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Critically discuss the importance of Charles Taylor’s Theory of Recognition as it applies to working with people who define themselves as gender and sexually diverse. 
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Canadian philosopher, Charles Taylor published an essay in 1992 called ‘Multiculturalism and the Politics of Recognition’ which explored concepts of the importance of accurate recognition and the correlations between recognition and a strong sense of identity. At a time when collective cultural identity was high on the political agenda within Canada, the essay questioned traditional liberal political views around equality and the significance of rebalancing of equal opportunities (Taylor & Gutmann, 1992). Whilst the original essay by Taylor (1992) focused on how the Canadian Charter of Rights (adopted in 1982) sparked national controversy, especially amongst the French Canadians, the principals explored within the essay remain relevant to many marginalised and historically discriminated people groups. This essay will explore how Charles Taylor’s theory relates to individuals who identify as gender and sexually diverse (GSD), the importance of correct recognition within this context, as well as the detrimental impact that misrecognition or non-recognition can have. Furthermore, this essay will examine the role of a psychotherapist or counsellor in relation to recognition. 

Taylor (1992) observed how the deterioration of a hierarchical society changed the way individuals perceive themselves and constructed their identity. Where previously, externally determined social status would attribute significantly to an individual’s identity, such as nationality, class, race and wealth, in recent times Taylor (1992) argued authenticity had become the western ideal. Taylor (1992) suggested that this authenticity placed higher importance on an individual’s inner voice guiding their moral feelings, and therefore their perception of what is right and wrong. This placed a great importance on acting rightly which subsequently demonstrated to others how successful someone was in life (Taylor & Gutmann, 1992). This authenticity also suggested a rise in the importance of people doing things their own way, finding a unique individual path for life that is only right for them, Taylor (1992) sees this as some being true to themselves. When exploring this approach from a multicultural point of view Arutyunova et al’s (2016) research suggests a more complex approach to the development of an individual’s moral construct, highlighting the significance of age, gender and cultural beliefs. Demonstrating examples of how moral judgements vary greatly between Eastern and western cultures, with Eastern culture placing a stronger emphasis on collectivism, making life decisions based on the good of one’s family, community or society rather than the more individualistic ‘inner voice’ theory suggested by Taylor (1992). When relating this to strongly heteronormative cultures, such as China, Shao, J., Chang, E. and Chen, C. (2018) describe the impact of Minority Stress on LGB young people and how the emphasis on family over sexual identity can negatively affect mental health. GSD individuals opt for a societal sense of belonging, respect for parents and the opportunity to engage in mainstream heteronormative society over responding to their inner voice what Taylor (1992) might suggest is being true to themselves.

Taylor (1992) also highlighted that a further critical element of human life is that it is dialogical, therefore, alongside this drive for individuals to be true to their inner voice, people also define themselves by the experiences and relationships they have.  When describing the process by which individuals construct their identity from a dialogical stand point, Taylor (1992) emphasised the role of key relationships, which he termed ‘significant others’, and how the two-way nature of these connections affects how individuals perceive themselves and build their identity. In some cases, the opinion of the significant other is so profound, for example with parent child relationships, that the opinions remain ingrained long after the physical relationship ends (Taylor & Gutmann, 1992). Therefore, if identity is defined as an individuals’ understanding of who they are, and the opinions of significant others have a profound effect on how someone forms their identity (Taylor & Gutmann 1992) then how people see themselves is significantly impacted by the positive or negative messages received. Subsequently, how LGBTQIAP (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex, Asexual, Pansexual. In recent times shorted to GSD) individuals are recognised by these key people in their lives is crucial to them building a positive sense of identity. Conversely, misrecognition or even non-recognition by these significant others can cause damage and, Taylor (1992) argued, can be perceived as oppression. A study by Pastrana (2015) explored familism in Latin American culture and how a strong family support system can be both beneficial and detrimental for young Latina/os. When focusing on young Latina/os disclosing their sexuality the study found that women were shown greater acceptance and young gay or bisexual Latino men, with strong family relationships showed greater levels of internalised homophobia, reflecting societal moral norms. 

Butler (1990) introduced the concept of gender being performative implying that it is something that people ‘do’ more than just being about who they are. Butler (1990) suggested that gender is an individual’s way of being (how individuals act, walk, talk, conduct themselves) in line with their identified gender is affected by the society and culture around them. Rule and Alaei (2016) support Butler’s (1990) theory by investigating four key areas of life where people demonstrate their sexual orientation and how individuals’ actions, appearance, choice of clothing (adornment) and how an individual sounds are indicating factors, or cues for others to perceive and therefore aid in judging sexual orientation. 

