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Introduction

In this special issue, we are invited to reimagine 
the field of community health psychology 
amidst current debates which seek to move 
beyond individual-in-context conceptualisations 
of praxis, community and empowerment. In 
embarking upon this challenge, in this article, 
we will attend to concepts central to community 
health psychology which includes the conceptu-
alisation of the ‘person-in-context’ and the 
related concepts of ‘identity’ and ‘difference’. In 
this article, we will work from a standpoint that 
draws upon theoretical resources from post-
structural feminist approaches, Foucauldian 
critical theory and our version of a queer-
theoretical approach in a way that shows its rel-
evance to community health psychologists.

While ‘Queer Theory’ is well known in 
disciplines such as sociology and gender 
studies; queer-theoretical resources for work-
ing within psychology have been substan-
tially undervalued. In developing our version 
of queer-theoretical resources for community 
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health psychology, we draw on the postmod-
ern works of Butler (1990, 1997, 2004) and 
find our anchoring point in the challenges of 
rethinking subjectivity and the processes of 
subjectification, or subjection as Butler terms 
it. ‘The current understanding of subjectivity 
as a synonym for inner life processes and 
affective states is of relatively recent origin’ 
(Biehl et al., 2007: 6). In a modernist frame of 
reference, ‘inner life processes and affective 
states’ are attributed to individual agents and 
distinguished from the structural contexts 
within which they are located and which 
can affect them. In contrast, postmodern 
approaches rethink subjectivities in engaging 
with the constitutive and iterative social pro-
cesses in ways which avoid reproducing the 
agency-structure binary. We believe Judith 
Butler’s (1990) queer theoretic notion of 
‘performative subjection’ is an important 
resource for those grappling with subjectifi-
cation; subjectification, for us, facilitates new 
understandings of how identity and differ-
ence can be conceived of (Davies, 2006; 
Gowlett, 2012).

We begin by providing a brief review of 
existing uses of queer theory by psychologists 
before moving on to consider what queer-
theoretical resources can offer in relation to 
key community health psychology concepts. 
First, we will introduce a critique of the con-
ceptualisation of the ‘person-in-context’ 
before drawing upon the queer theory concept 
of ‘performativity’ as a useful re-conceptuali-
sation, as illustrated through a research exam-
ple. Second, we will engage with how ‘identity’ 
and ‘difference’ as related concepts have tradi-
tionally been understood and draw out the 
limitations from our standpoint. These con-
cepts will be reworked from a queer theory 
approach and will draw upon the notion of 
‘cultural intelligibility’. Third and finally, we 
will engage with the question of what a queer-
informed approach to community health psy-
chology might involve.

We do not seek to provide an exhaustive map 
of the ‘world of queer theory’. This would work 

against the grain of the approach, which seeks 
to destabilise grand narratives in favour of post-
modern critique and disruption. In contrast, we 
seek to offer an explication of how a queer-
theoretical lens can be used to facilitate new 
ways of being and speaking that begin to gener-
ate new possibilities for collective community 
action. Queer theory has made its mark in the 
fields of gender and sexuality in challenging 
problematic notions of gendered and sexual 
identity categories. In this article, we cautiously 
explore the value of its theoretical concepts in 
broader terms and as potentially relevant to 
various and intersecting sets of issues encoun-
tered in community health psychology. 
However, it is important to resist over-
extrapolation in the sense that queer theory 
cannot be transposed upon all identities and 
practices in precisely the same way as has been 
done in relation to gender and sexuality bina-
ries. Instead, the resources that the theory offers 
must be located within the specificities of par-
ticular community health issues including pre-
vailing and intersecting hegemonies and the 
consideration of any potentially problematic 
implications queer theory may have in relation 
to these issues.

Queer theory in psychology

The emergence of queer theory must be dis-
cussed in the social and political context of its 
development which included both what has 
come to be referred to as ‘the AIDS crisis’ and a 
broader rejection of political strategies that were 
underpinned by homogenising assumptions 
with regard to categories of identity (Walters, 
2005). Arising from a politics increasingly con-
cerned with the differences between identities 
and practices in the 1980s, the categorisations of 
sex/gender and heterosexuality/homosexuality 
were rethought with an attendance to the social 
and hierarchical underpinnings of these binary 
categorisations (Richardson, 1996). Queer poli-
tics was at this time concerned with resistance to 
dominant prescriptions of sexuality and gender 
and posing new ways of thinking about 
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identities as fragmented, fluid and intersecting. 
The rise of grassroots and direct action advo-
cacy organisations such as ‘ACT UP’ (AIDS 
Coalition to Unleash Power, n.d.) and Queer 
Nation has played a role in contesting queer 
invisibility, silencing, homophobia and vio-
lence. These social and political contexts went 
hand in hand with a broadening of sexual and 
gender identities to include those identities 
excluded through dominant forms of gendering 
and heteronormativity (Walters, 2005).

