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Citizenship, Gender and Sexuality 

Introduction to chapter 

 The term citizenship has been traditionally been understood in relation to the rights and 
responsibilities of citizens within a given nation state (Richardson and Monro 2012). This 
classic model of citizenship is associated with the work of T.H. Marshall (1950), a British 
sociologist who defined citizenship in terms of three stages of sets of rights: civil or legal 
rights, political rights and social rights. The other traditional model of citizenship has been 
characterised as the ‘town hall’ model, which emphasises the participation of citizens in civil 
society, and is linked to communitarianism (which emphasises the responsibility of the 
individual to the community) and republicanism (where, in a ‘republic’, the head of state is 
not a monarch). In contrast to the traditional liberal conception of citizens as autonomous 
individuals who make choices, advocates of civic republicanism see citizenship as 
communal, where citizens are people whose lives are interlinked through shared traditions 
and understandings that form the basis for the pursuit of the ‘common good’ (Delanty 2000). 
Since the 1990s debates over the inadequacies of these two traditional models have led to the 
development of new ideas about citizenship. It is in the context of such developments that 
notions of gender and sexual citizenships have emerged, much of it fuelled by (respectively) 
feminist and lesbian, gay and bisexual, or queer, scholarship. For Ruth Lister: 

...feminist theory and research have significantly transformed the theorization of 
citizenship. And, in challenging the false universalism of the “malestream”, it has 
contributed to a more differentiated analysis better able to frame research into gender 
and citizenship in a multicultural context (2011: 27) 

     Historically, citizenship has been constructed in the ‘male image’ (Pateman 1988; Lister 
2003), and one of the major contributions that the large literature on gender and citizenship 
has made to the broader field of citizenship studies concerns a critique of the masculinist 
nature of traditional approaches (see also for example Walby 1994). Sexual citizenship 
theories have provided a number of contributions to the field of citizenship studies, including 
a questioning of the heterosexist assumptions that underpin traditional models of citizenship. 
This chapter addresses citizenship in relation to gender and sexuality, taking the critiques that 
these pose to traditional notions of citizenship as a starting point. Both fields have re-
theorized citizenship, moving the concept beyond Marshallian models. For example, Sasha 
Roseneil (2013) discusses a multi-levelled, multidimensional citizenship which addresses 
economic resources, equality, self determination and recognition in embodied, intimate and 
sexual life. This chapter provides an overview and discussion of, firstly, gender and 
citizenship, and, secondly sexual citizenship, before concluding with a discussion of some of 
the common themes (specifically, the universalist-particularist debate) and some future 
directions for research. The chapter does not include the women’s movements as New Social 
Movements, as this textbook contains a chapter of this theme, but it does include a brief 
overview of the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender movement because this is not included 
elsewhere in the handbook. The discussion about transgender citizenship is mostly located 
within the section on sexual citizenship because the transgender movements are more 
strongly allied with the lesbian, gay and bisexual movements that with feminisms.  

A note about terminology 

Whilst gender and sexuality may be separated analytically, their meanings are 
intertwined (Bondi 1998, cited in Hearn et al 2011) and in some cases discussions of 
citizenship deal with both gender and citizenship (for example Carver and Mottier 1998). 



Wide cross cultural and trans-historical variance on both gender and sexual identity 
formations is in evidence (Ramet 1997); rigid gendered, sexual, and other social categories 
(including racial and classed categories) were developed in the West during the nineteenth 
century as part of the imperialist drive to develop and embed social hierarchies (Angelides 
2001). Western gender categories, whilst troubled to an extent by the emergence of 
transgender as a valid social category in some contexts, remain mostly binaried (‘male’ and 
‘female’) and the categories of ‘heterosexual, lesbian, gay and bisexual’ are largely 
predicated on these binaries (see Sedgewick 1991, Monro 2005). In a postcolonial context, 
the worldwide use of the terms ‘lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) is 
problematic, with a concern that international human rights organisations use the terms 
lesbian and gay, and bisexual and transgender in ways that suggest these are universal terms 
rather than social categories that have particular local as well as global meanings. Dennis 
Altman (2001), for example, discusses this in terms of a tension between the ‘global gay 
citizen’ and local (homo)sexualities, arguing that global definitions are inadequate to 
represent local sexual practices, activisms and identities. Jasbir Puar (2002, 2007) has also 
addressed such issues in her work, arguing that in producing a new global lesbian/gay citizen, 
whose rights claims go beyond single nation states; there is a need to be attentive to what 
circulates as global definitions of lesbian and gay identities and politics.  

Gender and Citizenship  

Scoping the field 

There has been considerable growth in the literature concerning gender and 
citizenship at a range of different levels including conceptually oriented bodies of work 
(Lister 1997, 2003, 2011; Roseneil et al 2012) and more empirically based scholarship. 
Studies pertaining mostly to the individual and issues traditionally placed within the private 
realm include approaches that discuss care, emotionality and dependency (Hobson 2000; 
Lynch et al. 2009 cited in Hearn et al 2011).  Studies addressing gender and citizenship at 
regional or national levels are plentiful (for example Fuller et al 2008; Gokalp 2010; Saeidi 
2010; Predelli 2011; Atluri 2012) and there is a substantial body of work concerning 
supranational citizenship issues, for example analysis of EU policies (Lombardo and Meier 
2011; Vasiljevic 2009).  Studies of transnational migration and citizenship also broaden the 
field, including example Rutvica Andrijasevic’s (2010) analysis of trafficked sex workers and 
gendered citizenship issues and Umut Erel’s (2011) discussion of migrant mothers as 
citizens.  

