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Introduction 

Gay villages have developed and become a nonn in major urban communities, such as 

Los Angeles, New York, and San Francisco, where these neighborhoods are spaces that are the 

social hub for LGBT people with a network of nightclubs, bars, shops, lodgings, and restaurants. 

These neighborhoods are usually designated by a symbol that is important within the LGBT 

community: The Pride Flag. The placement and designation offlags and rainbow-colored 

crosswalks, along with the network of queer-friendly businesses, showcase where these queer 

neighborhoods "begin" and "end" within their given cities. These visual signs of queerness can 

be seen in Philadelphia's own Washington Square West, commonly known as the Gayborhood. 

The Gayborhood is open not only to those who live in Philadelphia, but also in the greater 

Philadelphia metropolitan area through annual events such as Outfest and Pride. This 

neighborhood centers its history and actions of celebrating and uplifting the queer identity in the 

city of Philadelphia. 

Studying the construction of queer space and queer identity carries anthropological and 

personal importance. With digital spaces, such as Grindr and Tinder, taking stake in the LGBT 

cultural landscape, it is important to question the roles of gay villages and queer neighborhoods 

within the LGBT community. I am situating this project in broader anthropological 

conversations that examine questions within the discipline concerning urban space, embodiment, 

practice, and the queer body. It proves important for qualitative researchers, such as 

anthropologists, to study how space and spatial practices affect queer people in their everyday 

life. In addition, this qualitative research done by anthropologists on queer space and queer 
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neighborhoods illuminates the hegemonic social hierarchy and power dynamics that is generated 

in these spaces and social relations. 

The personal importance of this thesis is based on my own experiences as a young, gay 

Latino being exposed to different queer spaces in the past year. If! were to have been told as a 

senior in high school that I would be writing a thesis on LGBT spaces, I would have not believed 

it. I come from a small, conservative town from New Mexico where I was not previously 

exposed to anything queer. Doing this project has helped me contextualize the various 

experiences, in the Gayborhood and other LGBT spaces, that my interviewees spoke to me 

about. My experiences also helped to contextualize the various spatial relations that are formed 

within the Gayborhood, wherein certain spaces, such as gay bars like Woody's, Tabu, and U

Bar, warranted different experiences for different people. 

In this thesis, I argue that different conditions within queer spaces warrant different 

personal experiences based off various identifications such as race, class, sexuality, etc. This 

proj ect seeks to understand how queer neighborhoods have come into existence by examining 

the historical processes that have allowed for the construction of gay villages with a focus on 

Philadelphia's Gayborhood. I then analyze contemporary understandings of space and place 

within the queer community to examine the relationship between queer spatial construction and 

queer identity formation, as well as an analysis of the spatial politics within the Gayborhood. The 

aim of this thesis project is to answer two specific questions: What are the processes that have 

been created and continue to exist to contribute to the current construction of the Gayborhood in 

Philadelphia? What are the effects of this neighborhood and space on queer identity formation? 

Methodology 
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This study took place between August 2018 and May 2019. During this time, I engaged 

with the Gayborhood by way of participant observation. I made several visits into the 

Gayborhood, focusing on points of interest that would provide me with the most fruitful data 

possible. I learned of these points of interest through interviews that I conducted with five gay 

individuals who live in the Philadelphia area. 1 These interviews were semi-structured, touching 

upon themes of coming out, community, experiences in the Gayborhood, and living in and 

around Philadelphia. These interviews ranged from 25 minutes to an hour long. I met my 

interviewees by way of snowball sampling that took place by going to certain stores and 

organizations, namely Giovanni's Room, a queer bookstore, and the William Way Community 

Center, an LGBT community center in the Gayborhood. After initial interviews, I asked 

individuals if they could provide leads to other interviewees who would be willing to be 

interviewed for my thesis proj ect. 

The points of interest arose out of the interviews I conducted. These points of interest, 

Tabu and Woody's, became sites for participant observation where I would go in and analyze the 

environments of these distinct queer spaces in the Gayborhood. These establishments are gay 

bars. However, I went to these spaces with friends in a sober state so I could be able to get the 

most out of my observations and pay close attention to the interactions happening within these 

spaces. I tried to make several trips every other weekend to get a feel for how each space was 

different on a given night. I went to each space a total of three different times on Friday and 

Saturday nights. This gave me a sense of how environments are distinct not only between these 

two gay bars, but also how they differ within these spaces. 

1 See Appendix A for more information on my interviewees. 
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There were limitations in obtaining data based diverse experiences of the Gayborhood. 

This study only focuses on the gay male experience as result of how my sample size was 

produced. While I did reach out to a range of people throughout the Philadelphia area, gay men 

were the only population to agree to my invitation to interview. This study does not contain any 

lesbian accounts or any trans gender accounts. Future research could focus on lesbian and trans 

experience and how their identities alter their experience of queer space in the Gayborhood and 

Philadelphia as a whole. 

On Writing an Ethnography of the Gayborhood 

An understanding of intersections of theory allow for this thesis project to be possible. 

With a focus on a triangulation of queer and geographic theory, the theoretical framework is 

influenced by three distinct scholars: Michael Warner, Judith Butler, and Doreen Massey. The 

influence and intersections of Warner's (2002) counterpublics, Butler's (1990) performativity, 

and Massey's (1994) sense of place are the driving forces for analysis and theorization of the 

important of space and place within the queer community. The combination of theories is helpful 

in analyzing how individuals develop new practices that are dependent upon space and time. I 

interrogate these dependent practices within the queer community to uncover more about the 

relationship between space and queer identity within the Gayborhood. This thesis project 

contains chapters that situate itself in the theoretical frameworks of scholars who have done 

similar studies, the historical processes that have allowed for gay villages to form, ethnographic 

and interview accounts of the Gayborhood, and a conclusion on the fate of the Gayborhood. 

Chapter One contains the literature review in which I situate my thesis project in relation 

to themes, such as urban ethnographies, spaces and places, and gender, sexuality, and the body. 

6 



Chapter Two focuses on both the Philadelphia and the national queer movements that have 

allowed for certain social rights to be obtained, as well as fights for rights that are ongoing. 

Chapter Three focuses on ethnographic accounts of the Gayborhood by analyzing important 

points of interest that include several murals throughout the neighborhood, restaurants, bars, and 

clubs where I give accounts on what practices I observed in these spaces. I end this chapter with 

interview accounts from my interviewees and their views on the Gayborhood. I then end this 

project with a conclusion of what the future might hold for the Gayborhood. 
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Chapter one: Review of Literature 

This study of queer space and neighborhoods sits at the intersections of of urban 

ethnography, sexuality and community formation, spatial construction, and the body. With that 

in mind, I analyze and review key concepts from authors and theorists dealing with these 

theories. First, I analyze and synthesize works on queer spaces by looking at scholarship based in 

Manila, Beirut, and San Francisco to gain a deeper understanding of how ethnography is done in 

an urban setting. This study also relies on theories on space and place to deepen understanding of 

how space is important and queered by individuals in urban areas. For this, I consider theorists 

such as Michael Wamer and Doreen Massey to show how space itself is constructed. I also 

consider different articles and book chapters to synthesize and analyze the topics of gender, 

sexuality, and the body to help drive this study's background in gender and sexuality studies. 

Urban Ethnographies 

This thesis project is possible due to previous work done by anthropologists that within 

the field of urban ethnographies and queer ethnographies. Whether it be analyses focused on 

cities or physical spaces, anthropologists have been concerned with the social relations, 

networks, and norms within space and time with the queer community. An example of this can 

be seen within Gayle Rubin's work in San Francisco. Gayle Rubin's ethnographic account about 

a leather sex club in 1970s San Francisco is an important intervention in anthropological research 

on urban gay communities in the United States. In "The Catacombs: A Temple of the Butthole," 

(1991), Rubin provides a rich and detailed narrative of how The Catacombs came to be within 

San Francisco's sex scene. Rubin explains and considers the context in which The Catacombs 

could be imagined and formed. This was due to "sex parties [being] critical to the development 
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ofleather social life at least as far back as the late forties, [where] parties were usually held in 

private homes and apartments, hosted by one or two individuals, and populated by means of 

informal networks of referral" (2011, 225). This informal network highlights practices of social 

life and social relations within the community at The Catacombs in which these sex parties 

survived based off who brought whom to these events. These parties were relegated to the 

private scenes of the home or apartments, rather than the semi-private (or semi-public) scenes of 

a sex club or bar. It was at the height of the seventies where the Catacombs was born to serve the 

desires of a semi-private scene needed for sex parties. 

Primarily for gay men, the club was not open to women until the owner, Steve, was 

convinced by his lover, Cynthia Slater, to host women-friendly parties on Fridays, as well as 

inviting women to the Saturday all-male parties. The membership of the club changed, where 

"there were usually from one to five women mingling among sixty to eighty men ... most of the 

men got over it, and many of them came to enjoy the presence of a few women as yet another 

twist on an already wild situation" (234). According to Rubin, the change of clientele at these 

weekly parties did not change the environment or activities that were conducted at The 

Catacombs. However, with the death of the owner, and the selling of the original physical place, 

the spirit of the Catacombs was attempted to keep alive in its new location. Due to the AIDS 

crisis, "Fred, [Steve's lover], decided to close the Catacombs. He did not want to police what 

people did. Above all, he saw the grim realities that in 1984 made the future of running a gay sex 

club a dubious enterprise" (238). 

Rubin's article also captures the certain practices and social interactions of the sexualized 

space that was the Catacombs. Primarily a sex club, The Catacombs was designed to with the 

body in mind, so that certain sex acts could be performed in comfort. It was "designed to help the 
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butthole open up, relax, and feel good. The space was set up to minimize any distractions from 

the quest for deep penetration and other extreme bodily pleasures. It was thoughtfully 

constructed to enhance the ability to focus on intense physical sensation" (230). The layout of the 

space allowed for comfort for the most agonizing sex acts. Rubin explains in detail how this was 

managed, with everything from the physical layout, where a front door led to a small anteroom 

right before the main front room that was meant for socializing (228). The back room of the 

Catacombs was meant for sex (228). Within these rooms, there was music that set the mood for 

individuals that featured stylings by Bette Midler and the Skatt Brothers (232). Rubin describes 

the environment's reliance on the music being played throughout the club, where "music was an 

essential ingredient of the Catacombs experience. An excellent sound system delivered music to 

every corner of the place" (231). Music allowed to control the mood of what was going to 

happen in this establishment. For the first couple of hours of music was meant to welcome 

guests, and when the party started, music changed to a sensual and heated mood. The "lyrics 

spoke directly to the experience of the players. While many were written with different contexts 

in mind, in the middle of a Catacombs party they all seemed to have been penned for a gay male 

sex club" (ibid). It is through the historical account of the Catacombs that Rubin is able to 

describe the sexual and social practices by giving examples highlighting music choice, room 

layout, and music choices of individuals who occupied this physical space. 

Whereas Rubin's article focuses on one physical space in San Francisco, Bobby 

Benedicto's (2014) ethnography of "gay Manila" focuses on the network of queer spaces 

throughout the urban space, which Benedicto coins as the 'bright lights scene.' He elaborates on 

what this scene is, asserting that the bright lights scene is "a tangle of potential connections, an 

assemblage that comes together when links are anxiously traced, felt, and made between spaces, 
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fonns, bodies, objects, dreams, trajectories, images, signs, styles, and other forceful and affecting 

elements" (3). The bright lights scene is a network of spaces, bodies, events, etc., that sheds light 

on gay modernity, where those within the gay community strive to be modern within Manila, a 

third-world city. It is through all the elements that Benedicto mentions that the bright lights scene 

is a connection between experience and spaces. The bright lights scene is not a physical space 

because "it has no clear beginning or end and only becomes apparent partially" to the point 

where the scene becomes visible in "quotidian moments" (2014, 4). It through the everyday 

actions and movements of individuals that the scene is born. It is easily defined and tangible as a 

thing, yet it is not tied to a specific physical space. He treats physical spaces like "cultural texts" 

paying attention to the narratives that "layered over time" (2014, 21). By doing this, Benedicto is 

able to focus in on how sites and spaces are able to change throughout time and not remain static 

throughout history. 

Even with the everyday aspect of interactions that create the scene, Benedicto is aware 

that there are borders to this scene: sexual identification. He elaborates: 

The borders of the scene are, in other words, more than the slash that splits the 
homosexual/heterosexual divide. They are the invisible lines that emerge on the 
streets outside the gay clubs, the intangible cordon that surrounds a group of gay 
men as they stand on the road, talking about shared banalities while a beggar 
hovers around them with her hand stretched out (5). 

The borders of the scene point to how gay men reconstruct the hierarchies emplaced within the 

global scene focusing on gender, class, and race. This is an interesting insight because even 

though the scene is not a physical space or physical neighborhood, Benedicto asserts that there 

are still boundaries and borders that are of importance when it comes to defining the limits of the 

bright lights scene. However, the borders show themselves within the physical spaces as well, 

making the borders of the bright lights scene being defined by the interactions that which gay 
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men come across within their lives in Manila. This is where Benedicto focuses his attention to 

for his ethnography. 

The goal of Benedicto's ethnography is to show how this network is a scene in which the 

queer community's desire to be modern and achieve modernity continues to sustain the 

hierarchies in place within gender, class, and race. He explains the significance that Manila holds 

within his ethnography as a "third-world city" and where the position of the "third-world queer" 

is in all of this. The third-world queer, according to Benedicto, 

is at the center of the city and at the margins of the world. "He" is alternately the 
beneficiary of exclusionary protocols and its object, complicit in systems like 
capitalism that, at the same time, immiserate the city he calls home. "He" cannot 
be sure where he stands at any given moment, not even in the individual space of 
a club, for there, as I have already suggested, grounds of privilege like class that 
are central to the psychic life of the third-world city are under perpetual 
negotiation and are established precariously at points of encounter through 
abbreviated forms of recognition. (2014, 14) 

Benedicto's objective with this ethnography is to showcase how even though these queer 

individuals are modern in the global sense, their class and positionality within the city 

perpetuates the systems of hierarchies that continue to let the scene to thrive. Benedicto's 

argument is focused on how class reinfornces heirarchial relationships with mobility because the 

systems of difference, such as gender and race, are still at play. Examples of this within the 

Gayborhood will be explained later in Chapter Four. 

Whereas Benedicto's ethnography focuses space in the sense of the scene, Sofian 

Merebet's ethnography of Beirut centers on the city as the system within which dissident sexual 

identities live. Merabet's aim is to focus on how simplifications of the understandings of the 

global processes of gender and sexual identity influence Lebanese queer identity in Beirut. 

Merabet attempts "to complement and expand on such a notion by providing a critical standpoint 

from which to deepen our understandings of gender rights and citizenship in the structuring of 
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social inequality within the larger context of the Arab world" (2014, 3). This is done by 

Merabet's method of analysis in exploring the performative bodily practices of gendering for the 

queer men he writes about within his ethnography and how they view themselves within these 

systems of gender and sexuality in the urban sense. 

