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Abstract
To queer urban planning and municipal governance requires explicit civic engagement with sexual and gender minority
inclusions, representations and needs in urban plans and policies across departmental and committee silos. This collec‐
tion questions the hetero‐cis‐normative assumptions of urban planning and examines the integration of LGBTQ+ issues in
municipal governance at the interface of community activism, bureaucratic procedures, and political intervention. The edi‐
torial summarizes the contributions to this thematic issue within a tripartite thematic framework: 1) counter‐hegemonic
reactions to hetero‐cis‐normativities; 2) queering plans and policies; and 3) governance coalitions and LGBTQ+ activisms.
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1. Introduction

As a technical and relational mode of state intervention
into property relations, social conditions, and majority‐
minority interactions, urban planning is informed by
national and provincial/state legislative frameworks but
also by local political structures, histories, geographies,
and moments of tension and collaboration (Cordes,
2019). Urban planners in their various roles as tech‐
nocrats,mediators, advocates, coordinators, negotiators,
and visionaries, translate knowledge into action through
plans and policies (Barry et al., 2018). Nevertheless,
how planning knowledge is produced, shared, and val‐
ued, makes everyday geographies possible for some peo‐
ple and forecloses them for others. This thematic issue
focuses onone such “hard‐to‐reach” (Beebeejaun, 2012),
invisibilized and excluded citizenry within urban plan‐
ning, the LGBTQ+ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender
and Queer) population. It addresses fundamental munic‐
ipal governance dynamics about sexual and gender
minority exclusions, representations, needs in urban

plans and policies, and attempts at more explicit prac‐
tices of LGBTQ+ inclusion.

Despite over a decade of research, LGBTQ+ urban
planning issues have yet to be “mainstreamed” and
evenly integrated into the everyday work of munici‐
pal governance (Cooper & Monro, 2003; Murray, 2015).
The scholarly planning literature has only begun to
address how planning ideology and practices reinforce
hetero‐cis‐normativies (Castán Broto, 2021; Doan, 2011,
2015; Forsyth, 2001; Frisch, 2002). Planning scholarship
on LGBTQ+ populations has attended to the regulation
of sexual premises and gay bodies through bar licencing
and health clinics (Brown & Knopp, 2016; Prior, 2008),
the hetero‐normativites embedded in municipal bylaws
and housing policies (Hubbard, 2013; Oswin, 2019),
but most research has focused on queer neighborhood
formation with recent critical attention to neoliberal
necropolitical displacements from urban spaces (Bell &
Binnie, 2004; Gorman‐Murray&Waitt, 2009; Haritaworn
et al., 2014; Irazábal & Huerta, 2016). The decline of
the “gayborhood” (Ghaziani, 2014) has stimulated urban

Urban Planning, 2023, Volume 8, Issue 2, Pages 145–149 145

https://www.cogitatiopress.com
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/urbanplanning
https://doi.org/10.17645/up.v8i2.7012


planning inventories of the LGBTQ+ “cultural infrastruc‐
tures” of large global cities such as London (Campkin,
2023) and the creation of “best practice” manuals such
as Planning Out’s (2019) LGBT+ Placemaking Toolkit.
Recognizing that municipalities need to respond to
national equalities legislation and international human
rights declarations, inter‐municipal agencies such as
the UNESCO‐backed Canadian Coalition of Inclusive
Municipalities (2019) are also beginning to provide civic
leaders with toolkits for LGBTQ+ inclusion.

Building on this scholarly legacy and growing practi‐
tioner interest, the current collection further questions
the hetero‐cis‐normative assumptions of urban planning
while also addressing the place of LGBTQ+ inclusion
within municipal governance and the role of commu‐
nity activism at city hall. It takes up Doan’s (2015) call
for a greater understanding and knowledge of LGBTQ+
citizens and the need for inclusive queer urban spaces
that are joyful, equitable, and somethingmore than sites
of festivalized rainbow washing. Across three sections
and via differently sized and regionally embedded urban
case studies (from Mumbai to Geneva, Windhoek and
Walvis Bay to Los Angeles, Brighton to Acapulco, and
Ottawa to Vancouver), this thematic issue accentuates
the lived disjunctures of municipal governance for sexual
and gender non‐normative citizens. Discussion trains on
LGBTQ+ inclusion in housing and community service pro‐
vision, cultural and tourism policy, participatory and rad‐
ical planning practices, advisory boards and strategies.

