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Introduction 

Francesca Stella, Yvette Taylor, Tracey Reynolds and Antoine Rogers 

 

This volume brings together a diverse range of critical interventions within the 

interdisciplinary field of sexuality and gender studies. The collection as a whole explores 

topical and emergent debates within this  field, and seeks to encourage new ways of thinking 

about the connections and tensions between sexual politics, citizenship,  multiple 

identifications and belonging. Three interlinked thematic areas are deserving of  particular 

attention: sexuality in relation to citizenship, nationalism and international borders; sexuality 

and ‘race’; and sexuality and religion. The choice of these thematic foci is partly a reflection 

of personal and political concerns which are important to each of the co-editors (REFS). It 

was also inspired, however, by ongoing and often heated debates around ‘sexual 

nationalisms’, which have been particularly prominent in queer and feminist circles since the 

publication of Puar’s Terrorist Assemblages (Puar 2007), and have been variously articulated 

as ‘homonationalism’ (Puar, 2007) or ‘femonationalism’ (Farris, 2012). In revisiting debates 

around sexual citizenship and belonging, our contributors engage with these perspectives. It 

has been argued that changes in sexual and intimate lives across the globe have led to the 

progressive democratisation of sexual relations and the transnational mainstreaming of 

notions of gender and sexual equality (Giddens 1992; Weeks 2007). These perspectives, 

however, have been challenged by research highlighting persistent disparities in gender and 

sexuality equality across nation-states (Stychin 2003; Roseneil, Halsaa and Sumer 2012), 

conservative backlashes against the globalisation of sexual and reproductive rights (Waites 
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and Kollman 2009); and enduring inequalities and tensions within the diverse communities 

ostensibly represented by LGBT and feminist politics (Taylor et al 2010; Lutz et al, 2011). 

Critical of triumphalist narratives of global progress in the field of sexual and reproductive 

rights, ‘sexual nationalism’ perspectives have instead highlighted how gender and sexual 

equality are often deployed “in the invention of a civilized, mature Europe and its irrational, 

perverse, barbaric Others” (Petzen 2012). Fitfully for a collection which is part of the 

‘Advances in Critical Diversities’ series, our intention is not to dismiss the significance of 

sexual and gender equality, the difference it makes to people’s lives and the ongoing political 

struggles associated with them. Instead, our aim is to foreground persistent  tensions, 

discomforts and inequalities within feminist and queer activism, for example around the co-

optation of sexual and reproductive rights into Orientalist, neo-colonial, racist and anti-

religious discourses (Fassin, 2012); or the mainstreaming of the language of diversity in 

feminist and LGBT politics in ways that often contribute to mask and maintain white middle 

class privilege (Ward, 2008). Foregrounding tensions does not mean throwing the baby away 

with the bath water: it means shifting the focus from ‘the world we have won’ (Weeks, 2007) 

to other important struggles that intersect, sometimes uneasily, with those around gender and 

sexual equality. Others before us have passionately engaged in, and contributed to, these 

debates, and we recognise our debt in particular to US Black feminists and to the concept and 

politics of intersectionality. Intersectional perspectives foreground how oppression is 

institutionalised and experienced around different configurations of ‘race’, gender, class, 

sexuality, age and able-bodiness, but also help us to imagine and sustain solidarities across 

these boundaries (Lorde, 1984; hooks; Crenshaw, 1989). We think of intersectional dialogue 

as a ‘politics of possibility’ (Taylor, 2011) that opens up opportunities for meaningful 

dialogue beyond the rigid boundaries of single-issue identity politics. This edited collection 

reflects our collective desire to take sexuality and gender research in new and challenging 

directions – but also to be mindful of legacies and endurances; we don’t arrive in place ‘from 

nowhere’ and there are real questions of histories, presences and absences which deserve our 
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pause. We wish to acknowledge among these legacies that of now more established 

academics whose work on sexuality and gender was initially pioneering and lacked 

institutional support, and in whose footsteps we tread, even as we take aspects of their work 

as points of departure and contestation (Weeks 2007). We are also indebted to activists and 

academics who have highlighted enduring and painful absences around ‘race’, ethnicity, 

migration and religion in these legacies, particularly in a UK and European context where 

there has arguably been a more marked reluctance to engage with these issues than, for 

example, in the US (see for example Miyake and Kuntsman 2008; Ahmed 2011; Haritaworn 

2012). 

