Women Thinking Equality – Sexual Orientation

LEGISLATION – THE GATEWAY TO EQUALITY

Going back to the equal opportunities legislation I would argue in some senses that actually worked against the interests of women because it put the onus on women to prove that they had been discriminated against in individual cases.  I think the legislation is hugely important but so is the way we use it and the need for groups to have a certain solidarity… 

I agree and I think particularly in terms of that whole ’visibility’ ‘invisibility’ thing, imagine if you wanted to take on a case for unfair dismissal on the basis of sexual orientation.  Not only would you have to go through the whole thing of being a victim and being visible… you also have to ‘come out’… so then you’ve got that ‘double-whammy’.  If you take equal pay for example, we’ve had equal pay legislation for 30 years yet we still don’t have equal pay between the genders which proves the fact that legislation is not the only answer.  Much earlier legislation was framed only in the level of prohibit or outlaw discrimination… there never was a promotional capacity to it.  So I think that’s one very valid aspect of why it hasn’t worked.  The other one is that once the legislation appears there’s a kind of ‘foot-off-the-pedal’ syndrome, a kind of false sense of security that, it’s all ok now… and I still hear people say, “Oh, 21st Century Britain, can’t be hard being lesbian, gay or bisexual…” Actually for some people it’s still awful…  But because there’s a kind of prevailing trend of improvement and now most discriminatory legislation has gone there’s less campaign against, but it’s quite hard to really make the change stick.

It’s very similar to the gender stuff… they say, ‘its all done and dusted’ you’ve got legislation but it is actually down to the ‘heteronormative’ structures that we have which affect women, LBG and T people.  It is this heteronormativity which is a cross-cutting issue we need to start looking at.  Which takes us back to a really historic feminist analysis of patriarchy…the processes of that and what that does.
And it’s the patronising generosity… ‘Look, we’ve given you that now… so go and use it…’ that puts all the pressure back on the oppressed minority.  Rather than any responsibility on the majority to recognise that it’s the infrastructure that has caused this problem and is still causing it.

I think there’s opportunity in that, in changing the language around that and you can also link it to race because that’s not binary either.  Some people assume it is simply a black/white thing which in some ways would make it so much easier but it’s not because again it’s not a homogenous group and I’m sure the people working in disabilities would be able to argue very similar issues because of this idea that you’re able/not able…
Is any strand, strictly speaking binary?

I can’t imagine that they are but that’s what happens in the process because we’re not looking at it analytically, we’re not looking at systems or structures it’s about how we force people into boxes so we can historically discriminate or exploit.  Now, maybe people get into groups because it’s a way of getting some solidarity but I’m not sure it does us a lot of favours…

Well it’s seen as easier to change one process than to affect a whole system and that’s the problem because ultimately it’s the system that needs to change…

So there’s something in systems theory we should be looking at.  Something about challenging belief systems… you just put one thing in the cog and the whole thing starts to unravel and understanding that would be interesting in terms of heteronormativity which I don’t think just affects people’s gender identities or sexual orientation, I think it also spins out into relations of the patriarchy between white men and black men on a binary level and all the bits that come in between that... and that’s what’s getting muddled up…
I feel that sometimes LGB people feel obliged to express their individuality by perhaps being extravagant in the way they dress or the way they put themselves forward.  We are all individuals but we seem to have to go into groups, like circling the wagons so to speak for our own protection… 
I wonder if it’s because of your theatrical background that you tend to think of LGB people as being extravagant in dress or mannerism.
No, not at all…I was meaning that some people might feel obliged to ‘make their stand’ by being more extravagant in whatever…

Coming back to the stereotypes… some people are outrageous and are flamboyant and I didn’t ill-advisedly put up the picture of Daffid ‘the only gay in the village’ who now is a kind of stereotype… But it’s whether those people actually want to do that or whether they feel that it is imposed… equally, either way, it’s a choice and I think the difficulty is that probably the vast majority aren’t flamboyant in any way.  That doesn’t make it any better or worse… for me; it is about getting away from appearance having any connection to sexual orientation.  I mean, it’s kind of the Lindsay Lohan factor again that was put up there deliberately… ‘We don’t mind lesbians as long as they’re fit birds’ but what if you’ve got short hair and you’re not a ‘fit bird?’ Whose acceptability are we seeking?
The media sell us stories that they knit together to project things.  They project the ‘lipstick lesbian’ image because it suits the male gaze.