In his analysis of space, Merabet views space as being a social and cultural production, 

observing human encounters that make space queer. These sites are often where the "socially 

assumed dichotomy between "public" and "private" cannot be easily applied," but instead, are 

sites where "the commonly perceived binary between these two presumably separate spheres," 

are blended together and merge in what Merabet dubs as "zones of encounter" (2014, 5). These 

zones of encounter attempt to transcend both spatial and temporal fixities by challenging them 

with various interactions between individuals. These range from informal, verbal conversations 

to physical gestures, such as suggestive gazes and other bodily maneuvers. 

It is through this ethnography that Merabet strives to answer two questions, which guide 

the analysis and narratives of the monograph. The two questions are: "How can one understand 

gay individuals who resist self-identification? And, how is a multi-faceted homophobia within 

the general discourse of such an urban homosexual sphere socio-culturally explicable" (2014, 9). 

Merabet attempts to answer these questions through the stylistic choices and frameworks of 

Michel de Certeau and through ethnography. Specifically, it is through "partly ethnography" and 

"the anthropological attempt to capture the complex reality of de Certeau's "figure" (i.e. the 

city)" that Merabet begins to answer the questions central to his ethnography (Merabet 2014, 9). 

These frameworks are supplemented by the data collected through interviews and interactions 

during Merabet's fieldwork to Beirut, where he met his interviewees, not only in nightclubs and 

bars, but also in other spaces, such as beaches and cafes. 
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Spaces and Places 

For those individuals with similar identities (gender, sexuality, race, etc.), the construction 

of spaces and communities can offer a refuge from systems of power. In the case of the gay 

community, bars and nightclubs are spaces that offer the opportunity partake in queer practices 

outside of a heteronormative context. This sections offers an overview of scholarship of space and 

publics that has been theorized by scholars in the realm of anthropology, geography, and literary 

theory as they relate to power, practice, and social life. 

Rodrigo Laguarda, a Mexican anthropologist, says that gay spaces are important, not only 

for learning of a community's standards and systems, but for the construction of identity. He points 

out that: 

every group requires spaces of encounter and recognition, places of learning of 
certain forms of interaction; of specific territories in which individuals internalize 
elements or traits in line with an identity. Gay bars play an important role in a 
process of identifying certain subjects with respect to a social group. (2005, 142; 
my translation) 

Bars and nightclubs have multiple purposes that influence the gay community. First, they are 

places where homosexuals can participate in queer social practices. Second, they have the power 

to socialize the gay community with the ways of what it means to be gay within these spaces. With 

this power, gay spaces are not only built by the gay community, but they also build the gay 

community and the gay identity. 

Anthropologist Mark Graham's article "Follow the Yellow Brick Road" (1998) further 

emphasizes the use of a queer perspective when approaching sexuality through an 

anthropological lens and contesting the use of heterosexuality as universal when it comes to 

social actors, which limits the study of spatial relations and spatial practices. By using The 
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Wizard o[Oz as a case study for queer spatial existence, Graham is able to theorize more about 

the body, gender and sexuality, distribution of culture, and forms of resistance. 

Graham opens the article with a section on spaces and their importance to the queer 

community. He argues that "space is of constant interest for homosexuals in ways different than 

for many heterosexuals" and that the socialization of spatial practices "is one of the first tasks of 

the self-respecting homosexual" (104). However, the relationship between queer people and 

space is subjective and varies from person to person. This variable subjectivity is complicated 

because spaces are "made as much by the exclusions as the inclusions." Graham likens these 

exclusions to heterosexuality, "a hegemonic construct that encompasses and permeates all social 

and cultural phenomena" (105). Heterosexuality and heteronormativity maintains a hegemonic 

structure throughout society. Graham continues by defining what queer space is in terms of this 

project as: 

to denote the homosexual subtext of places; subtexts that are routinely neglected, 
ignored or unknown. As Doreen Massey notes, 'what is specific about a place, its 
identity, is always formed by the juxtaposition and co-presence there of particular 
sets of social interrelations' (1992: 12, emphasis added). This means that queer can 
compel us to see the alternatives that are already here, 'co-present', staring us in 
the face (107). 

Queer space helps visualize what is within public space, which is often neglected by the 

heterosexual view or perspective, or the co-presence that has always existed in public. To 

identify queer space is to make it available to everyone, including heterosexuals, to acknowledge 

and recognize for themselves. 

Doreen Massey's "A Global Sense of Place" focuses her analysis on how we can think 

about space by bringing in the time-space compression. This concept of time-space compression 

"refers to movement and communication across space, to the geographical stretching-out of 

social relations, and to our experience of all this" (Massey 1994,2). The general understanding 
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of what is meant of time-space compression is how capital affects space and individuals within 

the world. Massey asserts that it is with capitalism that we learn to understand our relationship 

with space (ibid). However, capitalism can only account for one part of our experience; there are 

other factors, namely, race and gender, that influence our experience within spaces and places. 

Massey only describes the impact of how race, gender, and capital impact one's experience 

within spaces. However, the missing layer of sexuality in Massey's analysis lacks for deeper 

analysis on how this identity factor can influence experience within spaces. 

Michael Warner's essays in Publics and Counterpublics help inform the theory of spaces 

for this study, specifically "Public and Private." In "Public and Private," Warner evaluates the 

differences "of the terms "public" and "private," traces the major debates of public-sphere 

theory," and introduces the idea of counterpublics in relations to feminist and public-sphere 

theory" (2002, 17). Warner aims to elaborate on how complex the terms "public" and "private" 

are, even though they may not seem theoretical in practice. Warner explains how certain other 

binaries have been placed on the public/private binary, i.e. top/bottom, active/passive, front/back, 

etc. He further problematizes this binary situation explaining that "although public and private 

seem so clearly opposed that their violation can produce a sharp feeling of revulsion, the terms 

have many different meanings that often go unnoticed" (27). Warner then explains that both 

terms are usually meant to describe what the other is not. This is seen through his explanation of 

the multiple definitions of what public and private entail. 

Where the public is defined as what the private is not, Warner explains the complexities 

of using this technique of defining what public and private can do as analytic terms. He explains 

the opposing definitions of public and private, in which the public can mean "open to everyone, 

accessible for money, political or official," and private is the opposite, where it is "restricted to 
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some, closed even to those who could pay, nonpolitical and nonofficial" (29). There is the sense 

that the definitions can complement one term while also challenging the other. The conversation 

then pushes towards how the public and private dichotomy, or lack thereof, leads to the public 

sphere in terms of sexuality. In terms of sexuality, publicness is exposure while privacy feels like 

the closet. Warner elaborates more on this where "the closet is riddled with fear and shame" and 

"being publicly known as a homosexual is never the same as being publicly known as 

heterosexual" (52). The publicness and privacy of sexuality bring upon certain emotions for 

those who choose to remain public or private with their queerness, which brings a different set of 

feelings than those who are public with their heterosexuality. It is queers who "have neither 

privacy nor publicness" because they live private lives "without a secure public identity" (53). 

The tension between being private and living public then creates the need for other publics to be 

created to live within the public sphere. Warner defines this tension as a counterpublic. 

A counterpublic is a space that is defined by being in tension with the larger public. More 

succinctly, Warner characterizes a counterpublic as "[maintaining] at some level, conscious or 

not, an awareness of its subordinate status" (56). Sexual cultures of both queer men and queer 

women stand as an example of this. Counterpublics are related to subcultures. Warner examines 

the distinctions between these concepts. Whereas counterpublics: 

enable a horizon of opinion and exchanges; its exchanges remain distinct from 
authority and can have a critical relation to power; its extent in principle 
indefinite, because it is not based on a precise demography but mediated by print, 
theater, diffuse networks of talk, commerce, and the like (ibid). 

It is through counterpublics that gender and sexuality are defined through their most private and 

intimate meanings. Counterpublics in gender and sexuality become "scenes of association and 

identity that transform the private lives they mediate" (57). Counterpublics help redefine the 

public and private for those who identify as queer. This advances the argument on how the 
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public and private are socially constructed. Warner defines counterpublics even further saying 

that they are "fonned by their conflict with the nonns and contexts of their cultural environment" 

and are "damaged fonns of publicness" whereas "gender and sexuality [are 1 damaged fonns of 

privacy" (63). Counterpublics aim to create new publics for those seen as subalterns and create 

an opposing space to that of the hegemonic public, being complicated by the "damaged privacy" 

of gender and sexuality. 

Gender, Sexuality, and the Body 

In the gay community, gender roles are reconstructed through interactions between 

homosexuals. These roles and interactions are developed and perfonned through certain queer 

practices that reinforce the perfonnative aspects of gender and sexuality. This can be seen in the 

way that gender is viewed from sex between men when individuals who have the passive (bottom) 

roles are seen as feminine and the assertive (top) roles are seen as masculine. Laguarda writes more 

about this: 

The diffusion of the tenn "gay" implied the passage of an organization of the 
homosexual practices in which one ofthe two participants reproduced the feminine 
role and the other the masculine, towards a more "egalitarian" organization of the 
homosexuality presumed. In other words, the second half of the twentieth century 
meant the beginning of a (complex, contradictory and unfinished) process that led 
from an understanding of homosexual practices based on the reproduction of 
traditional fonns of gender, towards the grouping of those who participated in them 
within the same category or recognition of all those involved as gays. (2009,26) 

Although there is a change in the way gender roles are constructed in the gay community, these 

structures are reproduced in the actions of homosexuals. There is also a subversive element with 

the use oflanguage in Spanish, in which the use of the feminine fonn of Spanish is used when a 

gay man refers to either himself or his friends. Thus, although gender role reproduction exists in 
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the gay community, there are ways in which the gay community disrupts the current oppressive 

system of gender. 

In relation to gender, it is important to mention the role of performativity. Performativity, 

Judith Butler's use, is the way in which actions are repeated by people in a manner that reproduces 

gender. In other words, as argued by Butler: 

Such acts, gestures, enactments, generally construed, are performative in the sense 
that the essence or identity that they otherwise purport to express are fabrications 
manufactured and sustained through corporeal signs and other discursive means. 
That the gendered body is performative suggests that it has no ontological status 
apart from the various acts which constitute its reality. This also suggests that if 
that reality is fabricated as an interior essence, that very interiority is an effect and 
function of a decidedly public and social discourse, the public regulation of fantasy 
through the surface of politics of the body, the gender border control that 
differentiates inner from outer, and so institutes the "integrity" of the subject. In 
other words, acts and gestures, articulated and enacted desires create the illusion of 
an interior and organizing gender core, an illusion discursively maintained for the 
purposes of the regulation of sexuality within the obligatory frame of reproductive 
heterosexuality. (1990, 211) 

In the context of the gay community and its identities, the concept of performativity has a great 

role in the way homosexuals attend nightclubs and construct themselves in such spaces. The 

actions that a gay person performs are performances in the sense that the actions establish how a 

person builds their identity. 

Graham suggests that queers are trained to be excellent performers from having to act 

within the heterosexual roles that are ascribed to them as children. They develop the heterosexual 

habitus of acting and existing within the familial network. This is because "most homosexuals 

can pass if they want to, and many have no choice but to do so. Homosexuals are therefore co-

present, but usually un-noticed" (1998, 108). Therefore, it is what queer people do that upsets the 

heteronormative order within society. According to Graham, this allows for the queer body to be 

a tool of subversion: 
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Doing it with the body is therefore an extremely important element of one's 
identity for gay men and lesbians; our bodies matter, even if sexuality alone is 
never the sole determinant of who one is, since bodies are also formed by 
structures of class, racism, gender, age and so on ... They cannot be 
accommodated under the sign of heterosexuality. It is through the body that one 
becomes queer and it is with the body that places receive a queer imprint. (1998, 
Ill) 

Bodies are the canvas for queerness in society. Bodies make it possible to show a person's 

sexuality because sexuality is not seen by the public eye. Therefore, the repeated actions of 

individuals are important; to showcase what it means to be queer to those in the public sphere. It 

is through the habitus of queers that performing straightness allows them to pass as heterosexual. 

It is with the body that individuals can signify their queerness. The body opens avenues to 

queerness that allow for sexuality to be expressed rather than repressed. This allows for a queer 

perspective to be developed within the field of anthropology. The perfect example for this is at 

Pride events. Graham elaborates: 

These are also events where people can present their bodies as queer in sharp 
contrast to the often managed bodies of everyday life amidst a watchful 
heterosexual majority. Bodies in queer carnival are often 'grotesque', fabulously 
adorned and sexy. Queer bodies are the intrusion into the 'public sphere' of the 
marked bodies of social outcasts (cf. Young 1990:122-55). As Warner argues: 
'The bourgeois public sphere has been structured from the outset by a logic of 
abstraction that provides a privilege for unmarked identities: the male, the white, 
the middle class, the normal' (Warner 1992 383). Other bodies in the public 
sphere are marked by a 'humiliating positivity of the particular' (1992:382): the 
female body, people of colour, the disabled and queer bodies (1998, 123). 

Pride events are where queer individuals break the heterosexual mold to which they succumb in 

their everyday lives amongst the heterosexual population. They are able to present their queer 

bodies in public as a canvas against power structures and machines of everyday life: gender, 

sexuality, race, etc. Pride events allow for the repeated and ongoing practices and performances, 

in the Butler sense, to liberate bodies from these structures and capture the range of 'queer' 

bodies within society. 
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Habitus: Queer and Heterosexual 

The concept of habitus is something that has appeared throughout my study. Habitus is a 

system of embodied dispositions that organizes the ways in which people perceive the social world. 