The geographic focus of this collection is admittedly Eurocentric: with the exception of 

Atluri, who explores sexual politics in contemporary India, the chapters focus on the UK, 

Russia, Ireland, and Italy. The collection, however, does not comprise a range of national case 

studies or foreground a comparative perspective, a format common in edited books on social 

movements and LGBT and women’s rights (Kelly and Bresnin 2010; Roseneil, Halsaa and 

Sumer 2012; Tremblay, Paternotte and Johnson 2011; Kollman 2013; Hayab and Paternotte, 

2014). Instead, the contributions explore a range of transnational spatial dimensions that 

exceed the boundaries of the nation-state and of ‘Europe’: they consider, for example, links 

between Britain as a postcolonial power and its former colonies (Waites, Atluri); the 

construction of European ‘core’ and its ‘peripheries’ in discourses on sexual and reproductive 

rights (Stella and Nartova, Alga); or forms of belonging shaped by migration from within and 

outside ‘fortress Europe’ (Ryan-Flood, Giametta, Alga, Held). Thus, the edited collection 

explored macro-level perspectives by attending to the broader geopolitical and socio-legal 

structures within which competing claims to citizenship and belonging are played out; at the 

same time, micro-level perspectives are utilised to explore the interplay between sexuality 

and ‘race’, nation, ethnicity and religious identities, both in individuals’ lived experiences and 

in activism and forms of collective belonging (see chapters by Reynolds, Held, Ryan-Flood, 

Taylor and Snowdon, Page, Munt and Smith, Hensman). Indeed, despite its apparent 
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emphasis on ‘nation’, the notion of ‘sexual nationalism’ is conceptually useful to open up the 

map and to go beyond methodological nationalism by connecting different geographical scales: 

the global, the regional, the national, and the body (Colpani and Habed 2014). 

Puar defines homonationalism as ‘an analytical category deployed to understand and 

historicise how and why a nation’s state as “gay-friendly” status has become desirable’ as a 

marker of progress, modernity and civilisation’ (Puar 2013: 336). This status, evidenced by 

policy and legislation designed to recognise same-sex coupledom and to protect LGBT 

citizens from discrimination and violence, has been widely celebrated as a progressive 

development. The symbolic inclusion of non-heterosexual and gender-nonconforming 

individuals into the citizenry is a relatively new phenomenon particularly visible in (although 

not confined to) the ‘western’ world (Tremblay, Paternotte and Johnson 2011). Yet Puar 

(2007, 2013) argues that the selective inclusion of queer bodies as worthy of state protection 

is often acquired at the expense of the racialized ‘other’. Internationally, LGBT rights become 

a badge of national pride for many ‘western’ countries, while being used on a symbolic level 

as a marker of progress which distinguishes the ‘civilised’ global North from the ‘uncivilised’ 

South (and, within Europe, to mark the ‘modern’ West/North from its Eastern and Southern 

‘homophobic’ peripheries). Domestically, the new recognition of LGBT rights is paralleled 

by the problematisation of racialised ethnic communities, for example Muslim populations, 

imagined as the ‘cultural other’ and inherently homophobic. However, debates about ‘sexual 

exceptionalism’ are neither confined to LGBT rights nor are they new: the deployment of 

sexuality and gender in the construction of specific ‘geographies of perversion and desire’ can 

be traced back to European colonial history, whereby modern, civilised ‘western’ sexualities 

were pitted against perverse and exotic sexual ‘Others’ (Bleys 1996; MORE REFERENCES 