Someone I know was taking about somebody’s partner coming to a party which had actually ‘out-ed’ this person to their whole workforce or department or what have you.  And she said I don’t really want to know, I don’t need to know… and her work colleague said, “but I want you to know … I want you to know what my sexuality is, I want everybody else to know because otherwise I’m just half a person at work… I’m avoiding using gender when I talk about my partner and I’m not giving you the whole of me so I’m not being myself at work”
It’s where to start and not everyone is willing to take that on I know… I heard somebody who works in LGBT say, “why do I always have to be the person that has to challenge it?”  You get on the bus and the bus driver says something that assumes your sexuality and it’s like, ‘here we go again’… But I think there are times when you need to not avoid the issue…
People assume stuff… I mean people assume that I don’t have any Black or Minority Ethnic issues but I do because my partner was black and my kids are black.  People will assume that you are heterosexual…

WIDER REPRESENTATIONS OF SEXUALITIES
Ali mentioned something about, ‘hey don’t shove it down my throat’ and I’m wondering about how it is from the other side having heterosexuality shoved down your throat?  I wonder if there’s any room… I know the GED is looking at things like rights in the workplace in terms of trans people but what about wider representations of sexualities other than just heterosexuality?  I feel that in some ways there’s less access for young children nowadays than when I was a kid because the only access to representation is books like ‘Pink Penguin’ and ‘Smarty Pants’… but the only thing I’ve got for my kids… they’re primary age… is a booklet on sex education that’s age appropriate and has a very small mention that some boys at puberty feel attracted to other boys and girls are to girls but the only other thing I’ve got is a song by Roy Bailey (“Everything Possible”).  

That’s the thing about this ‘heteronormativity’… there isn’t this kind of broad thing in everyone’s daily references that says some people are gay, some people are heterosexual that’s just the way it is.  There is a project called ‘The Mill’ Outsiders Project which does work on developing resources… particularly resources for young people… they’ve done a whole range of storybooks (from 3-5 years old) and they’re great.  There’s one called ‘Tango makes two’ which is story of 2 gay penguins, who incubate an egg together and raise the chick, which is quite common in the penguin world apparently.  There’s another called ‘Space-girl Pukes’ and there’s a great one where a prince falls in love with another prince.  They are absolutely classic children storybooks and there is no issue about, ‘Katy has two mummies’ which is quite didactic… these are just stories where all the characters live in a world that isn’t heterosexual and that’s just ok.  But that stuff is really hard to get into the mainstream because the publishers won’t touch it and where they’ve done pilot work in schools the organised opposition has been enormous which then of course creates this problem.  
It’s not about trying to challenge the people who probably do conform to the stereotype, it’s just about creating more imagery, more visibility because a lot of people don’t want to see lesbian, gay and bisexual lives represented as part of the everyday fabric, the boring, dull old fabric of everyday life… gay people put their bins out on a Thursday as well you know!  
We are doing a project with the Equality Network just now looking to raise awareness among different sections of minority ethnic communities.  Although of course there are LGBT people across Scotland they have had to access services in England.  We have recently identified some people who are willing to talk from ethnic minorities.  The first time people heard about it was like putting shields down and now they are starting to open up a bit.  It has definitely been a process of awareness raising and recognising that if you are lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender and you are a black person you will be experiencing multiple discrimination as well as the faith issue.  We are now looking to start a second project to expand things for the training programmes.  My fear would be from religious parties who may get offended by it or may challenge that.

NORMALISING THE ISSUE
Five primary schools in the North of Bristol did a pilot in the middle of last year using the resource I was talking about earlier.  Now in all of these storybooks there is nothing about sex or sex education even, they are just really cute little stories… And there was a massive organised resistance which was actually led by Somali refugees… the men led it because they were fearful that their boys were going to come home from school having been made gay (they were less concerned about their girls).  So they came home and were putting lots of pressure on the mums who were mainly the ones who were in the schools… So you’ve got a very potent mix of ethnicity, of new residents who come from a very oppressive regime in relation to sexual orientation, you’ve got religion and you’ve got gender dimension to the extent that the men generated sufficient anger in the community… remember this is a very small issue, a very small number of books… that a group of young men, aged sort of 18-25, were coming to the school every afternoon and throwing rocks through the windows, harassing the teachers and vandalising the cars.  There was a whole level of violence and community tension that was caused by 4 cute books for 3year-olds.  It was just the most bizarre escalation with almost every equality dimension…

It is a very interesting one when you start to work on changing heteronormative assumptions at that level.  You get kick back from patriarchy in no uncertain terms… its violent, its in your face, its masculine… as soon as you ever try to get anywhere something that would actually change it for the majority of excluded people… disabled, BME… and all of those things… because it does start to unravel all of that and it kicks back really quickly.    
And what does anyone think happened in that situation… this was in August last year… what do you think the council did?

They pulled the books… and now the situation they are in is even worse…

Well it says that getting violent is a way of getting councils to do things…

I think it is because we don’t have an analysis across the board that these issues are around power and control.  The ‘nice’ images are fine because they don’t actually threaten anything and I was thinking of one of the books that I used with my kids… and this is 25 years ago… called ‘The Paper bag Princess’ where the princess doesn’t end up marrying the prince but actually gets into the paper bag and says, “go and get stuffed”.  But you see the same challenges across the board and that’s where I feel there is a real argument for coming together.  The alliances are hugely important… 
And I think leading on from those alliances… it is so hard to make reasoned, objective, moderate, argument and to be effective when actually foot-stomping, fist-shaking, vibrant extremism tends to have more impact.
Can I ask what the media coverage was for that?