2. Counter‐Hegemonic Reactions to
Hetero‐Cis‐Normativities

Policy, law, and municipal planning are important local
forms of governmentality through which hetero‐cis‐
normativities continue to be enforced, but they also pro‐
vide the legislative frameworks through which LGBTQ+
rights can be addressed (Cooper & Monro, 2003). Urban
planning, however, needs to further disrupt long‐held
assumptions about what makes a “good” and “just”
city beyond ordering land uses and services so as to
reproduce two‐parent, heterosexual families within
a gender binary that fortifies divisions between pub‐
lic/private, formal/informal, institutional/commercial,
propertied/tenant (Oswin, 2019). The three contribu‐
tions in this section all work to counter this gender binary
and accompanying normativities by questioning assump‐
tions about student housing, informal settlements, and
the radical potential of punk music culture.

Residential space makes up a significant component
of land use in cities, rendering affordable housing a
key queer urban planning and governance concern. For
queer residents, private rental market housing does not
necessarily ensure privacy and safety. Arun‐Pina’s (2023)
depiction of the “representational distortions” involved
in housing higher education students in Mumbai, India
invites urban planners to confront their regulatory role
in reinforcing the “cis‐heteronormative familification” of

the urban housingmarket that reproduces a sense of per‐
petual disbelonging for LGBTQ+ students. The heteronor‐
mative assumptions permeating housing policies is also
the focus of Delgado et al.’s (2023) Namibian case study
of housing injustices in rapidly urbanizing and econom‐
ically unequal Windhoek and Walvis Bay. The ordering
gaze of planners pushes LGBTIQ+ people and their com‐
munities into informal settlements that, even without
services and security, afford relatively “safer” and more
accommodating housing options that support alternate
family structures.

In addition to housing, cultural policy can also impact
upon the vitality of marginalized communities and the
interstitial spaces of sociality upon which they depend.
Gelbard’s (2023) article on the solidarities of punk and
queer refusal of displacement by creative placemak‐
ing practices in Ottawa, Canada asks urban planners
to address participatory planning barriers and embrace
the counter‐narratives of underrepresented communi‐
ties when developing cultural policies and promoting
safety and inclusion. In the second section of this the‐
matic issue, critical attention is directed to urban plans
and policies that target LGBTQ+ inclusion within munici‐
pal governance.

3. Queering Plans and Policies

Within municipal governance, it is diversity committees,
social planners, and cultural and recreational depart‐
ments that provide key arenas for the integration of
sexual and gender minorities. Progressive municipalities
increasingly adopt anti‐discrimination ordinances, sig‐
nal inclusion through Pride proclamations and support
for festivals, offer sensitivity training for municipalities
(Bain & Podmore, 2021a), create LGBTQ2S advisory com‐
mittees (Murray, 2015), or adapt municipal facilities to
meet diverse gender needs (Patel, 2017). The process of
LGBTQ+ inclusion through municipal governance, there‐
fore, involves community leaders, enfranchised insider‐
activists and allied politicians and planners (Browne &
Bakshi, 2016). The contributors in this section examine
how networks of LGBTQ+ knowledge production circu‐
late in and out of city hall through the actions and out‐
comes of individuals and groups striving for change and
the conflicts, impediments, and contradictions resulting
from these transformative projects.