Conceptual contributions 

Scholarship concerning gender and citizenship begins with the observation that: 

Citizenship has historically been framed by the nation-state and its supposedly 
gender-neutral, in practice often male, citizens. The concept includes not only formal 
political representation but also social and cultural rights, and access to state 
machinery...The nation-state itself has often been characteristically gendered, at least 
in the sense that its “making” has usually been a project led historically by men, and 
at least initially for men or certain classes of men’ (Hearn et al 2011:2) 

Much of the gender and citizenship literature focuses on rebalancing the masculinist 
bias in the traditional citizenship literature, but as part of this, some literature deals directly 
with diverse masculinities (see for example Oleksy 2009’s collection). There are, of course, 
wide variations in the ways that citizenship is gendered across, and within, different nation-



states, but the extent of female marginalization has provoked examination of the core 
structures of gender inequality (Hearn 2011). The extension of mainstream notions of 
citizenship to include women includes a reformulation of the public (paid work, formal 
politics) and private (domestic and personal life) divide, with a need for greater focus on the 
informal involvement of women in public life (Monro 2005) as well as a re-privileging of 
unpaid caring, as opposed to paid work (Lister 1997). Traditional models of citizenship rely 
on a separation between the public and private spheres, but public-private inequalities 
profoundly affect women’s citizenship, for example, difficulties accessing childcare may 
impede women’s abilities to participate in work and politics (Daly and Cowen 2000). It is 
important to note at this point that the public-private distinction does not play out  in the same 
way (or even necessarily exist) across countries internationally; moreover, the private sphere 
has provided an important buffer against oppression for some women (see Lister 2011). 
Overall, a discussion of the public-private divide sets the scene for an examination of the 
ways in which gendered citizenship is mediated across a range of rights and responsibilities 
(social, economic, and political); key questions concern the factors that could enable people 
of different genders to have the status of ‘full membership’ of a national (or indeed 
international) political community (Hearn et al 2011).  

Other key conceptual issues for the field of gender and citizenship include the tension 
between academic analysis of gendered citizenship and the application of notions of 
citizenship in the policy and practice areas. As Ruth Lister (2011) asserts, the notion of 
citizenship has been used as an analytical lens and a mobilizing tool; however, the inclusion 
of women following citizenship claims is patchy (Lister 1997; 2003). Another conceptual 
issue concerns the limitations of taking a purely gendered citizenship focus in a way that 
mirrors, but is distinct from, intersectionality approaches (McCall 2005; Richardson and 
Monro 2012) that might also address, for example, faith or ethnicity. A further, related  
theoretical issue is that of the difficulties of speaking about a universal female experience 
given poststructuralist critiques of the category of ‘woman’ (see Richardson 2000) and the 
challenges that gender diversity raises for a feminism that is predicated on gender binaries 
(Monro 2005). Gender diversity, including transgender and intersex, ‘does’ a number of 
things theoretically; it destabilises the notion that women and men are discrete categories and 
the only categories available to people, and it provokes an acknowledgement of greater 
diversity in terms of citizenship claims, rights and obligations, including not only those of 
cisgender (non-transgender) women and men, but also transgender, intersex, androgynous 
and other gender-diverse people (see the discussion in the section on sexual and transgender 
citizenship below).  There are other broader trends that are reshaping gendered citizenship, 
including the shift towards a digitally-based society (see Crow and Longford 2000) and 
increasing globalisation; these will increasingly require conceptual attention.  

Gender and citizenship in relation to traditional models of citizenship 

Feminists and other scholars have examined the utility of different mainstream 
models for women seeking greater political equality. Stephen Leonard and Joan Tronto 
(2007) provide an historical examination of the way in which republicanism has become 
equated with masculinity (see also Lister 2011), discussing ways in which egalitarianism for 
both women and men can be realised within the republican tradition. Arguably, 
republicanism is useful for feminists because of its emphasis on participation and public 
debate, it can be seen to be masculinist due to the extent of women’s current exclusion from 
the public sphere (Bussemaker and Voet 1998). Surya Monro (2005) notes that liberalism has 
a number of advantages for women, given the emphasis on equality and the language of 
freedom and autonomy, but that the emphasis on individualism is frequently masculinist, 



because it is assumed that women take care of the public sphere (freeing up men to engage 
with public life) and that: ‘Neo-liberalism is problematic for women because of the focus on 
the market and avoiding state intervention, which does not support women’s equality and is a 
threat to the welfare state on which many women [in Western liberal democracies] rely’ 
(2005: 151). Kate Nash examines the interfaces between liberalism and feminism in more 
depth, discussing the dilemmas that liberalism poses for women and contending that: 
  

‘While the feminist critique of liberalism is important to analysing the logic by which 
women have been positioned outside full citizenship rights, in practice feminists have 
made some gains by reconfiguring the terms of liberalism around this undecidability 
[concerning the way in which public-private divide positions women outside of full 
citizenship]’ (2010: 255) 
 

 Another key strand of thinking which informs some models of gendered citizenship 
is provided by communitarianism; this has advantages for women in that is includes values 
such as compassion, care, and an emphasis on interrelatedness (Monro 2005). However, there 
is a tendency for differences to be subsumed under universalist rhetoric, and in addition some 
forms of communitarianism are traditionalist in the areas of morality and gender roles. In 
practice, communitarian notions of community are often locality-based, failing to address 
communities of interest such as women and sexual minorities (Bussemaker and Voet 1998). 
In addition, an examination of particular areas of welfare provision demonstrates a shift 
towards notions of citizenship which emphasise gendered obligations and caring roles as 
opposed to rights; see for example research concerning single mothers and welfare in British 
Columbia (Fuller et al 2008). The deployment of notions of citizenship by agents of the state 
as a means of fostering active citizenship and therefore placing responsibility for welfare onto 
members of the population, away from the state, is apparent in the literature more widely and 
across liberal, as well as communitarian, citizenship regimes. For example, Susan 
Franchescet and Laura Macdonald discuss the ways in which: 

a serious problem for women in both Chile and Mexico is the fact that governments 
themselves are deploying the concept of citizenship as a way to legitimate their social 
and economic policies. While women’s movements seek to broaden the meaning of 
citizenship to include social rights, neoliberal governments employ the rhetoric of 
citizen activism to encourage society to provide its own solutions to economic 
hardship and poverty (2004: 3) 

 

Political Science and gendered citizenship 

Whilst gender and citizenship scholarship addresses the Marshallian spheres of social, 
political and legal or civil rights, as well as other forms (for example intimate citizenship, 
which overlaps with sexual citizenship approaches, see Lister 2011 and the discussion 
below), it is worth flagging up the substantial gender and politics literature which is located 
within political science (for example Childs 2008). This body of literature overlaps with the 
literature concerning gender and political citizenship, which addresses gender and citizenship 
within the bounds of traditional notions of political citizenship, and addressing concerns such 
as feminist  movements (Ong 1999; Franchescet and Macdonald 2004), and female suffrage 
and the levels of political representation of women within legislatures and state machinery 
(Sulkunen et at 2009). Irma Sulkunen et al’s (2009) edited collection traces the historical 
development of woman’s suffrage, addressing national specificities (see for example 