It was shocking… it was quite split because the Bristol evening post is relatively conservative but like most evening papers tends to sensationalise and although they didn’t particularly take a stance their terminology was unhelpful ‘Somali Violence Against Gay-Sex Books for 3-Year-Olds’ doesn’t quite give the whole picture…  The Daily Mail works very closely with the Christian Institute which is one of the key religious campaigning organisation for the “promotion of Christian values” so it was really negative.  Interestingly when the Bristol Evening Post opened up a message board the silent majority actually voiced and said, ‘leave this alone… you are ridiculous… these books should be in the schools… we object to this kind of hijacking of British values… something the majority espouse… ’ But then what happened was a whole lot of racism came out… so you ended up with an Islamaphobic backlash because of homophobic discrimination!  So while people showed a far greater tolerance than might have been expected on the sexual orientation agenda, it gave them an outlet for racism and for Islamaphobia. 
What a lack of foresight… when Bristol City Council were deciding to do this pilot the first thing they should have done was to think through the issues and carry out a risk assessment. You need to be prepared because you don’t change these in-built power systems without there being a reaction and the very fact that they hadn’t done any of that… they were very much at best, at the conscious incompetence… and possibly unconscious incompetence level.  They kind of went ahead with it with good heart but they hadn’t thought through the implications.

Do you think it would have been a different outcome if it had been a different community, if it had been aimed at different age children?

The same patterns would get played out… and did get played out in Scotland in 2000/2001 around the repeal of Section 2A.  There it was white Scots who were the aggressive, “you can’t do this to our children…” and work that was being done there was being targeted at 13/14 year olds so again, I think the problem with age-specific stuff and age-appropriate stuff on sexual orientation is that people merge sex education and lives… the reality of society.  Sex education of course has to be specific and appropriate to the sexual development of the young person but representations of families and demonstrating that there are more than heterosexual people in the world has got nothing to do with sex.  I think one of the dangers is we are quite comfortable with it being targeted at 13/14 year-olds but it can’t be to 3 year-olds because they don’t need to know about gay sex… well we’re not talking about gay sex, we are talking about the fact that there is diversity.  I think it happens everywhere and it happens at different levels but anyone who lived through Section 2A in 2000/2001 when billboards were being taken out to bring these myths to life for people shows that the same pattern virtually identically followed…

THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM
It seems that you’re saying it is not just one big problem to tackle but if the link could be broken between LGB issues and sex then there  wouldn’t be the elephant in the room, it wouldn’t be ‘all about bottoms’, it wouldn’t be something you couldn’t talk about… But maybe the phrase ‘sexual orientation’ has got something to do with that?
Well yes and no, people don’t say that for heterosexuality because it’s got the word sex and sexuality in it… it is prejudice its not a word… and sexual orientation applies equally to heterosexuality as it does to lesbian, gay and bisexual, so I do think its about the prejudice and not the word.  Equally it’s this distinction between identity and sexual practice… you can sanitise it as well… you can make it all very pretty, “I’m a very cuddly lesbian… of course I don’t do sex… I’m very acceptable…” but you don’t want to force people to de-sexualise themselves…  I was with a disability campaigner who said, ‘do you know, we spend all of our time fighting against de-sexualisation and you spend all your time fighting against over-sexualisation’.

To de-sexualise anybody, renders them safe… I’m doing some work with the independent living agenda at the moment and the whole thing that young people with learning impairments might be sexually active and should have the right and respect to be sexually active.  It horrifies people… how much better to keep them safe as poor patronised and disabled people…

I didn’t mean to de-sexualise people, I meant to break the conceptual link in people’s minds… why is it the link is so strong in peoples’ minds in LGB issues and in T as well… James was talking about this last time… why is it that ‘it’s about sex’?

Perhaps because that is the defining issue, that’s usually the one thing people think of when they think of a lesbian or gay relationship, it is that they have sex with someone of the same sex, so that becomes the one defining issue.  And they don’t think about the whole other side of it… 

Maybe it’s the bit about the continuum… and the actual bit where it crosses over into the people having sex, because people do have very good, very close relationships with people of the same sex… maybe even closer than they do with their partner who they have sex with.  
It depends how society sees the defining role of sexual behaviour… I’ve done an exercise with groups where we get them to mark out a 24hour clock on a page… how much time do you spend eating, how much time do you spend working, how much time do you spend with your family, how much time watching telly?  Now, how much time in an average day would it work out that you spent having sex?  And with most people they’re lucky if they can get 10mins or 15mins in on an average day… if you work it out across the week.  So why do you define someone’s life by that 10mins?
It’s this whole thing about definition of sex and intimacy … it might be different in different places but here it’s very caught up in Christian values about intimacy and production… 

Well when I’ve talked to anyone in the Christian church about sexual orientation, the uneasy area that they have reached is that it’s not the existence of lesbian, gay and bisexual people they don’t like… it’s something they can cope with as long as they’re celibate.  And that is the ultimate de-sexualisation of someone… as long as you cut off the bit of yourself we don’t like we’ll accept you.