Through a case study of Geneva, Switzerland, Duplan
(2023) examines the governance–activism nexus that
brings public officials charged with implementing legis‐
lated political equality agendas into fluid allyship coali‐
tions with LGBTQ+ activists. She asserts that while the
specter of pinkwashing looms large, this nexus increases
the visibility of queer lives and improves access to public
spaces andmunicipal services. Smith et al. (2023) use the
concepts of “choreographing” and “non‐decision mak‐
ing” in urban design and impact assessment to analyze
how the needs of trans people and communities are
articulated in municipal policy and practice in Brighton
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& Hove, England’s “LGBTQ capital.” To address ques‐
tions of justice in municipal governance, Podmore and
Bain (2023) provide a case‐study analysis of the ten‐
sions between contemporary planning’s civic actions of
LGBTQ2S recognition and its outcomes of redistribution
for three adjacent peripheral municipalities in Canada’s
Vancouver city‐region where an aestheticized rainbow‐
washing politics sidelines more transformative social
inclusions. Moving from the periphery to Vancouver’s
city‐centre, where the equity needs of transgender,
gender diverse, and Two Spirit peoples (TGD2S) are pri‐
oritized, Muller Myrdahl (2023) examines the civic adop‐
tion of a 2016 trans‐supporting policy strategy. The arti‐
cle questionswhat constitutes innovationwith respect to
social inclusion policies. Taken together, these four arti‐
cles interrogate how LGBTQ+ policy inclusions circulate
through city hall and identify the key actors and munici‐
pal arenas that bring forward or halt such policies across
different national contexts. Beyond advisory commit‐
tees and insider‐activist advice on strategies and policies,
planners have much more to learn from LGBTQ+ com‐
munities in terms of organizing and providing services,
developing radical planning praxis, and understanding
the impacts of policy on individuals and communities.

4. Governance Coalitions and LGBTQ+ Activisms

In the later half of the twentieth century, LGBTQ+
activists in the large metropolitan centres of liberal
democracies have explicitly worked to resist municipal
logics of erasure and discipline, and in the process,
built community resilience through the establishment of
grassroots organizations, services and support agencies
and movements for human rights. Rather than simply
incorporating LGBTQ+ activist coalitions into municipal
governance, the articles in this section suggest that plan‐
ners and civic leaders can seek transformative inspira‐
tion by way of such historical examples. There is, how‐
ever, the perpetual danger of generalizing from specific
and disconnected place‐based examples that emerge
from different political opportunity structures, resource
landscapes and inter‐organizational relations (Bain &
Podmore, 2021b). Moreover, the hand‐over of LGBTQ+
service provision to the state and its ensuing bureaucrati‐
zation within urban neoliberalism reinforces activist pro‐
fessionalization (Browne&Bakshi, 2016) and reproduces
the homo‐cis‐normative inequities across the acronym
that compound exclusions for queer others (Haritaworn
et al., 2014). Neoliberal municipal regimes of consump‐
tive respectability that figure LGBTQ+ inclusion as cen‐
tral to their diversity brand, can also disempower activist
coalitions creating tensions, disconnections and mis‐
recognitions (Bain & Podmore, 2021a).

In their overview of American LGBTQ+ community
service organizations (CSOs), Hess and Bitterman (2023)
offer a taxonomy of community needs and analyze
LGBTQ+ services provision. They document how, dur‐
ing the Covid‐19 pandemic, CSOs adapted their historic

services to meet the needs of vulnerable populations
when governments could not keep pace, and, in so doing,
re‐established themselves as anchors for gayborhood
communities. In contrast, the gay tourism destination of
Acapulco, Mexico, long‐exploited as a site of gay plea‐
sure, exhibits, Payne (2023) argues, significant CSO gaps
that exacerbate “territorial inequalities” between queer
tourists and local residents. Despite the presence of an
evolving LGBTTTI movement, queer locals continue to
experience a loss of social rights, a deepening of socio‐
economic segregation, and an ensuing lack of political
voice within the urban governance frameworks of plan‐
ning and policy.

Nevertheless, the potential exists to politically lever‐
age queer pleasure as an expression of queer joy.
Analyzing the 50‐year history of the Los Angeles Pride
parade, Turesky and Crisman (2023) provide a histor‐
ical example of intersectional and insurgent planning
wherein heterogeneous queer people organized theme‐
selves and claimed agency. The event has created
emphemeral spaces for queer bodies to resist policing,
collectively express queer joy, and, in the process, advo‐
cate for more just cities.