Pierre Bourdieu, a French sociologist, says the habitus is affected by class in that 

The basic opposition between the tastes of luxury and the tastes of necessity is 
specified in as many oppositions as there are different ways of asserting one's 
distinction vis-it-vis the working class and its primary needs, or-which amounts 
to the same thing-different powers whereby necessity can be kept a distance. 
Thus, within the dominant class, one can, for the sake of simplicity, distinguish 
three structures of the consumption distributed under three items: food, culture and 
presentation (clothing, beauty care, toiletries, domestic servants). These structures 
take strictly opposite forms-like the structures of their capital. .. (1979, 184) 

Social class has a great effect on how people build their preferences and tastes in life. However, 

there is a special relationship between habitus and the gay community. Queer habitus is the way 

in which every day embodied practices are used to defy social norms. Sofian Merabet writes about 

this concept in the context of Lebanon: 

While Bourdieu's primary interest was to delineate how social structure asserts 
itself in individual agency, my attention here is directed toward how queer
identified individuals in Lebanon formulate and negotiate the craft of a bodily 
performance, the morality of which is established by interacting with an all-too
often hostile world. Moreover, my focus is on the ethical practice that is at work 
through the politics of what I like to call a "queer habitus." It is a politics that 
amounts to the individual challenge directed toward social norms, on the one hand, 
and the embodiment of alternative identity formations, on the other. However, it is 
an embodiment that is subj ect to continual reinventions based on space, time, and 
circumstance. (2014, 21) 

With their tastes and habitus, members of the gay community can change and challenge the social 

structures and norms of the culture in which they live. This can be seen in their language, music, 

dances, social interactions, etc. These are the practices and parts of a person's identity. The use of 

these in a subversive way can change social norms in American culture. 
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Queers develop a sense of what it means to be heterosexual while knowing that their 

queerness disallows them from belonging to the heteronormative structure of society. Graham 

furthers this assertion by discussing Abu-Lughod's concept of "halfies", Abu-Lughod claims 

halfies as being insiders within the society that they are studying. Graham elaborates saying that 

"homosexuals are 'halfies' in the sense that they are brought up in a heteronormative world and 

understand how it works, but they also know that they do not fully belong ... Queer is also 

attempting to present itself as an 'other' perspective, but it is also attempting to get heterosexuals 

to recognise and acknowledge the 'other' perspectives within themselves." (1998, 114). The queer 

perspective on spatial practices and construction allows for this "other" perspective to serve as a 

catalyst within heterosexuals to view the other perspectives they have internalized. 
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Chapter Two: A History of Queer Movements & Community Bnilding in the United States 

Queer neighborhoods, such as the Castro, Greenwich Village, and West Hollywood, have 

had rich histories that allowed for them to develop into their present-day communities. Queer 

movements throughout the United States have allowed for these neighborhoods to come into 

existence and develop identities of their own. This chapter traces the historical mechanisms and 

resistance movements that allowed for queer neighborhoods to come into their contemporary 

existence. First, by starting with the World Wars up until Stonewall, I analyze how the city and 

urban life became the catalyst for queer community formation. Then, I discuss how the 

Stonewall riots became the stimuli for queer resistance. After, I analyze the aftermath of 

Stonewall and the AIDS crisis to show how this queer resistance was hindered by legislation 

implemented by the Reagan era. The section afterwards aims to analyze the visual representation 

of the queer community through media and how that has transformed public opinion. Finally, I 

end with Philadelphia's own queer history and its positionality throughout the nationwide 

historic shifts. 

The Queer in the World Wars through the Sixties 

Queer communities started to form well before their modern manifestations. This was 

largely in part due to the military interventions that the United States took part in during World 

War I and World War II. It was during this time period that queer individuals started to find 

individuals like them when they fled to the urban zones to find work during the wars. It was 

within these urban areas that gay culture started to manifest itself in the city. This is because 

"gay culture, almost by definition, has been an urban phenomenon" where "gay life became 
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articulated in the United States in places like Greenwich Village in the 1920s and in San 

Francisco after World War II" (Segrest 1995, 90). The city was where queers started to fonn 

their communities, where they could be with others of their same sexualities and not feel like 

outsiders. These cities were where "soldiers and sailors (both those who had served active duty 

and those who had been discharged for homosexual tendencies) congregated, free of the 

constraints of home and family networks" (ibid). Due to the American military's prevention of 

homosexuals enlisting and serving, these individuals left the social networks they were a part of 

and consequently formed their own social networks and relations with other queers in the city. 

Queer communities started to form as a result. 

World War I and World War II pushed individuals to the city to look for work. The world 

wars for the queer community were "a mixed blessing within the United States as well as for 

those who served overseas. Those who migrated to cities to participate in the effort found not 

only jobs but also (as in the service) perhaps their first opportunities to meet other homosexuals" 

(Eaklor 2008, 69). The wars proved to be beneficial for those looking for jobs, as well as the 

opportunity to find other queers. However, once the First World War was over, the queer 

community had to be careful with being visible. These sexual subcultures "had a very visible 

presence that coincided with the years before and after World War I, only to gradually go 

"underground" by the time the world was again at war" (ibid, 46). Those who did move to the 

city had to be careful to not be "too visible" during the lull of the wars. This was due to the 

returning of soldiers from war who would be taking their positions back within the city and their 

jobs, leaving those within the queer community to conceal their interactions. 

Community engagement and protesting started to develop from the interwar period 

through the Sixties, as did the challenges to the everyday lives of queers. The first sign was 
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through the creation of the Society of Human Rights. This was an organization created to 

advocate for gay rights during the 1920s. Henry Gerber was the founder of this organization and 

was inspired by work being done in Berlin, which was "the site of flourishing gay and lesbian 

cultures, and the center for both the scientific investigation of sex and gender and the world's 

first movement for homosexual rights" (ibid, 55). This was one of the first organizations created 

in the United States that tried to appeal to the public to deconstruct their notions of 

homosexuality. However, this did not last that long because the Society ended in the mid-I920s 

due to arrests of the leadership. The arrests were made because of Gerber and other leadership 

being "guilty just of being homosexual" (ibid). This harassment over sexuality continued into the 

Cold War with the Lavender/Pink Scare. This was similar to the Red Scare in that there was 

elimination of individuals from government service, but was focused on the elimination of 

suspected homosexuals from government positions. The elimination of queer individuals from 

government "affected American lives well past the end the Cold War" while the Red Scare did 

not (ibid, 90). The effects of this homophobia fueled future acts of homophobia beyond this 

purging of homosexuals. After the Cold War, protests started to occur for queer liberation and 

rights. 

On July 4th, 1965, picketers were protesting in front of Independence Hall in 

Philadelphia. This date was symbolic and important for several reasons. The most obvious 

reason was that this date was Independence Day for the United States. When queer picketers had 

"selected July 4 as a day of protest they followed the lead, knowingly or not, of radical 

abolitionists before the Civil War" (ibid, 108). This date allowed them to show dissatisfaction 

and discontent with the United States discourse of freedom and liberty for all. Protests on July 4 

highlighted those still not independent and free within the United States. When these protests 
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happened in the nation's capital, it was difficult to decipher what results there were because 

"often the events are as important for providing much-needed moral support and sense of 

community as for the political statements they make" (ibid, Ill). Homophobia was still a factor 

in the lack of support for the LGBT movement during the Sixties. However, the movement 

changed when the Stonewall Riots occurred in 1969. 

The Stonewall Riots 

The Stonewall riots were the stimuli for queer resistance and changed the LGBT 

movement. The Stonewall Inn was a gay club in Greenwich Village in New York City under 

Mafia control during the late 1960s. It was a different gay club in the sense of its geography and 

position within New York City. The position of the Stonewall "did break new ground by being a 

large gay club in a rather open area and on a main thoroughfare, instead of on a side street, as 

was more typical in New York City" (Carter 2004, 68). It was in the public view of the 

neighborhood in Greenwich Village more so than what it would have been if it were a bar on a 

side street. This could have been because of the Mafia's indifference for the safety of its 

clientele. This led to a problems with maintaining the club's structure and operation. This 

included no running water, unsanitary bathroom conditions, and even an outbreak of hepatitis 

due to the lack of running water to clean glasses for alcoholic drinks. The unhygienic and 

dangerous atmosphere of the Stonewall Inn did not deter patrons from going there. This was 

because "gay people were desperate for places to meet and usually had to settle for dirty and 

dangerous environments" (ibid, 80). There were so few places for queer individuals to meet and 

create community that the only options were dangerous to one's welfare. However, with the 

Stonewall Inn, "the most important point about the clientele ... is that all segments of the gay 
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and lesbian community, including a strong representation of the more marginal elements, defined 

the Stonewall Inn as a special place in the homosexual world of greater New York, giving it a 

unique status at that time" (ibid, 77). Despite the danger, the clientele came together to create a 

community that was representative of those who had been marginalized throughout much of their 

lives. However, the Mafia's control did disrupt the ambiance of this club. 

The control that the Mafia had over the Stonewall Inn led to difficulties with law 

enforcement. Located in Manhattan's Sixth Precinct, "there is no reason to doubt that the Sixth 

Precinct was paid off by gay bars and clubs" (ibid, 79). The exchange of money from the Mafia 

to the Sixth Precinct led to Stonewall not being as often raided as other gay and lesbian clubs 

within the area. However, they were still subjected to monthly raids by the police, which led to 

the disruption of what little safe space there was for queer people in the club. One raid in 

particular, beginning on June 27 bleeding into June 28, 1969, signaled change forever within the 

queer community. This happened when a monthly raid was rougher and harsher than usual, in 

attempts to keep the Stonewall closed for more than one day. It happened when: 

the early hours of Saturday, June 28, 1969, police conducted a routine raid on the 
Stonewall Inn at 53 Christopher Street in the heart of Greenwich Village. They evicted 
patrons and arrested some of the staff. A crowd gathered outside and refused to leave. 
Clashes with the police ensued. Even though the bar had been closed, crowds gathered 
again and the scene was repeated, with less violence, late Saturday evening (Bronski 
2011,209). 

The crowd grew tired of having to be subjected to raids and violence at an establishment 

that they had made into their own sanctuary. It started with a standard police raid, where officers 

were making arrests for the selling of watered down alcohol at the establishment. The police 

perceived it as a normal bar raid, in which "they expected to see the crowd quickly disperse. 

Instead, a few people started to boo; others pressed against the waiting van, while the cops 

standing near it yelled angrily for the crowd to move back" (Duberman 1993, 196). The crowd 
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became tired of the abuse by the authorities. It erupted into full blown riots in which queer 

individuals were warring with the police. The crowds used "a parking meter and a trash can 

against the door and window and [threw ] lighter fluid and matches inside, starting a fire" while 

the police were "[beating] rioters," which caused more anger on the rioters' side (Eaklor 2008, 

123). The violence caused unrest on both sides of the conflict. This made the riots stretch from 

only one to several nights up until July 1 st This became the catalyst for how queer political 

resistance would take shape from there on. 

Many view the Stonewall riots as a political protest against the establishment. What could 

have ended in one night was stretched over several nights during which queers resisted authority 

and showed their agency, and in which "the rioters' return is what turned Stonewall into not just 

a riot but a political protest" (Gomez 1995,29). These riots garnered the energy to become a 

political statement and allowed for queers to defend themselves and their humanity. Stonewall 

was not the turning point in queer politics, but rather "a final stimulus in a series of public 

altercations" (Bronski 2011, 210). Stonewall was seen as the first demonstration of gay and 

lesbian resistance ever. This event was critical for the start of the queer liberation movement. 

The Stonewall Riots could be likened to other political movements at the time, where by it was 

"much like the incident that sparked one of the pivotal events of the civil rights movement, the 

Montgomery bus boycotts" (Gomez 1995, 28). This event created a revolution that sparked 

outrage within the queer community that led to a stronger mobilization of queer lives and the 

fight for equality. These riots helped change the course of queer history forever within the United 

States. 

After Stonewall 
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There was immediate action as to what would be the next steps for the queer movement 

after the Stonewall riots. This action made the queer community to come together and come up 

with their priorities to fight for their rights. It was directly after the Stonewall riots in July of 

1969 when "activists met in New York and formed the Gay Liberation Front and soon additional 

chapters were founded in larger towns and cities ... The name was meant to signal radical 

politics of a new group" (Eaklor 2008, 124). The name was inspired by an ode to the Vietnamese 

National Liberation Front in order to demonstrate a political statement. A year after Stonewall, 

the group, along with other gays and lesbians, congregated together at Christopher Street to 

protest. This consisted of "thousands of queer men and women [who showed] up for the 

Christopher Street Liberation Day Parade and "gay-in" on June 28, 1970, [marking] the nation's 

largest lesbian and gay rally in its history to that point" (ibid, 127). This showed the nation that 

the GLF was serious about protesting for equal rights and treatment. Yet, this did not have any 

effect on the media or nation. 

While it was the biggest gathering of gays and lesbians in the country, it did not catch the 

attention of those in power. The news stripped it entirely of its political meaning "by refusing to 

identify the protest as the response of a group with a common interest. [Instead] the media 

focused the public's attention away from the movement an onto what appear to be isolated 

incidents" (Gomez 1995,21). By ignoring the political context of the rally and its subsequent 

events, "the press helped to short-circuit the momentum the gay movement had been gaining for 

more than a decade and left the general public completely uninformed about an aspect of the 

political climate that had far-reaching consequences" (ibid, 21). The silencing of the rally 

sheltered the general public of what was happening in the nation with the queer community. The 

humanity of queer individuals was erased and when they did protest, they were seen as 
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"oddities" rather than "threats" (ibid). Even with these problems with the general public and 

media, there were problems developing with these queer organizations. The GLF group quickly 

developed divisions due to the feelings that the organization was already losing sight of their 

goals. 

The overall factor that brought individuals together for this movement was their 

queerness. It was with "gayness [that gave] connection [which] would otherwise [they would] 

never have in heterosexual society. And in that connection [they] can share experiences and 

knowledge that others ordinarily do not" (ibid, 20). This is what helped with coming together as 

a community in the first place, yet goals still got obscured. It did not take much for this to 

happen. It was "less than a year after the Stonewall rebellion [that] sexism led to a split within 

lesbian/gay organizing" (ibid, 32). Gender and sex became a division within the queer liberation 

movement that led to differences in opinion and politics. This led to splitting up of the GLF into 

other activist groups that had different goals. Lesbians and gays were put at odds with each other. 

Sexism grew rampant and pushed individuals' beliefs. Even though the liberation tried to be 

intersectional: 

The issue of sexism, probably more than class, struck a raw nerve. It left civil rights and 
black power activists in a position of having to consider their own beliefs and behaviors, 
not just those of white oppressors. In fact, sexism's identification of a black male power 
structure was, in itself, probably too much to handle. When Stokely Carmichael 
laughingly announced that the position for women in the movement was prone, many 
perceived his remark as ajoke. But many others did not. And the lesbians ofGLF didn't 
take as ajoke the routine sexism of gay liberationists or black nationalists (ibid, 33). 

Those within these movements had to acknowledge the power structures within the movements 

themselves. They had to realize they were oppressors in their own right towards women within 

the movements. This uncomfortable atmosphere led to lesbian members developing their own 

chapters of the GLF or breaking off into groups of their own. Pretty soon these group started to 
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branch off into their own groups based off social identities, i.e., class, race, gender, etc. (ibid, 

40). People branched into these groups because they needed to take on an identity that was more 

complex than gay, which reflected other areas in which they were repressed. This allowed for 

groups to come together and get their policy and politics situated and figure out what their goals 

were. 

The AIDS Crisis 

The discovery of AIDS changed the course of the queer community during the 1980s. 

This was a virus unlike anything the medical world had seen before. It was seen as something 

that only attacked the gay community because of the confirmed cases, comprised mainly gay 

men. First reports of the disease were released 

on June 6, 1981, [when] the San Francisco Chronicle ran a column entitled "A 
Pneumonia That Strikes Gay Males." Researchers in San Francisco and at the National 
Centers for Disease Control (CDC), the brief story reported, were puzzled by cases 
arising in several large U.S. cities of a pneumonia usually seen in cancer patients or 
others with weak immune systems, not "generally healthy young men. (ibid, l74). 

