year I was lucky
enough to go to New York City to work on Bill Clinton's campaign for the Presidency
and even luckier to be in the Convention Hall at Madison Square Gardens when Clinton
made his acceptance speech. After performing my own small act of Queer subversion
in order to ‘pass’ onto the floor of the Convention (I was wearing security badges with
an 1dentitiably female name on them), I was carried away by the excitement generated

by the razzmatazz' of the occasion. Political events such as these seem always to be a
mixture of the gloriously transparent manipulation of emotions and the genuine - if

vague - sense of potential which we invest in an emerging leader. So it was for me

with 'the man from Hope'.# Clinton's candidacy meant many things to many different
people but, like Blair in Britain in 1997, there seemed to be a consistent plea in his
speeches for a new, broader sense of the political nation (New York Times 17th July

1992). Clinton's explicit endorsement of feminist pro-choice campaigns around

1 In the USA an ‘internship’ is a period of work experience which 1s usually unpaid, especially in the
public sector. I was lucky enough to be selected for a programme run by the English Speaking Union
(Scotland). Interns are expected to do relatively mundane tasks; it is the ‘experience’ of working in a
particular environment which forms the major attraction of such a venture as does the ability to hob-
nob with important people (even if it is just carrying their coats). No doubt Monica Lewinsky -
history’s most tamous intern - has raised the stakes in terms of how ‘close’ you can claim to have been
to those 1n power.

2 Bill Clinton was born in Hope, Arkansas and "The Man From Hope" was the title of a biographical
video shown immediately betore the speech in which he accepted the nomination for Presidential
candidacy.



abortion and his inclusion of lesbians and gays within his vision of the era he sought to
usher in were the specific issues which anchored my somewhat vague sense of
investment in this new kind of politics (Rahman 1994). The meaning that I took from
the Convention speech, and a theme which runs throughout this study, 1s that the

advance of lesbian and gay 'equality' demands a ditferent kind of democratic practice.

Of course, at the time I had not formulated any specific thesis on sexuality and
democracy; rather I had an emotional and political stake in lesbian and gay equality and
an academic interest in democratic theory. | did not know whether a new form ot
inclusive politics meant simply widening the scope of representative democracy or
challenging its very premises: my analytic exploration of democratic theory had only
just begun 1n relation to women and their lack of political representation (Rahman
1994). 1did know that I felt that any positive mention of gay and lesbian issues in
political circles was a still somewhat remarkable but welcome occurrence. Thus, Maya

Angelou's poem, delivered at the first Inauguration of President Clinton, only served to

increase my giddiness:

Come, clad 1n peace,

And I will sing the songs

The Creator gave to me when I and the

Tree and the Rock were one.

Betore cynicism was a bloody sear across your brow
And when you yet knew you still knew nothing

The River sang and sings on.

There 1s a true yearning to respond to
the singing River and the wise Rock.

So say the Asian, the Hispanic, the Jew,



The African, the Native American, the Sioux,
The Catholic, the Muslim, the French, the Greek,
The Irish, the Rabbi, the Priest, the Sheikh,

The Gay, the Straight, the Preacher,

The privileged, the homeless, the Teacher.

They hear. They all hear

The speaking of the Tree.

They hear the first and last of every Tree

Speak to humankind today.

Come to me,
Here, beside the River.

Plant yourself beside the River.

(Verses 7-9 from "On the Pulse of Morning", Maya Angelou, 1995: 269)

[ remember receiving a copy of the poem and being glad that we - gays (lesbians and
gays in the American sense)? - had arrived. Were things really going to be different

now?

Well, of course not. Clinton blundered into his first political crisis precisely because of
the clash between principles ot equality and the negative social construction of gay and
lesbian 1dentities and sexual practices: the Joint Chiefs of Statf of the Armed Forces and

the Senate Armed Forces committee refused to comply with his wish to remove the ban

on lesbians and gays serving in the US military (Congressional Quarterly, 6th February

3 [ focus on homosexual politics in both Britain and the United States since they are the liberal
democratic states in which the political movements of gay liberation first emerged. However, [ will

use the terms ‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’ (both as nouns and adjectives) to refer to homosexual men and women
respectively rather than use the American term ‘gay’ to include both men and women.