5. Conclusions

The queer(ing) of urban planning and municipal gover‐
nance is only partially underway in some “progressive”
cities. It remains a highly localized, selective, and ad hoc
process that is all too dependent on the political will
of civic leaders, the knowledge of urban planners, and
the resources available to local LGBTQ+ activists and resi‐
dents. Themost common approaches to queeringmunic‐
ipalities involve practices of queer infrastructure preser‐
vation and rainbowization to symbolize civic recognition
of gender and sexual diversity, but these are only prelim‐
inary transformative initiatives.

Planners need to continue to think “beyond queer
space” (Doan, 2015, p. 257) since most LGBTQ+ pop‐
ulations are more diverse, dispersed, and much less
visible than the more enfranchised gay male popula‐
tions who have built communities in the gayborhoods
of large urban centres. Despite such central‐city queer
infrastructure (both material and virtual), social isola‐
tion, with its accompanying experiences of depression,
addiction, and suicide, remain prevalent and should be
of concern to urban planners along with complex and
cross‐cutting issues of racism, ageism, surveillance, polic‐
ing, and housing precarity. It also remains important
to push beyond the discursive analysis of planning’s
hetero‐cis‐normative assumptions about how LGBTQ+
citizens live, work, travel, and socialize across metropoli‐
tan areas (Doan, 2011), and view the various realms of
municipal governance as functionally intertwined rather
than siloed. Without an intersectional lens, however, on
the challenges facing specific groups of LGBTQ+ popu‐
lations across municipal governance—implicating hous‐
ing, policing, income, poverty reduction or health ser‐
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vice delivery—any synergistic benefits will only continue
to accrue for those within the acronym who are already
most visible and empowered (Irazábal & Huerta, 2016).
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Abstract
This article accentuates higher education LGBTQ+ (HE‐LGBTQ+) students’ lived experiences of off‐campus housing in the
Deonar Campus District of Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Mumbai, India. It is observed that key urban stakeholders such
as brokers, landowners, neighborhood resident families, and hostel wardens informed by cis‐heteronormative moralities
work in tandem in shaping the student housing market. The article argues, first, that these powerful urban stakeholders
collectively contribute to two mutually feeding phenomena—“studentphobia” and “cis‐heteronormative familification”—
which in turn effectuate a homonegative labyrinth of representational distortions of the HE‐LGBTQ+ student‐image.
Secondly, when compounded with an increasingly unaffordable urban housing market in the finance capital of India, it
results in relatively acute experiences of “spatial dysphoria” for HE‐LGBTQ+ students that cannot be comprehended within
the neat binary of socio‐spatial un/belonging. Methodologically, this article takes a trans‐disciplinary approach to analyze
the spatial stories of disbelonging of 13 HE‐LGBTQ+ students that follow three stages: (a) securing a home, (b) making
a home, and (c) leaving home. The article concludes that what is needed to enable a sense of belonging for HE‐LGBTQ+
students in India is not necessarily “LGBTQ+ inclusive” or, for that matter, “exclusively LGBTQ+” housing; rather, it is for
planning practices to take on queer and trans approaches that undo cis‐heteronormativity in urban housing and homes.

Keywords
cis‐heteronormative familification; homonegativity; India; LGBTQ+; spatial dysphoria; student housing; studentphobia
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This article is part of the issue “Queer(ing) Urban Planning and Municipal Governance” edited by Alison L. Bain (Utrecht
University) and Julie A. Podmore (John Abbott College / Concordia University).

© 2023 by the author(s); licensee Cogitatio Press (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

This article engages with two key questions posited
within cultural geography: “what representations do” as
“activities that enable, sustain, interrupt, consolidate or
otherwise (re)make forms or ways of life” (Anderson,
2019, p. 1120), and “who speaks” as posed by “femi‐
nist, postcolonial and anti‐racist movements” (Anderson,
2019, pp. 1121, 1125). The question of representa‐
tion has arguably been central to advocacy in inclusive
and participatory planning initiatives invested in work‐
ing towards socio‐spatial justice. Critical questions have
been raised in the last two decades by urban scholars
around representation, including, the question of under‐
representation of women (Listerborn, 2007), attempts
to move away from token representations towards true

partnerships with adolescents (Rhodes & Kovach, 2002),
and cultural misrepresentation of participatory engage‐
ment of marginalized groups (Kamols et al., 2021) as
well as of the aboriginal land itself (Natcher, 2001).
Transformative planning processes are, however, yet
to take queer and trans/non‐binary approaches neces‐
sary to engage with, what this article recognizes as,
distorted representations and its implications for socio‐
spatial sense of distorted belonging—spatial dysphoria—
in particular, for higher education LGBTQ+ (HE‐LGBTQ+)
students in Mumbai, one of the most expensive cities to
live in India.