It is intrinsically about why people hold the prejudice.  I think gay men suffer from it more because there is this so rabid reaction to people’s perceptions about gay men’s sex.  And again if you want some blunt statistics, less than half of gay men practise anal sex and actually around 20/25% of heterosexual people in sexual surveys practise anal sex.  This is the myth… and actually, numerically, there are far more heterosexuals having anal sex than there ever are gay men and yet somehow, again, about power or patriarchy… penetration, that’s deemed acceptable.
And it is the men who have sex with men who are banned from giving blood.

The discrimination is to ‘blanket-ban’ certain groups but nonetheless if you want to talk about health relations, and blood stocks.  What they should ask is, ‘are you having anal sex?’ and that’s not about men who have sex with men, it’s about men who have anal sex…. I wouldn’t want to defend the National Blood Transfusion Service but I do have some sympathy with them because they know that if they put that on their questionnaire they would lose huge numbers of blood donors who wouldn’t even be prepared to complete that.  And given that we already have a blood stock for Scotland that is 30% lower than it should be, the fear is how do they balance this?
This whole thing about ‘boxing’ the sexual act as though it is such a significant aspect of life is really problematic… across the board.  When I was working on race issues in Southern Africa the big issue was about whether white and black people have sex.  Police tracking people down with torches in the night… they were obsessed with it… We were having this discussion in the office the other day… if you make sex such a significant event, that’s what makes rape such a problematic… that’s why people do it… it’s the power… so if you can take away the particular power of that act in that way then you could begin to undermine the use of rape as a weapon of war.

I don’t know what the exact statistics are but the countries where there are the most relaxed attitudes around sexual orientation are also the ones where there are the more relaxed attitudes around sex per se (places like the Nordic countries and Holland).  You could say if you have these correlations in places where there are hang-ups around gender-normative behaviours, sex and the high incidence of religion these will tend to be the ones where there is more sexual abuse, there is probably greater intolerance of same-sex relationships and I don’t know what the rape statistics would be but it would be interesting to map these, I mean you could see trends.
When I was working in Uganda, you had a very, very high incidence of homophobia.  Homosexuality is illegal in Uganda and yet as a weapon of war, all the different factions raped other men… that was the way they dealt with it… or they made men rape their own children or rape their brothers and sisters.  It was about destroying the patriarchy in no uncertain terms, a vile act to act out on patriarchy, using sex because sex has been held up as this kind of ‘chalice’.  And the more we play into that the more power it gets.

It might be because if men oppress other men by having sex with them it diminishes them into a female role.  It is a cultural thing and they are weaker because they have submitted to that role.  I was interested in what you said about the Nordic cultures tending to be less ‘masculine’ in the general accepted form of masculinity that we have in the West.  They tend to be less focused on power and less focused on hierarchies but go for more flat structures… more collaborative structures.  That is interesting… 
STEREOTYPING
If those gender stereotypes are very strong amongst lesbian and gay people in relationships there will be some who may take a traditional gendered role in the relationship.  It’s less common perhaps than it was 15 years ago and maybe that’s about people developing and exploring their own ‘norms’, but within lesbian relationships, traditionally ‘butch’ and ‘femme’ roles have existed although probably just as many don’t approach it that way.  Similarly in gay male relationships, So either that is their choice or it is so ‘hard-wired’ that people move to different sexual orientation but take some of those approaches with them, I don’t know… and again you wouldn’t want to limit people’s choice if that’s what they want.  It’s about whether it’s what they want or whether or not they’ve been inculcated in.
I think some of the more extreme articulations of identity have died out… quite often it is a way of reclaiming things and it’s being used either ironically or it’s being used to regain power.  I was writing some guidance materials for a client recently and I was saying that it is a stereotype that all lesbians have short hair…. There is some truth in the stereotype, and there is… it would be stupid to deny it.  Probably percentage-wise we’ve got more lesbians with short hair… 

Some of it comes down to, ‘I’ve got short hair not because I want to make a statement but because when I get out of the shower in the morning it dries easily…’ And that’s as far as it goes.

In terms of attitudes do you think the Single Equality Duty will help or not?  

I don’t think it will alter attitudes, I think it could make some people’s lives easier and I think what it will help, particularly in workplaces and in what I would call ‘normal’ public spaces and services… anything that helps people feel confident about being who they are.  I’ve never subscribed to ‘outing’… I don’t think anybody should be ‘out-ed’ against their choice because it is always a personal choice, however, all of the literature and all of the research does show that generally where people ‘come out’ there is huge levels of weight and stuff lifted off them, it seems to be better for people’s mental health and it seems to be better for their interactions, they can have more honest relationships with people, they don’t spend half their lives saying you can see this bit of me but you can’t see the other.  Making up stories about where they were on holiday… or who’s that in the photo?  I would always promote it, support and encourage it and it is certainly the one thing that makes most difference to social attitudes.  So visibility makes a difference to social attitudes, therefore if you can make it safe for people to be ‘out’ it makes it easier for them to visible and that shifts social attitudes.
How do you make it easier for them to be ‘out’ if social attitudes haven’t shifted?