AIDS symptoms were seen as symptoms for other illnesses, which left the medical field 

perplexed. They had no idea why this was attacking only men or why they were healthy 

individuals with these pneumonia-like symptoms. That this was also seen only in gay men 

furthered stigmatized homosexuals and the queer community in the 1980s. The disease was 

originally named "Gay-Related Immune Deficiency" to signify that its perception of only being 

spread between gay males. There were attempts in "clearing up of information on the spread of 

AIDS" and clearing up the panic that was coming with the lack of knowledge of what AIDS was 

(ibid, 175). There were no thoughtful plans to help prevent the spread of this disease. The panic 

was pressuring public officials to act to do something and to do it quickly. The panic over AIDS 
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"led city officials and some gay leaders to demand the closing of gay bathhouses and bars with 

back rooms used for anonymous sex" (Gomez 1995, 57). Sexual acts were condemned to being 

pushed even further into the private lives of gay males versus the private-public blur that 

backrooms gave them. This was a rather contradictory move on the part of public officials. This 

is because "baths and bars [were] a natural place to educate gay men about safer sex" (ibid, 57). 

Sexuality was being regulated and public health was not being promoted. This was seen as the 

best decision on the part of public officials, no matter how reactionary it was. 

The lack of attention and well-planned actions led to anger and discomfort within the 

queer community. The measures that public officials enacted helped "[suit] the need that some 

had to condemn promiscuous sex, thereby answering to [queers'] most censorious and guilty 

consciences, but it arguably promised to do little to halt the spread of HIV" (ibid). The political 

and religious right took advantage of this crisis for their own political gains. Pat Buchanan, a 

Catholic Republican leader, was vehemently opposed to homosexuals in the public sphere. He 

preached that "AIDS is nature's retribution for violating the laws of nature" (Bronski 2011, 226). 

These comments helped fuel homophobic rhetoric and feelings within the nation. The AIDS 

crisis and how to handle it was also an issue with the Reagan administration. His measures did 

not help the queer community, either, but rather hindered and wounded it. While he 

acknowledged that the AIDS crisis was of top priority, his actions said otherwise: 

he would only issue a statement about AIDS in January 1986, when he described the 
epidemic as "one of the highest public health priorities." There was, however, a catch: 
public health as itself not a very high priority of his administration. Even as he emoted 
concern about AIDS for the cameras, the president had proposed to reduce spending for 
AIDS research by an amount that exceeded the cut mandated by the Gramm-Rudman
Hollings Act (Deitcher 1995, 142). 

This showed the queer community that, in fact, he was not willing to put time, money, or effort 

into figuring out methods to stop the spread of AIDS. His actions and inactions angered the 
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queer community to the point that a group of individuals created the AIDS Coalition to Unleash 

Power, or ACT UP. 

ACT UP originally consisted of "roughly three hundred men and women who met on 

March 12, 1987, ... a diverse, nonpartisan group united in anger and committed to direct action 

to end the AIDS Crisis" (ibid, 151). It was through actions of ACT UP that the attention of the 

American public was being captured. ACT UP's approach to getting information through its 

movements have allowed to "reveal that faults in the medical and insurance establishments had 

permitted AIDS to become the crisis it is to this day and also had perpetuated a crisis in women's 

health issues" (Gomez 1995, 60). This organization was built in hopes of helping multiple 

communities. It was not necessarily an LGBT organization, and their ways of organizing helped 

gain results immediately. 

In an ever-changing society, ACT UP was able to go far enough in their actions to get 

their message across. This was seen at their famous "Stop the Church" rally when they 

confronted John O'Connor, a Catholic priest, over the spread oflies about sexual education. The 

Stop the Church rally confronted the Catholic church for "[teaching] men and women to loathe 

their bodies and to fear their sexual natures" as well as proving that the Catholic Church was "no 

different, or worse, than any other organization in United States history that had tried to regulate 

and control women's and men's sexual desires, bodies, and actions" (Bronski 2011,235). ACT 

UP's actions were confrontational and pushed the boundaries as to what activism looked like 

during the AIDS crisis. They helped put pressure on those in power to crack down on solutions 

and improvements for healthcare for the diverse communities within the nation. 

Visual Representation Through Media 
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An important aspect of queer history to discuss is the portrayal of the queer community 

through film and media. This first started through the distribution of gay-led and lesbian-led 

magazine publications. The queer community could take media in their own hands and publish 

more topics that were relevant to themselves and their community. With such publications like 

Vice Versa. One. and The Ladder. the queer community could publish their own words and 

construct their own culture. However, there was some backlash to this during the 1950s when a 

Los Angeles postmaster banned the distribution of One from being sent through the LA mail, 

claiming that "their words were too dangerous, not food but poison." (Gomez 1995, 23). This 

was the first case of censorship of a publication in the form of blocking distribution. This 

decision was soon turned over in the U. S. Supreme Court, where by the Court ruled on the side 

of One in One, Inc. vs Olesen in 1958. This allowed for gay and lesbian publishers to send their 

materials through the Postal Service, which became a huge stepping stone for the LGBT 

community. 

The 1980s became the entry point for homosexual acts to come into the mainstream. 

However, this was done very gradually within mainstream media. Representation was primarily 

on mainstream entertainment platforms where news networks had "been reluctant to give GLBT 

people air time, [but] entertainment programming was changing significantly in the 1980s" 

(Eaklor 2008, 189). This was done gradually as representation grew from absence, to negative 

portrayals, then to fully realized characters. However, this emergence of representation was 

affected by the AIDS crisis. Because of this, AIDS became the topic of dramas and comedies 

throughout the 1980s in shows such as St. Elsewhere (1983), Designing Women (1987), and 

Golden Girls (1985) (ibid). There was the intent to try and ease queers into media to gain 
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mainstream traction. This could be seen clearly with the Village People, a group popular in the 

late-1970s and early-1980s. It was 

with the musical crossover gay icons, the Village People, [that] it became clear just how 
closely gay dreams paralleled those of the rest of the country. Dressed as a motorcycle 
cop, a construction worker, an Indian chief, a motorcycle gang member, a cowboy, etc., 
The Village People embodied the lustful fantasies of gay men, some of which had been 
explicitly eroticized by Tom of Finland. (Gomez 1995,48) 

This crossover of eroticized queer caricatures into the mainstream spotlight allowed for a more 

palatable consumption of queer media through the release and promotion of their disco hits. This 

overlap between queer and heterosexual allowed for the group's mainstream. This brought about 

talks about fame, sexuality, and celebrities. 

There was no one under the spotlight in the '80s who was out of the closet. This all 

changed in the 1990s when k.d. lang came out in 1992 as a lesbian. She set a precedent and was 

a catalyst for the chain reaction of celebrities coming out, including Margaret Cho, Melissa 

Etheridge, and Ellen DeGeneres. Ellen DeGeneres had her sitcom show Ellen on ABC from 

1996 to 1997. The show's writers started to write hints within the episodes alluding to the title 

character's sexuality. Once the coming-out episode aired, a cover story was released afterwards 

titled "Yep, I'm Gay" in Time magazine (Eaklor 2008, 224). This was not the only program that 

had a gay character as one of the main protagonists. At the time, Will & Grace premiered in 

1998, with the title character, Will Truman, being an openly gay man. The show quickly took off 

and became a hit with mainstream media, later having a reboot in 2017. 

Queer media in the 21 st century featured more out queer characters than in the 1980s and 

1990s. After the cancellation of her sitcom, Ellen DeGeneres returned to television with The 

Ellen Show. This was part of a movement of TV shows representing the queer community with 

more queer characters. There was also the creation of queer-centric TV shows, such as Queer As 
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Folk, The L Word, and RuPaul's Drag Race, which showcased queer culture at the forefront of 

plot points. With the creation of the LGBT channel LOGO, queer people were able to establish 

their own fonns of media and showcase representation from their own positionalities. With the 

official transition of RuP aul ' s Drag Race from LOGO to Vh I in 2017, this marked progress in 

showcasing the queer community for a mainstream audience. This has also been echoed with 

queer characters in mainstream shows, such as Modern Family and Glee. With a plethora of 

media representation in the last 20 years, "homosexuality has entered the daily conversation of 

American life" (Peck 1995, 196). There is no telling what could come next in queer media. 

However, it seems that there is a fast track to add even more representation with queer characters 

and queer TV shows on different platfonns, helping reach an even wider audience. 

Queer History of Philadelphia 

I will end this chapter with the queer history of Philadelphia and how the city was 

affected during these queer movements in the last century. Like many American cities, gay 

geography expanded following the end of World War II (Skiba 2014). The expansion of the 

queer community led to greater numbers of individuals living within the Philadelphia area. 

However, this growing number of queer individuals also led to issues of racism, sexism, and 

other problems. This was prevalent in the 1950s in Philadelphia. While many men and women 

were moving into apartments in Rittenhouse Square and Gennantown, African American 

individuals were keeping their socializing events in North Philadelphia and West Philadelphia 

(ibid). This segregation in party spaces between African American queers and their white 

counterparts showcased some of the earlier problems that Philadelphia's queer community had 

with racism. 

36 



Philadelphia was a hub for political protest during the queer liberation movement. It 

allowed for a landscape to make political statements, given its significant history with the 

creation of United States, leading to the birth of the nation. The formation of certain 

organizations within Philadelphia led to alliances among groups of many social identities. 

Mattachine, for example, was formed as a "foundation for a period of cooperation between 

lesbian a gay activists" (Stein 2004,201). The creation of this organization was around 1961. 

One of the events that is associated with Mattachine is the Radnor Raid, a police raid that 

occurred in Radnor, P A, a suburb northwest of Philadelphia. With this event, postal services 

contacted authorities because after they intercepted fliers for a Mattachine meeting, since they 

believed that postal services were being used to promote pornography (ibid, 180). Police showed 

up to the meeting location and continued to arrest 84 individuals for showing up at the Radnor 

home for the Mattachine meeting. This raid proved how difficult it was to politically organize for 

queer Issues. 

Mattachine gatherings usually consisted often to thirty people who would regularly show 

up, usually those of white background. However, the group had a hard time reaching people of 

color (ibid, 203). What did work well for Mattachine was the mixed-sex cooperation amongst the 

members. Their work was mainly based where white members were living, which was within 

Center City. This caused the few members who lived outside of Center City to have to travel into 

the city, causing the queer politicization within Philadelphia to be "geographically sexed, 

classed, and racialized" (Stein 2004, 206). This meant that Mattachine was not lobbying for the 

Greater Philadelphia area, but those who could afford to live within Center City Philadelphia. 

Due to conflicts within other chapters of Mattachine, members who stayed within Philadelphia's 

chapter revamped and renamed themselves as The Janus Society of Delaware Valley to be more 
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female-oriented (ibid, 208). Janus continued to work with Mattachine chapters close by in cities 

like New York. Janus strived to be more inclusive of female-oriented political organizing within 

the queer community, versus its predecessor, which focused mainly on male-oriented goals. 

Members of Janus, Daughters of Bilitis NYC, Mattachine NYC, and Mattachine DC 

founded an annual queer protest called the Annual Reminder. These protests started in 1965 on 

the Fourth of July, but only lasted four years (ibid, 231). These demonstrations consisted of silent 

picketing in front of Independence Hall. The Final Reminder happened three days after the 

Stonewall riots. This last demonstration caused younger picketers to feel that silent protesting 

was ineffective. Members of all four organizations, including those outside of the organizations, 

came together one year after Stonewall to create the Christopher Street Liberation Day (ibid, 

299). This was one of the two ways in which, not only Philadelphian queers, but queers in 

general reacted to the Stonewall riots. It was through militant respectability and sexual 

liberationism that activists responded in the wake of the Stonewall Riots (ibid, 302). 

A year after the Stonewall Riots, immediate action was executed and "in September 

1970, the Black Panther Party sponsored the Revolutionary People's Constitutional Convention 

in Philadelphia, which brought together supporters from across the country, including members 

of the Gay Liberation Front (GLF)" (Gomez 1995,31). This gathering within Philadelphia 

allowed the creation of alliances amongst different political movements and groups. This alliance 

between the Black Panthers and the Gay Liberation Front was interesting because there were 

issues dealing with race and sexuality in chapters of the GLF. However, in GLF Philadelphia, 

they were cognizant of the fact that they needed to appeal to more than just white queer 

Americans. From the start, "GLF Philadelphia was antiracist and multiracial. .. , embraced 

feminism, and helped create the local Radicalesbians" (Stein 2004, 315). GLF Philadelphia was 
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aware of the many identities alongside which queerness took shape. The formation of GLF 

Philadelphia was another effort to combat issues of racism that plagued Philadelphia. Because of 

this, they were open to intersectionality, and more open to shutting down acts of sexism, racism, 

and homophobia. 

The 1970s was a critical time for queer visibility and protest for Philadelphia's queer 

community. In 1972, Philadelphia held its first Gay Pride event, including a march from 

Rittenhouse Square to Independence Hall that featured around 10,000 individuals (Skiba 2014). 

This demonstration allowed for the Philadelphia queer community to enter a new era of visibility 

in the city and let their presence be known. This included the creation of bars, restaurants, and 

other queer spaces in the 1980s around Broad Street, South Street, Front Street, etc., which 

affected and marked the geography of the Gayborhood and Philadelphia. However, there were 

still issues of segregation between white and African American queers in the 1980s. Issues and 

allegations of Gayborhood racism were "first officially reported back in May 1986 with the 

publication of "Racial Discrimination in Lesbian and Gay Bars in Philadelphia: A Report on 

Admission and Employment Policies and Practices," in which reports from patrons highlighted 

the racist tactics bars and nightclubs were implementing to keep certain clientele out of their 

establishments (Owens 2017). This instilled a sense of not belonging for African American 

queers who lived in the city of Philadelphia and wanted to occupy the same spaces that white 

members of the community could occupy. This continued to highlight the segregation of 

communities that was continuing in the 1970s and 1980s. 

The 1990s showed growth for the contemporary Gayborhood. The official title of the 

Gayborhood was established in 1995 during Outfest, a block party dedicated to National Coming 

Out Day (Skiba 2014). This replaced the former nickname for the neighborhood, the "Gay 
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Ghetto." This previous nickname highlighted the way in which citizens viewed the Gayborhood 

during the 1970s and 1980s. During the Outfest event, "David Warner playfully paraphrased the 

Mister Rogers children's song and declared, "It's a beautiful day in the Gayborhood," and thus, 

the name of the Gayborhood stuck (Skiba 2014). This led into the Gayborhood's current day 

conception, spanning from Chestnut Street South to Pine Street and from II th street West to 

Broad Street. In 2007, this neighborhood was demarcated when "the city of Philadelphia 

installed thirty-six rainbow street signs in the area bounded by Eleventh and Broad Streets and 

Pine and Walnut Streets to honor the history and diversity of the area" (Skiba 2014). Different 

buildings also cemented the Gayborhood's physical geography, such as the William Way 

Community Center, Giovanni's Room, and John C. Anderson Apartments, Philadelphia's only 

LGBT housing for senior citizens. Even though that the physical demarcations of the 

Gayborhood were established, the problems of racism and discrimination still existed throughout 

the neighborhood and Philadelphia's queer community. 