In extension to gender dysphoria, this article
offers the concept of “spatial dysphoria” experi‐
enced when queer ways of living are forced to fi(gh)t
cis‐heteronormatively informed domestic configurations
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and administrations. In attending to HE‐LGBTQ+ students’
housing experiences of confronting the social stigma
against queer ways of living in the postcolonial con‐
text of India, this article primarily draws on distortion
as a theoretical concept from the social justice frame‐
work of liberation psychology. Moving away from the
traditional cognitive psychological models that place the
onus of minority distress on the individual going through
it, the social justice framework of psychology critically
reorients us to hold the nation and the society account‐
able for its systemic patterns of “distorted thoughts and
beliefs that may lead to unfair behaviors as stereotypes,
prejudice, and discrimination” (David & Derthick, 2018,
p. 3). More specifically in the context of a homonega‐
tive society, scholars have critically distinguished tra‐
ditional models of psychology that frame internalized
homophobia among LGBTQ+ individuals and its critique
which observes such an approach as “a new pathway to
pathologizing LGBT identity” by portraying internalized
homophobia not “as a relational phenomenon but as an
individual pathology” (Russell & Bohan, 2006, p. 346).
In studying the psychological phenomenon of “sexual
prejudice,” Herek (2016) has also argued that there is a
complicit mirroring of infrequent and negative portrayals
of homosexuality (and, in extension, LGBTQ+ individuals).

This article then observes that key urban stake‐
holders such as brokers, landowners, neighborhood
resident‐families, and hostel wardens informed by
cis‐heteronormative moral sensibilities work in tan‐
dem in shaping the on‐ and off‐campus student hous‐
ing market in the Deonar campus of Tata Institute
of Social Sciences (TISS) University, Mumbai, India.
Collectively, these powerful urban stakeholders perpe‐
trate a “psychology of oppression” (David & Derthick,
2018) by contributing to what I argue are two
mutually feeding phenomena—”studentphobia” and
“cis‐heteronormative familification”—which in turn
effectuate a homonegative labyrinth of representational
distortions of the HE‐LGBTQ+ student‐image.When com‐
pounded with an increasingly unaffordable urban hous‐
ing market in Mumbai, it results in relatively acute expe‐
riences of spatial dysphoria for HE‐LGBTQ+ students that
cannot be comprehendedwithin the neat binary of socio‐
spatial un/belonging.

This article begins with a critical review of the stu‐
dentification literature, a term first coined in 2002 by
socio‐economic geographer Darren P. Smith to study the
negative changes neighborhoods (closer to university
campuses) underwent due to an influx of student pop‐
ulation: in its current form it is wanting a sexualities
framework, is trans‐negative, and altogether overlooks
HE‐LGBTQ+ students’ perspectives. The article then intro‐
duces the emerging student‐image within the national‐
urban‐institutional research context and notes the trans‐
disciplinary methodological approach to the research.
Next, three facets of the student‐image are provided as
they emerge from analyzing HE‐LGBTQ+ student encoun‐
ters with various in/formal social actors at the scale of