1993: 272). Moreover, this particular political incident 1llustrated that insecurity of
tenure was the defining condition of gay and lesbian organisations within the
mainstream process of democratic representative politics (Washington Post, National
Weekly Edition, February 1-7th 1993). I began to realise that we could not be just
another interest group or ethnic minority in the sense which is implied in Maya
Angelou's poem. Moreover, this feeling echoed my experiences with lesbian and gay
political activism at University and beyond; we often deployed discourses of political
equality and human rights but more otten than not, these appeals had failed to 1gnite any
enthusiasm amongst either our own constituency or heterosexuals. Although
democratisation and the expansion of political and social citizenship has been a constant
public and political 1ssue since the new social movements emerged 1n the 1960s and
1970s (Deitcher 1995, Evans 1993) it seemed apparent that social and political equality
for homosexuals was a complex and problematic issue in democratic states for both

homosexuals and the moral and political majority which identified as heterosexual.

[t was really my engagement with feminist democratic theory that allowed me access to
a framework which could begin to explain my uneasiness, both with the direction ot
gay and lesbian (although mostly 'gay') politics and with the problems of representing
our experiences and demands within democratic polities and systems (Phillips 1993,
Young 1989). I began to think about using the debates around democracy and social
difference to investigate the political condition of lesbian and gay politics. When my
lecturers encouraged me to pursue post-graduate study, but to choose a focus other than
homosexual politics, my interest and resolve was strengthened. However, the
reluctance of my mentors to let me pursue a study on the relevance of democratic theory
for gays and lesbian politics was not a lack of sympathy for a 'minority' cause but in

the main because I had a poorly formulated thesis.



This study is an attempt to bring some resolution to the tangle of questions which filled
my thoughts at the start of this research. I knew that there was something about
democratic structures and processes which conditioned gay and lesbian politics but |
could not explain this relationship with exclusive reterence to political theory.
Questions of morality, the social significance of sexuality and gender, and the implicit
acceptance of the ‘natural’ all underpin discussions of gay and lesbian political issues:
in the realm of sexuality and gender, the social determines the political. Although my
initial and ultimate aim was to raise questions about lesbian and gay politics, I needed to
bring in a sociological analysis in order to untangle the social conditions and processes
which dictated such a contradictory and controversial reception for demands for lesbian
and gay equality. Theretore this 1s an interdisciplinary study with the political questions
forming reference points at the outset and conclusion of my intellectual journey and
guidelines to the sociological investigation which torms the bulk ot the chapters. In the
sections below, I will outline how the various chapters relate to the political and
sociological questions that I seek to address. I have organised these questions into four
main themes: essentialism as a political strategy; personal lives and
sociological analysis; the contemporary debate between Queer theory
and sociology; the translation of theory into practical politics. Although
these themes are neither comprehensive nor mutually exclusive they serve as signposts
along this journey in terms ot both the content and structure of my argument.
Furthermore, this journey is, at best, an exploratory one which, I hope, will point
towards further research and more ettective political strategies, and also one which will

end in more discussion and dialogue rather than clear-cut conclusions.



Essentialism as a Political Strategy

Gay liberation is a long way from being achieved in Western societies despite the fact
that the 1dea of lesbian and gay equality has been around for some twenty-five to thirty
years.* Drawing on feminist political and social theory, this study is an exploration of
the difficulties of pursuing lesbian and gay political agendas within democratic polities.
Although 1t seems that advances in legal and political equality are being made, I remain
sceptical and uneasy about such advances because there is no consistency in such

political gains and because what we mean by ‘equality’ and ‘liberation’ is by no means

clear’. Many of the current strategies in use to expand lesbian and gay freedoms
employ liberal democratic discourses ot equality and citizenship but, as feminists who
have long been engaged with democratic theory and practice point out, formal legal and
political equality does very little to remedy structural gender inequalities (Phillips 1993,
Pateman 1983, Young 1989). Is the cause of lesbian and gay equality similarly
unattected by democratic remedies? Despite the connections between teminist and gay
politics and theory, there has been no significant lesbian and gay intervention in this
academic debate. The current wealth of material coming from Queer theorists 1s still
predominantly concerned with cultural politics and the relatively new explorations of

citizenship from sociologists (Plummer 1995, Weeks 1996) again {fail to provide a

4 Statements published by the Gay Liberation Front organisations in both Britain and the United
States are the first examples of a positive self-image for gays and lesbians - encapsulated by the slogan
‘gay 1s good’ - and also the first instance ot a demand to social and legal equality as a right rather than
as a plea for tolerance (Evans 1993, Watney 1980).