When the Pulse shooting happened in Orlando, Florida, in 2016, Philadelphia queer club 

promoters and organizers planned a fundraiser entitled "Philly4Pulse." There was a disconnect 

between the organizers of the event and Latinx organizations because these Latinx organizations, 

GALAEI and Gran Varones, felt like "an afterthought" in the organization of the fundraiser 

(Owens 2016). Latinx leaders of Philadelphia queer organizations called out the organizers for 

not centering Latinxs in their fundraiser. Latinx queer individuals felt invisible, and that they 

were not being thought of during this fundraiser. In 2017, bars and nightclubs, such as Woody's 

and the former iCandy, were faced with allegations of racism after enforcing clothing rules that 

barred communities of color from entering their establishments in 2016 (Owens 2016). On top of 

this, there was a leaked video of the owner of iCandy calling a former employee a racial slur 
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behind their back (Owens 2017). These issues regarding racism in establishments received 

backlash and were protested from an organization called the Black and Brown Workers 

Collective (BBWC), an LGBTQlracial justice activist group who were upset over the inaction 

from Philadelphia's LGBT Affairs Office. These revelations of racism "set off an investigation 

and a public hearing by the Philadelphia Commission on Human Relations that would force city 

government - and the Gayborhood's entrenched white power structure - to finally 

acknowledge the truth: Racism in Philadelphia's LGBTQ community was real and urgently 

needed to be addressed" (Owens 2017). The BBWC called for there to be responses from the city 

of Philadelphia to deal with these issues. 

The city of Philadelphia has tried to improve these situations and address the problems of 

racism that the Gayborhood perpetuates. During 2017 and 2018, the city of Philadelphia hired 

"Amber Hikes, a black queer woman, [who] replaced Nellie Fitzpatrick as the Office ofLGBT 

Affairs director" and there has been a conscious effort in getting "people of color [to] comprise a 

majority of appointees to the new Mayor's Commission on LGBT Affairs" (Owens 2017). Also 

in 2017, a new pride flag was designed by the city of Philadelphia in response to allegations of 

racism within the city's queer community. In attempt to address the racism in the queer 

community, the city wanted to highlight visibility for LGBT people of color by adding a black 

and brown stripe to the pride flag. This change to the flag highlighted the disconnect between 

Queer/Trans white people and Queer/Trans people of color in Philadelphia. While there have 

been efforts in trying to address this problem, there seems to still be a disconnect between non

profit organizations and the communities that they are supposed to represent. This can be seen in 

what happened at the Mazzoni Center in the earlier part of 20 18, when the non-profit faced 

backlash for firing its first ever director of diversity, equity and inclusion (Owens 2018). There 
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has been a trend of racism in the Gayborhood throughout its existence. The city of Philadelphia 

and non-profit organizations are now currently trying to mitigate these issues and look towards 

solutions to try and create more inclusive spaces for black and brown queer people, yet there are 

issues that keep arising. 
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Chapter Three: An Ethnographic Account of the Gayborhood 

In this chapter, I aim to give an ethnographic account for how the Gayborhood is laid out, 

as well as pay special focus to what attracts individuals to the Gayborhood. I do this by going 

through certain markers that invite people to partake in the social spaces of the Gayborhood, 

such as murals, restaurants, and gay bars. I then shift my focus to individual experiences by 

highlighting the themes that came out of my interviews with my interviewees and how that 

points to bigger issues and internal divides within Philadelphia's queer community including: 

initial exposure to the Gayborhood, race and place in the Gayborhood, critiques of the 

welcoming atmosphere of the Gayborhood, capital and its relations to space, security and space, 

and community formation outside of the Gayborhood. 

A Tour of the Gayborhood 

If one were to walk through Philadelphia's Gayborhood in 2019, one would immediately 

see the rainbow street signs that demarcate this space within Center City. The Gayborhood is 

home to plenty of queer-friendly and queer-centric restaurants, bars, nightclubs, and other 

establishments in Philadelphia's Washington Square West area. The symbolic and physical 

demarcations of the rainbow street signs bound the Gayborhood's limits from north-south from 

Chestnut Street to Pine Street and east-west from 11th street to Broad Street. However, these 

street signs are only one signal that one is walking in the Gayborhood. Plenty of shops and 

spaces offer signs that they are LGBT-friendly. The signal that a business or establishment is 

queer-friendly is through the use of the pride flag. 
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More symbols that denote that one is within the Gayborhood are the rainbow crosswalks 

on 13th and Locust Streets. The crosswalks were painted in June 2015 during the month of Pride. 

However, the state of these crosswalks has severely deteriorated throughout the last few years. 

The paint of the different colors of the rainbow has gone through wear and tear. The crosswalks 

have not gone through a repainting in the last three and a half years, leaving an unpleasant sight 

for those who walk past these crosswalks. Talks of renovating and repainting these rainbow 

crosswalks have been in the works in the LGBT Affairs of Philadelphia's City Hall (Boren 

2018). The deterioration of the crosswalks since 2015 and inaction in part of the office ofLGBT 

Affairs show that the issue is not one that takes precedence. 

Picture of worn out rainbow crosswalk in the Gayborhood. 

However, there are more physical symbols that define the Gayborhood. Important visual 

demarcations and areas of interest include the plethora of murals throughout the Gayborhood of 

important LGBT activists and LGBT scenes. The now permanently closed 12th Street Gym 
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between Chancellor and St. James Street is home to a massive mural that is dedicated to 

Philadelphia LGBT Activist Gloria Casarez, who became the first director ofLGBT Affairs in 

Philadelphia' s City Hall. Before this, Casarez was the executive director of GALAEI, a queer 

Latinx social justice organization, between 1999 and 2008. This mural, painted in 2015 by 

Michelle Angela Ortiz, features a gold circle surrounding Casarez' s face , showing offher 

pOltrait in the upper left comer of the mural with a caption on the outer circle, stating "Engage, 

Find Your Voice, Expand Your Community," showcasing the activism that Casarez stlived for in 

Philadelphia. Images to the right of this gold circle showing her in action are on the right side of 

the mural in cooler tones of purple and blue. The announcements of the closing of 12th St. Gym 

led to concerns for the mural ' s future considering that the state of the building was unknown, 

which also meant the unknown future of the mural. Updates on the state of the building indicate 

that the mural is safe for now, demarcating a landmark for the Philadelphia LGBT community. 

A Tribute to Gloria Casarez complete on October 11, 2015. 

Another mural of significance entitled "Pride and Progress" can be found on the side of 

the William Way LGBT Community Center in the Gayborhood. William Way Community 
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Center is a non-profit organization that offers counseling and sexual health support for 

individuals in the Philadelphia area, as well as promoting and sponsoring cultural exhibitions and 

events, such as queer movie screenings. The mural on the side of the William Way Community 

Center offers a scene of a gay pride event throughout the city of Philadelphia. This mural was 

created by Ann Northrop in 2003. From left to right, the mural depicts a diverse set of 

individuals celebrating Pride. On the left, there appears to be a man who is hanging up a poster 

depicting and paying homage to the Reminder, the Philadelphia gay civil rights protest that took 

place outside ofIndependence Hall. Moving further to the right, the mural lends itself to 

showcasing people of all ages and genders, with a focus on drag queens, older members of the 

queer community, and shirtless men. They all appear to be in a courtyard celebrating their own 

Pride event, with arches of rainbow colored balloons and flags. 

Another memorable and iconic mural in the Gayborhood is called "Philadelphia Muses" 

completed in 1999 by Meg Saligman. This is a mural on the side of the AIDS Library of 

Philadelphia at the intersection of 13th Street and Locust Street. The mural depicts the Muses to 

portray Philadelphia's art and creativity. The nine muses symbolize different forms of art and 

cultural production. Reading the grand mural from right to left, the following individuals indicate 

the following forms of creative expression: "the bearded man with the flute symbolizes sound; 

the woman in the brown robe in front of a colored pencil is based on a figure from a Maxfield 

Parrish painting and symbolizes the visual arts; the woman in the large sphere holding a sun 

represents the human spirit; the singing woman in the green brocade is the muse of performance; 

the ballet dancer, near a sphere enclosing the globe, represents discovery; the seated man with a 

book is the muse of words; the man in the contorted pose symbolizes invention; the woman in 

the white robe is the muse of movement; and the sculpture on the far left with the falling balls 
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symbolizes craft" (Mural Arts Philadelphia 2019). This mural is visually captivating with plenty 

of actions taking place within the scene. 

Philadelphia Muses Mural completed on June 1, 1999. 

Interacting with the Gayborhood is a different scene during the day than it is during the night. 

The mix of residential buildings and businesses facilitates different interactions between 

residents of the neighborhood with those who occupy its space throughout the day. The main 

attractions that receive attention during the day in the Gayborhood are mainly restaurants and 

other businesses. There is something to be said about restaurants attracting individuals and 

bringing more attention and focus on the Gayborhood. As one of my interviewees, Gerald, a 

fifty-something year old archivist2, pointed out in his view of restaurants, gentrification has 

played a huge part in how the daytime interactions have influenced what types of businesses 

2 Pseudonym to protect the identity of my interviewee. 
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attract people to the Gayborhood. He states that "gentrification [changed the Gayborhood]. The 

restaurants that opened. A lot of it had to do with about Valerie and Marcie, Marcie Turney, two 

women who owned probably six different restaurants there. Who've done an incredible job of 

opening diverse businesses and changing the base .... Because, unlike a store, where you go in to 

buy something or like a bar, when you're in mostly at night, a restaurant is there all day and you 

go in and you spend time there. So I think when you sit and spend time in a restaurant, you feel 

like you're participating in that location, in that area. Almost more than if you go to a bar, 

although if you go out to bars a lot that's another story ... " Restaurants have changed the 

landscape of the Gayborhood and how it operates during the day. As Gerald points out, 

restaurants create social spaces during the day that bars and clubs might not be able to create. I 

have experienced a couple of these spaces throughout my research, mainly Charlie Was a Sinner 

and Bareburger. 

Charlie Was a Sinner is a vegan restaurant on South 13th st. in the Gayborhood that offers 

a distinct design style when one dines here. It offers a sophisticated sense of style with furniture 

and decor being taken straight out of a 1940s-esque bar and restaurant. The lighting is dim as if 

to create an intimate space for clientele who eat here, with lit candles on every table in the 

restaurant which lends itself to the dark aesthetics the restaurant strives to provide. The space 

opens itself up to being greeted by the host. With available seating in the front of the restaurant, 

there are more seats in the back of the restaurant, and in the middle of the restaurant is a bar area 

with barstools for seating. Food comes out arranged on plates as if it were a Michelin-star 

restaurant. This adds to the classy and refined vibes that Charlie Was a Sinner advertises itself to 

be. With soft music in the background, the aesthetics of the restaurant strive to make this place 
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an intimate space where conversation and socializing are done so in a comfortable yet 

sophisticated ambiance. 

On the other hand, Bareburger is a restaurant on Walnut Street that is an all-organic 

burger joint with an interesting aesthetic. This space is bigger than Charlie Was a Sinner. One is 

greeted with seating available in the forms of booths, tables, or even seats in the back area where 

the bar is. However, the aesthetic of this restaurant strives for lumberjack realness, meaning that 

there is a woodlands type offeel with a surplus of pictures of bears, and furniture and wall decor 

right out of a log cabin. The nod to gay bear culture is prevalent in this restaurant with the 

pictures and decor of bears plastered throughout the restaurant and even on its menu. The only 

noise within this restaurant is due to the television being played in the background, with usually 

Cartoon Network or some other children's television network. This lends itself to being family

friendly in order for families to engage with this social space and thus with the Gayborhood as a 

whole. 

A Night Out in the Gayborhood 

My research led me to observing and taking note of the interactions that take place within 

certain nightlife establishments. The abundance of my data that I received for my participant 

observation is from observing interactions between individuals within two popular gay 

bars/nightclubs: Woody's and Tabu. There was more to observe in terms of how gay men 

interact with each other and a given space throughout my research. What the following section 

entails is thick description of the two spaces and how interactions between individuals further 

highlights the practices within these establishments. 
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Woody's is a two-floor bar on 13th and Walnut St that contains several different social 

spaces. The couple of times that I have gone to Woody's, all on a Saturday night, featured 

arOlllld 300 to 400 individuals socializing and interacting with the space. The middle of Woody's 

contains a main floor bar in the center of the room. People crowded arOlllld the main floor bar, 

either sitting at barstools or just standing around waiting for the bartenders to take their orders. 

Music is not as loud on this floor, with a mix of pop music and '90s throwback hits being mixed 

by a VJ in the back area of the first floor. This is more of a bar area than a club area, leaving 

little room to dance and there is more of a sense of socializing with friends or other patrons. 

Picture outside of Woody's 

From this floor, there is a path that leads to two other bar rooms in the back of the main 

floor: GloBar and Rosewood. These are two completely different aesthetics. GloBar offered a 

futuristic neon bar aesthetic that played remixes oftop 40 hits. The entire bar was glowing in 

neon colors from pink to red to blue. The DJ was off to the side mixing tracks behind a stage-like 
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area near the bar. There were not many people here from what I could tell, and ifthere were 

individuals here, there were three to four. It was not really popular and it was around midnight. 

Rosewood offered the same story. Rosewood is a cocktail lounge that offers a sophisticated vibe 

for patrons. It was way dimmer than what GloBar offered, with a few lights keeping it lit within 

the bar. There were R&B and hip-hop throwback hits playing in this lounge. There were not 

many individuals, aside from a couple of people socializing with each other at the bar. 

Going upstairs to the second floor of Woody's, I reached the main dancefloor area. The 

main lighting in this area was coming from the strobe lights off to the sides of the dancefloor, 

glowing more neon colors with some white lights peeking in and out every now and then. There 

were way more people, around 100 individuals at the peak of the night, on this floor dancing to 

top 40 hits being mixed by two different DJs behind their stage. The main dancefloor was in the 

middle of the room, with most of the lights being casted on this area. Occasionally, there was a 

gust of nitrogen smoke that would blow on the crowd to cool them down, so they would not feel 

too hot while dancing with a huge group of individuals. The people who were up on this floor 

were mainly white twenty-to-thirty somethings who were with their friends. Unlike on the 

bottom floor with the main bar area, this this floor had more straight individuals dancing with 

each other than queer individuals dancing with each other. This was interesting considering that 

Woody's advertises itself as a gay bar, yet there were more heterosexuals in this space dancing 

than queer people. Not only were they heterosexual, but they were also white. People in the main 

floor bar area were a mix of individuals of different races and sexualities, yet that did not transfer 

to this dancefloor on the second floor. I noticed this every time that I went to do observations. 

The room next to this main dancefloor, on the second floor, is called the Suite. This area 

is an Old Hollywood style lounge, which is a smaller room that also opens itself up to a 
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dancefloor. A mix of hip-hop and R&B was being played in this area. What I noticed as soon as I 

got to this part of Woody's was the stark contrast between the people in this room versus the 

main dancefloor. Despite this area being a smaller dance area than the main dancefloor, more 

people were here than on there. On top of that, more black and brown people were dancing here 

and socializing than on the main dancefloor and the main bar area on the first floor. This room 

was always packed throughout the night every time I passed by. 