There have been multiple calls for the inclu-
sion and utilisation of queer theory in psychol-
ogy (Hegarty, 2011a; Minton, 1997). Queer 
theory has been increasingly drawn upon in 
relation to: psychological re-theorisation, for 
example, anti-homosexual privilege (Hegarty 
and Massey, 2006) and white privilege (Riggs, 
2007); psychological conceptualisation, for 
example, histories of intelligence testing 
(Hegarty, 2011b); psychological practice, for 
example, remapping key considerations in ther-
apeutic practice towards enabling ‘empowered, 
viable, gender variant possibilities, rather than 
representing gender variant youth as incoherent 
subjects’ (Roen, 2011: 58). Moreover, queer 
theory has provided a useful resource for work-
ing with diverse issues, in conjunction and 
sometimes integrated with other theoretical 
approaches.

Beyond this important conceptual work, 
scholars have utilised queer-theoretical 
resources in relation to therapeutic/clinical ser-
vice provision and practices (Moon, 2008; 
Riggs, 2011; Semp, 2011). Riggs (2011) under-
takes a queering of evidence-based practice in 
counselling contexts. Riggs argues that those 
evidence-based practices which are under-
pinned by positivist assumptions can poten-
tially risk reinforcing a ‘narrow and prescriptive’ 
understanding of marginalised identities (p. 7). 
Drawing upon and analysing case studies from 
a queer theory lens, Riggs proposes an approach 
which incorporates an acknowledgement of 
social norms and broader societal contexts as 
paving the way for an alternative account of 
evidence.

More recently, there has been a shift towards 
exploring queer methods in the discipline of 
psychology in general (Hegarty, 2011a; Warner, 
2004). Warner’s (2004) work provides some 
preliminary proposals for a queer-informed 
way of working in researching sexualities 
which includes a reflexive engagement with the 
way in which we construct the ‘objects’ which 
we are investigating and the utilisation of 
approaches which develop a body of knowl-
edge, on how categories of identity come to be 
produced and how they are lived in/through 
every day. In the Aotearoa/New Zealand 
context, Semp’s (2011) work has looked at  
connecting queer-theory-informed research 
practices with the implications for practice in 
the provision of public mental health services 
(PMHS). In this work, important aspects of 
research practice were informed by a queer the-
ory approach. This included participant recruit-
ment (of clients and public mental health staff) 
through focusing on people’s practices and 
desires rather than identities and in drawing 
upon postmodern approaches to interviewing. 
In building upon these recent developments, we 
will now turn to engage with a queer-theoretical 
approach to key community health psychology 
concepts.

Queer(y) in the ‘Person-in-
Context’

Various versions of health, critical and com-
munity psychologies have suggested a shift 
away from psychological approaches with an 
individualistic focus. This shift is described as 
moving from ‘an almost exclusive emphasis 
… upon assessing and modifying the behav-
iour, emotions and cognitions of individuals’ 
(Orford, 1992: 5) to psychological approaches 
which ‘consider people within the contexts of 
the social settings and systems of which they 
are parts or which influence them’ (Orford, 
1992: 6). In Orford’s (1992) work, a key 
underlying principle of community psychol-
ogy is the ‘person-in-context’. This is elabo-
rated as an assumption that the causes of 
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problems are ‘an interaction, over time, 
between person and social settings and sys-
tems, including the structure of social support 
and social power’ and that analysis should take 
place at a number of levels ‘from micro-level 
to macro, especially at the level of the organi-
sation and the community or neighbourhood’ 
(Orford, 1992: 4). This conceptualisation 
draws upon the work of Barker (1968), 
Garbarino (1982), Lewin (1951) and Rappaport 
(1977), but notably the work of Bronfenbrenner 
(1979) is hugely influential in community psy-
chology (Kloos et al., 2012). In drawing upon 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) levels of analysis, 
Kloos et al. (2012) write, ‘Individuals, socie-
ties, and the levels between them are interde-
pendent … community psychology is based on 
that interdependence’ (p. 19). In this conceptu-
alisation, it is noted that these levels of social 
context vary according to how close they are 
to the individual (Kloos et al., 2012).

