Queer Theory and Mental Health 

Queer theory can become a term that encompasses all the many and diverse variations of sexuality and gender that have presented themselves today. Queer has grown to become a phenomenon we do rather than something we are. It causes us to rethink what normal is when considering gender and sexuality and challenges heteronormality suggesting gender can be fluid and change over time and circumstance. A leading theorist of Queer Theory Judith Butler suggests gender should not be labelled and questions if there is even a need for labelling. As Queer theory embraces all forms of otherness not conforming to the norm and it is evidenced that this population group experience much higher incidence of mental health issues. The provision of professional mental health services to support this community does therefore require careful and sensitive resources.
[bookmark: _Hlk40005613]        Before Queer Theory became established as an academic theory there were many theorists who studied and theorised on the topics of gender and sexuality. Not least early feminist writers and activists like Simone de Beauvoir that contribute studies on poststructuralist theory, with a focus on the theories of Michel Foucault and Judith Butler (Barker & Scheele 2016). Although he did not work in an established queer theory framework, Michel Foucault is undoubtedly one of the most important contributors, his ideas and approaches helped develop a workable framework to understand and challenge normativity (Foucault 1990). This work has provided a theoretical platform for prominent Queer theorists such as Judith Butler. His ideas were particularly helpful in the approach to gender as a construction, and to the development of the concept of performativity as introduced in Judith Butlers book Gender Trouble (1990) which is also influenced by Simone de Beauvoir. Whilst the work of these theorists has advanced  opinion and political policies to the benefit of the great diversity of individuals who do Queer in its many forms, there is still much more to be addressed in support of the mental health of this section of society. The Mental Health Foundation (2020) states although acceptance of the Lesbian gay bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) community in the UK has grown in recent years members of these groups remain more susceptible to mental health problems than their heterosexual counterparts. The causes of this include ongoing discrimination and inequality and suggest a need to investigate how policy and practices can be implemented to combat these problems. As Queer theory encompasses any individual who falls outside heteronormativity, society generalises them unconsciously as others and the issue of othering is not confined only to the general public but also occurs within professional health bodies. These bodies have a responsibility to help and support this diverse sector of our society as statistics show that they are more susceptible to mental health issues. (Turner, Callaghan, & Gordon-Finlayson, 2017). Consequently, organisations set up within these groups provide specific tailored support and counselling services to their members, however this does not relinquish the responsibility from professional health services to do likewise. 
        Queer Theory reaffirms the seductive power of the concept of Queer and its ongoing ability  to inspire thinking- how it even  defies attempts to institutionalise its very concept and how the force and power of queerness challenges the very way theories are constructed  and the alternative power of queerness to create changes in how theory itself is constructed, by creating different and deviant routes outside of the traditional and established conventions. Queer theory seeks to constantly challenge the very concept of queer and defy the establishment of any typical norm. Queer theory resists any formation of boundary or normalisation. It arises out of positivity and acknowledgement and an affirmation that to thrive and continue there needs to be many paradigms within a given field. (Nigianni & Storr 2009).

        The principles of Queer theory as it has developed present the suggestion that what is deemed to be normal in terms of gender and sexuality is not naturally arising but rather has developed discursively and through social construction. People are categorised with a gender when born and taught what their sexuality should be, these conditions are fixed and are expected to remain constant throughout life This is a phenomenon that is understood and experienced through specific cultures and history. (Sullivan 2013). Consequently, a child is categorised at birth and expected to maintain its allocated gender and sexuality for life according to its biological designation. Heteronormativity pertains normal as a couple formed by two heterosexual adults, however a great number of people do not fulfil or fit into this generalisation. it could be construed that there is no true degree of heterosexuality, homosexuality or any other form of sexuality as categories that define relationship cannot encompass all cultures or all times  This being so would suggest therefore there is no one true version of sexuality and thus the contemporary view held by today’s society is no better enlightened that those of our ancestors     (Sullivan 2013). Furthermore, for many sexuality and gender can be fluid and subject to change throughout life. For instance, Lisa Diamond (2008) argues love and desire for some women will not remain firmly heterosexual or homosexual but become interchangeable as they move through different stages in their life.
     Whilst It is evident that there are differing terms and titles that define people who do not conform to the heteronormative model it can be said they are defined as Queer under the umbrella term Queer Theory. Furthermore, Queer theory suggests gender is not something we are but rather something we do, (Sullivan 2003) thereby interpreting the idea of queer as being a verb as opposed to either a noun or an adjective. Judith Butler (1990) a founding theorist of Queer theory introduces the explanation that our gender is produced through a series of gendered acts that produce the effect of attributing gender. She suggests that ultimately gender is something or a phenomenon that can be both performed and performative. When a person acts or performs a certain way to fulfil a role that is crucial to that gender the implication of being a man or a woman is displayed, through the crucial role portrayed. It is this in turn that is indicative of the specific gender. When however she says gender is performative there is a different inference, this produces a series of effect as the behaviours undertaken present the impression of being a certain gender as certain behaviours are indicative of the  gender that is being portrayed to the world (Butler 2011) and a very Foucauldian notion. In a shift away from this theory Nigianni & Storr (2009) however suggest an alternative concept of bodily materialism questioning how to consider sex and sexuality as external to the linguistic and discursive approach prevalent in research.  