Well it’s a bit of a double-bind and it’s sort of like incremental loops.  At some point when anyone comes out, and the reality of the whole ‘coming out’ process is that it’s not just the once… basically every time you are in a new situation you have to make a decision, ‘is it relevant, safe, appropriate, interesting? – does it matter?’ And it’s not just about mentioning it because you want to make a point, sometimes it does stop people assuming you’re heterosexual as well or, its like, ‘I’m going to meet my partner later’, ‘What does he do?’, ‘Well, she works in such and such…’ and then you’ve automatically made the decision to disclose that.  

There’s a whole range of permission-giving, socially, individually, within families, within communities and that is why in areas where there is such huge cultural homophobia that permission-giving is very, very slow.  I worked on the lesbian and gay switchboard for years.  And in Glasgow every week I would take calls from Asian and Muslim men and women who were going into arranged marriages because that what was done in the family.  They knew they were gay, they had always known they were gay… the men were usually already having relationships but they were wondering how this was going to continue.  And the whole issue of honour and honour punishments… it’s a big issue and yet it was taboo to talk about it within those communities.  So that’s not an easy place to come out, but then the more of those that do…the more the people that hold the power stop denying it exists and then they’ve got to decide what they’re going to do about it.

THE RIGHTS AGENDA
And remember the new legislation draws on the human rights agenda.  We are no longer talking about a concessionary framework we are talking about a rights framework and I know that in my work in relation to child rights there has been considerable progress because people were able to draw on the UN Convention and it became not a question of the language being about meeting children’s needs, it came to be, ‘this is about their rights to education, health and so on…’ And the same is true in terms of the Human Rights Agenda and I think we need to use it, be aware of it and know what it is about… 
But at the end of the day isn’t the new Equality Bill still based on individual rights?  So if you feel that you have been discriminated against for whatever reason it is up to you to take your employer, or the service provider, or education provider to court so the emphasis is still on the individual?

Well there is a move to so-called ‘class action’…  Certainly some of that stuff, I think, works better against structural discrimination than it does against societal prejudice and I think on the issue of sexual orientation, probably if you were to ask many LGB people actually one of their biggest concerns is their social interaction, it’s not about structural discrimination.  That’s part of it but it’s more a concern about personal interaction and personal prejudice.  Some of that links to safety, some of it to belonging, fair treatment and respect.
There is a significant link between the two…. if structural stuff starts to change it creates space for people to maybe ‘out’ themselves more often in a safe way the therefore you get the spin-offs that you were talking about.

Exactly, and it also creates ‘nudges’ on the personal/social environmental changes so, for example, a young man who perhaps from the age of 3 or 4 already knew he felt ‘different’ and by the time he reaches puberty he starts thinking about adolescence and sexuality and realises he is actually attracted to other boys.  He’s been living with this sense of ‘difference’ for 8 or 9 years and perhaps by the time he’s 15 he decides to tell someone… to give himself a label and to call himself ‘gay’.  The very fact that young man’s parents, or guardians, family members or peers will have seen that stuff through structural environments will hopefully make them more receptive to a positive reaction rather than a horrified intake of breath!  So there is something about how the two interplay and how the structural stuff does shape people’s levels of awareness, as does the media, as does a whole range of things.
The seven demands of the Women’s Movement were focused a lot on legislation because that is the way it was interpreted by the women’s groups.  I just don’t know how much change it has brought about because despite having had the Equal Pay Act for 30 years where is the equal pay?  The legislation is there but how do we bridge that gap between social attitudes and what is legislated for?

Leading on from that, if you walk into schools all you will see is representations of patriarchal nuclear families.
I think again, that’s down to double-standards… heterosexuality has been promoted for years… I think the term ‘promotion’ is always a difficult one and ‘promotion’ is much used in that legislation as though somehow by promoting it you were going to change people.  I think as much as anything its reflection, interpretation, visibility or representation is as important
I have friends who teach in multi-ethnic schools and one of them was saying, “I’ve got to put up something about a family but I need to recognise the ethnic spread within my school”.  So how many different families did she put up?... we only have the one small area so we have the same thing, the mum and dad family, dad and dad family, the only mum family… how do you recognise it?  So they seem to take the simpler way out, which is having the nuclear family.  

It’s a choice but the choice is to take the normative model.

There used to be a T-shirt that said, ‘Heterosexuality isn’t normal it’s just common’

The other thing I was wondering was, ‘how much pressure needs to be put on the media’ because the media is becoming more and more homophobic.

I don’t think the media is becoming more homophobic… I think sensational maybe… In many ways they are becoming better because they don’t have the aggressively ‘anti’ stance that they used to have.  I think the media’s biggest problem is that it is ‘lazy’.  It is easy to perpetuate stereotypes, to put in a camp comedy man or to put in any stereotype.  It always comes back to, ‘you can’t show everybody, so let’s keep to the ‘norm’ and show a few token representations.  I would say on balance that media visibility has nonetheless advanced the agenda – it has brought it into people’s living rooms.
It then comes back to a degree of market forces and to what extent the media has a social responsibility which covers a whole range of issues.  They don’t see they have, unless they’re a kind of public service broadcaster but they don’t see drama’s role as to educate, although it does… 

I think this is a really strong theme for the weave when it comes to that, because this is something that links every single group and issue that we’ve come together to speak about.  I think you are absolutely right that it is similar for disabled people.  When a drama series or television wants to try and represent a disabled person it will be a wheelchair user.  It is the same with images in marketing – a diversity calendar of something like that – how do you represent diversity, oh it’s got to be a wheelchair user of someone with a guide-dog or a white stick.