From our standpoint, this conceptualisation 
of the person-in-context re-inscribes an agency-
structure binary in the sense that ‘the person’ is 
underpinned by the notion of an individual 
agent who interacts with a determining social 
environment (albeit structured at differing lev-
els). Cornish (2004) noted that although 
Bronfenbrenner’s model was indicative, it was 
insufficiently specified as to the action relation-
ships between systems/levels. Cornish (2004) 
suggested this could be addressed, among other 
ways, by attention to ‘processes of mutual con-
stitution rather than one-way, cause-effect 
determinism’ (p. 284). In our view, drawing 
upon post-structural feminism, Foucauldian 
theory and queer theory facilitates one in going 
further to unpack what is happening with regard 
to mutual constitution.

In Butler’s (1990; 1997) work, gender is 
considered to be a regulatory regime in which 
identity categories of ‘men’ and ‘women’ are 
sustained through ‘the repeated stylization of 
the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly 
rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to 
produce the appearance of substance, of a natu-
ral sort of being’ (p. 33). In other words, Butler 

asserts that there is nothing natural or founda-
tional about gender but rather it is a discursive 
practice, which is done and redone until it 
becomes a ‘real’ phenomenon. That is not to say 
it is not ‘real’ – it certainly takes real form in the 
sense of being material and embodied, but 
comes to be made real through its repeated 
performance.

In this work, Butler (1990) challenges the 
notion that gender is a social identity which 
stems from the corresponding biological sex 
which is assumed to precede it. A highly cited 
anecdote in Butler’s work is the doctor’s proc-
lamation ‘it’s a girl’, at the birth of an infant and 
highlights the process of ‘girling the girl’ and 
bringing ‘her’ into being as a gendered subject. 
In extrapolating the Butlerian notion of per-
formativity, socially and historically produced 
identity categories which construct ‘the person’ 
can be understood as constituted by ‘the very 
expressions that are said to be its results’ 
(Butler, 1990). Thus, performativity is a process 
through which the subject is constituted rather 
than something the subject does (Jagose, 1996). 
In this, the emphasis is turned away from the 
subject and towards the processes of subjectifi-
cation in the sense that the ‘subject’ ceases to be 
conceptualised as stable, fixed and unitary; in 
favour of being understood as fragmented, con-
tradictory and in a constant process of produc-
tion. In our reading of Butler, the notion of 
performativity troubles the ‘person-in-context’ 
by discursively repositioning subjectivities as 
(at once) constituted by and constitutive of 
social relations of power.

The community health psychology impera-
tive to attempt to mobilise community collec-
tive action has to be productively rethought if 
those who make up collectives are no longer 
positioned as stable, fixed and unitary agents. 
A queer theory approach to collective prac-
tice emphasises an engagement with the pro-
cesses of subjectification. To illustrate this, 
the following section draws on an example 
from a participatory research project in 
which a group of community members 
worked collectively to get to grips with and 
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address problematic constructions and rela-
tions of gender and sexuality as manifested in 
the micro-processes of everyday life. The pro-
ject initially sought to investigate gendered 
relations as a community issue; however, as the 
collaborative group work developed, so did the 
issues to be addressed. Group members within 
the collective came from diverse experiential 
perspectives, but all shared concerns about the 
impact of problematic concepts of gender and 
sexuality and how these might be addressed. 
The project work facilitated space for the col-
lective sharing of, analysis of and reflexivity in 
relation to these experiences. Getting to grips 
with the workings of gendered relations was 
impossible without an understanding of the 
implications of heteronormativity (e.g. detri-
mental assumptions which may affect people 
who do not identify with heterosexual sexual 
identities) and cisgenderism (detrimental 
assumptions which may affect people who do 
not identify with or transition dominant social 
binaries of gender and sexuality; see Ansara 
and Hegarty, 2011). An understanding of these 
processes was central to working towards the 
development of strategies that addressed the 
problematic implications of subjection in day-
to-day lives.

First, one way in which these processes can 
be attended to is through the employment of 
methods which enable a collective analysis 
of the ways through which particular versions 
of subjectivity come to be produced and 
embodied. The participatory research project 
employed memory work techniques which 
involved members of the collective of commu-
nity experts writing memories in relation to a 
nominated topic, for example, an aspect of gen-
dered experience (Crawford et al., 1992; Davies 
and Gannon, 2006; Haug et al., 1987; 
Stephenson and Papadopoulos, 2006). Once 
written, these memories then form ‘objects of 
inquiry’ in the sense that they are collectively 
analysed within the group. This analysis is 
underpinned by the notion that experience is 
socially and historically constructed. The col-
lective deconstruction across memories aims to 

uncover the social processes and conditions 
through which the memories experienced are 
made possible.