> Judges in Britain have been subject to ‘human awareness’ training since 1995 in order to prevent
offensive remarks about homosexuals (The Times 5th June 1995) and yet in 1998, the House of Lords
wrecked the Labour Government’s attempts to reduce the age of consent for male homosexual activity
to 16 (and threaten to do so again in 1999, The Guardian, January 26th 1999). South Africa is the
only country in which there 1s a constitutional bar on discrimination against lesbians and gays but this
sits side be side with an unequal age of consent (19 for homosexuals as opposed to 16 for

heterosexuals, The Guardian, 277th January 1998). For a comprehensive review of legislation in
Britain, see Liberty 1994,



rigorous critique of democratic practices.® This study is an attempt to address this

omission, through a consideration of the implications of sociological theories of

sexuality for democratic theory and practice.

This interdisciplinary approach bridges a divide between the literature on lesbian and
gay 1dentities in sociology and cultural studies, and critiques of democracy within
political theory. I focus on strategies of engagement with democratic structures and
processes 1n Chapter Five, but my critique derives from the sociological discussion
which precedes the final chapter. This sociological discussion begins with the first
question posed above: what does it mean to seek equality and/or liberation for lesbians
and gays? In order to understand the ramifications ot such a question, it 1s necessary to
explain and explore the social significance and construction of lesbian and gay
sexualities in order to first understand the basis of social inequality. That there are
inequalities in most Western societies 1s not in doubt, but why and how these
inequalities are socially produced, manitested and sustained is the remit of the first part

of the sociological investigation which I am undertaking.

In Chapter One - ‘Sexuality as Identity’ - I explore the social construction of sexuality

in Western societies. I begin with essentialism (the common cultural understanding of
sexuality as an innate and immutable identity) and consider the sociological critiques of

such an understanding’. Drawing on the work of Foucault (1980), Weeks (1989) and

feminist theorists of sex, gender and sexuality (Delphy 1993, Fausto-Sterling 1992,

6 However, many Queer theorists argue that cultural politics should and does include analyses of
structured inequalities (See Butler 1998 and my discussion of differences and inequalities in Chapter
Five). My point here 1s that Queer theorists rarely engage with specific political procedures, remaining
on the whole in the realm of abstract theorising (see Wilson's critique, 1997)

7 This is a somewhat brief definition of the term ‘essentialism’. Although I focus in more depth of
the different forms of essentialism at specific points in this study (biological essentialism in Chapter
One and democratic essentialism in Chapter Five) the broad meaning should be taken as a framework of



Jackson & Scott 1996, Richardson 1996, Vines 1993) I discuss the emergence and
consolidation of the essentialist model of sexuality. In particular I focus on the
historical transtformation in explanatory frameworks; from a focus on types of sexual
activity to an emphasis on social and political identities. I suggest that this
epistemological shift - explaining sexuality through identity rather than merely
behaviour - has gone hand in hand with the need to consolidate status and gender
divisions in the emergent capitalist societies under study. I therefore argue that current
essentialist understandings of identity cannot be the basis for an effective political
strategy for lesbian and gay equality for two major reasons. First, essentialist
understandings of sexuality enshrine the binary divide between ‘hetero’ and ‘homo’
sexualities thus implying a permanent minority status for gays and lesbians. Not only
1S minority protection not easily guaranteed in democratic theory or practice (Young
1989) but, as feminist theorists have demonstrated, formal legal equality does little to
attect the social inequalities suffered by the relevant group (Jonasdottir 1988,

Phillips 1993, Vogel 1988, Young 1989). Second, since the common sense
essentialist model of sexuality 1s conflated with religious and humanist ideas about an
essential psychic self and based on a model of biological sexual drives or instinct
(Weeks 1989), gays and lesbians will always be seen as morally, spiritually or
biologically maladjusted and this will be retlected in both the application of the law and
the policy-making (Rahman & Jackson 1997). The moral divisions central to the

current essentialist understanding ot sexuality hamper any comprehensive political

advance within democratic political structures because they are dependent on a

heterosexual majority and thus hetero-morality.®

explanation which locates sexuality as a pre-social, innate ‘essence’ of human character which is
impervious to cultural, historical and individual influences.

8 President Clinton - that great defender of lesbians and gays in the military - turned his protective
gaze towards heterosexuals when he agreed to sign up to the Defence of Marriage Act (which proposed a
ban on gay marriages in the USA) in an attempt to (re) identify himself with ‘centrist, mainstream’
values (The Times 24th July 1996). The age of consent proposal in Parliament in 1998 had a



I am therefore suggesting that essentialism cannot be part of an effective political
strategy for lesbians and gays and this 1s a theme which I reiterate throughout this
thesis. In my concluding discussion of democratic theory and practice, I develop a
detailed critique of the unhappy consequences of marrying essentialist understandings
of sexuality with democratic practices. However, I cannot engage in that discussion
without developing an alternative sociological theorisation of sexual 1dentity upon

which a more effective politics can be based. It is this subject which preoccupies me 1n

Chapters Two and Three.