Beaumont et al’s 2009 analysis of woman’s suffrage and citizenship in Ireland). The 
collection also addresses contemporary issues concerning political citizenship and gender, 
including for example women parliamentarians in Iran (Mousavi 2009) and the influence of 
Catholicism on women’s role in politics in Poland (Gozdecka 2009).  As Lister (2011) notes, 
women are still vastly underrepresented in executives and legislatures, and a concern with 
this is arguably central to the political citizenship literature. Another key issue is the question 
of whether womens’ suffrage, or indeed representation within political parties and the 
legislature, necessarily entails female emancipation (see Maloutas 2006). Other developments 
concern a shift from the focus on analysis from the so-called centre to the periphery 
(including for example emerging democracies) and a move towards postcolonial approaches 
in pacific (and other Southern) contexts (see Sulkunen and Markkola 2009). An examination 
of women’s participation internationally yields insights concerning the nature of political 
citizenship, for example Cheryl McEwan, in an analysis of gendered participation in South 
Africa: 
 

‘explores some of the emergent spaces of radical citizenship that marginalized groups 
and black women, in particular, are shaping in response [to the lack of full 
implementation of gender equality rhetoric] ... whilst there are possibilities for 
creating alternative, more radical citizenship spaces, these can also be problematic 
and exclusionary’ (2005: 969).   
 
Thus far, this chapter has demonstrated that important contributions to the citizenship  

literature have developed both beyond (or as a critique of) traditional approaches to political 
citizenship, and within it. A further area of development concerns gender and citizenship in 
an increasingly globalized world. 
 
Gender and citizenship in an international context 

 
Hearn et al (2011) argue that the concept of citizenship requires evaluation, given the 

shift towards globalisation and transnationalisation that is taking place; ‘For example, the 
current economic and financial crisis is important in constructing gendered citizenship, and 
its limits...as seen clearly in the gendered effects of neo-liberalism as both the precursor of 
the crisis and a widespread response to it’ (2011:4). As Roseneil contends, the role of 
individual states globally in mediating citizenship claims and establishing the structures that 
support citizenship is problematised because ‘the largely unfettered operations of capital 
produce ever greater inequalities within and between nation states’ (2013: 3). This, together 
with the intensification of migration and the emergence of new ethic and national conflicts, 
problematizes the role of states in addressing injustice for women, gender minorities and 
others.  
 

Overall, notions of citizenship that originated in the West have been variously 
interpreted by Southern scholars and others, and the contributions emerging from Southern 
contexts contribute to the reworking on notions of citizenship in the West (see Lister 2011). 
One of the trends emerging from non-Western gendered citizenship scholarship concerns the 
importance of women’s agency in reshaping state institutions beyond either the legal or 
representative political realms. For example Shirin Saedi’s (2010) examines the role of 
Iranian women in asserting citizenship status, both in collaborating with, and contesting 
national power structures, whilst Lenore Lyon and Michelle Ford (2002) address marriages 
that cross the Indonesian and Singaporean or Malaysian borders as a site of women’s agency 
in relation to state and economic institutions.  Another trend is the move, reflected also in the 



discussion about sexual citizenship below, to move beyond a Western-centric and 
postcolonial form of citizenship which revolves around certain types of rights claims. For 
instance, Tara Atluri (2012) in a discussion of Hijras and citizenship is critical of the 
relationship between citizenship discourse and those associated with development and 
international aid, suggesting that ‘It is also important to be mindful of how bourgeois 
Western secular feminist narratives that construct marginal subjects as vulnerable bodies 
whom we should empathize with might obscure feminist interventions that assert imperial 
power (2012: 721; see also Herzog 2008). This argument supports a conceptualisation of 
citizenship that is critical of the dominant Western gendered citizenship analysis. Such a 
conceptualisation will address (amongst many other things) war, poverty, disease, violence, 
the impact of climate change, and displacement as factors shaping gendered citizenship. For 
instance, Deniz Gokalp (2010) provides an analysis of Kurdish women in the context of 
armed conflict in Turkey, analysing the interfaces between violence and nationalism and the 
ways in which women exercise agency in relation to citizenship.  

 
This section of the chapter has provided an overview of a range of different 

approaches to gender and citizenship, outlining the main theoretical contributions that gender 
and citizenship scholarship provides, as well as providing examples of the wealth of 
empirical studies in this field. The section has addressed the relationship between gender and 
citizenship literature and mainstream approaches to citizenship, showing how gender and 
citizenship approaches can work to enrich traditional, masculinist approaches, as well as 
complementing them by casting scholarly gaze on dimensions of citizenship such as welfare 
provision and affectivity. Whilst gender and citizenship studies located within political 
science must not be overlooked, particularly given the limitations to female and transgender 
franchise and basic democratic rights internationally, it can be seen that there is a need to also 
address other dimensions of citizenship. The increasingly international nature of citizenship, 
given changes associated with economics, migration and climate change (see Richardson and 
Monro 2012) calls for a sophisticated and strategic form of citizenship analysis, which draws 
on the insights provided by Southern scholars. 
 

Sexual and transgender citizenship  

Sexual citizenship refers to the gendered, embodied, spatialized claims to sexual 
entitlements (including free expression, bodily autonomy, institutional inclusion) and sexual 
responsibilities (non-exploitation and non-oppression of others) (Brown 1997:5 cited in 
Hearn et al 2011). The concept of sexual citizenship crosses the public and the private, and 
directs attention to cultural, political, and legal aspects of sexual activities and expression 
(Hearn et al 2011: 7). For Hearn (1992), analysis of sexual citizenship includes attention to 
the socio-spatial aspects of sexuality; whilst most sexual activities may take place in private 
spaces, sexual partners may be found in a range of spaces (for example via the internet, at 
domestic parties) and sexual citizenship concerns in part movement between different realms 
(public-private, geographic spaces) and there are issues concerning equitable access to such 
spaces as well as personal safety. This chapter acknowledges the ubiquitous nature of 
sexuality and the breadth of sexual citizenship studies. Sexual citizenship issues pertain 
across the entire population, in terms of issues such as consent to sexual activities, the rights 
of minors to be free of sexual abuse, sexual and gender-based violence, the rights of sex 
workers and so on; however discussions of LGBT sexual citizenships provide a way into 
many key themes such as the universalism-particularism debate. The chapter begins with an 
outline of the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender social movements and then addresses 
different aspects of the sexual citizenship, looking firstly at sexual citizenship and political 



approaches and then at post-Marshallian approaches, including notions of intimate 
citizenship.  