Deconstructing the ‘ordinary’ of everyday 
experiences was beneficial as collective analy-
sis was directly related to and embedded with 
immediate concerns. The deconstruction indi-
cated the importance of developing an under-
standing of the interconnections between social 
statuses, privileges and identities. This process 
also provided resources for collectively consid-
ering how to address problematic implications 
which included forging allegiances between 
those who construct knowledges and those they 
construct knowledge about, the importance of 
finding ways to challenge processes which mar-
ginalise particular gendered identities and the 
importance of further developing and theorising 
the implications of solidarity, resistance and 
analysis in knowledge construction.

Second, from a queer theory standpoint, it is 
important to facilitate diverse forms of collec-
tive work which includes attending to the diver-
sity within collectives. In light of the collective 
analysis undertaken, part of the memory work 
process involves the rewriting of these memo-
ries as a woven form of ‘collective subjectiv-
ity’. The assumption that the production of a 
collective account or biography is necessarily 
a singular homogenised reading would be 
problematic. That said, questions around dif-
ference, diversity and contradiction in relation 
to memory work practices remain in the col-
lective process. This is not a new concern, as 
Stephenson (2005) points out there will be the 
inevitable exclusion of some voices and the 
potential for practices which gloss over differ-
ence. Stephenson and Papadopoulos (2006) 
argue for the need to move beyond the mere 
recognition of difference.

In terms of the research project, the mem-
bers of the collective held differing expertise 
in relation to issues of gendered power, het-
erosexism and cisgenderism. This meant that 
the connections made between issues along 
these lines were always partial and subject to 
re-examination; thus, any condition, situation 
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or certain assessments were scrutinised from 
multiple perspectives. Such scrutiny was 
enacted when collectively analysing memo-
ries in which the ‘the subject’ of the text was 
imposed upon problematically. Responses 
which were framed in terms of ‘I would have 
done this …’ or ‘you should have told them to 
…’ required unpacking in terms of the ways of 
speaking and being available to the subject, 
afforded through socially structured privileges.

The sharing of these understandings and the 
diversity of positions afforded group members 
some space for standing differently in relation 
to the issues presented. This was also benefi-
cial in that it enabled the group to shed light 
upon intersecting sets of issues (e.g. age, edu-
cational status and gendered experiences). 
This collective work constituted a problemati-
sation of the working, reworking and potential 
resistance of gendered subjectivity while 
attending to the implications for the promotion 
and constraint of sexualities, bodies and gen-
dered status.

Identity and difference

Refusing the person-in-context approach has 
implications for the theorising of identity and 
difference, which has previously been com-
monly characterised, in relation to the fields of 
sexualities and gender in psychology, by two 
approaches: the liberal humanist approach and 
the minoritising approach (Minton, 1997; 
Riggs, 2007; Semp, 2011). The liberal humanist 
approach centres on the ‘individual’. Within 
this approach, there is an emphasis upon the 
agency that the individual possesses, which can 
be exercised through choices, rights and respon-
sibilities. It is thought that empowerment is 
made possible at the level of the individual as 
they may exercise this agency in relation to 
their circumstances. From a postmodern frame 
of reference, this approach conceives of the 
individual as abstracted from social processes 
and relations of power. This approach risks dis-
connecting identity from socially structured 
relations of inequality and diminishing an 

engagement with the material implications for 
those marginalised.

The second approach to identity and differ-
ence is what is known as a minoritising approach 
(sometimes referred to as the ‘ethnic identity 
model’) within which particular groups are dis-
tinguished from one another based upon an 
assumed shared dimension of identity and the 
way in which this dimension of identity is dif-
ferent from other culturally dominant dimen-
sions of identity in society (Hegarty and 
Massey, 2006; Minton, 1997, Riggs, 2011). 
This dimension of identity is prioritised as the 
feature with which we come to understand a 
particular group of people. An example of this 
would be when reference is made to the ‘gay 
community’ in which members are defined on 
the sole dimension of non-heterosexuality. 
Riggs (2011) alerts us to the dual problems that 
this approach poses; in that it risks re-inscribing 
and validating certain dimensions along which 
people may be differentiated as ‘other’ from 
‘the majority’ and assumes that people catego-
rised within such groups are homogenous to a 
certain degree. This approach also potentially 
risks positioning the experiences of dominant 
and privileged groups as normalised (Young, 
1988).In this instance, it is important to look 
back to progression within the social move-
ments where the notion of one uniting identity 
has been critiqued as exclusionary. For exam-
ple, the category of ‘woman’ was challenged in 
relation to issues such as heterosexism and 
white privilege in order to rethink diversity and 
intersectionality within feminist movements 
(Jagose, 1996; Richardson, 1996).