the neighborhood home: the student‐client, the promis‐
cuous non‐adult, and the ascetic. This is illustrated
through “spatial stories” (de Certeau, 1984) of disbe‐
longing accentuating the voices of 13 HE‐LGBTQ+ at
TISS University. These spatial stories, respectively, fol‐
low the three stages of (a) securing a home, or more
colloquially known among students as “house‐hunting”;
(b) making a home; and (c) leaving home. Often contin‐
gent of cis‐heteronormative actors, HE‐LGBTQ+ students
must navigate a homonegative labyrinth of representa‐
tional distortions intensified by the two mutually feed‐
ing phenomena I mentioned before—”studentphobia”
and “cis‐heteronormative familification”—which work
together to “restore” residential landscapes to a homog‐
enized “spatial purity and temporal order…and its care‐
fully organized family activities” (Bain et al., 2018,
p. 11). Finally, the article concludes by considering
how sub/urban planning in a context where the unaf‐
fordable housing market gets routinely compounded
with “studentphobia” and “cis‐heteronormative familifi‐
cation”might enable a sense of belonging for HE‐LGBTQ+
students in India.

2. Queering the Student‐Image Within the Urban
Scholarship on Studentification

In the last two decades, a strand of urban geographical lit‐
erature emerged—predominantly in the wealthy Anglo‐
American‐Australian context—that attends to the rapidly
changing university‐city relationship, also referred to
as the town‐and‐gown relationship. The scholarly focus
on the changing town‐and‐gown relationship is commit‐
ted to studying the historical “social rift” (Croog, 2016)
and “inherent tensions” (Addie et al., 2015) between
university students and the local neighborhood resi‐
dents. “Studentification,” “youthification,” and “gentri‐
fication” have gained currency as concomitant con‐
cepts embedded in the contested territorialization of
the town‐and‐gown relationship. Some scholars have
attended to students’ perceptions (Yu et al., 2018) within
the binary relationship of university and the city, and
rarely taken a non‐dualistic approach by studying the
“campus edge” (Croog, 2016).

Ehlenz (2019, p. 286) notes that often the urban
scholarship on HE institutions is “one‐sided, repre‐
senting the university’s perspective” to the neglect of
non‐student neighborhood residents. In contrast, the
studentification scholarship has attended to the com‐
munity side of the town‐and‐gown relationship, how‐
ever, like the geographies of HE scholarship, it too
neglects sexual and gender non‐normative university
student experiences. Both works of literature also reaf‐
firm the dichotomous nature of the university‐city
boundary. Scholarly research employing the studentifi‐
cation concept often negatively portrays a homogenized
student‐image as the new young and transient “appren‐
tice gentrifier” (Hubbard, 2012) at once responsible for
neighborhood decline and change, social segregation,
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and the displacement of longer‐term residents (e.g.,
Haghighi, 2018; Kinton et al., 2018; Lager & van Hoven,
2019; Revington, 2021; Revington et al., 2020; Smith &
Holt, 2007; Smith & Hubbard, 2014). Rapidly globaliz‐
ing studentification, gentrification, and town‐and‐gown
works of literature that pay critical attention to socio‐
spatial inequality and injustice in and around academic
campuses across intersecting axes of class, race, age, and
more rarely even gender (though trans‐negative)—but
not sexuality. There has been a normative absence of a
queer framework for studying the town‐and‐gown rela‐
tionship wherein the city, neighborhood residents, and
university students are all as if de‐sexualized. Although
more recently, Revington (2021) has focused on different
“lifestyles” among single students, post‐student couples,
and non‐student families, it should be noted that LGBTQ+
identities are not “lifestyles,” and that sexuality is central
to defining “a home outside of heteronormative couple‐
dom” (Wilkinson, 2014).

Central to the town‐and‐gown, studentification, and
gentrification scholarships is, unarguably, the question
of belonging. The homogenized student‐image, repre‐
sentative of students’ bodily behaviors and spatial occu‐
pations, is routinely perceived in not‐in‐my‐backyard
terms by long‐term residents as that which does not
belong in “their” neighborhood. Yet, to the dismay of
residents, the transient outsider student body seems to
have been gaining the power to displace them symboli‐
cally andmaterially from their original place of belonging.
The concern of “territoriality,” whether in the context
of changing university‐city relationship or in the forma‐
tion of student ghettos and exclusive student enclaves,
is inherently connected to the geographies of belonging.