LGBT groups as social movements 
It is difficult to understand concepts of sexual citizenship without reference to the 

emergence of sexuality-specific social movements because these movements have formed 
the platform for sexuality-related citizenship claims. This section of the chapter outlines 
the development of Western LGBT movements, following an historical trajectory (from 
the 1950s to the present). It does not address Southern LGBT and related movements, 
which vary widely (see for example Steyn and Van Zyl 2009); it is recognised that this 
would be outside of the scope of the chapter.  

Over the last half century or more, LGBT people have formed groups and 
organisations that have been the basis for political action and engagement. Those growing 
up in the West in the 1950s, for instance, lived through a time when homosexuality was 
defined as abnormal, unnatural and inferior to heterosexuality (Terry 1999; Minton 2002; 
Weeks 2009) and some people responded by organising to advocate for tolerance and 
homosexual rights. For example, in the US and in parts of  Europe a number of  
‘homophile’ organisations- a term less contentious at the time than homosexual - were 
formed, often originating in large urban centres such as, for instance, Los Angeles, San 
Franscisco and London (Katz 1992; Epstein 1999).  These organisations were, on the 
whole, conservative in their demands, seeking tolerance and civil rights for homosexuals 
(Richardson and Seidman 2002).  By the late 1960s and early 70s a very different kind of 
sexual politics was in evidence. High on the political agenda of the gay liberation 
movement (which included bisexual people and gender-diverse people in the early stages) 
was to rid society of negative ideas about homosexuality, in particular that it was 
abnormal and unnatural (Weeks 2008).  This early movement fragmented to a degree 
soon after it was formed, so that by the early 1970s a shift towards autonomous lesbian 
organising took place (D’Emilio and Freedman 1988). As well as the gay/lesbian split, 
both trans and bi people were increasingly excluded by lesbian feminist and gay 
movements with consequences for political organising (Ault 1994; Monro 2005). The 
bisexual and trans movements took different (although sometimes overlapping) 
trajectories, however, with the bi community developing as a grassroots-based 
community with an emphasis on lifestyle politics and political visibility (Angelides 2001; 
Hemmings 2002). The trans movement grew from its roots in the Stonewall riots in New 
York in 1969 and the early gay liberation front (GLF) in  response to rejection by some 
gay men and lesbians associated with the GLF and lesbian organisations (Kirk and Heath 
1984), and manifested in organisations such as the Street Transvestite Action 
Revolutionaries in the US (Wilchins 1997). 
       The lesbian and gay movements that developed in the West in the 1970s and 
subsequently appeared on the surface to have similar goals to earlier ‘homophile’ 
organisations.  There were those who still advocated assimilationist approaches to 
change, but the dominant political rhetoric was one of  lesbian and gay liberation; a 
movement whose aims were not to assimilate into, or seek to reform society, but to 
challenge and transform it.  It was about establishing an egalitarian society and 
overthrowing capitalism and patriarchy (Weeks 2008). These new social movements 
contested many core institutions and cultural values in fundamental ways.  Critiques of 
traditional gender roles and ‘the family’, including marriage as a social institution, were 
at the fore (Altman 1993; Jackson 2008; Weeks 2008). In the 1980s, the impact of 
HIV/AIDs worked to both ‘revitalise’ and professionalise the gay (less so lesbian) 



movement, especially in the US (Watney 1994; Brown 1997; Epstein 1999; Richardson 
2005). In its inclusion of bisexual men, the practical work that was done in response to 
the HIV/AIDS crisis opened the door to greater inclusivity of people of diverse 
sexualities. AIDS also helped to re-establish ties between gay and lesbian communities 
and, in the early stages at least, led to greater collaboration in political organising (Epstein 
1999).  The 1990s saw the emergence of a new queer perspective on sexuality and sexual 
politics. Queer was initially put forward by activists ‘as a replacement for labels such as 
“gay” and “lesbian”’ and the ‘modes of community and self-expression associated with 
them’ (Epstein 1999: 61); it concerned ‘a politics of difference’ that sought to be more 
inclusive of sexual and gender diversity, including bisexual and transgendered people, 
than mainstream lesbian and gay culture was perceived to be. In this sense, in putting 
forward a new, unifying term that included all sexual and gender minorities –even queer 
straights (Thomas et al. 2000)- queer saw itself advancing  an anti-identity politics that 
displaced the categories lesbian and gay, and heterosexual (Richardson 1996).  

Since the 1990s, a different form of sexual politics has emerged alongside queer 
that has been highly influential in redefining the goals and strategies associated with 
LGBT activism. This is a politics whose aims are more reformist than transformist, 
seeking incorporation into the mainstream rather than critiquing social institutions and 
practices as did gay and lesbian/feminist activists in the 1960s and 1970s, and the queer 
and trans activists of the 1990s.  This has taken place at the same time as the globalisation 
of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender organising and advocacy (see Adam, 
Duyvendak and Krawel 1998), with the establishment of transnational networks as well 
as international organisations (Kollman and Waites 2009). State institutions and practices 
supporting LGBT rights have now formed in some parts of the world, for example 
Europe, have formed including the establishment of the European Union (EU) Charter of 
Fundamental Rights (2000). This is further supported by the findings of the first 
comprehensive study of discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation and gender 
identity covering all 47 member states in the Council of Europe, which reported that 
while there is progress on the human rights situation of lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans 
people in some countries, in others discrimination and human rights violations against 
LGBT people are continuing (see the Council of Europe report (2011). 