Personal Lives and Sociological Analysis

It would be both foolish and insensitive to ignore or decry the attachment which
individuals have to a stable and essentialist sense of their own sexualities. Since
serious sociological investigation of sexuality began, essentialist versions of self have
been the dominant form in which individuals speak of their sexual identities (Gagnon &
Simon 1974, Plummer 1975, 1995, Whisman 1996),. In Chapter Two -
‘Understanding Sexual Subjectivity’ - I suggest that it is the lack of a sensitive
sociological theorisation of self which has helped essentialism to retain its hold on both
our psyches and our political strategies. Whilst socio-historical and Foucauldian
approaches have demonstrated the historical specificity of both categorisations of sexual
identities and the social significance attached to various sexual acts (Foucault 1980,

Weeks 1977, 1989), these accounts have been difficult to apply at the level of

successful outcome in the Commons (lowering the age for gay men to 16) but was defeated 1n the
House of Lords. The debates 1n both Houses still contained references to the ‘unnaturalness’ ot

homosexual practices, especially in terms of Christian morality (The Guardian 23rd June 1998). The



subjectivity and agency (Jackson 1996b, Holland et al 1998). In one sense this
difficulty is largely inevitable because we are engaged at two very different levels of
analysis, socio-historical/structural/macro versus intimate/individual/micro. Indeed, the
controversy and debate which surrounds sociological perspectives on sexuality is in
large part a result of the lack of ettective theoretical linkage between historical
conditions/social structures and the experience of those living within these contexts.”
Too often it 1s unclear what - exactly - is being described as socially constructed and
when that lack of clarity encompasses very personal issues such as desire and love, the
reaction against academic intrusion is often borne out of insecurity and confusion
because sociologists are seen to be suggesting that personal biographies, beliefs and
experiences can be deconstructed and analysed to fit in with a particular abstract set of
ideas (Vance 1989).10 Throughout this text, I argue we need a more astute
understanding of perceptions of the intimate self and its connection to the social self, it
we are to make connections between the socio-historical emergence of essentialism and
a contemporary critique of 1t which resonates with everyday experience. In this sense,
[ am attempting to develop the sociological imagination (Mills 1970) further in the realm
of sexuality and I agree with Morgan 1n his discussion of the same when he suggests
that ‘sociology, at its best, has the capacity to render mysterious without mystifying’
(1998: 660): we need to imagine a different way of thinking about sexuality which
makes sense to people in a culture where sexuality 1s so often seen and understood as

personal, intimate, and even a mysterious part of our selves.

Bill has again passed through the Commons in January 1999 and we await the next battle in the Lords
in the spring.
? Angelia R. Wilson has identified this problem as a lack of ‘Queer translation’ (1997). For a good

critical discussion of the debates between essentialist and social constructionist (sociological) views,
see the collection edited by Stein (1992).

10 Although sociological perspectives are often referred to as social constructionist views, there is no

exact fit between these two terms - I will discuss this in detail in Chapters One and Two but for the
moment, [ will retain the term ‘sociological’.

10



In Chapter Two - ‘Understanding Sexual Subjectivity’ - I therefore begin an initial
exploration and assessment of the major sociological perspectives on the sexual self. 1
review both symbolic interactionist and psychoanalytic explanations of sexual
subjectivity but, given the ahistorical approach and residually essentialist premises of

psychoanalysis, I suggest that it 1s the interactionist perspective used in the work of

Gagnon & Simon (1973, 1974) and Plummer (1975, 1995) which has more to offer in

understanding sexual subjectivity. However, the interactionist emphasis on agency
over structure leaves it ditficult to theorise an effective sociological analysis of how we
achieve and sustain our sexualities in such a structured and patterned manner - divided
at the very least according to gender - and how our intimate lives are linked to the social

deployment of power.

| theretore engage 1n a review of structural accounts of sexuality, thus reiterating the
importance of developing a perspective which combines the interactionist
conceptualisation of the selt as process with a recognition that subjectivity 1s
protoundly influenced by our location within social structures. The structural
development of gay and lesbian subcultures 1n the late twentieth century has produced
gay ‘ghettos’ in terms of residential and social areas which have served to consolidate
the perception of homosexuals as an exclusive sexual identityll (Adam 1985, Altman
1980, 1993, Evans 1993) - and thus somehow intrinsically different. Moreover, the

continuing deployment of medical and scientific techniques 1n order to ‘explain’
homosexuality (or find its biological cause) serves only to reinforce ideas that all

sexualities are somehow ‘naturally’ determined (Fausto-Sterling 1992, Vines 1993).