In the 2009 themed issue of Environment and
Planning A titled “Geographies of Belonging” (Mee &
Wright, 2009), the editors highlight two key strands
of scholarship in which belonging has emerged as a
core concept: geographies of home and geographies of
citizenship. Located between the spatial scales of the
home and the nation, neighborhoods function as “sub‐
national territorial spaces” (Cameron, 2006, as cited in
Mee, 2009, p. 843) that possess many resources for
intensifying “chrononormative” (Freeman, 2010) perfor‐
mances of “domestic” belonging. Therefore, transient
students may experience a temporary sense of disbe‐
longing away from their parental home and presum‐
ably on their way to marital home (representative of a
spatiotemporal conflation with adulthood). But not all
students will marry, nor—even if desired—can marry.
In the national context of India which is yet to legal‐
ize same‐sex relationships, LGBTQ+ students live with
an acute and perpetual sense of socio‐spatial disbelong‐
ing across the spatial scales (national, neighborhood,
and home) where they are routinely infantilized for
“belonging outside” (Probyn, 1996) the marital domes‐
ticity. Away from home and their respective parental
family units, “free‐floating” university students are, due
to their transient nature, governed by local communi‐

ties firmly grounded in cis‐heteronormative family val‐
ues. Landowners and neighborhood residents as key
community stakeholders in the provision of local stu‐
dent accommodation assume authority as the moral
gatekeepers of students’ bodily and spatial relations and
occupations outside of a heteronormative marital home.
Elsewhere, I discuss how “reproductive heteronormativ‐
ity also informs advertising slogans” such as “home away
from home” (Podmore et al., 2022, p. 303) by uncriti‐
cally “attaching a sense of home [as] a positive value in
itself” (Boccagni & Miranda Nieto, 2022, p. 2) to student
housing (Figure 1). To ensure that all students stay on the
“straight time” pathway, not only the student‐image but
also transient homes that students occupy during their
education witness “representational distortion.”

This irremissible proximation of the spatiality and
the spatial conduct of “floating homes” (Arun‐Pina,
2021) with a heteronormative marital home as a datum,
results in continued experiences of spatial dysphoria
for HE‐LGBTQ+ students. Marital homes, conflated with
adulthood, are not an option for LGBTQ+ students in
India, even for those who might desire them. Thus, rep‐
resentational distortion has implications for symbolic as
well as material disbelonging for HE‐LGBTQ+ students
in India. This article now turns to the national‐urban‐
institutional context of the analysis.

3. Research Context and Approach

The aspirational global‐nationalist dimensions of con‐
temporary India produce a peculiar brand of neolib‐
eral urbanism that works to fundamentally define who
and what belongs to “real India” (Banerjea, 2015; Shah,
2015). Such a rebranding of the image is not limited
to “an ideal city” alone, but also translates onto the
image of “an ideal citizen.” In the case of HE‐LGBT+
students, what has emerged is an extremist student‐
image in its duality—”the anti‐national terrorist” or
“the future global citizen‐leader”—as an empty signi‐
fier. The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 aspires
to a global expansion of a knowledge‐based economy
casting the ideal student‐image as “a truly global citi‐
zen” (Ministry of Human Resource Development, 2020,
p. 6). Such aspirations are also reflected institutionally
in the university’s vision statement of “moulding respon‐
sible and socially conscious citizens and citizen‐leaders”
(TISS, 2018, p. v). Concomitantly, there has been a hike
in the mass criminalization of faculty members, student
leaders, and student activists for participating in virtual
and/or physical peaceful protests under the anti‐terror
Unlawful Activities Prevention Act law, tagging them
as “anti‐national terrorists” (“Those booked by police
under draconian laws,” 2020). Students have massively
protested NEP 2020 citing, among other things, privati‐
zation and centralization of education. Utilizing Twitter
hashtags such as #rejectNEP2020 and #NEPQuitIndia
(PinjraTod, 2021), student groups were committed to a
both virtual and physical presence beyond classrooms
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Figure 1. “Home away from home.”