From a queer-theory-informed standpoint, 
dominant understandings of identity categories 
as socially structured and maintained through 
constitutive practices are essential to ways in 
which difference has come to be an object of 
psychological explanation. Difference has often 
been understood through binarised oppositions 
which risk promoting limited and problematic 
explanations of the ‘other’ and of ‘communities 
of identity’ (e.g. homogeneity and liberal 
humanist conceptions of the individual). From 
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our standpoint, developments from within post-
structural feminism emphasise that exclusion, 
social injustice and inequality not only exist as 
a consequence of dominant gender and sexual-
ity hegemonies but also converge at intersec-
tions of various identity categories including 
disabling practices, race and (mental) health. 
The concept of difference in this standpoint is 
reworked to enable an examination of the ways 
in which difference comes into being in relation 
to dominant hegemonies which privilege some 
as opposed to others.

In rethinking difference, the notion of ‘cul-
tural intelligibility’ becomes important (Butler, 
1990). This refers to the way in which particular 
performances/identities become valid, recog-
nisable and thus intelligible within the frame of 
dominant hegemonies. Particular performances/
identities may be culturally unintelligible where 
they are not consistent with culturally dominant 
categories, or where distinctions between these 
categorisations may be undermined through 
these identities/performances. Such perfor-
mances/identities may be marginalised and 
excluded. Examples have been noted where 
people who transition, transgress or resist gen-
dered binaries of identity have faced significant 
challenges in the recognition of their identity 
when engaging with various institutions 
(Cummings, 2005). It has also been highlighted 
that in some cases, people are in position of 
having to identify themselves within limited 
ways in order to be recognised and to access 
services within legal (Sharpe, 2002) and medi-
cal frameworks (Butler, 2004). From this stand-
point, the implication is that it becomes 
important to attend to identity categories and 
the denotation of difference, in terms of how 
certain groups are privileged, marginalised or 
made unintelligible through these processes.

Conclusion

This article has drawn upon queer-theoretical 
concepts of cultural intelligibility and perform-
ative subjection to move beyond the conceptu-
alisation of the ‘person-context’ and to form 

new understandings of identity and difference 
without re-inscribing problematic discourses 
which construct the autonomous agentic indi-
vidual (as contextually extrapolated), the ‘other’ 
as a subject for explanation nor ‘difference’ as a 
dividing practice. In this section, we draw 
together some of the key points made in the 
article towards a preliminary mapping of what 
a queer-theory-informed approach to commu-
nity health psychology might involve.

What queer theory offers community health 
psychology is a ‘de-centralised positionality’, 
in that a queer standpoint does not transcend or 
reside outside of social processes, rather its 
value is in the unique vantage point offered. A 
queer theory focus shifts us beyond an engage-
ment with the definition or explanation of indi-
vidual or homogenised subjects within identity 
categories. In understanding identity categories 
as intersecting and often hierarchically struc-
tured in terms of social statuses, privileges and 
relations of power, the social structuring of 
these identities requires attendance. A queer 
theory approach posits that in order to engage 
with processes of marginalisation and othering, 
this would require that we turn to examine the 
processes through which such distinctions come 
to be made. Our troubling of the notion of iden-
tity leads us to reformulate the problem from 
how to work with ‘community of identity X’ to 
how to get to grips with the processes through 
which the convergence and intersections of 
socially structured identity categories construct 
and maintain disadvantageous consequences 
for members of community X.

The concept of performative subjection 
offers a way of moving beyond conceptualisa-
tions of individual subjectivity as underpinned 
by the individual agent and as being impacted 
by the varying structural levels. In our under-
standing of this concept, the processes of sub-
jectification are produced through the 
micro-processes of everyday life (Young, 
1988). These micro-processes, from a queer 
theory approach, are sites upon which problem-
atic hegemonies and subsequent disparities of 
social power are enacted and constituted and 
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thus are key sites for interrogation. In drawing 
upon the research example presented in this 
article, the collective analysis of the social con-
stitution of subjection and the facilitation of 
diversity in collective practice enabled an 
engagement with the processes of subjectifica-
tion. Collective action from this standpoint 
would involve a collaborative undertaking of 
excavating and critiquing the dimensions upon 
which problematic dividing practices are 
accomplished: embracing ‘difference’ in novel 
ways which seek to disrupt problematic, domi-
nant and normative identities by rethinking 
socially constructed binaries which serve in the 
interests of those privileged by them.
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