It is within the reformist trajectory of the LGBT movements that citizenship 
claims arguably fall; the LGBT movement has shifted towards a drive to gain the legal, 
social, political and other rights that are accorded to heterosexuals, rather than to question 
the structures that support particular forms of relationships and identities per se. This is 
not to say that these rights are not crucial, particularly in countries where human rights 
abuses against LGBT people and non-heterosexual people more widely are 
commonplace. Rather, it is to question the parameters of rights claims and to ask whether, 
in attempting to gain the same rights as heterosexual people, some LGBT people are 
inadvertently supporting traditional norms and institutions such as those relating to 
marriage. The following section of the chapter provides an overview of LGBT citizenship 
(which is generally known as ‘sexual citizenship’ and the literature concerning intimate 
citizenship. 

 
Sexual and transgender citizenship 

Scholarly contributions concerning LGBT citizenship that falls within the remit of 
traditional approaches to citizenship, particularly political citizenship, are somewhat limited. 
There has been some US and UK based scholarship regarding LGBT people and political 



citizenship, for example Riggle and Tadlock (1999) have demonstrated that although LGBT 
people are a part of the electorate, their ability to influence political space has in the past been 
delimited and the collection edited by Tremblay et al (2011) covers a number of legislatures.  
Being ‘out’ as lesbian or gay has historically been seen as a disadvantage or even a 
disqualifier for political office in many countries (see Rayside 1998). This is an under 
researched area, however a recent research report on barriers to participation in public life for 
LGBT people in the UK found that a key issue was the complex feelings, attitudes and 
experiences associated with being ‘visible’, including fears for safety (Ryrie et al. 2010) (see 
also the Equality and Human Rights Commission report on Pathways to Politics by Durose et 
al. 2011).   In addition, as previous studies have found (Cooper 2004; Monro 2006b), political 
parties have typically distanced themselves from advocacy for LGBT equality. This is also 
manifest in political leadership as Lewis (2005), for example, demonstrates in his analysis of 
the issue of same sex marriage in the context of the 2004 presidential election in the US (see  
Richardson and Monro 2012 for a fuller discussion of LGBT people and political 
engagement). Internationally, the picture varies widely. For instance, in India, Hijras have 
succeeded in gaining political representation and influence, albeit partially because they 
relinquish aspects of their Hijra identities and gained a political platform via transgender-
related rights claims (Atluri 2012). 

There have been much more substantial developments concerning sexual and intimate 
citizenships outside of remit of traditional approaches to citizenship, with a new body of 
literature, emerging in the West in the 1990s, linking ‘citizenship discourse and “sexualities” 
discourse’ (Wilson 2009: 74) and subsequently internationally (see for example Vasu 
Reddy’s (2009) discussion of sexual citizenship in South Africa). The relationship between 
sexuality and citizenship, and the construction of concepts of sexual and intimate citizenship, 
has subsequently become an important theme across a number of disciplines (see, for 
example, Evans 1993; Cooper 2006; Berlant 1997; Weeks 1998; Bell and Binnie 2000; 
Phelan 2001; Plummer 2003; Carver and Mottier, 1998 (2005); Cossman 2007; Oleksy 
2009). Within this body of work it is possible to identify a number of strands which draw on 
different epistemological concerns. Some, for instance, have focused on the question of what 
is meant by sexual rights and responsibilities, including research on the welfare of lesbian 
and gay citizens (Richardson 2000a) whilst others address issues such as breastfeeding, 
pornography and kinship (see Oleksy 2009). One of the main strands running through this 
literature, however, is how claims to citizenship are constituted through specific sexual norms 
and practices. Specifically, it has been argued by a number of writers that hegemonic forms 
of heterosexuality underpin the construction of the ‘normal citizen’ and that, related to this, 
heterosexuality is a necessary if not sufficient basis for full citizenship (Richardson 1998; 
Bell and Binnie 2000; Cossman 2007).  Moreover, it is important to recognize that this is a 
dynamic process: such constructions of citizenship both reflect and reproduce the privileging 
of heterosexuality (Richardson 2000).  In response some writers have contested this link 
between heterosexuality and citizenship. Bryan Turner, for example, has emphasised 
parenthood rather than heterosexuality as the defining characteristic of the ‘normal citizen’ 
and as the basis for social entitlement, raising the question of whether it is more useful to 
think about reproductive citizenship than sexual or intimate citizenship (Turner 1999).  

 The second main strand that runs through the literature on sexuality and citizenship is 
the articulation of a notion of ‘sexual citizenship’ or, as some prefer, ‘intimate citizenship’. 
The public/private distinction has been central to how both sexuality and citizenship have 
been defined as belonging to the private and the public spheres respectively.  There might 
therefore appear to be a certain conceptual tension in bringing together sexuality and 
citizenship. However, the division between what is understood as the public and the private 



spheres has been the focus of a great deal of debate, much of it pointing to how it is a socially 
produced binary and, in many ways, a false distinction.   Our ‘private’ and ‘intimate’ lives 
may often be talked about as if they were outwith the public, the social and the political, but 
in fact they are deeply connected to and regulated by public discourses and social institutions. 
Nor can we speak about citizenship only by reference to public spheres.  It is claimed that a 
shift is taking place in the locus of citizenship, as increasingly people’s everyday ‘private’ 
practices are becoming the bases for discussing citizenship (Richardson 2000).  This is one 
aspect of what some have referred to as the personalisation (Brown 2006) and privatisation 
of citizenship (Phelan 2001). This can be seen, for example, in debates over ‘healthier 
citizenship’, where  in addition to smoking and patterns of eating and drinking, ‘private’ and 
intimate (safer) sexual practices are also part of how healthy citizenship is constituted.  In 
recognising that the ‘personal and the public cannot be so readily split up’ (Plummer 2003: 
69), it is possible to open up conceptual space to think about sexual and intimate citizenship. 
This can include the concept of sexual citizenship understood as involving ‘partial, private 
and primarily leisure and lifestyle membership (Evans 1993: 64). The sexual citizen here is 
the consumer citizen, where sexual citizenship rights are expressed primarily through 
‘participation in commercial “private” territories’ (Evans 1993: 64).  This has prompted 
debate over whom such sexual citizenship includes and, importantly, does not include (Bell 
and Binnie 2000), especially in the context of socio economic inequalities that structure 
people’s access to consumption. It can also include Ken Plummer’s   idea of ‘intimate 
citizenship’. This he defines loosely as a cluster of emerging concerns over the rights to 
choose what we do with our bodies, our feelings, our identities, our relationships, our 
genders, our eroticisms and our representations (Plummer 1995:17) and it can be understood 
in terms of both political and social status, constituted through everyday practices (see, for 
example, Olesky (2009) documenting ways of’ ‘practicing’ intimate citizenship). 