Else you wouldn’t know!

And that’s what we’re trying to fight… not to forget about the hidden impairments, which is actually the vast majority…

The soaps on television and radio are not at all bad at handling some of the issues…  I think the challenges are what is not visible and the advertising which is so stereotypical.  And also people having an awareness of history and not trying to re-write history… women were treated in particular ways in the Nineteenth Century and you can’t disguise that, you need to take it on board.
CIVIL PARTNERSHIPS
We’ve not actually used the words ‘civil partnership’ and has anybody got views on the language of marriage and civil partnership?

My preference is civil partnership because I think marriage has got a whole other connotation with patriarchy.  But people are moving towards it more than they were, perhaps because society feels more comfortable with the word marriage and maybe that’s more acceptable, I’m not sure.
I think it is about flexibility in human relations and to my mind it’s not that one of them is any better than the others it is that people should have the choice of all of them and again the Dutch Model is interesting, obviously they had marriage for heterosexuals but they introduced something akin to civil partnerships - not because of not wanting to ape marriage but because of the opposition from religious groups in that religion has the monopoly on marriage.  But Holland then had a backlash from heterosexual people saying we don’t want to get married because of all the patriarchal associations but we’d like to have access to civil partnership.  Civil partners, gay and lesbian people were saying, ‘it’s still a two-tier system’ – a kind of relationship apartheid, ‘you’ve got to go down that channel and we go down that one’ so they put both marriage and civil partnerships up for both same-sex and heterosexual couples so that people could choose the structure that suited them if they wanted to formalise in legal terms their relationship.

It’s all very confined to partnerships in two’s… it doesn’t happen with polygamy
Absolutely, there’s no legal structure although there are some people who agitate for that…

It’s still very tied up with religious ‘norms’

Civil partnership is identical in legal structure to civil marriage.  I was busy campaigning for three years working on that Bill and every time it came back it still had weaknesses and my point was, I don’t care what you call it… call it what you want as long as it is exactly equal and that is where they got it to.

It goes back to that conversation we were having with James about it all being on continuums, relationships, sexuality, identity, behaviours all continuums and yet we focus in on one little bit of it and say, right that’s normal and everything else that happens around that is not.  And that is the real problematic of it all… 

We’re also not very good at looking at the issues in relation to children because again part of the legal contract thing is about responsibilities to children and I would argue that we don’t actually take that on board.  About who has got parental rights or who’s got decision-making responsibilities and whatever… We don’t actually address that when we are looking at different family structures.  I’m not arguing for a particular position because I think children can grow up in all kinds of different environments, there can be stability and continuity in a whole range of settings but we actually need to think it through a bit better about how we organise the responsibilities to children in a multi-relationship society which I am certainly all in favour of.
It’s about breaking down assumptions… not assuming that it’s going to be like x and y because there will be a lot of other things as well and that’s part of it, if you are talking about when partnerships break up if they are multiple and there are children… It requires the system to think very differently, to have a broader analysis of how people relate… more realistic about how people relate and how diverse it all is. 
I think lesbian couples probably, compared to the general population do think it through more, if only because it is not going to be an unplanned action.  They don’t get pregnant by accident and whatever route they choose they do tend to think it through since they have to consider from pre-conception exactly what relationship all parties involved are going to be to the child or what that child will need and how you’re going to structure that.  So ironically sometimes the more alternative systems will be a bit more carefully thought through.

And the wider society should learn from that…

A CHALLENGE TO IDENTITY?
I was just thinking… because I do cross-cultural training, one of the things I try to do is to help people to understand how much their culture is part of their identity and when you meet someone from another culture it is a challenge to your identity.  So when you meet someone who is different to you, that’s why there is such a strong emotional reaction and I think that is where a lot of the homophobia comes from because it is a challenge to someone’s own identity according to how they have been raised.  So you have to help people understand that difference is not necessarily a challenge to their identity, they can accept difference and still maintain their identity.  What can we hold onto and what can we let go… what do we need to be sure of and what can we hold lightly within our own identity?  And that’s a much harder step for people to make and I think that’s why some of these issues become so emotive.  They feel that if you take away one aspect of their identity then all the other bits are going to fall into the hole that it leaves.  You’ve got to help them understand that their identity is not under threat…
That was probably what it was like for the Somali community being in totally alien surroundings and this alien idea was being introduced to them…

And when you are in an isolated situation like that your own identity becomes more important to you.  It’s like when Brits go abroad you find the St. Andrew’s Society, the St. Patrick’s Society, the St. George’s Society… we all congregate to where we are comfortable.  When someone is in a minority or from another culture they will feel their identity is under threat.  And even from the point of immigration, I think that is about people feeling the threat from the incoming cultures and having to cope with the differences.