PLEASE). This legacy continues, as constructions of ‘Europeanness’ and of ‘progressive’ 

national identities within Europe continue to deploy discourses of ‘civilisation’ which 

increasingly hinge on values such as gender equality, sexual liberalisation and secularism as 

core values (Fassin 2012). These discourses are deployed internationally to justify or curtail 
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military or humanitarian intervention (e.g. the liberation of women from the yoke of 

patriarchy offered as an argument for British intervention in Afghanistan, UK aid to certain 

African countries being made conditional on the decriminalisation of homosexuality). ‘Sexual 

exceptionalism’ is also deployed in the pervasive political obsession with immigration to 

‘fortress Europe’ and to specific European states, where for example (racialized) female 

migrants are portrayed as victims of their own (sexist and homophobic) culture (Farris 2012; 

Bracke 2012). 

***** 

 

The first section of the book, ‘Sexual nationalisms and the boundaries of sexual citizenship’, 

explores national and transnational dimensions of sexual citizenship and its politics. Despite 

the projection of ‘sexual democracy’ as a European value to be mainstreamed across the 

continent (Fassin 2012; Ayoub and Paternotte 2014), legal and policy recognition of gender 

equality and LGBT rights remains uneven across different European counties (see for 

example Trappolin et al. 2012; ILGA Europe 2015). Colpani and Habed (2014) observe a 

tendency in analyses of ‘sexual nationalisms’ in Europe to take Northern European states, 

where elusive notions of gender equality and sexual diversity are hailed as national values, as 

paradigmatic of Europe as a whole. This ignores the fact that ‘homonationalist imaginaries 

and practices operate simultaneously, if not contradictorily, in different European locations’, 

and erases from the map the sexual nationalisms of many parts of Southern, and Central and 

Eastern Europe, which are often constructed in opposition to ‘European’ values. Indeed, 

Stella and Nartova (chapter 1) argue that homonationalism is an unsuitable conceptual 

framework to understand the politicisation of gender and sexuality as a marker of national 

identity in Russia, a nation very much positioned on the periphery of Europe. Drawing on a 

careful discourse analysis of media, policy and legal documents, they consider how 

restrictions on citizens’ sexual and reproductive rights are justified in the name of the national 

interest and in explicit opposition to European notions of ‘sexual democracy’; they also 
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highlight how family and demographic policies are deployed in the construction of ideals of 

nation and national belonging which are both sexualised and gendered. They propose 

Foucault’s notion of biopower, a technology of power concerned with the social and 

biological control of populations (Foucault 1978/1998, 1997/2004), as a more productive 

concept to understand the workings of Russian sexual nationalism. 

The following two chapters explore the boundaries of sexual citizenship from the point of 

view of two very different groups of migrants in the UK: LGBT Irish migrants (Roisin Ryan-

Flood, chapter 2) and LGBT asylum seekers (Giametta, chapter 3). The relationship between 

transnational queer migration and sexual citizenship rights remains poorly understood, and 

both chapters highlight the complexities of migrants’ motivations, circumstances and 

positionality/migrant status. Roisin Ryan-Flood’s chapter is based on interviews with LGBT 

Irish migrants in London, whose experiences are contextualised within the broader history of 

Irish migration to the UK. She highlights how economic motives are often intertwined with 

the search of a more tolerant and supportive social climate, and argues that ‘theorising 

sexuality and migration separately offers only a partial and determinist understanding of the 

experiences of queer migrants’. She also shows that LGBT migrants experiences illuminate 

changes over time in both British and Irish sexual citizenship regimes, and explores the 

impact of migration on the formation of Irish queer subjectivities and on relationships with 

family ‘back home’. Giametta considers the paradoxical position occupied by asylum 

claimants who seek protection from persecution on the grounds of sexuality and gender 

identity in the UK, recently ranked the most progressive European country in terms of 

legislation and policies concerning LGBT rights (ILGA-Europe 2015). Yet legal protection is 

not automatically extended to LGBT asylum claimants: in the UK as well as in other 