Butler’s theory (1990) examines the effect of the historical binary societal norm of many western countries whereby women and men are supposed to act in a certain way, and the detrimental effect that has on GSD people. This tradition of a binary society is not representative globally, as can be found on the interactive Map of Gender-Diverse cultures (2015) showing many cultures have multiple genders rooted within their traditions. For example, in the Philippines, Bakla are considered a third gender. Bakla are assigned male at birth but demonstrate traditionally feminine traits as they grown up and take on a more traditionally feminine role and are often attracted to non-feminine men, in some cases this is engineered by their families but not always (Turner, 2019). Despite the open and accepting cultural approach to multi-genders, research has shown that trans men and women in the Philippines experience low internalised stigma, have clearly defined self-concepts but internalised transphobia was still a challenge (Reyes et al, 2016) which suggests a link with T Taylor’s (1992) theory of misrecognition where individuals may be maybe recognised as Balka but this might also be a misrepresentation of their true gender.

This potential damage caused to a person through the mis-recognition or non-recognition of fundamental elements of their culture Taylor (1992) argues contributes to a warped sense of identity. When relating this position to gender and sexual diversity in the modern day and the internalised homophobia, transphobia, or gender dysphoria, the importance of Affirmative therapy is widely acknowledged by medical and psychological professions, within countries who are inclusive of Gender and Sexually Diversity, to be essential. Austin and Goodman (2016), undertook research looking at impacts on self-esteem amongst individuals who identify as Transgender and Gender non-conforming (TGNC). They found that internalised transphobia within this group negatively impacted self-esteem and furthermore linked to barriers to wellbeing, however social-connectedness impacted positively on self-esteem highlighting the importance of community and family support for GSD individuals.

Bess and Stabb (2009) describe transgender individuals often look to engage with therapists shortly prior to transition, expressing feelings of vulnerability, depression, struggling to function in work or social situation. Bess and Stabb (2009) highlight the negative experiences of transgendered people when accessing therapeutic support due to the lack of experience, knowledge and understanding of the therapist, and the damage this can do to the vulnerable client. The importance of preparedness by counselling and psychotherapy practitioners is strongly encouraged by major Counselling and Psychotherapy professional bodies, with many having published official guidelines on working with Gender and Sexually diverse clients. As an example, The British Psychological Society guidelines (2012) both educate practitioners on the history and challenges surrounding Gender and Sexual diversity, as well as providing advice of how best support individuals who either identify as gender diverse or are gender questioning. With the understanding that not all practitioners are experienced with Gender and Sexually diverse clients, many resources and guidelines have been created to help prepare counsellors and psychotherapists to provide a positive therapeutic environment. One example is a handout created by the American Association of Marriage and family Therapy (Education.uoregon.edu. 2013), that includes a number of recommendations designed to minimise risk of Gender and sexual diverse clients, as well as those who are gender questioning, of having a negative therapeutic experienc. The American Association of Marriage and family Therapy encourage counselling and psychotherapy practitioners to be are open about their gender affirmative attitude, ensuring this is reflected by the therapy room, incorporated in external communications, marketing and required documentation for the client, for example including appropriate options for gender on a client registration paperwork. The recommendations also remind practitioners that each individual client has a unique story and not to make assumptions based on solely the client’s gender or sexuality and, if in doubt, to check with the client their preferred pronouns. 

Moreover, as is the case in other GSD accepting countries, Psychotherapy and Counselling bodies within the UK strongly reject the practice of Conversion therapy, or any therapies attempting to change sexual orientation. This industry wide support supports Taylor’s theory of (1992) recognition of equal value for GSD people, signifying that all genders and those who choose to be non-binary maintain the right to be recognised equally and should not be forced to conform to the historical, socially constructed norms, in this case that of the binary society. In 2017, leading psychological and medical bodies (including the NHS) showed support for this belief in equality by issuing an [updated] Memorandum of Understanding on Conversion Therapy in the UK, to declare that it is unethical and harmful (Bpc.org.uk, 2017). This rejection of Conversion therapy and adoption of affirmative therapy has been growing in prevalence since at least 1973, when the London Icebreakers launched the a 24hr helpline, offering free affirmative therapy and staffed exclusively by Gender and Sexually diverse individuals (NHS North West, 2011). 