11 These inner urban areas are usually male-dominated - gay men enjoy the same advantage over
lesbians in rates ot pay and broader range of employment which straight men enjoy over all women.
Gender divisions are thus mirrored to a large extent within homosexual subcultures, but it must be
borne in mind that this 1s very much a structuralist perspective on the development of the ‘gay world’
(see Adam 1985 for example). There are many examples of localised communities which have

11



Many gay political activists and organisations since the days of gay liberation have used
these biologically essentialist ideas about sexuality 1n order to put forward their claims
for equal treatment and protection under the law and as a protective shield against the
attitudes of others - ‘we are naturally this way just like heterosexuals are naturally
straight’. Essentialist ideas continue to be mobilised in contemporary times, in the age
of consent debates in Britain over the last few years (Rahman & Jackson 1997), in
campaigns in the States to win anti-discrimination legislation and in proposals for the
equalisation of a whole range of legal and social policies across many Western
countries (Rahman 1998). I am suggesting therefore that sociologically speaking, the
socio-political conditions in which most gays and lesbians exist lead inevitably to a
reiteration and consolidation of essentialist ideas about sexuality. That is why 1t would

be both academically foolish and politically insensitive to ignore the strength of

purchase which essentialism enjoys.

In Chapter Three - ‘Sexual Subjectivity in Social Context” - I draw on the work of
Dorothy Smith (1988) in order to suggest that a materially-grounded interactionist
perspective is an analytical framework which allows us to include both everyday social
practices and also material relations as both constitutive of subjectivity and retlective of
social structures and power hierarchies. I argue that individuals construct and deploy a
stable and core sense of sexual identity whilst living through the social process.
Therefore, an alternative sociological perspective on the self must acknowledge this
perception of the stability of self and we must be able to explain the reasons why we
feel that we ‘need’ a stable perception of self and a sense of a core self. I suggest that
the very process of social action requires a strategic and intentional engagement on the

part of social actors which inevitably produces ‘short-hand’ rationalisations of the

developed with a strong sense of social and political solidarity between lesbians and gay men (see the
collection edited by Deitcher 1995, or Cant & Hemmings (eds.) 1988).

12



mobilisation and deployment of the different components of our subjectivities which are

translated into ideas about a core and stable - or innate/essential - sexual subjectivity.

Not only I am therefore trying to produce a sociological critique which has resonance
with personal, intimate lives, but I am also trying to use interactionist ideas within a
structurally contextualised framework. In terms of the overall aims of my research, I
suggest that such a grounded interactionist perspective potentially provides us with a
theorisation of political identity which is sociologically based and thus transformative,
and so can be deployed to challenge essentialist ideas and their oppressive
consequences. However, the translation ot sophisticated theory into political 1dentities
and strategies needs to be achieved with an awareness of both the experiences which
that 1dentity 1s used to illuminate, and the structural context of democratic practices and
1deas which govern the representation of these experiences. It is these questions which

occupy me 1n the final two chapters.

The Turn to Queer Theory

[t 1s difficult to pursue the study of sexuality in any relevant academic discipline without
engaging with what has come to be known as ‘Queer’ theory. In many ways, Queer
theory has challenged fundamental epistemological paradigms in a variety of fields and,
although 1t 1s not my intention to map out these debates in any detail, it is as well for us
to be aware that there are lines ot division drawn between Queer theorists and some

feminists and Queer theorists and sociologists.!> Although it would be wrong to

12 The debate about Queer theory and sociology is mapped out by Steven Seidman in his
introduction to his edited collection (1996). A current debate rages in the pages of New Left Review
(see issues from 1997-98) between Queer theorists and more traditional feminists who talk in terms of

13



characterise Queer theory as a unitary school of thought, it is fair to say that many of
those who are either described or self-identify as ‘Queer’, draw on a common
Foucauldian understanding of power and discourse and thus a shared preoccupation
with the articulation of ‘truths’ through hegemonic discourses. Moreover, the political
strategies of Queer are often focused on the destabilisation of oppressive discourses
through the deconstruction of their ‘truths’ and an appropriation of their language
(Halperin 1995, Seidman 1996, Stein & Plummer 1996). I discuss the relevance of
Queer theory for sociology in more detail in Chapter Four - ‘Que(e)rying Political
Identity?’ - but, in brief, I argue that this diverse body of theory needs to be addressed
by sociologists precisely because Queer theorists are attempting to provide both a non-
essentialist theorisation of sexual identity and a programme of strategic intervention into

the cultural and political realm (Gamson 1996, Wilson 1997). My concerns in the

central part of this thesis theretfore converge with the areas of thought to which Queer

theorists have devoted so much of their work.