This was something that I noticed throughout every area in Woody's: that each area was 

filled with a specific type of client and it did not change much throughout the night. The main 

dancefloor on the second floor was catering to a straight clientele that wanted to have a good 

time. On a night out with friends, we ran into a mutual friend who was on her way to Woody's 

saying that: "we're headed to Woody's because we love going there, the music is great, and it's 

such a great atmosphere. Also there is such a big open dance floor and it's fun to dance in a gay 

club." The Suite had more black and brown queer men dancing and socializing. The main bar on 

the first floor was the most diverse area of the three areas in Woody's, having clientele that were 

both queer and straight, as well as there being a mix of white people and people of color. 

Tabu Sports Bar and Lounge is a totally different environment than what Woody's offers. 

Tabu is a three-floor bar and club on 12th street, taking over the old space of iCandy, a bar that is 

now out of business due to the racially charged language that the owner was caught using. 

Walking into this different bar, I could almost immediately see the difference in individuals from 

those who were at Woody's. The population contained the same age range as those who were in 

Woody's, yet there was a more diverse black and brown population at this establishment. The 

main entrance opens up to the sports bar area, with a similar layout to Woody's where there is a 

huge main bar area in the middle of the room. This room is called the Spectrum, and offered 
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limited seating around the bar and around the room. Off to the right side of the bar, there was a 

pool table with a group of people playing pool and sharing drinks with each other. This floor was 

the most noisiest of all of the floors with noise coming from the volume of people talking, as 

well as the background music coming from the DJ, who was playing remixes of top 40 hits. This 

was the most sociable space as well as the most cramped space throughout the building, where a 

majority of people stayed. To give an example to show how full of people and cramped this area 

is, when exiting out of Tabu, I accidentally stepped on someone's shoe trying to exit through the 

sports bar on the bottom floor and he was a bit mad despite the bar being cramped and it was a 

mis-step on my part. Off towards the back corner of the bar, there is a stairwell that leads to the 

second floor of the dancefloor. 

Heaven Dancefloor is Tabu's second floor dancefloor, similar to that at Woody's. Access 

to this floor is limited throughout the day, but opens up when it is closer to 8pm. One has to pay 

a cover of five dollars past 9pm to access this floor and the top floor of Tabu. Heaven Dancefloor 

is an open area where a majority of dancing takes place, as well as viewings and screenings of 

TV shows, such as RuPaul's Drag Race. When walking up from the stairs, you are met with a 

big spacious area to the left that is hardly lit, where the only lights come from the dancefloor 

lights that shine in red, blue, and pink all throughout the space. The television screens also cast a 

light in the area, playing pop music videos throughout the night. Go-go dancers are on the bar 

dancing in only underwear for tips from customers. Off to the right is another bar area that is 

smaller than the dancefloor area, which was roped off for drag performers to be able to get ready 

without intrusion. Before lOpm, there is no DJ mixing songs, but rather a Spotify playlist 

randomly shuffiing pop hits and throwbacks throughout the night before the DJ is ready with his 

set. 
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During a viewing party of RuPaul's Drag Race that took place on Heaven Dancefloor, 

this area was packed full of queer men and their friends who love the show. The party was 

hosted by a drag queen who was giving her commentary during the commercial breaks of the 

episode's shenanigans. There was a sense of a collective experience doing this activity where 

people would boo at their least favorite character when they were given screen time or 

collectively cheer during high points of the episode. People were glued to the screen when the 

episode was on, and quickly went for drink refills during commercial breaks. It was a diverse 

audience watching this show with a mix of white, brown, and black men and women sharing 

their thoughts, frustrations, and highlights of the episode. There was even genderbending going 

on with some people dressing up in drag even though they were here to watch a television show. 

This show's viewing party allowed for people to dress up in clothes that they would normally not 

dress in. After this show's viewing party, people cleared out faster than lightning, leaving only a 

few people in this space, including the drag queen host. Everyone exited to the main floor bar 

and cleared out, despite the drag queen announcing that there was a drag show happening on the 

top floor, the Cabaret stage. 

r had the chance to sit in on two drag shows while doing research at Tabu. The cabaret 

stage is where most drag performances are held. This is a more intimate area where sitting is 

limited, where seats are positioned for audience members to be looking at the stage. Seats filled 

up quickly, so there were people standing around trying to shimmy themselves in a direction to 

try and view the stage. When all the seats were gone, it was standing room only, and this caused 

obstacles for the drag queens still trying to get ready behind a foldable barrier when it was their 

turn to perform. The people that made up the audience were more white individuals, be it gay 

men or straight women with their significant others. The drag queens performed for a contest that 
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was happening called "Amateur Drag Attack," which drag queens doing drag for less than two 

years perfonn for a panel in hopes of winning a small cash reward. The panels were usually 

made up of seasoned drag queens who have been doing drag for more than five years. Each 

Amateur Drag Attack has a central theme for that night's competition. The two times I saw this 

show, themes dealing with Winter and Valentine's Day were central for the competition. Themes 

are played out in terms of a drag queen's outfit and perfonnance. For example, when seeing the 

Valentine's Day show, a drag queen focused her perfonnance on being 'the other woman' in a 

relationship, and had edited together a monologue from Scandal to a love song by Jennifer 

Lopez. The competition is taken seriously by the drag queens. 

The Cabaret Stage also leads to a rooftop bar. There were many people here socializing, 

as well as drag queens after their performances who were talking with patrons and getting drinks 

ordered for them. This was also a majorly crowded area where people were huddled in groups 

talking with their friends and drinking beers. People were also crowded around the shuffleboard 

playing rounds with their friends. Despite it being the winter, people were still out in this area 

trying to stay wann under the heaters above them, with drinks in hand. Tabu seems to strive for 

having more socializing spaces that lend themselves for people to feel comfortable. This bar has 

more to offer in terms of spaces to socialize, as well as a diverse population of individuals who 

go to this bar. There was more of a feeling that socializing was important for this establishment. 

However, the practices of these bar establishments showcase a deeper problem that affects 

experiences of individuals and creates inner divisions within the Philadelphia queer community. 
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Initial Experiences in the Gayborhood 

I had conducted interviews with individuals who live in and around the Gayborhood. 

They touched upon their experiences and what it meant for them to be in a queer neighborhood, 

as well as the problems and tribulations that come with being within these spaces. When asked 

the question "What types of spaces in the Gayborhood do you initially spend your time in?" all 

individuals managed to answer with a gay bar or gay nightclub. One individual, Brandon3
, 

discussed that during his university years, he would go to Woody's almost religiously, stating 

that "Yeah, I was always going to Woody's Wednesdays. I hated the frat parties on my campus 

and when I found out Woody's, at the time, had the college nights. And then iCandy posts. 

Wednesday nights was 18 and up. And then Friday night was 18 and up to iCandy. So, 

3 Pseudonym to protect identity of my interviewee. 
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Wednesday and Friday nights, 1 was going to the clubs because they were college nights. That's 

where 1 could dance the way 1 wanted to dance, 1 dressed the way 1 wanted to dress. 1 wore 

leotards. 1 wore whatever 1 wanted to wear. 1 went out with my friends, my gay friends. 1 brought 

some home girls who were allies along the way. Some of them becoming gay later, but it is what 

it is." Brandon arrived to Philadelphia due to his university studies. Originally from Houston, 

Texas, Brandon was exposed to Houston's version of the Gayborhood before he arrived to 

Philadelphia. He was no stranger to 18+ nights at gay clubs, yet he explained that the Houston 

clubs were different from Philadelphia clubs because "it was a black gay club. It was not a white 

one." Philadelphia clubs allowed for Brandon to dress the way he wanted and dance the way he 

wanted, allowing for a space to let him to do practices that could not be done at hypermasculine 

fraternity parties. This statement was elaborated later where Brandon said that "That's where 1 

could dance the way 1 wanted to dance, 1 dressed the way 1 wanted to dress. 1 wore leotards. 1 

wore whatever 1 wanted to wear." Going to queer clubs allowed Brandon to dance in a 

comfortable environment with other gay men that he could not otherwise dance with at a 

hypermasculine event like a fraternity party. Woody's and iCandy provided a space of comfort 

for Brandon to wear what he wanted, which included leotards that led him to be read as 

feminine, as well as allow a space to dance with other men in a more sexual manner. This could 

not be done at a university fraternity party. 

Brandon explains how a fraternity party's hypermasculine nature would leave him to 

encounter homophobic acts from those at these parties. Elaborating more on his frustrations of 

these parties he states that "1 experienced a lot of homophobia, both visibly and subtly, in those 

spaces. It never felt like a safe space there. And often times people would warn me of my safety. 

57 



And this is college. I'm in a fucking [elite institution]4 school and people are telling me, "Well, 

you know, be careful" on my campus. And this is supposed to be a place that encourages liberal 

and progressive thinking. A liberal arts school, my ass." The university that Brandon attended 

did not have open and safe spaces for those who were black and queer. Brandon did not mention 

of any queer organizations on campus that he was a part of, but rather he elaborated on how 

people told him he should be careful being a black gay man on a not-so-progressive campus 

where he felt the progressive attitudes and progressive thinking were performative practices, and 

did not allow for a space for black gay men. Brandon spoke of being a "pariah" in these frat 

parties where he did not feel welcomed and was often seen as an enigma, being a spectacle 

subjected to the gaze of everyone attending the parties. Brandon's interactions with the 

Gayborhood were seen as "recreation" and that these experiences during his college years 

"[were] night life. It was never day life." This points to how the Gayborhood has most of its 

interactions take place during the night, where clubbing and bar hopping are popular practices 

for queer individuals to partake in an urban setting. This became more prevalent in the types of 

spaces that my interviewees elaborated on in their responses. 

Dieg05, a 27-year-old Puerto Rican man, shared his experiences of his first experiences 

with the Gayborhood that were similar to that of Brandon's. His first exposure to the 

Gayborhood was by way of gay clubs and gay bars during university, stating: "after my first year 

of college. So that would be when I was like 18 or 19. There were two bars at the time. Woody's 

and iCandy that had underage night, 18 plus night. It was a way for me to like finally be around 

queer people openly ... " Underage nights at these bars allowed for younger gay men to integrate 

themselves and expose themselves to what the Gayborhood had to offer in terms of night life. 

4 Name of university removed to protect anonymity of interviewee 
5 Pseudonym to protect the identity of my interviewee. 
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However, bars and nightclubs were not always the initial exposures to the Gayborhood for my 

interviewees. One of my interviewees, Theo, elaborated on his initial exposure to the 

Gayborhood and explained how bars and clubs did not lead to initial interest in the Gayborhood. 

Theo, a local Philadelphia resident, grew up as a first-generation American as the son of 

Vietnamese immigrants. He explained how he was always interested in the Gayborhood as a 

young teen and would find excuses to hang out in the Gayborhood. He gave the anecdote of 

wanting more time and to come out on his own terms, so spending time in the Gayborhood 

would give him hope for his future. He gave the following response where he explained how he 

was always spending time in the Gayborhood while growing up in Philadelphia: "I've always 

been in the Gayborhood. I truly have always knew I was gay, but for me, culturally, just knowing 

my family I just wanted time, I wanted to come out on my own terms and I wanted to make sure 

that I had a plan B, C, and D just if, God forbid, anything, it doesn't work out, but I've always 

just, since I was little, knew I was gay and curiosity takes the best of you and I would always 

find an excuse to be in Center City and it happened to be in the Gayborhood and just kinda 

seeing those things or when I was in the closet, just saying, "Oh, let's go eat here and there," but 

it's near the Gayborhood. I've always wanted to be there just to, one, people watch and see how 

society works and how we interact with one another, but just also, it provides a sense of hope 

that there's a space openly in Philadelphia that's called the Gayborhood and it's recognizing 

LGBTQ people as a part of the community and I think that was something that was really 

profound. " 

Theo's story highlights the difference of an individual who grew up in the Philadelphia 

area versus someone who comes here to study and their first exposure is in university. Theo went 

to the Gayborhood as a closeted person looking for comfort and security as someone who was 
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trying to fignre out their sexuality. Finding excuses to be in the Gayborhood allowed for Theo to 

be in a neighborhood that allowed him to feel comfortable with his sexuality and provide a 

glimpse into a type of future that he could obtain: a future where he could be openly gay in a 

neighborhood where it was totally acceptable to be gay and that there was a community of 

people with whom to share that experience with. The first two accounts show that gay bars and 

clubs hold a significant part in queer men's social lives in Philadelphia, serving a space to meet 

other queer men. However, Theo's account shows that growing up in Philadelphia had a positive 

effect on his upbringing as a child because he could imagine a future that he could participate in 

and accept his closeted self as gay. 

Race, Place, and the Body in the Gayborhood 

Throughout my interviews with my interviewees, race and its importance in altering 

queer spaces was a consistent theme that was brought up. The role of race and the queer 

community is one of complexity. Experiences with queer spaces were dependent on the 

multitude of identifications that a person holds. For example, many of my interviewees 

mentioned how in some spaces, they would be treated differently due to how other people 

perceived theie appearance. The anecdotes that my interviewees told me focused on how racial 

profiling and rejection based off attraction further patterns and practices of racial discrimination 

and advanced a hyper focus on the queer body. 

I would like to return to Brandon's experiences as a university student going out clubbing 

weekly in the Gayborhood. Even though he explained that he spent a majority of his nightlife 

throughout university in the Gayborhood, he also explained that being a femme, gay, black man 

altered his experiences of Woody's and iCandy. He would receive different treatment than his 
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friends, those of which would appear more masculine than Brandon. As Brandon explains," Oh, 

yeah. I've been fetishized, tokenized, bamboozled, lied to. Pretty much, I have seen, I have 

experienced a lot of racial discrimination. Whether it was the clothes I wore, whether it was just, 

you know, the barriers of entry ... Like, people talk about what happens in the club, half the time, 

you can't make it in the club ... Whether there's a dress code policy, whether it's a double 

standards. I have been in situations where, because I was a more femme black man going with a 

more masculine presenting black man, I would see him treated different than me. He would get 

patted down more than I did ... And having to have to vouch and make the case for why I could 

bring a handful of my black friends when I knew the bouncer a week ago and the bouncer let me 

in. But the bouncer was looking at me funny when I was trying to bring more of my friends in." 

This anecdote highlights the certain practices of queer establishments in the Gayborhood 

that implement distinctions between gay black men who present more "femme" versus gay black 

men who presented more "masculine." Based off this anecdote, security and dress code served as 

barriers of entry for queer black individuals who wanted to recreationally spend their time in 

these clubs. These clubs perpetuate hierarchies of individuals and perceived threats due to how 

someone presents themselves at a club. Despite being a regular patron of the club he was 

describing, Brandon's interactions with the bouncer were different based upon the group that he 

was associating with to go to the club. 

What Brandon's anecdote alludes to is the way in which one presents themselves alters 

their experience of a given space in the Gayborhood. On top of there being preconceived notions 

and perceptions of black gay men, this was distinct between how Brandon dressed himself versus 

his friends who were patted down. It is exactly due to the performance and toying around of 

certain gender practices that both men were treated differently in the line outside the club. As 
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Butler alludes to in her reading of drag culture, "in imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the 

imitative structure of gender itself - as well as its contingency" (Butler 1990, 212). I bring this 

quote up to say that because of the performative nature of gender and presenting more femme as 

embodied by Brandon, coupled with him being seen as a black man, produced a different 

perception of a gay black man than being with his more masculine presenting friend, who was 

seen as a threat by security. The security engaged in different practices with the individuals due 

to this performative nature of a femme/masculine dichotomy. 