European societies, asylum is increasingly seen as a system threatening the success of 

‘managed’ migration (Squire, 2009), and the legitimacy and credibility of asylum claimants is 

a priori doubted and scrutinised. Despite the principled ‘humanitarian attachment to the 

principle of asylum’ (Squire, 2009_ page N) as a marker of moral superiority compared to 
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refugee producing states, in practice asylum is increasingly framed as a security issue needing 

intensified surveillance and policing. Drawing on interviews with LGBT asylum claimants 

and refugees on their experience of the asylum system, Calogero Giametta analyses the 

biographical narratives they are compelled to produce, prompted and assisted by state 

institutions as well as by humanitarian bodies (i.e. immigration lawyers, refugee NGOs) 

whose aim is to protect them. Thus, the process of certifying the credibility of their narrative 

acts as a ‘biographical border’ (Mai 2014) between the threat of deportation and the safety of 

recognition. 

Like Giametta’s, the final chapter in this section, by Matthew Waites, explores the paradoxes 

of humanitarianism, albeit from a different angle. The chapter explores the activities of 

London-based NGOs focussed on the promotion of LGBT human rights in the 

Commonwealth of Nations, an organisation comprising 53 member states, for the most part 

territories of the former British Empire. The chapter compares the activities and approaches 

of four London-based LGBT NGOs working transnationally. Waites explores the power 

relations and tensions arising from UK-based NGOs utilising the Commonwealth as a 

‘political opportunity structure’ (Kitschelt 1986). Waites shows that, while their activities are 

well-intentioned and in many ways beneficial, these organisations act with limited 

understanding of the national contexts they purport to influence, and often do not seem alive 

to the hierarchies of privilege around ‘race’ and class within their own structure. Their 

engagement with the experience of LGBT organisations operating locally, and their ability to 

learn from their experiences and perspectives, has thus far been very limited; thus, London-

based transnational LGBT organisations have tended to privilege a single-issue approach to 

human rights rather than considering postcolonial and intersectional perspectives. 

 

The second section of the book, ‘Racialised subjects and feminist/queer solidarities’, explores 

the intersections between racialized/postcolonial subjects and sexuality/gender, both in terms 

of lived experiences and political activism. Recent work has proposed that the image of 
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Europe or of the national community as exceptionally progressive with regards to sexual and 

gender equality hinges on binary notions of civilisation/barbarity and enlightenment/darkness, 

often rooted in histories of slavery and colonialism. For example, the mythology of ‘sexual 

exceptionalism’ echoes in historical work on modern American sexualities, which has shown 

how both constructs of ‘deviant’ homosexuality and of ‘normal’ heterosexuality were was 

underpinned by understanding of ‘whiteness’ as the invisible norm (Bleys 1996; Carter, 

2007). Sexual exceptionalism has historically been deployed to racialise the ethnic and 

religious ‘Other’, and this continues to be the case in contemporary societies (Puar 2007; 

Fassin 2010; Ahmed, 2011; Hariwatorn 2012). Yet uncomfortable silences continue to 

surround ‘race’ in sexualities studies as well as in feminist and queer activism (Kuntsman and 

Miyake 2008; Rahman 2010; Ahmed 2011; Rogers 2012). Lutz et al. (2011) suggest that this 

is perhaps less the case in the US than in Europe: while in the US race equality is associated 

with the civil rights movement and the pivotal role African Americans played within it, in 

Europe ‘race’ retains uncomfortable associations with theories of white racial supremacy 

based on notions of race as a ‘natural’, biological fact, theories used in the not too distant past 

to justify colonial domination and exploitation, as well as genocide within Europe itself (see 

e.g. Lutz et al. 2011 on the problematic connotations of the term Rasse in German-speaking 

countries). The contributions in this section engage with ‘race’ as an analytical category in 

order to illuminate the workings of institutional racism, racial prejudice and colonial histories. 