         Judith Butler presents her argument of performativity of gender suggesting there are no authentic performances and all gender is merely imitation. In Butlers view (2004) performativity is about bodily acts not merely acts of speech and that there is a complicated relationship between the two. Whilst criticising heteronormativity Butler acknowledges that on element of heterogeneity exists even in queer groups. Queer Theory therefore goes even further suggesting it is about removing the need for identities and labels at all. In turn disrupting long held ideas and instead restoring what is customarily rejected and thereby supporting the marginalized members of society   It requires us to question how we can think or do things differently or queerly. Most often things do not have to be thought of or done the same way it has in the past. (Barker 2016). So Queer Theory has no set theoretical literature and promotes no single perspective and is not unified in all things and encompasses many diverse segments of culture. The term Queer is no longer a derogatory term but is rather symbolic umbrella term.

        To exist and be accepted in society LGBTQ communities may choose to adopt two different approaches assimilation or liberation. An assimilation approach to gender & sexuality proposes the political agenda regarding this sector should involve educating general society to accept these groups as being ordinary, to neutralise prejudice fear and ignorance. The supposition being that this in turn would enable acceptance within society and reduce feelings of isolation that may exist in the LGBTQ community and promote acceptance within mainstream culture accepting heterosexuals and homosexuals are part of natural humanity. This belonging is central with any differences, gender included are only secondary, so tolerance is arrived at by underplaying differences and making them seem unimportant or even invisible (Sullivan 2003).
        The liberation approach conversely is not apologetic, in the 1990s social movement organizations worked to expand LGBTQ rights and secured radical political and transformative social change. In the United Kingdom legal mechanisms were established to promote formal equality of lesbians, gay men and bisexuals. Legal reforms included creation of civil partnerships, adoption for same sex couples, and equality in the Equality Act 2010. These activist queer groups shaped the practice of queer theory and actively promote Queer (Kollman & Waites 2011). 
 
        During the 1960-70s black feminist activist groups emerged such as the Third World Women’s Alliance (19689-1979) and the National Black Feminist Organization (1973-1975) name just two (Springer 2005). Overall, many thousand activists claimed feminism and defined their collective identity based on their gender, race, class and sexual orientation, contributing much to the foundation and practice of Queer Theory. They criticised the civil rights movement for neglecting gender but also criticised the feminist movement for neglecting race. Being a women is not always a defining feature of identity, women often experience other oppressions  Consequently, other issues other than gender were being overridden, for instance black women although in support of white feminists championing the importance of their gender found they had even greater struggles with issues of race. These more pressing issues in turn aligned them more closely with black men than with their white feminist counterparts and led to distrust.    
 When however race is integrated into Queer Theory race, gender and sexuality all combine into a norm, and as individuals we are judged against what society has judged to be an ideal norm (What is Queer Theory?, 2018) Queer Theory dismisses this concept of heteronormality. Although race is an important consideration in Queer Theory, age,  class, ethnicity, religion, nationality are all important characteristics and have an influence as if any theory focuses on only one it will lead to neglecting the others and will not be helpful, especially for people with many issues. 
        Political and theoretical interpretation of sexuality, social relationships and individuality suggest normal is a heterosexual typically monogamous relation often involving procreation. (Sullivan 2003). Society portrays natural relationships to include men and women who embody gender specific roles, these roles are assumed as heterosexual until proven otherwise. This is reinforced by what we view on TV, in films and read about in magazines where we observe what is considered normal Barker & Scheele (2016). These assumptions are not only applicable to gender and sexuality but also have implications for other factors such as race as heteronormative society decides which specific groups are normal and which abnormal. Queer Theory resists the idea of Identity Politics and fighting for your rights based on a certain individual identity such as same sex marriage. Kathy Cohen (1997) suggests with anti-identity politics we should not construct political polices merely around heterosexual or queer society. She argues there remains privilege even within these groups themselves, and rather political policy should be established around societies most marginalized groups who are outside or the norm.