As this brief review has indicated, the field of sexual citizenship has developed fairly 
recently, with some work taking place within the remits of traditional citizenship studies 
and/or political science, and a new field emerging around a critique of the heterosexuality 
implicit in traditional approaches to citizenship; this new field stems primarily from scholars 
taking inspiration from the LGBT and related social movements. Scholars in the sexual 
citizenship field take varied approaches, including that of intimate citizenship, which 
overlaps with the gendered citizenship field discussed above (see for example Lister 
2011).The chapter will now move on to a discussion of key questions concerning gender, 
sexuality and citizenship, before outlining some future directions for research. 

Discussion and future directions 

There are a number of overarching themes emerging from the gender and sexual 
citizenship literature. Some of these, notably a focus on sexual and gender citizenship rights 
within a political context, will continue to be crucial for future research, given the lack of 
human rights and equality that many females, transgender people, and non-heterosexual 
people experience globally.  Others are relevant at a conceptual level, and will continue to 
inform discussions. Of these more conceptual themes, two are examined here: the question of 
whether the concept of citizenship is useful for scholars concerned with gender, and what is 
broadly known as the ‘universalism-particularism’ debate. Questions for future research stem 
from these themes, as well as other more empirical processes, such as the trend towards 
globalization and the challenge of climate change. 

The utility of the concept of citizenship for gender and sexuality scholars 
 



  For a number of feminist authors, the utility of the concept of citizenship continues to 
be under question. This is apparent in some of the discussions above, for instance Franchescet 
and Macdonald’s (2004) explication of the ways in which neoliberal ideas of citizenship, 
specifically the ‘active citizen’ are utilised by the state as a means of structuring access to  
economic and social resources. The ambivalent relationship that many feminists have to ideas 
of citizenship is taken up by Roseneil, who argues that: 
 

Citizenship is a troubling proposition for feminism. Intensely luring in its expansive, 
inclusionary promise, yet inherently rejecting in its restrictive, exclusionary reality, it 
is an ambivalent object for those of us committed to radical projects of social 
transformation (2013:1).  

 
Roseneil acknowledges the many social, political, legal and other gains made for 

women and other groups that have been attained under the banner of citizenship claims, but 
also points to the flaws of citizenship, tied as it is to individualistic neo-liberalism, and to the 
Westphalian nation-state form. In a recent large research project carried out across 13 EU 
countries, one finding was that the notion of citizenship was of limited use to women’s 
movements and that where it was being used, its scope was limited by the frameworks 
associated with government funding (Roseneil 2013; see also Roseneil et al 2012).  Roseneil 
discusses the ‘spectre of incorporation’ (2013: 4) that haunts feminist engagements with 
citizenship, in particular in relation to the ways in which citizenship has become framed as a 
solution to issues such as the ‘democratic deficit’ within the EU (and elsewhere), pressures 
associated with the drive to integration, and austerity. She also addresses the ways in which, 
to a degree, some women, and feminists, have attained inclusion within the citizenship 
project, presumably raising questions about those women and gender minorities which are 
still excluded from citizenship. For instance, there has, in the West, been a dominance within 
feminist theorising of transphobic thinking (see Monro 2005) which has contributed to the 
exclusion of gender diverse people and to their stigmatisation; it can be argued that feminists 
concerned with citizenship need to address this kind of blind spot in feminist thinking and 
take ownership of their own roles in perpetuating certain types of inequality. Overall, 
questions will persist concerning the extent to which citizenship can be developed in such a 
way as to support gender equality, without the interests of subordinated groups becoming 
subsumed and dispersed by the institutions and processes associated with state machinery. 

For scholars working to develop sexual citizenship studies, some common themes are 
shared with those in the gender citizenship field (such as a concern with the possibility of 
becoming assimilated into state discourses and institutions, and a questioning of the assumed 
agency associated with citizenship as discussed below), but other themes are also apparent. 
One aspect of critiques over the conceptual meaning and use of the term sexual citizenship is 
a contestation of the locus of sexual citizenship. For some, as was discussed above, this has 
led to a broadening out of the concept through notions of ‘the intimate’ rather than only ‘the 
sexual’.  Others, however, are concerned that whether articulated as intimate or sexual 
citizenship the emphasis remains on personal life which, although arguably it need not be so, 
risks leading to a (re)privatisation of sexual citizenship. Following this argument over the 
construction of sexual citizenship as located in ‘the private’, various writers have focused on 
the meaning of sexual citizenship in public spheres which, for some, also incorporates a 
concern to give greater consideration to sexual practices (see, for example, Bell and Binnie 
2000).  

 



       A growing number of writers have raised concerns not only over the use of specific 
meanings, but also over the conceptual utility of sexual citizenship.  This includes asking 
questions about whom it includes (and excludes), which can be read as both a limit to, as well 
as a conceptual limitation of, sexual citizenship. The concept of sexual citizenship as 
currently imagined may have less purchase in looking at lower income societies and groups, 
especially where basic legal, political and/or welfare rights have not yet been attained.  We 
might, then, ask: Is sexual citizenship a distinctly western concept? Although we need to 
recognise that ‘the West’ is itself a problematic term, especially when used in relation to 
rights claims in relation to sexual orientation. Plummer rightly recognises this point, drawing 
attention to how  ideas of sexual and intimate citizenship with their predominant emphasis on 
the right to choose – your partner; whether to marry or not; to have gender reassignment 
surgery; have a child or not; your sexual activities- need to be situated as emerging from 
debates within particular socio-economic and geo-political contexts.  For many people, 
women in particular, in many parts of the world these are unintelligible as ‘choices’. Indeed, 
in many countries the injustices carried out against sexual and gender minorities are seen as 
‘morally justified’ rather than as forms of inequality.  As he states:  

Once low income societies and the poor of rich societies are brought into the 
picture the concept of intimate citizenship starts to demand further 
clarification. Looking at issues of abject poverty, forced marriages, sexual 
slavery, the commodification of bodies etc, intimate citizenship takes on wider 
meanings. For here are people who often have little control over their bodies, 
feelings, relationships; little access to representations, relationships, public 
spaces etc; and few socially grounded choices about identities, gender 
experiences, erotic experiences. (Plummer 2005: 25)  

       This does not necessarily mean abandoning the notion of sexual or intimate citizenship as 
a ‘luxury’ concept. What it does mean, however, is that there is a need to develop  conceptual 
understandings beyond  what has so far been an emphasis upon a ‘politics of choice’, 
detailing  what both enables and constrains how people experience intimate lives across 
different  societies and different groups within these, and the ways in which gender and 
sexuality intersect in relation to citizenship, as discussed in Richardson and Monro (2012).  