Yet challenging racism involves not only understanding how processes of racialization affect 

black people’s lived experiences, but also scrutinising ‘whiteness’ as a relational but invisible 

to backdrop.  

The section is opened by Tracey Reynolds’ chapter, which explores constructions of black 

womanhood in the UK. Reynolds argues that there is political value in using the term ‘black 

women’ as a means to challenge and resist racism, even as it conflates differences around 

ethnicity, geographical positioning (Global North/South) and citizenship status, as well as 

class, generation and sexuality. Against the depoliticised use of intersectionality (Erel et al., 
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2010), she also argues for the need to trace it back to its origins in Black feminist theory, as a 

way  to foreground the importance of racial oppression in black women’s lives and make their 

voices heard. Reynolds shows how black women continue to be positioned as the racialized 

other by white majority society, a construction underpinned by a denigrating mythology about 

black women’s sexuality. She identifies in the figures of the black mammy, the baby or 

‘welfare’ mum, the Jezebel and the matriarch the main dominant stereotypical representations 

of black women’s sexualities, and shows how they are constructed as either hypersexual 

(Jezebel, the welfare babymother) asexual (the black mammy) or threatening and 

emasculating (the matriarch). She then analyses in more detail the figure of the black mammy 

to illustrate how racialized images of black women’s sexuality continue to influence policies 

and social attitudes in the UK, and the implications these images and discourses have on the 

experiences of black women. 

Maria Livia Alga’s contribution explores the possibilities for building alliances across 

antihomophobic and antiracist movements in Italy as a way to transcend single-issue identity 

politics and challenge homonormative notions of ‘sexual democracy’ as a distinctive ‘white’  

or ‘European’ value (Fassin, 2012). Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork conducted in 

Palermo, capital of the autonomous region of Sicily, the chapter contextualises the research 

within the specific geopolitical space of Italy and Sicily. As one of the southern frontiers of 

‘fortress Europe’, Italy plays an important part in policing and controlling migration, 

particularly non-white migration from Africa, increasingly portrayed as a threat to European 

security, economic prosperity and values (including values of sexual and gender equality). At 

the same time, lack of recognition of LGBT rights in policy and legislation positions Italy a 

‘ghost sexual democracy’ compared to other European countries. Thus, homonationalism 

does not occur as a discourse affirming the sup eriority of Italian national laws vis-à-vis other 

‘homophobic’ cultures; rather, it features in demands towards greater recognition of LGBT 

rights as a process which would make Italy truly ‘European’. The shared marginality 

experienced by racialized migrants and LGBT citizens in Italy, Alga argues, creates spaces 
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for solidarities across anti-racist and LGBT activism in the Palermo-based women’s group La 

migration. Echoing Waites (this volume), Alga explores the potential as well as the 

complexities and tensions of intersectional politics and solidarities. 

The following chapter, by Nina Held, takes us from Palermo, Sicily to Manchester, England, 

widely regarded as one of the most gay-friendly cities in the UK owing to the presence of a 

very visible gay scene (‘the Gay Village’) in its city centre. Echoing Reynolds and Alga (this 

volume), Held explores the exclusionary repercussions of discourses which construct the 

homosexual other as white and the racialized other as straight (Puar, 2008). Drawing on 

ethnographic fieldwork, the chapter examines the racialization of lesbian spaces in the 

Village, showing how publicity, door policies and other practices affect how certain bodies 

are mis/recognised as ‘lesbian’. In the second part of the chapter Held shows how 

assumptions about the ‘genuine’ lesbian body affect not only non-white women’s experiences 

of the Village, but also those of women claiming asylum in the UK on grounds of their 

sexuality. Echoing Giametta (this volume), Held shows how proving the credibility of one’s 

story is a crucial criterion to obtaining refugee status; yet credibility is often assessed on the 

basis of living a ‘western’ lesbian lifestyle, including its public expression, regardless of 

whether this is actually feasible or imaginable in women’s countries of origin. Thus,  both 

scene spaces and the asylum system in Britain reproduce normative racialized notions of the 

‘genuine lesbian’. 