I wonder if there is something about personal self-esteem and self-confidence in there because identity is kind of like a badge.  Coming from Glasgow with the whole Rangers and Celtic thing… it’s almost an excuse to not have to really decide who you are, you can label yourself by another identity and sometimes I think… I totally take your point about not undermining or destroying someone’s identity… but I do think that sometimes those identities do need to be questioned.  Because so often those identities have been created to compensate for having a true sense of self-esteem and a strong value base.  It is easier to say, ‘I am this or I am that’ and actually some of these identities are pretty shallow.

Well you have to work people past what is identity and what is something they have just been given…

This is hugely gendered statement but women seem much more flexible and have much more confidence in who they are without the need for quite so many badges and identities.  I think it is interesting talking about this whole thing of challenging someone’s identity meaning those identities need challenging and I think we need more equipping, particularly from a young age… equipping young people to feel confident.  Rather than needing to be a Goth, or a Jock or a Skatey or whatever, if they just could feel confident being who they are – at what point does it become choice to ‘badge’ with those tribes? Or is it just because it gives them a sense of identity and belonging?

That is the continuum… moving on the continuum between individuality and a sense of belonging… we need both so where can we get the balance between the two?  We still need to be ourselves and have our own personal view of who we are and belonging is a human need.
I’m not sure… we need to engage and we need to interact but I’m not sure that I belong to anything or anybody.

I don’t mean that we have to belong to a specific group but we all belong in a community of some kind or another.

So we need to find ways that we can engage, but engage across lots of boundaries.  And the healthier and more confident the individual, the healthier and more confident their relationships with others will be.  So the kids that I find most interesting are the ones that can float around between lots of different groups and feel comfortable doing so.  They don’t have to go here or there, like this sort of music or hang about with this particular crowd…
Each group determines its own criteria… you may have a football crowd and they have determined the criteria for belonging to their group and they could belong to different classes and backgrounds but the thing that unites them is the football.  They have determined the criteria but then the question is who does that exclude?

And what rules then get overlaid… yes they may come from diverse backgrounds and yes their first point of contact is football but actually these behaviours won’t be tolerated so it then narrows further and it is less diverse and more controlled.  I think someone said earlier… who challenges the racist comment?
WELL BEING
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation did some research shows that children who have very broad friendship networks, have a lot of friends from very diverse backgrounds and don’t seem to go into one particular group actually achieve better at school. And they do much better after school than the kids who pass all their exams with an A.  When it comes down to it, that level of networking, in diverse ways and being able to manage difference means they will succeed… succeed not necessarily in terms of making loads of money but in being confident, well rounded people.  So you have this language of well being that hasn’t I think, come into the Equalities agenda but would be very interesting to bring into the discussion.
I think it would be interesting to have a metric for equalities.  We’ve looked at health inequality outcomes but they tend to be quite hard health inequalities… mental health takes it to a next level but there is something about well being…and I know that happiness index gets a bit of a hard-sell.  If you think about the current financial crash I have great hopes that if it does one thing that will be recalibrating people’s real values a bit.  We’ve done too much in terms of economic achievement which can just end up being very hollow and sterile but if we could look at equalities through much more of healthy, happy, well-rounded individuals, both people’s capacity to develop that from the inside and the limitations that are imposed upon them from the outside, that would be a really interesting set of metrics because it is not all about the impositions from outside it is about people’s capacity to generate from inside too and that balance.
If you look at the well being, mentally flourishing stuff I think there would be less put-downs in society and the whole equality agenda in an ideal world, everything would be grand if we weren’t living with that.  We’d be more self-confident, more at liberty to make changes, more at liberty not to do things and join the crowd and all that…  I don’t know how you’d do it!
You wouldn’t measure discrimination… you’d measure different things and a well being index would include how you treat other people and how you are in relationship with others.  I have to note that Obama in his inaugural speech said that the thing he wanted for Americans was happiness.  He didn’t say he wanted wealth and prosperity and all the rest of it… he said happiness.

People make the mistake of believing that prejudice and discrimination issues only affect target groups when actually holding particular views means that the person holding them in some ways suffers almost as much as the victims… 

You look at all the work that’s been done on bullying of young people and the bully is virtually as badly damaged as the bullied.  So how can you alleviate those pressures from all the majority and minority groups?
It’s about capacity, personal skills, communication it’s about, you can only have effective interactions if you have healthy individuals interacting…

And being allowed to be who you are…

What happens with minority groups that are oppressed, when they get into positions of power?  It’s a bit like the bully who has probably been bullied themselves.  It has been a great disappointment to me the way some women have behaved when they get into a position of power because they’ve made it through the male hierarchical system and they don’t know any other way.

We focus on the oppressors as having power but what they’ve got in spades is fear and they manifest that fear through abuse of power.

A projection of power actually because it’s all made up…

And it’s all about having the confidence to prick that balloon… because so much of it is based on people’s fear of loss.

Some of it is about joining up groups, so there’s space created…   Bringing together different ethnic groups and breaking down tribal boundaries gives people much more power.
And people realise that what they fear in the ‘other’ is probably not even correct.