Once someone is in the club, there is another set of spatial politics and networks of 

relations that one must navigate. Race plays a role while in the club as much as it does while 

waiting to get in. The makeup of clientele in a club or bar affects how one navigates themselves 

in these spaces, thus in turn forming their experiences in these spaces. Diego, a local drag 

performer, alluded to this in his perception of Philadelphia bars. He shared that "there are certain 

places that I feel more comfortable at like Tabu, and there's certain places that I feel less 

comfortable at like, U Bar or Knock, but not, mostly because they're the just strict bars and I 

don't like standing around doing nothing. But, also because the customers and the clientele there 

are basically 98% white and I don't feel like I can completely connect or see myself in the crowd. 

You know, if! can count the number of people of color on one hand in a packed bar, I think 

that's an issue. Philadelphia is majority nonwhite. So, it's odd to me to see any bar in the city 

regardless if it's queer or not, be majority white." According to Diego's feelings of discomfort, a 

sense of uneasiness is created in the makeup of a majority white clientele does not represent the 

demographics of the city of Philadelphia. Since Philadelphia is perceived as a diverse city, he 

recognizes there is a problem where that bars that do not have a diverse crowd that does not 
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adequately represent the city is a problem where in a homogenous clientele becomes a problem 

for establishments. 

Theo echoed this in his observations of how different spaces invite the same (or different) 

crowds of people. Certain bars and clubs gain the reputation for being open to certain crowds 

where Theo notes that "I think there's much more homogenous representation at Woody's and 

when you go to Voyeur it's much more diverse, where I can confidently say that if you were to 

go to Woody's, you would see a lot of traditional white Americans who might identify, or who 

do identify as LGBTQ+, but if you go to Voyeur that you will definitely see Latinos and Latinx 

and Latin Americans and so forth, ... you will definitely see African Americans, you will 

definitely see Asians. So, and typically my crowd, my group of friends tend to go to Voyeur." 

Both Diego and Theo allude to the fact that there are certain practices such that certain 

clubs and bars attract a certain clientele that might not normally be found in a different space. 

For example, Theo explains that Woody's is a space where one will find more white people than 

at a place like Voyeur, another nightclub down the street from Woody's. Diego echoes this 

sentiment as well, explaining to me during an interview that he usually goes to Tabu because it is 

the most diverse place in the Gayborhood, and has always been. 

However, even within these spaces, certain rooms are spatialized and racialized by those 

within the club space. This means that certain rooms are seen as being meant for a certain ethnic 

population. This can be seen in how a certain rooms in Woody's is meant for certain types of 

bodies and individuals. As explained by Diego: "I've had people straight up, like if! tried to 

invite them to dance, they say, oh, no, I'm not into you. If you use dating apps at all, there're 

plenty of people who say, oh, I only like white guys. When I was heavier, I was told that I should 

go to the Bike Stop instead because that's where heavier people go. That was at iCandy. That was 
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years ago when I stopped going because that environment allowed a certain type of people to 

flourish there and I did not want to be around it. So yeah, and even at Woody's I was told to go to 

the Black Room. Because upstairs, it's the way they play music and the way they set things up, 

basically they're biased people. So yeah, I had plenty of bad experiences. And it's not uncommon 

for anyone." 

What can be shown from this account is how through the gay community, certain spaces 

are designated for certain body types and certain racial/ethnic identities. At the time of the event 

that took place in iCandy, Diego considered himself heavier than what he currently is. Another 

individual rejected Diego for attempting to dance with them because of the biases that came with 

men with bigger bodies. By insinuating that The Bike Stop, another gay bar in the Gayborhood, 

was meant for bigger people, this individual spatialized and categorized a certain space as 

"Other." This can also be seen when he explains how The Suite is seen as "the Black Room." 

Even though Diego identifies as Puerto Rican, people told him he should spend his time in 

another space that is "meant" for a certain crowd because of how it is set up in terms of music 

and layout of the room. Circling back to the description of the Suite Room in Woody's, they are 

known for playing hip-hop and R&B in this room, which attracts a certain crowd at Woody's, so 

much so that the clientele believe that the room is known as "the Black Room." This 

spatialization of bars and rooms creates a power hierarchy where those who are not on the "thin" 

or "muscular" side or are black or brown are seen as being other from the patrons at Woody's or 

UBar. 

My interviewees' experiences in Woody's, iCandy, and Tabu point to how these 

counterpublics are heterogenous, leading space to be experienced differently by practices and 

identity factors. The combination of theories on counterpublics by Michael Warner (2002), 
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perfonnativity by Judith Butler (1990), and sense of place by Doreen Massey (1994) are helpful 

in analyzing how exactly counterpublics are experienced differently by those of marginalized 

identities. By applying Massey's notion of sense of place to Warner's theorization of 

counterpublics, we can further the ways in which queer individuals conduct themselves in 

perfonnative aspects with and from each other in queer spaces. Specifically, the intersections of 

these theories can be seen in how both Diego and Brandon are gay men of color experiencing 

majority gay white spaces within the Gayborhood. Where both of their bodies are on display, 

their practices of gender and sexuality result in tensions with the broader white gay community 

within these spaces. Being told such things as "go to the Black room" or "I only like white 

guys," show the structuring of power through practice within these counterpublics. Despite being 

a part of a marginalized group, gay men continue to structure and restructure hierarchies within 

these gay and queer spaces within the Gayborhood. 

Gayborhood: Welcoming or Isolating? 

My interviewees talked about how practices by bars and clubs in the Gayborhood led to 

discomfort and a sense of being unwelcomed by these spaces. Discrimination and discriminatory 

practices, such as the dress code enforced by some bars for certain minorities, lead to a tension 

between who these spaces actually serve and what they are meant to do for the LGBT 

community as a whole. These accounts point to how an already marginalized community of 

individuals recreate a system of power and hierarchy in this community, reproducing systems of 

racism, misogyny, and body shape nonnativity. The production of these systems in these spaces 

isolates and ostracizes people who do not neatly fit into physical characteristics that are seen as 

attractive in the gay community. 
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One of my interviewees, Gerald, a fifty-something year old white archivist who focuses 

on queer history, witnessed the transformations that the Gayborhood went through in the last 

several decades. When explaining this history to me, there were patterns of racism that were 

perpetuated and transformed in gay bars. This also led to the loss of certain spaces meant for 

lesbians and other individuals who do not identify as a gay male. He touches upon how the 

Gayborhood has had patterns of being seen as a gay white male space throughout its history and 

existence: "A lot of criticism is justified. Two years ago there were problems of accusation of 

racism in the gayborhood and African Americans, as early as the '60s and '70s were saying the 

Gayborhood is a place for white gay men, which was pretty much true ... Right now, we have no 

women's bar, which is incredible. Sisters closed a couple years ago. There was a time in the '80's 

when there were three or four lesbian bars at the same time. So one criticism is there's no place 

just for women ... There was a problem with racism two years ago. So there's still problems with 

sexes and racism and other racial and ethnic minorities I'm sure feel the same way. The Asian 

community, the Latino community, all of that. The Gayborhood is not as welcoming as it should 

be. " 

The notion of the Gayborhood being for white gay men has still continued into 

contemporary understandings of the neighborhood. The variety of spaces has shrunk 

considerably to spaces that cater to white gay men. There are not specific spaces for lesbians, 

Queer/Trans People of Color, or other individuals who hold identifications that are not white, 

gay, nor male. More on this point, spaces for lesbians did exist within the '80s, however, they are 

now nowhere to be seen and I assume this to be attributed to the fact that mainstream queer 

culture is catering the white gay male and their lives. This disparity of diverse spaces and 

attention to white gays is also solidified by economic capital. Living in Center City Philadelphia 
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is expensive and only a select few are able to afford to live in this neighborhood. Those who live 

in the Gayborhood tend to be white, affiuent, gay males who have the means to pay to live within 

this neighborhood. The lack of spaces that center women and minorities creates an unwelcoming 

atmosphere where people cannot establish communities with individuals who are like them or to 

who they can relate. 

Things seem to be shifting in a different direction where people are now calling out the 

inequalities that are surfacing within these spaces. Take for example the closing of iCandy. This 

establishment was boycotted once videos of the owner using racially derogatory language 

surfaced. This boycott led to eventual demise of the business, and Tabu bought out this space and 

currently occupies it. Vincent explained that "there was a dialogue created with some members 

of the gay community" where this became a polarizing event where individuals were supporting 

the owner of iCandy or against the owner and calling for a boycott. The use of the derogatory 

language shed a light on racism within the gay community and to what extent people were going 

to excuse the actions of the owner of iCandy. The polarizing sides of the debate showed that to 

some individuals these actions and practices of the owner were excusable and pardonable 

because they viewed that people can be allowed to mess up once or twice without any 

repercussions. Vincent's view on the Gayborhood was transformed sfter this debate around 

iCandy began to surface where he believes now that "[this debate 1 made me think 'oh okay 

maybe the gayborhood isn't that welcoming of a place.'" Gay spaces have been normalized to be 

welcoming of a certain individual: thin/muscularly, gay, white men. These can be seen 

throughout anecdotes concerning the practices that bars and clubs perpetuate throughout their 

establishments, as well as the certain views held by clientele who attend these spaces. However, 

the gay bar and gay nightclub are not the only spaces where diversity is lacking and called into 
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question. Non-profit leadership is also called into question when they do not reflect the 

communities in which they serve. 

Economic Capital and Space 

I want to zoom in on a couple of instances that I found interesting when doing fieldwork 

within Woody's and Tabu. Distinct moments and observations lead to the importance that capital 

plays within navigating queer spaces. I would like to return to my experiences in Tabu. When I 

went to the RuPaul's Drag Race screening, access to Heaven Dancefloor was free. This access 

later included the Cabaret stage when it was open due to the fact that me and my friends were 

past cover check, so we did not need to pay the small cover to enter these two floors after 9pm. 

However, I had to pay a cover charge of $5 when I decided to take a second trip to Tabu on a 

different weekend. When paying this cover, I noticed immediately the lack of people who were 

on the top two floors that the cover granted them to explore. This was also the case after the 

RuPaul's Drag Race screening. There were hardly any individuals that were socializing on the 

top two floors once cover started. It was not until the drag shows started that people actually paid 

the cover to see the show on the Cabaret stage. Even then, no one was occupying the Heaven 

Dancefloor even after the drag show ended. While I was in the positionto pay a $5 cover both 

nights, this seemed to be another barrier of entry for individuals who did not want to or could not 

pay a cover to enter these floors. 

In another form of this barrier of entry is the cover charge at Woody's. Woody's charges 

$10 directly at the entrance starting at lOpm at night which includes access to the entire club/bar 

areas and even access to Voyeur nightclub before 1 am. While walking around the Gayborhood at 

night with a friend group, I overheard conversations in which people were talking about 

differences between Tabu and Woody's. One person said, "I would rather pay the cover at 
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Woody's than Tabu" despite the fact that Tabu has a cheaper cover charge than Woody's. Money 

serves as a barrier of entry for some individuals where they make it a point to get into these areas 

before cover charge starts. This was certainly the case for me when I was trying to observe some 

of these spaces for my fieldwork. 

This cover charge policy had a part in playing how it formed the ambiances in Tabu and 

Woody's. What made Tabu way more cramped on the first floor was the fact that they did not 

have to pay this barrier of entry as soon as they walked into the establishment. This was not the 

case at Woody's where one waits in line outside of the building and then pays a cover as soon as 

one walks through the door. It did not matter how packed Woody's was because people were 

dispersed throughout the different atmospheres because they already paid a cover. The main 

floor of Tabu was cramped and full of people to the point people were standing with their friends 

in groups around the first floor because they did not want to go up to the other floors where they 

would have to pay a cover. They were not subjected to pay for entry into a space versus Woody's 

where they immediately implemented this paid entry for its patrons to access its diverse 

ambiances. 

Security and Space 

The preference to hang with friends in queer spaces versus heterosexual spaces was a 

trend in answers I saw throughout my interviews. Queer spaces provided a sense of comfort and 

security that straight or heterosexual spaces could not provide. It is the fact that these queer 

spaces were non-normative and seemingly welcome to individuals of all identities that my 

interviewees felt that they could socialize with their friends without problems of homophobia 

manifesting themselves. Some of my interviewees flat out rejected the idea of going to a straight 

or heterosexual bar or club space. As Diego said to me: "First and foremost, I don't go to any 
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non-LGBT bars, like none. Mostly, because I think that there's so many of them and I use the bar 

experience as a way to socialize with peers and people like myself and generally speaking, I 

won't find that in non-LGBTQ bars. So, there's no point in me going, and again, because I don't 

drink, I just go out to dance. The only places I would want to go to is a queer bar or a gay bar." 

The environment of a non-LGBT bar does not create the ambiance for productive 

socializing or mingling. Diego acknowledges this discomfort and chooses not to go to these non

LGBT spaces. Since his choice to not drink also plays a factor in where he spends his time, he 

cuts out these non-LGBT spaces. Bars are spaces of consumption and commodity. These spaces 

have created a trend and uptake in gay males taking part in alcohol consumption. As Nancy 

Achilles wrote in "The Development of the Homosexual Bar as an Institution," gay bars were 

made as a space for both sociability and leisure, to create a safe and secure place for 

homosexuals to gather (1967). It makes sense that Diego does not go to bars. He goes for the 

social aspect that bars and clubs provide queer individuals. He is able to communicate and dance 

with whomever he wants within these queer spaces. He actively chooses not to partake in 

practices of alcohol drinking because that is not the main reason he goes to these spaces. The 

environment of a LGBT bar or club creates this environment where Diego can dance how 

pleases and interact with individuals as he pleases without fearing judgement or fearing 

homophobic acts. He can conduct himself differently in a queer-centric environment and prefers 

this environment to that of a non-queer space. Similar to how Brandon felt at Woody's and 

iCandy outside of his university's fraternity parties, Diego is able to dance in a more homoerotic 

manner than if he were to go to a heterosexual club or bar. There is a certain comfort that is 

given to Diego by going to and dancing in gay clubs versus straight clubs. The possibility of 

being is given to these individuals by occupying and socializing in these LGBT spaces. The 
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sense of being watched and gazed upon is slightly deflected within the realms of a gay club. The 

internalized gaze becomes only slightly shifted within this space. 

Sentiments on security and comfort were also echoed by Vincent in his answers in our 

interview. His discusses the different ways he conducts himself in non-queer spaces versus how 

he conducts himself in implicitly gay or queer spaces. He discusses how: "It's just nice to be 

around other queer people. I think going out to non queer bars you don't get that sort of sense of 

freedom. I think part of me retreats to, like me at 16 years old, looking over my shoulder at all 

points. I want to say that that goes away, but I don't know if it ever really does. So when I go to 

an implicitly gay, or queer bar, we do think there's a slight difference there. I just feel like free, 

and open. It's so nice. Especially when there's music, and dancing. It's great. Yeah." 