The last contribution to this section, by Tara Atluri, draws on ethnographic fieldwork 

conducted in New Delhi, India, and discusses how the legacies of British colonialism 

continue to shape queer and feminist politics in India. Atluri focuses on three important 

moments in recent sexual politics struggles: the proposal by British Prime Minister David 

Cameron to make aid to ‘developing countries’ dependent on their respect of LGBT rights 

(2011); the street protests against government complacency in acting to stop sexual violence 

against women, following the high profile 2012 Delhi gang rape case; and the protests 

following the 2013 reinstatement of Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code, criminalising 
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consensual same-sex practices and introduced during British colonial rule, and temporarily 

repealed in 2009 on grounds of violating the Indian constitution. Atluri shows how these 

moments are connected, and argues that feminists and queer activism in India should be 

understood in relation to neocolonial attempts to speak on behalf of the ‘Global South’ (see 

also Waites, this volume). Rather than assessing their efforts against ethnocentric measures of 

progress based on notions of ‘sexual democracy’ (Fassin, 2012), Atluri contends that they 

should be understood in their own terms, as articulated outside the grammar of ‘western’ 

political subjectivities and rights-based activism.   

 

The third section of the collection explores the intersections between sexuality, religion and 

belonging. ‘Sexual democracy’ has often been linked to secularisation and the declining 

influence of religious institutions in Western societies (Hunt and Yip, 2012; Nynäs and Yip 

2012). Indeed, both feminism and gay liberation have mostly regarded religion as ‘an 

intrinsically constraining and restrictive force, policing gendered and sexual subjectivities and 

practices’ (Nynäs and Yip 2012: 9). Whilst the tension between sexual liberalism and 

religious norms continues to be a site of contestation,  increasingly heated public debates on 

the role of religion in Western democracies have generally focussed on the danger posed by 

religious ‘Others’ (Haritaworn 2012; El-Tayeb 2012). LGBT rights and women’s sexual 

rights feature prominently in debates about the backlash against multicultural and religiously 

diverse societies: against the backdrop of the ‘war on terror’ and the rise of Islamophobia 

across Europe, much of this work has focussed on the cultural racism experienced by 

Muslims (Mepschen, Duyvendak and Tonkens, 2010; Haritaworn 2012; El-Tayeb 2012). The 

representation of Muslims as ‘traditional’, sexist and homophobic is ‘cast within Orientalist 

narratives that underwrite the superiority of European secular modernity’ (Mepschen, 

Duyvendak and Tonkens, 2010: 963). Rather than explicitly focussing on the religious 

‘Other’, contributions to this volume foreground new research agendas focus on ‘vernacular 

religion’ (Lassander 2012) and explore the intersection between sexuality and religion 
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through an examination of everyday practices and identifications. This research challenges 

the assumption that religious beliefs are incompatible with non-reproductive and non-

heteronormative sexual practices and identities, while foregrounding tensions between 

institutionalised religion, individual practices and interpretations, and collective contestations 

around sexual and reproductive rights within religious communities (Nynäs and Yip 2012; 

Yip and Page 2013; Taylor and Snowdon, 2014).  

The first chapter in the section, by Yvette Taylor and Ria Snowdon, is a case-study 

exploration of young Christian lesbians’ experiences in the UK. The chapter draws on 

interview data collected for a broader study on British queer-identified religious youth 

involved in the Metropolitan Community Church (MCC), a Protestant denomination which 

has been particularly welcoming of LGBT members. Whilst young people are typically 

assumed to be uninterested in religion and their voices are thus often marginalised within 

religious communities, the chapter’s exploration of Christian lesbian young women 

foregrounds religious organisations, practices and spaces as deeply gendered and sexualised. 