I use the word ‘converge’ specifically to denote that whilst I have much sympathy with
the rigorously anti-essentialist theorisation of sexuality and gender found 1n the
exemplars of Queer theory (Butler 1990a, 1993), I do not identity as a ‘Queer’ theorist
because I remain sceptical of Queer theory’s lack of a sociological perspective. In one
sense, the central axis of this study is the question of whether an explanation of
oppression be articulated which 1s compatible with democratic remedies but does not
rely upon essentialist understandings of sexual identities. In Chapter Four, drawing on
parallel feminist debates (Jackson & Scott 1996, Fraser 1998), I argue that too much of

Queer theory is an exercise 1n the deconstruction of discourses and discursive identities

material inequalities. This debate 1s discussed in more detail in Chapter Four but the example serves to
illustrate that Queer theory 1s the sexual dimension to the broader and more fundamental

crisis/discussion (depending on your point of view) between those who focus on the material realm and

14



which leaves common experiences of oppression both ditficult to explain with reference
to structured and materially grounded 1nequalities of sexuality/gender, and often
undermines the legitimacy of political identity within representative democratic systems.
I suggest that within the structured democratic framework, we must place some Iimits
on our intellectual desire and abilities to deconstruct identity and instead develop a
thorough sociological understanding of identity which allows us to think through new
forms of political representation, aims and strategies. Moreover, I suggest that a more
sophisticated grounded interactionist perspective takes us a long way towards removing
the emphasis on essential sexuality and refocusing it on oppressive social relations, and

micro-level and individual experiences constructed through these social relations.

I do not dismiss Queer theory out of hand but rather I argue that we need a more
sociological critique of sexual inequalities we are to advance our understanding ot both
sexual subjectivity and effective political strategies. There 1s of course a wider debate
to be had about the epistemological and disciplinary questions which post-modernist
theorising raises in its many manitestations, not least the fundamental one of the
relevance of sociology in a ‘post-modern’ world (Turner 1993). However, I remain an
advocate of sociological thought, and argue throughout this study that the translation of
theory into accessible frameworks 1s a necessary and welcome aspect of the process ot
theorising, particularly if that theory has a transtormative political purpose. Moreover,
this is a problem faced not only by ‘traditional’ structure/agency tocused sociology, but
[ argue that this problem is central to the putative usurper that 1s Queer theory. With
this in mind, I suggest a turn away from Queer theory back towards sociology in an

attempt to achieve an effective translation of theory into strategy.

those who focus on the cultural realm - in short, between the ‘modernists’ and the ‘post-modernists’
(see Turner 1990, 1993).

135



Effective Political Strategies

GLF brought together politics which had been tlowering 1n the social movements of the
sixties and other political ideas which had lain dormant for many years. The immediate
inspirations were the Civil Rights and Women’s Liberation Movements, combined with the
style of the counter-culture. To this was added a variety of ideas borrowed from socialist and

libertarian tradition.

The particular emphasis that GLF gave to this brew came from the experience of being
homosexual in a hostile society. For lesbians and gay men as individuals it meant coming
out and taking pride in being gay, making the personal political, and trying to live out our
1deals. It meant, too, challenging the roles of the heterosexual nuclear family and the ideal of

monogamy.

This complex development ot our politics meant that challenges were thrown out in all
directions - to ‘straight’ society; to the state and various institutions; to the left; and not least

to the ways of existence that the gay male community had carved out for itself.

(Birch 1988: 51-52)

I have quoted at length from Keith Birch’s memoir of his GLF (Gay Liberation Front)
involvement because he illuminates both the revolutionary and reformist aims of the
movement; campaigns for civil rights were ‘inspirational’ but GLF also demanded a
fundamental transtormation of the social organisation of gender and sexuality in its
challenge to the traditional tamily. Perhaps the revolutionary ideas seem naive in the
late 1990s after the excessive homophobia generated through the hysteria around AIDS
and the associated New Right political prescriptions for a return to ‘traditional’ family

structures and values to remedy moral, social and economic decline (Durham 1991).

Moreover, in both Britain and the United States (the two countries which spawned Gay

16



Liberation and had New Right political executives in the 1980s) gays and lesbians are
now attempting to gain the right to marry and have families, join the military, share in
workplace and tax benefits and generally become fully tledged ‘citizens’ in these proud
democracies (Rahman 1998). Despite the romantic attraction of a revolutionary stance,
my question is not ‘where did it all go wrong?’ but rather, what social and political
conditions have led us to focus on the more reformist legacy of gay liberation rather

than the revolutionary one?