        Sullivan (2003) suggests what is deemed to be normal in terms of gender and sexuality is not naturally arising but rather has developed discursively and through social construction. People are categorised with a gender when born and taught what their sexuality should be, these conditions are fixed and are expected to remain constant throughout life This is a phenomenon that is understood and experienced through specific cultures and history 
        However, it could be construed that there is no true degree of heterosexuality, homosexuality or any other form of sexuality as categories that define relationship cannot encompass all cultures or all times  This being so would suggest therefore there is no one true version of sexuality and thus the contemporary view held by today’s society is no better enlightened that those of our ancestors (Sullivan 2003). Queer Theory calls us to ask ourselves how something can be done or thought of queerly or differently. Barker (2016) suggests Queer Theory is all about disrupting the status quo, reclaiming what is usually rejected, removing the need for identities and labels and advocating for the most marginalized in our society and asking does it have be thought of or done the way that it has always been done, probably not. 

        Nevertheless despite slow progress being made to allow queer communities the same rights and freedoms all members of society deserve and have a right to evidence from the Mental Health Foundation (MHF) (2020) suggests members of the LGBTQ community remain at greater risk of experiencing mental health issues. In young LGBTQ people this includes depression six times higher, self-harm or suicidal tendencies eight times higher and alcohol or substance misuse three times higher. This high prevalence is thought to be attributable to many factors such as continued homophobia, isolation and discrimination. They are at risk from hate crime and especially gay men and young people in the LGBT community who are from black and ethnic minority groups. The Office for national Statistics (ONS) figures based on the 2015 Annual Population survey estimate there are 920,000 people in the UK identifying as being gay, lesbian, or bisexual, approximately one-point seven percent of the population. Furthermore, the ONS (2015) record lower life satisfaction scores and lower worthwhile activity in this population. This suggests although acceptance of the LGBT community is growing, we need to evaluate how polices and practices may be used to better combat the evident inequalities and disadvantage that persist.

        A useful perspective on what may be contributing to the high prevalence of mental health  issues in LGBGT or Queer members of society is the concept of Othering and the suggestion that is occurring not only in the general public but also within the counselling community itself. Dr Dwight Turner (2017) explains othering as being the other person who does not fir into the normal boxes. The Equalities Act 2010 states there are nine protected characteristics, but we are all made up of a complex series of intersectional identities some of privilege but also some of otherness, this may be colour age sexual orientation. When we other someone we concentrate on just one aspect of their complex identity. A recent research undertaken by King, et al (2007) suggests that some therapists may assume that if the client or patient does not identify as heterosexual, they might mistakenly attribute their sexuality as the main contributing cause of their mental health issue. However, for most of our society there is no ethical scientific or logical reason why we should treat people who identify as LGBTQ any differently from people who identify as wholly heterosexual.

        The BACP in 2019 updated its good practice guidelines for counselling in relation to Gender Sexuality and Relationship Diversity as it recognises the relevance of these characteristics play in the mental health of people in the LGBTQ community. They provide a good source of information and point of reference along with additional resources, but they only give guidance for one level of the identity of the client. and need to be used in conjunction with all the other BACP guidance relevant for the client’s symptoms. The BACP advocates its ability to value people’s differences and are committed to providing equal opportunity and a non-discriminatory policy against all people groups, whatever their social or personal circumstances. Providing a consistently high ethical and professional service. (BACP 2019). The BACP are committed to social inclusion and unbiased attitudes for all people irrespective of their sexuality.  

        Often when they have a mental health issue it is to the LGBTQ organisations that people identifying as Queer turn to for the directed help many of them require. Stonewall an LGBT organisation undertake vital work to fight for the equality of its members and hold an annual Mental Health Awareness week. They strive for awareness of the central and specific mental health experiences of the minority groups in their dynamic and diverse community and their differing identities. Placing importance on and listening to stories of LGBT people of all races, minority ethnic groups, disabled, older, or of faith about their mental health, learning about experiences which can often be overlooked. Other LGBTQ organisations include the LGBTQ Muslim charity Imaan, Gendered Intelligence, who serve the trans community particularly those under 21 years of age and the Albert Kennedy Trust LGBT for 16-25-year olds. Whilst the LGBT Consortium Wales can provide details of a whole network of specific counselling services including low-cost services for people on benefits.



        We can see how Queer Theory forces society to rethink normativity and illustrates that as society attaches labels these labels denote a person’s identity, dividing people into normal or abnormal based on their practices and preferences. Queer theory challenges this view and suggests a need to rethink what is normal and what is abnormal, because Normativity is Power. Furthermore, although sexuality and gender are considered binary and dependent on people’s bodies it is evident that not all people fit their designated category, and this being the case is there even a need for categorises at all. Queer theory questions therefore the whole concept of gender, sexual identity, and the links between them. Whilst central policies and practices in government and health services is slowly changing the shift in societies opinion, acceptance and integration of the queer community seems to be even slower. Meanwhile members of the LGBTQ community sadly continue to display a much higher than average level of mental health issues. It is  vital therefore that all sectors and agencies of mental health provision, strive to improve their understanding and provision of the specific requirements and support this overlooked sector of society require to achieve parity of care with the rest of society. 
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