 The conceptual limitations of, and limits to, sexual citizenship are at one and the same 
time political issues. Theoretical frameworks shape the ways in which issues of equality and 
citizenship rights are addressed (or not as the case may be); equally, as Wilson (2009) 
observes, political activism can drive forward social and political theory. In this respect, 
Wilson urges caution in what she sees as conceptual developments arising out of the 
‘fashionable’ use of citizenship and ‘human rights’ in the field of sexual politics, especially 
uses of the term sexual citizenship that fail to recognise power dynamics involved in 
articulating specific claims for rights and  the conferring of citizenship by the state. This takes 
a number of forms; an oversight of continuing inequalities regarding people of different 
sexualities (for example partnership rights), as well as new forms of lesbian and gay  
citizenship status are associated with ‘citizenship requirements’, which  can serve as a means 
for establishing new boundaries in relation to sexuality, ones which are constitutive of ‘other’ 
sexualities that can be figured as problematic and in need of control (Seidman 2002).  For 
instance, according to some, this new ‘othering’ might include women and men who form 
intimate associations and family relationships that are not based on traditional gender and 
familial norms (Phelan 2001).  As well as ‘gay marriage’ and civil partnerships, some have 
suggested that access to parenting rights may divide lesbians and gay men as ‘respectable’ 
normative LGBT citizens (Barker 2006). Another issue concerns the uneven benefits of 



sexual citizenship. Yvette Taylor, for instance, considers the significance of class as well as 
gender to these new forms of sexual citizenship that have been rendered possible through 
state recognition (Taylor 2011). In a similar vein, Priya Kandaswamy (2008), in a US 
context, draws attention to the differential benefits of rights enabled through same-sex 
marriage within a welfare state that is racially stratified. It is, then, important to acknowledge 
how discourses of equality may not only conceal continuing inequalities, but also produce 
new ones. A further issue is whether the ‘turn to citizenship’ in LGBT politics is a narrowing 
of political space that fails to adequately address wider transformations that feminist and 
queer writers seek (Lustiger-Thaler et al. 2011).  

 A final theme, which cuts across many areas of citizenship, is that of normalisation, 
which includes the reduction or eradication of forms of ‘difference that are ascribed to people 
which render them devalued citizens. Since the 1990s there has been a gradual move towards 
focusing on identity and relationship based rights claims (Richardson 2000a). Duggan (2002), 
in her analysis, terms this the ‘new homonormativity’ which ‘….does not contest dominant 
heteronormative assumptions and institutions but upholds and sustains them, while promising 
the possibility of a demobilised gay constituency and a privatised, depoliticised gay culture 
anchored in domesticity and consumption (Duggan 2002:50). Arguably, lesbian and gay 
politics in prioritising civil recognition of domestic partnerships and a desire for recognition 
by the state are drawing on what the state also desires in the form of state sanctioned and 
regulated desires. This is the self-regulating homosexual subject who chooses stable co-
habiting relationships. This aspect of the contemporary sexual citizenship agenda has been 
subject to considerable critical debate (for example Weeks 2008). However, what is of 
relevance to the discussion here is that there would appear to be a new partnership at work 
between activists and policymakers, in sharing common goals and political language. Indeed, 
in the context of a neoliberalism’s policy agenda for ‘rolling back’ the state it is possible to 
see how governments might well be  motivated to introduce civil recognition of lesbian and 
gay relationships insofar as these are seen as a form of private welfare, providing economic 
interdependency and support. In this respect, one might argue that there is a convergence 
occurring between contemporary lesbian and gay politics and neoliberal state practices 
(Cooper 2002; Richardson 2005).  

For both gender and sexual citizenship, then, a number of critiques are apparent concerning 
the focus of citizenship, and more broadly, the utility of the concept itself. The critiques 
outlined above serve to highlight some of the ‘growing edges’ of the field of citizenship 
studies, for instance the ways in which people’s gendered and sexual citizenship are 
structured by factors such as race, socio-economic class, and nationality, with a number of 
factors contributing to citizenship status (see Richardson and Monro 2012). The next section, 
which looks at the universalism-particularism debate, forms another area in which citizenship 
studies will continue to develop. 

Universalist or particularist forms of sexual citizenship? 

Paralleling debates in citizenship studies more generally, is the focus on the question 
of whether  to theorise gendered and  sexual citizenship  in terms of a universalistic notion of 
‘women’, or ‘the sexual citizen’ or  through a differentiated or particularist model which 
would allow for a specific notion of, say, lesbian citizenship, or that is located in particular 
contexts. Some scholars focus on partucularist approaches. For example, Elsbieta Oleksy et al 
(2011) take a position that, whilst recognising broad trends concerning the gendering of 
citizenship, focuses on different levels (from universal to particular, and encompassing public 
and private); they contend that ‘Though it is often constructed in a universal way, it is not 