The authors examine women’s interactions with role models and mentors who are meant to 

make space for them within religious communities; they highlight how role models are often 

experienced by young women as reproducing gendered and heteronormative hierarchies, as 

well and familial discourses, and show how these perceptions shape young women’s religious 

subjectivities and their engagements with religious spaces. Young lesbians’ experiences of 

participation in religious communities are carefully framed as taking place during a time 

where debates on religion and sexuality were highly visible in the public arena, through 

contestations over same-sex marriage and the ordination of female bishops in the Church of 

England. 

Public debates on sexuality and religion are the focus of a reflexive piece by Savitri 

Hensman, a UK-based Christian and lesbian activist who has been involved in activism 

seeking LGBT equality seeking greater equality for LGBTQI people in church and society, 

and challenging ‘top down’, hierarchical models. Hensman reflects on her position as both an 
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‘insider’ (as a member of the Church of England, and as a lesbian campaigner) and an 

‘outsider’ within these campaigns (as a minority ethnic woman, and as someone interested, 

and as someone who has a more detached perspective on what is happening in non-Anglican 

churches). Hensman argues that, although churches are often portrayed as monolithic, 

hierarchical institutions, the term ‘church’ in the Christian tradition originally referred to a 

fellowship of people. This leaves room for members of various churches to question 

dominant discourses on same-sex relationships and gender equality, and indeed these debates 

have always been part of various churches’ theological traditions. While there are indeed 

power imbalances in faith communities, these may be actively contested drawing on religious 

beliefs, and not just outside influences. Over the years, gradual shifts in thinking among 

ordinary members of the church as well as its clergy have allowed the revisiting of seemingly 

established gender and sexual norms. 

The next chapter, by Sarah-Jane Page, explores how religious British young people negotiate 

sexual norms. Page draws from interview data with both heterosexual and LGBT-identified 

young people, who come from a variety of religious backgrounds (Buddhist, Christian, 

Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, Sikh, or a combination of these). Page shows how young people’s 

choices around sexuality continue to be made within regulatory frames; contra the widespread 

perception of religion as a sexually illiberal sphere, she argues that young people draw on 

both religious and secular scripts in making sense of, and navigating, sexual norms, and that 

the regulation of sexuality should not solely be associated with religious frameworks. Young 

people’s experiences are shaped by dominant discourses within youth culture portraying sex 

as an imperative aspect of young people’s lives, promoting pleasure-seeking hedonism and 

problematizing stable couple relationships. The majority of young people involved in the 

study endorsed monogamous relationship while being negative about celibacy (variously 

understood as temporarily refraining from sex or longer-term abstinence). Yet Page shows 

how a minority of young people within her sample supported either celibacy or non-
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monogamy, and in doing so utilised religious scripts as a resource in negotiating sexual norms 

and carving out their own sexual practices and identities.  

Sally Munt and Sharon Smith’s chapter continues the exploration of gender and sexual 

norms, and focuses on two Buddhist organisations with the largest following in the UK. 

Buddhism is here explored as a new religious movement, which emerged as an alternative 

form of spirituality to the mainstream religions in Western societies (typically various 

denominations of Christianity). Drawing on interview data with members of the Buddhist 

organisations (name), Munt and Smith explore their interpretations and constructs of gender 

and sexuality; they also tease out how the latter intersect with queer identifications and (to a 

lesser extent) with ethnicity and ‘race’. They outline dominant constructs of gender and 

sexuality in different Buddhist tradition, noting that they tend to be androcentric while at the 

same time problematizing sexual activity per se (regardless of the gender of the partners 

involved). While in some contexts Buddhist traditions have accommodated gender variation 

and same-sex relations (particularly between men), findings suggest that the western Buddhist 

movements explored are perceived as highly heteronormative, yet these norms continue to be 

contested by their member; indeed, members subtly challenge and subvert hegemonising 

attempts to use traditional symbolic language (e.g. women as ‘angels’). Buddhism appears a 

welcoming space for those traditionally marginalised on account of their gender or sexuality 

because it privileges individual subjectivity and experience over doctrine or tradition, 

although within it white middle-class identity positions remain dominant.  
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