There are a number of ways of answering this question and each is a valid perspective
to take on the development of gay and lesbian politics. You could argue that gay
liberation followed a pattern of demise and deradicalisation which is a common pattern
in the experience of new social movements (Gamson 1996, Kriesi et al 1995) and
furthermore suggest that the emergence and institutionalisation ot gay political lobbies
(Button et al 1997) has compounded the corruption of ‘revolutionary’ aims. However,
these two views are predominantly a form of political analysis and my concern is rather
to intertwine the political and sociological investigations of gay and lesbian politics.
Sociologists of sexuality have always been aware of the very political aims of the gay
liberation movement; indeed, many of the first wave describe themselves as having
been directly involved or inspired by GLF (Altman 1971/1993, Plummer 1995, Weeks
1996) and those such as Foucault recount the impact of the other radical counter-
cultural protests of the time (Halperin 1995, Schehr 1997). However, most socio-
historical or sociological work has focused on the commercialisation of the gay (and to
a lesser extent, lesbian) cultural scene and how those material processes have led to the

consolidation of an ‘ethnic’ or essentialist sense of identity and thus a focus on minority

identity politics (Altman 1971/1993, Duyvendak 1995, Evans 1993, Epstein 1992,
Gamson 1996). In Chapter Five - ‘Exploring Political Strategies’ - I argue that

democratic structures and discourses have also had a conditioning effect on the social
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construction of sexuality rather than simply on gay and lesbian politics and that this

relationship has compounded the turn towards reformist politics and agendas.

My aim 1s to suggest that gay and lesbian political strategies have not been
comprehensively successtul 1n large part because democratic practices condemn
homosexuals to operate as a numerical minority which reinforces their status as a
deviant minority and also because democratic discourses focus on individualised rights
which allow an abstract, formal liberty as opposed to promoting social equality. My
concern 1S that lesbian and gay politics 1s in danger of failing to address the social
construction of sexuality and its relationship with democratic discourses and practices.
Homosexual political positions often lack a coherent critique of the essentialist models
of sexuality which legitimise the social oppression of women and non-heterosexuals
(see Liberty, 1994 for example) and thus an implicit essentialism converges with the
democratic settlement of individual rights as the path to formal equality, rather than a

focus on the social conditions which produce sexual inequality.

I argue that etfective political strategies must begin with a conceptualisation of sexual
identity which 1s not individually based, whether that essentialism 1s configured
biologically or psychologically. Using the sociological theorisation of sexual
subjectivity which I develop in Chapters Three and Four, I suggest that we need to
evoke a new understanding of sexuality which both resonates with peoples experiences
but also undermines any essentialist frameworks ot explanation. Drawing parallels
with feminist debates in this area (Phillips 1998, Wilson 1997), I discuss whether
effective political engagement based on such a model can be focused on the promotion
of ‘differences’ as many Queer theorists advocate or whether we need to keep a tocus
on inequalities as the defining condition of lesbian and gay lives. In conclusion, I

argue that the structures of democratic processes produce a need to deploy a
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representative political identity and also to articulate a continuing critique of inequalities
between gendered and sexual divisions rather than simply promoting the tolerance or
acceptance of differences. I end on a pessimistic note, aware not only that this has been
a theoretical discussion but also that there are limits on the translation of theory into
ettective politics. The structures of democracy and the material and social construction
of sexuality produce an almost 1rresistible movement towards essentialist political
discourses. I question whether the unhappy marriage of sexuality and democracy can
ever be remedied when sexual identity 1s being seduced both by sexual and democratic

essentialism, and I suggest that the future promises political liberty as opposed to social

equality.
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I. Sexuality as Identity

Introduction - Challenging the Self-evident

What does lesbian and gay liberation mean? To a generation of activists who took part
in the original liberation movements for women and for lesbians and gays, it seems that
the personal and the political were very much entwined (Birch 1988, Gomez 1995,
Dixon 1988, Watney 1980). The demands that came out of the women’s movement
and gay liberation were a combination of programmatic social and legal policy reforms
(Evans 1993, Dixon 1988, Watney 1980) and exhortations to individual
transformations in consciousness and lifestyle which, taken together, were meant to
bring about revolutionary social change in gender and sexual divisions. That these
inequalities remain in most Western societies is not in doubt, and the analysis of these
divisions 1s my remit in this chapter. Moreover, I undertake this task in order to begin

an exploration of the i1dentities and strategies involved in pursuing gay ‘liberation’.