Perlman (2003) strongly validated the importance of, what he termed, Gay Affirmative therapy (a term that has more recently evolved to be Affirmative Therapy to ensure inclusivity of all sexual and gender diversity) emphasising the importance of therapists confronting possible personal heteronormative bias as well as actively self-educating on culture and practices of those who have a different gender to themselves. Exploratory research was undertaken to explore whether a gender match between client-therapist had a positive effect on the therapeutic relationship. The results suggested this was not an important factor, however there was evidence to show that the therapeutic relationship was more greatly influenced by the ‘female effect’, whereby the therapeutic alliance rating was reported to be higher with female therapists (Bhati, 2014).

Further to the impact of recognition from significant others, therapists and the broader medical professions as examined above, another level of recognition that is deemed to be significant by Taylor (1992) is that of wider society. Societal perception of gender diversity and how it can impact on an individual’s identity construct draws parallels to Taylor’s theory, that when the individual perceives the world to mirror back to them a version of themselves that is abnormal, sub-standard in some way and not worthy of basic human rights, this can cause distortion of identity (Taylor & Gutmann, 1992). Which has historically been the case across much of the world with social class, women’s rights and race, and remains a political and social battle for those who identify as non-heterosexual. With there being 74 countries where homosexuality is still illegal (Erasing 76 Crimes, 2019) many individuals who identify as sexually or gender diverse in those countries are perceived by their governments as criminals and in many cases deemed to be demonstrating immoral behaviour. Furthermore, even in countries where homosexuality and same-sex marriage is legal, such as the UK (although Same-Sex marriage is not legal in Northern Ireland), and culture appears progressive, there is still an ongoing battle for equality. With Brexit negotiations high on the political agenda within the UK, basic human rights and subsequently the rights of GSD individuals are at risk of regression (Channing and Ward, 2017). The possibility of the UK leaving the EU and therefore separation from the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) has caused uncertainty for the GSD community about the security of current GSD/LGBT Rights (Channing and Ward, 2017). The possible replacement of the Human Rights Act of 1998 by a new British Bill of Rights, alongside perceived political homophobia has sparked much debate and doubt for GSD UK citizens (Channing and Ward, 2017). 

Clarke et al highlighted the importance of LGBTQ psychologists actively contributing to social change by undergoing and promoting pioneering research raise awareness and change public perceptions (Clarke, 2010). An early and influential example of such research was by Evelyn Hooker’s who highlighted the similarities of personality tests results undergone by homosexual and heterosexual men of similar age, intelligence and education. The research aided the discrediting of Homosexuality being a mental disorder and paved the way for further innovative psychology research (Clarke, 2010). 

The purpose of this essay was to critically discuss the importance of Charles Taylor’s Theory of Recognition (1992) and explore how it applied to working therapeutically with people who define themselves as gender and sexually diverse. It was established despite Taylor and Gutmann’s theory relating more directly to cultural differences in Canada, it is possible to draw many similarities to gender and sexual diversity. It was established that Taylor’s (1992) reference to modern construct of identity having been evolved to express authenticity was more strongly representative of western cultures and does not take into account a multicultural perspective where there may be a stronger emphasis on collectivism (Arutyunova’s, 2016) and therefore an individual’s drive to prefer the needs and desires of family and society may be greater than the desire to disclose gender or sexual diversity (China, Shao, Chang and Chen, 2018). This desire to please others and society draws parallels with Taylor’s (1992) theory that, misrecognition by significant others and society mirroring of negative perception of a GSD people can cause individuals great distress including internalised homophobia and non-disclosure (Pastrana, 2015). Judith Butler’s (1999) theory highlighted the socially constructed binary system that many western countries have historically held, and how this has negatively impacted on GSD individuals adding unnecessary pressure to fit into one of two gender stereotypes and therefore suffer the affliction of being mis-recognised (Taylor & Gutmann, 1992) or requiring people to demonstrate true gender through performance. The role of the psychotherapy and medical professions, as well as government, was investigated demonstrating the significance of actively supporting gender and sexually diverse people, including the importance of industry and individual practitioners being educated and well prepared to best cater for GSD clients. And finally, the essay looked at the impact influential professional bodies and practitioners being advocates for societal acceptance and equal rights can help minimising risk of societal mis or non-recognition and supporting gender and sexually diverse people in developing a positive self-identity (Taylor & Gutmann, 1992).
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