We need to look at why do we so fear ‘letting go’?  One of the myths that comes out about sexual orientation is that people fear for their own confidence and their own sexual identity and the fear is that having contact with a gay man or a lesbian will make you gay.  It’s that whole thing about people’s sense of security, worth and identity so if you truly want to work on equality you’ve got to stop focusing only on minority groups.  Actually it’s the strength of the growth in the majority group that will have the greatest effect.

And create opportunities for connection…

I think that comes round to what you want to choose as your identity characteristics… are you going to choose external behaviours and patterns of behaviour or are you going to choose attitudes?  If we choose an attitude of tolerance then that gives everybody the opportunity to be accepted.  On the other hand if we say our identity is based on outward appearance and behaviour those are external and probably more superficial.  Choosing attitudes opens us up and that is a harder place to get people to.  Northern Ireland is a prime example of a place where legislation hasn’t changed attitudes.  We now have a political system in Northern Ireland where people work together but actual communities are still divided by a 16ft high wall.  
It happens in all communities, there was a time in the lesbian and gay scene when they needed a place to go to be safe, just like they needed a ‘women’s space’ but then people said this is as much of a ghetto as a safe space and wanted to move in more of a mixed environment.  Then there are still people who say, ‘don’t sell out the sisterhood’ and this is back to the same sort of fear, not having confidence in your own identity and ability to move beyond quite limited parameters.  I think it happens everywhere whether you are a minority group, a majority group, a power group or an oppressed group.  It’s back to where I started from today I suppose, the danger of labels… because people need the labels and bought the labels and the labels can be useful but once they pass their usefulness we run the risk of using them to perpetuate isolation…

Yes, it actually puts you into a circle… a self-perpetuating circle.

So what do we need to get people out of that?  What things do we need to look at?  What would you do differently so that people felt safe to step outside that space?

I think your point about confidence is very important and also taking personal responsibility because being a member of a group to some extent diminishes your personal responsibility doesn’t it?  There are all sorts of studies that have shown that.  Having confidence and self-esteem and a good sense of who you are is so important and I must admit I’m struggling a little bit with the concept of identity that you were talking about earlier and how the fear of having your identity eroded by somebody who is different to you because it is not something I have personally ever felt and because I’ve grown up to be a confident person with good self esteem and confidence in who I am… I was thinking ‘what groups am I a member of?’ and I found it quite difficult to think of groups I’m a member of and I was reassured when you then said you needn’t necessarily feel you’re a member of an external group.
Obviously that’s something you’ve been given as you’ve grown up, that sense of personal value without having to conform but for many people in the world that has not been given to them and they have had to conform in order to be accepted.  So not conforming is too fearful and dangerous and they abdicate their personal sense of responsibility. 
THE AGE OF REASON
If you don’t start addressing issues of equality, sexual orientation, racism, disability whatever it might be until the ages of 12 or 14 when the young person can ‘understand’ it you are thinking young people aren’t sentient or aren’t capable of making judgments and that is dangerous since they will be getting subliminal messages whether you like it or not.  All these issues, belonging, self-esteem, identity, what it means to be ‘in’ or ‘out’ they are taking that in as soon as they interact with other people.  So by the time they are in formal education whether it be pre-school or primary they are already really working on this stuff so if it’s not built-in in a concerted fashion to this information they are getting, by 12/13 it’s too late.

But you’ve seen the response to trying to get books into school on one issue, to open up their opportunities to view relationships differently.

Can I just go back to something you mentioned earlier on?  How do you move past the idea of defining sexual orientation only in terms of a sexual relationship or genital relationship?  How do you help people move past that?  Is it the way the relationships been defined initially so that’s all they see?

I would suggest that people think about themselves and their own relationships and how much more there is to whatever sort of relationship they are in. 

I think the key thing is to remember is that everyone has a sexual orientation, it’s just that some face in slightly different directions.  I would also hate to de-sexualise it.  I think it is how and why people overlay values that esteem heterosexuality on no rational basis and undermine same-sex sexuality on equally no rational basis. So it is the values that are associated with it and why they occur and why that then makes sex to be a more important part of one set of sexual relationships than it is in another when it is in reality probably equal.  And I think that is used as a justification for the dislike and disapproval so if you make it about sex you are making it about something we are not too comfy with.  We’ve always had pretty taboo attitudes towards sex in our British society… how do you go beyond that?  I think you just have to be very open about it and demystify it in order to challenge the preconceptions I suppose.

Didn’t Adrienne Rich refer to it as lesbian existence rather than just looking at it as a sexual thing but looking at the existence and the same for heterosexual or homosexual existence.

At the moment we are stuck with certain terms because that is how our legislation frames it.  I can only speak personally because different people will have different views but in terms of my partner and our relationship then yes being a lesbian is important but I’m not sure that it is any more important to me as an identity label than any other.  
It is just something we use to address and unpick some of the discrimination and I think it’s really hard because in some ways the label is really important but for us, we take the bins out, we walk the dog… it is a life, it’s not a lesbian life or a straight life it’s just a life.
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