Vincent acknowledges that there comes a point at which an internalized gaze never 

leaves queer people. This statement relates specifically to Foucault's notion of the panopticon 

and the internalized gaze in Discipline and Punish, "the Panopticon functions as a kind of 

laboratory of power. Thanks to its mechanisms of observation, it gains in efficiency and in the 

ability to penetrate into men's behaviour knowledge follows the advances of power, discovering 

new objects of knowledge over all the surfaces on which power is exercised" (1977, 204). This 

internalized gaze and consciousness of one's actions and practices becomes a security 

mechanism where queer individuals fear for homophobic attacks based off how they express 

themselves through what they wear of how they dance. Vincent alludes to this when he spends 

time in non-queer bars where he has to conduct himself in a certain space where he is not under a 

heteronormative gaze. This is used as defense for individuals who do not how to conduct 

themselves in a non-queer space and must "look over their shoulder" in case there are other 

individuals creating tension at the sight or contact of queer Others. However, this internalized 
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gaze created by the Panopticon becomes deflected and transformed within the realm of the gay 

bar, where queer people are able to dance and associate with individuals freely that they might 

otherwise be judged for doing outside of the bar or club. Pointing back to previous data points 

mentioned by Diego where he was rejected by individuals at iCandy for wanting to dance with 

an individual, this gaze becomes transformed in a more sexual manner where people within these 

queer clubs feel as though they are being watched for what they wear and how they present 

themselves. 

The conversations that touch upon subjects of feeling more "free" and "different 

conduct" speaks to Merabet's (2014) conceptualization of queer habitus. The reason that people 

feel so comfortable going into these spaces is because they possess and have developed a 

queered habitus and a queered taste for these spaces and establishments. These gay and queer 

spaces allow for individuals to be able to internalize and develop practices and parts of a queer 

identity which influence the queer habitus. This queered habitus then represents the group culture 

that an individual partakes and engages in. The individual's history shapes the queer body and 

practices, such taste in music, dance, language, etc., wherein then the queer habitus shapes 

current social actions of the queer individual. With their tastes and habitus, the gay community 

can change and challenge the social structures and norms of the culture in which they live. 

Communities Inside and Outside of the Gayhorhood 

A majority of my interviewees are members of different communities throughout and 

outside of the Gayborhood. Three of my interviewees mentioned being members of communities 

that interact with spaces within the Gayborhood. Previously mentioned in previous sections, 

Theo, Diego, and Gerald all participate in sporting communities, drag communities, and outreach 
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communities respectively. Theo mentioned to me that he is part of the Stonewall Sports, a 

LGBTQ+ sports league within Center City Philadelphia. He spoke about how he serves as 

Sponsorship Chair, where he is in charge of raising money for the sports league. His professional 

life interacts with the personal, as he works in a similar position at a local university in its alumni 

division. 

As for Diego, he has found a place and belonging in the local drag community within the 

Gayborhood. Despite his experiences within club spaces in the Gayborhood, in his drag persona, 

Diego performs numbers that celebrate black and brown artists, which allows him to occupy 

space during these performances. He speaks to this point saying, "I don't perform any music 

that's performed by other than people of color. I stray away from producers that don't care about 

race politics. I stay away from venues that don't really like celebrate race politics." In a sense, his 

performances are a form of dis identification where he thereby writes in black and brown artists 

and their music as the mainstream versus going for another pop song, such as anything by Lady 

Gaga or Kesha. 

In terms of how Gerald interacts with the Gayborhood, he spends most of his time 

working on historical projects with the help of the resources at William Way Center. On top of 

that, he is a prominent member of the arts and culture community in Philadelphia. He explained 

that "I directed a dance company until just about two years ago, which I founded here in 1999. 

So I feel connected with the arts community, with the history and culture community and with 

the LGBT community." He also made note that he gives tours of the Gayborhood and how the 

current conception of the Gayborhood has come to be. He discussed how his earlier experiences 

living in Boston in the 1970s have informed how he wanted to integrate himself in Philadelphia 

when he moved here in the late 1990s. He now focuses his work with partnership with the 
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William Way Community Center. On top of this he runs a blog tracing the history of spaces in 

the Gayborhood. 

Conversations around different groups that are not based within the Gayborhood arose 

throughout my conversations. My interviewees were members of other communities that are not 

grounded and founded within the Gayborhood. Vincent mentioned being part of communities 

that were not necessarily planted within the Gayborhood. He spoke about being an activist and 

artist within Philadelphia. The communities he engages with in Philadelphia allow him to 

"consider [himself] part of a more activist community" where he worked "in the non-profit 

world" when he first moved to Philadelphia. He also did work with a puppet theater company 

that occupied his creative and artistic parts of his identity and he found community within the 

theater company. This is to say that Vincent does not spend as much time in the Gayborhood 

now that he has a job in outside of Philadelphia in a nearby suburb. He explained how he has 

grown older and has become more domestic and does not have a lot time necessary to spend in 

bars and clubs in Philadelphia. 

Another example of community formation was brought up from the experiences that 

Brandon had, where he and his friends decided to participate in communities and spaces that did 

not invest, but rather divest, in businesses in the Gayborhood. Businesses in the Gayborhood 

have shown their interests in a certain population. Every one of my interviewees was aware of 

this and made this known during our interviews. When asked about the other ways that 

communities and queer spaces are formed outside of the Gayborhood, Brandon, answered that he 

currently has created efforts in divesting from the Gayborhood. He states the following: "My 

friends, well this organization called The Black and Brown Workers Collective. They are an 

intersection of black, queer lead movement, activist group, that really are about doing 
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intersectional work around labor and diversity issues in Philadelphia. They're a great group. 

They're grassroots. They have done some fundraising, they've done some events called No 

Becky's On Deck. And this event is centered for black and brown people that are LGBTQ. And 

they really focus on that event being for us only and really emphasizing that we need to have a 

space for ourselves to celebrate, have joy, without having to feel like we have to acquire 

respectability politics. There's no dress codes. There's a sliding scale. We recognize all of the 

different experiences. We really created, as a way to bring community together, and really for 

our white allies and accomplices to look at this opportunity to fall back and give forward." 

Brandon makes it clear that he is participating in communities and groups that put queer 

black and brown voices at the forefront of new spaces and events. Specifically, The Black and 

Brown Workers Collective creates events where these voices are at the center of everything and 

anything they do. While describing No Becky's on Deck in more detail, Brandon clearly 

illustrates that it is a space where there are no practices that would discriminate or harm 

individuals who identify as queer and black or brown. They view these events as opportunities 

for white allies to examine what their positionality is within these queer spaces. This includes 

providing monetary support to allow for these spaces and events to take place for the queer black 

and brown people who partake in this organization. These events, although temporary, allow for 

groups of individuals to come together who might not always spend their time in the 

Gayborhood due to the spatial practices that take place within bars, cafes, and other 

establishments. This construction of a space dedicated to black and brown bodies proves to be a 

radical and different way of constructing community. 

Conclusion 
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As we can see, the Gayborhood's daylife and nightlife bring out the most interactions 

with individuals which has altered experiences and thoughts of this neighborhood due to the 

spatial practices exhibited by establishments and clientele. This has not stopped certain people 

from still spending their time in the Gayborhood as certain bars, such as Tabu, attempt to uphold 

diverse and open spaces for their clientele to feel welcomed and comfortable. What my 

interviewees have highlighted is the focus on new performative practices dependent upon a given 

space. 

Queerness is often thought of to be a marker of homogeneity. However, practices focused 

on the body have established that there is a hierarchy established within these spaces. 

Differences related to race, gender prestation, and body shape normativity allow for the queer 

community to establish power by way of entry-way practices for bars and clubs, the 

spatialization within these bars and clubs, and hook-up practices and culture. As told by Brandon 

and Diego, the black and brown queer body is policed and controlled within these queer spaces 

are thought to deflect the internalized gaze of the heterosexual world. A queer individual is under 

a new form of the gaze, be it the clothes one wears or the body type that a person may have. 

Systems of power are being restructured and reworked in new spaces and places. 

However, People of color have implemented events and programming that have centered 

their practices and experiences within establishments and spaces. This can be seen in bars like 

Tabu. These queer spaces provide possibilities and futures for queer individuals who might not 

have thought of these possibilities and futures before. However, there are communities that form 

outside of the Gayborhood and create spaces that center marginalized voices and bodies that are 

often overlooked due to these spatial practices that usually ostracize the queer black and brown 

body as "Other." There are calls to action to put the Gayborhood on notice about the practices of 
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these establishments, but it is still unknown whether businesses and establishments are taking 

these notices seriously or ignoring them. 
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Conclusion: And The Future of the Gayborhood is ... ? 

They don't get it. We have seen. from them not getting it. the faults. The Gayborhood. as we know 
it. is gonna die. That I know for certain. They're too late. they're too slow at making the kind of 
change necessary. And the thing is. they think that they can apply incremental change in the 
midst of a movement that is rapidly picking up speed. The call for intersectionality is moving 
faster than their incremental steps to diversity. And. I think as result of that. they're gonna die. 
They're gonna die because I think. to me. the people who are here. the people that are wanting 
these things. they're not matching at the speed to which I think they need to go. And. I think that. 
as a result of that. we're gonna see a death. 

Brandon. 2019 

This thesis aimed to answer the following questions: what are the historical processes 

which have allowed for queer neighborhoods to develop in a modern u.s. context, specifically in 

Philadelphia? What effect do these queer neighborhoods/gay villages have on the construction of 

queer identity and queer communities in Philadelphia? I attempted to answer these questions by 

situating Philadelphia's own queer history in the larger context of United States queer history. 

Seeds were planted for the construction of a gayborhood during World War II when openings of 

jobs allowed for LGBT citizens to take these jobs in urban areas and settle in Philadelphia. 

Through a natural progression and sequence of events, a population of LGBT people entered the 

city and settled in Philadelphia, leading to the creation of queer organizations queer businesses, 

namely bars and nightclubs. The Gayborhood is product of these historical processes that now 

plays a part in the current-day LGBT community in the Gayborhood. I then focused my 

discussion on how my interviewees experience queer space in the Gayborhood. 

Throughout my interviews, distinctions of experiences highlighted internal divides of a 

community that is marginalized within mainstream society. My interviewees spoke of patterns of 

racialized and spatialized discrimination within the Gayborhood. Their experiences shed light on 

the fact that even though the construction of an openly queer-centric neighborhood was 
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important gain for the Philadelphia LGBT community, internal divides are created through 

specific practices. This could be seen in divides that my interviewees spoke about: butch vs. 

femme, heavy vs. thin, and white vs. people of color. 

Business practices - i.e. different themed nights, activities, different themed rooms, 

enforcing dress code, etc. -leads to a multitude of results that alter how people experience queer 

space in an already queer-centric neighborhood. As my interviewees point out, these practices 

ostracize people of color and people of a different body type. In a society that already views 

LGBT as a marginalized community, people of color area doubly marginalized by these 

businesses practices within the Gayborhood. As the quote I opened this conclusion with predicts, 

if the Gayborhood does not take seriously its actions of marginalizing queers of color, and start 

focusing their voices at the center of improving the Gayborhood, it will die. Now, this is an 

extremely radical viewpoint. Will the Gayborhood disappear completely? Of course not. 

Brandon's statement of who "they" are could be read as multiple identities. "They" could 

be the City of Philadelphia or "they" could be white gays who occupy the Gayborhood, their 

non-profit boards, and its establishments. The City of Philadelphia will not allow the death of the 

Gayborhood because of the history behind this neighborhood. However, what will definitely start 

to happen is the disappearing of people of color from the neighborhood that centers whiteness at 

its businesses and organizations. There has been call to action to hold non-profit boards 

accountable for their lack of diversity. Brandon's use of "they" could be read as all

encompassing of those within power in the City of Philadelphia. However, what his statement 

points directly to is that there is a lack of space for queer/trans people of color where they can 

provide change that should not be dedicated to one given theme at a nightclub per month. People 

have started to take this problem into their own hands by making queer spaces and communities 
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outside of this neighborhood that we know as the Gayborhood. The practices within the 

Gayborhood reveal that there is still more work to be done to create an inclusive community that 

is dedicated to queer individuals of all races, body sizes, and genders. 

I hope that the findings of this study will benefit literature in anthropology by focusing on 

how queer individuals are affected by the practices that take place within queer neighborhoods. 

There is greater focus on how these gay villages, specifically queer businesses and organizations, 

can be more inclusive to all members of the queer community, i.e. black and brown queer 

people. Thus, I believe that those who live in the Philadelphia area who might read this study 

might gain insight on how social certain practices affect black and brown queer people and their 

experiences of queer spaces in Philadelphia, and strive for policies that aim to fix these practices. 

As Doreen Massey says, "clearly places do not have single, unique 'identities'; they are full of 

internal conflicts" (Massey 1994, 156). Through my research, I have seen how these queer 

spaces like Woody's and Tabu have their own struggles with queer spatial practices that target 

certain populations of individuals, but my experiences, as well as the experiences of my 

interviewees, within these spaces have illuminated the importance for these spaces. Regardless, 

there is still the added internal conflicts that need to be addressed that cannot be fixed through 

themed nights, such as a Latinx night or Asian pop night. 

I urge for future research to dive into the multiple directions on the study of queer space. 

This future research should focus on the practices in diversity and inclusion not only in 

nightclubs and bars, but in the non-profit sector as well. There were conversations between my 

interviewees and me that touched upon non-profit diversity and inclusion, but were out of the 

scope of this research project. It is important to investigate these practices in knowing how non

profits contribute to social relations and power structures within queer communities. Another 
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topic that was out of the scope of this thesis is the influence of digital spaces, such as Grindr and 

Tinder. While I thought much about the implications of these apps within the queer community, 

it could have been another research project on its own. These digital spaces have their own 

practices that contribute to the omine social relations in Gayborhoods across the United States. 

Researchers need to examine how these digital spaces positively and negatively affect the social 

relations and power structures within queer communities. 
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Appendix A - Interviewee Infonnation 

Brandon - a 27 year old Black journalist who lives in the Philadelphia area. He came to 

Philadelphia by way of university and has stayed in the area ever since. 

Diego - a 27 year old Puerto Rican drag performer from Northeast Pennsylvania, but came to the 

Philadelphia during his teen years. 

Gerald - a fifty-something white gay man who is historian who lives near the Gayborhood. He 

works at a local non-profit in the Philadelphia area. He has been in Philadelphia since the 1990s 

and has worked on the history of the Gayborhood. 

Vincent - a white gay man in his early-thirties. He works at a local university in the Philadelphia 

area. He also came to Philadelphia by way of university, and he has stayed in the area ever since. 

Theo - a first-generation Vietnamese-American who has lived in Philadelphia all his life. He 

works at a local university in the Philadelphia area. He also participates in a lot of activities in 

the Gayborhood, like a queer sports league and the Humans Rights Campaign Gala planning 

committee. 
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