In this sense, this first chapter is about laying down the themes through which I present

a challenge to the self-evident, both in sociological and political terms. My overall aim

in this study is to suggest that contemporary gay and lesbian politics 1s not guaranteed

;
}

“any comprehensive success, despite the advances made in recent times, precisely

'because of the convergence between oppressive constructions of sexual identity and
1
limited political conceptualisations of ‘equality’. I am theretore joining those who

T S e

remain sceptical about the apparently inevitable extension ot citizenship and its attendant

rights to lesbians and gays (Evans 1993, Altman 1993, Richardson 1998, Sinfield
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1994). My focus on questions of political strategy and the meaning of equality is

sharper in the final chapter and conclusion but before I reach that point, I must engage
with the question of sexual identity. This leads me to question naturalist
understandings of sexuality in our culture, both in their own terms and, crucially, as a
basis for political identity. Drawing on the work of Foucault (1980), Weeks (1989)
and feminist theorists of sex, gender and sexuality (Butler 1991, Delphy 1993, Fausto-
Sterling 1992, Jackson 1996b, Richardson 1996, Vines 1993) I explore the emergence
of the model of sexuality which dominates contemporary times - the essentialist or

nativist understanding of sexuality. Socio-historical work on sexuality has
demonstrated that the historical transtormation in explanatory frameworks - which has

led to our current nativist understanding of sexuality - has developed in conjunction
with the need to consolidate status and gender divisions in the emergent capitalist
societies under study.! I theretore argue that etfective political strategies tor lesbian
and gay equality must address gender inequalities rather than simply political reform for

lesbians and gays.

Moreover, gay and lesbian politics must also include a critique ot essentialism since it 1s
essentialist understandings of sexuality as identity which construct the moral divisions
which are used to deny lesbians and gays social and political equality. The perception
that gays and lesbians are essentially ditferent retlects the common understanding of
sexuality as innate, God-given or biological. Within this framework, lesbians and gays
are rigidly divided from heterosexuals on the basis of sexual activity, and they are then

regarded as an aberrant minority. Given the dominance of essentialist constructions of

sexuality, it 1S not surprising that these frameworks form the basis of political activity in

I' My focus is on the USA and UK as the original centres of gay liberation.
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both anti-homosexual and gay rights movements. Epstein (1992) notes that gay
interventions into politics in the USA often involves the deployment of an ‘ethnic'
identity; a strategy which continues in the USA and 1s used in Britain as well around a
variety of campaigns (Gamson 1996, Rahman 1998). One of the effects and aims of
such a strategy is to emphasise parallels with race-based political aims and strategies.
However, racial politics in Western democratic systems is primarily minority politics,
based on the protection of a group who are in the numerical minority and who suffer
from cultural discrimination and material and social inequalities. Whilst it may appear
that this form of political identity 1s appropriate for homosexuals, my worry is that the
acceptance of an ethnic or essentialist identity will limit the forms of political and social

change possible.

Since essentialist constructions of identity are common to both racial and homosexual
oppression, we should consider whether they play any role in sustaining oppression.
There 1s a widespread cultural and political discourse which contains the assumption

that the selt-evident 'natural’ differences between races will inevitably result in

antagonism and discrimination.# In turn, the focus of public policy and political
activity becomes these 'natural’ attributes. What is less often addressed is why those
attributes become the basis for social oppression (Guillaumin 1995). The incorporation
of essentialism into political discourse and practice renders invisible the social

hierarchies and structures within which those individuals are located and through which

their identities are constructed.

2 The most frequent manifestation of this discourse is the argument that strict immigration policies
are necessary for the maintenance of good race relations. This argument has been a constant theme
underpinning immigration policies in the UK since the influx of Eastern European Jews in the early
part of this Century (resulting in the 1905 Aliens Act) right through to the present day preoccupations
with controlling immigration from the Indian sub-continent. For discussions of immigration policies
in the UK and European Union, see Dummet & Nicol 1990, Bunyan (ed.)1993.
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Without becoming involved in the detailed history of racial inequalities in the West, it is
fair to say that minority politics has not delivered substantial social and political equality
for all racial minority groups (Guinier 1994, Solomos 1991). This in itself should make
gays and lesbians thinks twice about the usefulness of an 'ethnic’ political identity. If
‘ethnic' is taken to mean 'minority', there will inevitably be tensions in the pursuit of
equality within democratic polities when such equality requires undermining the
‘privileges of the (hetero-moral) majority. My concern is that the incorporation of
‘essentialism into homosexual politics will result in the same disservice to the cause of
equality as has been apparent in the politics of race. I contend that we must suspend
our common way of knowing about sexuality and instead ask how it has come about
that sexuality 1s such an important signifier ot identity within our<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>