possible to interpret and indeed understand citizenship without situating it within a specific 
political, legal, cultural, social, or historical context’ (Hearn et al 2011:3). Oleksky et al 
(2011) draw on intersectionality theory (McCall 2005), where attention is paid to the complex 
ways in which different social forces intersect, shaping the experiences of individuals and the 
social and political structures within particular nation-states, in their approach to gendered 
citizenship. In other words, following these authors, there is a need for complex citizenship 
analysis that is grounded in the context of specific populations and societies. This theoretical 
shift coincides with the demands outlined above for a destabilisation of Western-centric 
gendered and sexual citizenship analysis. The particularist turn in citizenship studies can take 
a number of trajectories, focusing on site-specific (for example national-level) analysis, or 
analysis concerning identity-based communities such as migrants, sex workers, or mothers. 
For this type of analysis, a gender (or sexual)-differentiated approach is taken, in which the 
specifics of individual’s concerns are addressed (see Lister 2011). Of course, differentiated 
approaches are problematic because group-based analysis becomes impossible if the unit of 
analysis is based on an individual, so that some way of developing commonalities of concern 
must be arguably found, such as country-based or identity-group based. This is not to say that 
analysis based on the experience of one individual cannot generate important insights, as 
Roseniel (2013) has demonstrated in her research with a Zainab, British Pakistani woman, 
which enables an exploration of agency and citizenship in postcolonial contexts where 
experiences of belonging and attachment are spread across continents and are structured by 
immigration authorities. 

Particularist or differentiated country-based analysis include work concerning ethnic minority 
women in Norway (Predelli 2011) and transgender people in the UK (Monro 2011), but 
studies of transnational migration in relation to specific groups can also take a contextualised, 
grounded approach (see for instance Rosenberger and Sauer 2011). Identity-based 
particularist approaches include those concerning transgender citizenship (Monro and Warren 
2004; Monro 2005, 2011; Aizura 2006; Hines 2007, 2009) and intersex citizenship (Grabham 
2007). Clearly, different gender diverse groupings have different citizenship issues, the 
details of which are outside the scope of this short piece. Some examples include birth 
certificate change as a crucial issue for transsexuals, and the abolishment of unnecessary 
surgery on intersex babies as requested by some intersex people (see Dreger, 2000). Cross-
dressers are more likely to emphasize consumer models of citizenship; the rights to access 
accessories, as well as calling in some cases for the rights to cross-dress in public and to 
freedom from abuse and harassment. Lesbian, gay and bisexual identities form other basis for 
particularist approaches; the work concerning lesbian and gay citizenship has been indicated 
above. However it worth pointing out that there is little discussion within the literature of 
bisexual citizenship (for a notable exception see Evans 1993). Monro (2005) began to lay the 
foundations for developing a western notion of bisexual citizenship, arguing that: 

Bisexual citizenship can be seen to be unique because bisexual identities are different 
from lesbian, gay, and heterosexual identities in a number of ways. Bisexuality 
typically includes the experience of fluid and multiple desires. Some bisexual people 
are attracted to people on the basis of characteristics other than sex, others desire men, 
women and others simultaneously, others shift in cycles between desire for women 
and men. Bisexuality is subjectively different from monosexuality [same-sex or 
opposite-sex desire, which is the norm for lesbians, gay men and heterosexuals]. 
(Monro 2005: 155-6) 

Bisexual citizenship claims concern the recognition of bisexuality as a valid identity 
(because this is denied by some people), the acceptance that desire can be fluid, which entails 



support for lesbian and gay rights but also an understanding that sexuality can be changeable 
and that people with more fluid or complex identities and multiple (rather than monogamous) 
relationship forms also require citizenship rights. Western models of bisexual citizenship 
come with the caveat that in countries – or localised communities - where homosexuality is 
illegal or heavily sanctioned, people’s methods of managing their sexualities are likely to be 
very different. Rather than seeking recognition for their sexual identities via citizenship 
claims, bisexuals (and indeed lesbians and gay men) may opt for staying in the closet and 
surviving, placing their sexualities firmly in the private sphere (Richardson and Monro 2012).   

 Hearn et al (2011) warn against, however, falling into a purely particularist approach; 
they argue that the concept of citizenship is broad enough to include both the universal 
(which they see as being the level at which equality claims are made) and the particular (the 
level at which claims for the recognition of differences are made). There are strong 
arguments for a universalist approach to gender and sexual citizenship, including for example 
the political utility of claiming equal allocation of gendered citizenship rights regardless of 
gender (see Lister 2011). Universalism is also important for sexual citizenship rights. The 
framing of LGBT politics that is increasingly dominant in numerous national settings is in 
terms of human rights discourse (Kollman and Waites 2009), grounded in the liberal 
democratic tradition with its universalist rhetoric (Phillips 2006), as opposed to the kind of 
particularist stances described above where specific identities are used as a basis for rights 
claims.  Drawing on such discourses would imply the adoption of a universalistic rather than 
a differentiated model of sexual citizenship, as is illustrated both by the adoption of the 
umbrella term LGBT and the emphasis in LGBT  claims for equality on being ‘ordinary’ 
citizens’ the same as anyone else. As Lister (2011) suggests, a ‘differentiated universalism’ 
‘which attempts to capture the idea that the achievement of the universal is contingent upon 
attention to difference and the particular, as a way of working with the creative tension 
between the two’ (2011:30) may be the most useful approach.  

 The discussion developed above indicates that a complex approach is needed for the 
future development of both gender and sexual citizenships; one that takes into account 
different levels of analysis, and the intersection of diverse social characteristics. There will 
continue to be a need for interaction between mainstream political citizenship approaches and 
those associated with both gender, and sexual citizenship, with a need for mainstream 
approaches to question theory and political interventions with respect to possible masculine 
bias and heterosexism. There is a particular gap at present in the scholarship concerning 
sexualities and politics; this includes both LGBT politics and the representation of people 
with diverse sexual identities and interests via democratic structures and processes. The field 
of sexual citizenship more broadly has developed swiftly over the last few years but there is 
more literature available concerning Western LGBT sexual citizenships than there is 
concerning, firstly, Southern LGBT (and other non heterosexual) citizenship, and, secondly, 
sexualities more broadly (for example the sexual citizenship rights and obligations of 
teenagers). For the field of gender and citizenship, there is a very large amount of scholarship 
concerning the citizenship issues of women, but much less concerning those of other groups, 
specifically transgender and intersex people, and there is also a relative absence of citizenship 
studies that specifically address the citizenship of disenfranchised men (for example refugees 
and asylum seekers) in relation to the insights provided by masculinity studies. Lastly, new 
fields of sexual and gender citizenship studies will develop around broader social changes, 
including those associated with migration and climate change.  
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