to extend “an act of pedagogy” (Flock, 2021, p. 532) to
wider non‐academic communities. Despite embodying
the primary objective of NEP 2020 of producing “truly
global citizen[s]” through these activities, several stu‐
dents were arrested for protesting in both virtual and
physical public spaces. A new student‐image emerged—
that of an anti‐national terrorist. Following the charge
sheet filed against 50+ persons, mostly students during
the Queer Azadi March, the campus became a panic
ground for students (Hafeez & Jain, 2020). In the wake of
ongoing government violence on university campuses in
India, where student‐leaders are forcibly evicted, found
committing suicide, and have gone missing from their
hostel rooms in university housing, students have real‐
ized a need for autonomy in student housing. However,
for LGBTQ+ students, living off‐campus presents its
own set of challenges for navigating the homonegative
labyrinth. As one Mumbai‐based urbanist, urban man‐
ager, and academic argued: “The traditional idea of hous‐
ing lies embedded in community and neighbourhood;
but students are running away from them because of the
constant surveillance and gaze, being perceived by them
as ‘an alien,’ and being denied privacy” (PS, interview,
September 7, 2022). Elsewhere, I provide an in‐depth dis‐
cussion on how privacy is exclusively validated for mar‐

ried couples through National Census constitution of a
“congested household” in India (Arun‐Pina, 2021).

3.1. Deonar Campus, TISS University, Mumbai

TISS was established in 1936 in Bombay, India (then
under colonial rule). Offering one of the first profes‐
sional education and training programs in social work,
post‐independence the university moved the campus to
its current location to Deonar, Chembur in 1954, aim‐
ing to integrate work with the community. Chembur,
a north‐eastern suburb of Mumbai, is known as the
gateway to Navi Mumbai, a planned city and an active
business hub that is part of the extended Mumbai
Metropolitan Region (Figure 2). The Deonar campus dis‐
trict reflects the city’s deep socio‐economic inequality,
surrounded by various gated bungalow societies for fam‐
ilies of the government service sector (such as Teachers’
Colony) and industrial workers (BSNL telecom factory),
Bollywood celebrities’ farmhouse bungalows, as well as
high‐density living in slums and chawls.

Between both its old and new campuses, TISS has six
gender‐bifurcated hostels and one gender‐neutral hos‐
tel (GNH) wing housed within the PhD women’s hostel.
Hostel rooms may be double‐, triple‐, or multi‐seater
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Figure 2. Contextualizing Deonar Campus, TISS. Map of Deonar Campus district, TISS (top left); Regional Plan for Mumbai
Metropolitan Region (top right); axonometric drawing of Deonar Campus, TISS, by the author (bottom). Sources: Google
Maps, annotated by the author (top left); Mumbai Metropolitan Regional Development Authority (2021; top right).

rooms. With an ongoing shortage of hostel capacity, TISS
is currently able to house only one‐fourth of its total num‐
ber of students. As a result, the university has addition‐
ally rented two buildings as “add‐on off‐campus hostels”
for “men” students. However, students easily pay dou‐
ble the annual rent for off‐campus living. Despite little
financial mobility, senior doctoral candidates responsibly
move out to make room for their junior colleagues who
cannot afford to live off‐campus.

3.2. Trans‐Methodological Approach

I first met and interviewed some student‐members
of the student‐led Queer Collective at TISS University
in 2017 when I was an in‐resident research assis‐
tant for the education and housing‐focused teams
for An Exploratory Study of Discriminations Based on
Non‐Normative Genders and Sexualities project housed
at TISS University. Three years later, as part of my doc‐

toral research project (forthcoming), 13 HE‐LGBTQ+ stu‐
dent participants were recruited through the trusted
queer network of the Queer Collective. All student par‐
ticipants were enrolled in the graduate program at TISS
at some point between 2010–2020 and had lived for
anywhere between one and ten years in different on‐
and off‐campus living arrangements. The dissertation
focuses on the decadal period of 2010–2020 when
India witnessed rapid socio‐legal mobility in queer pol‐
itics, student politics, and protests, expansion of HE
and knowledge hubs, as well as the introduction of
national education and urban housing policies. All stu‐
dents variously self‐identify as queer and trans/gender
non‐conforming individuals from a diverse mix of class,
caste, religion, regional, and ethnic identity backgrounds.
Between November 2020 to April 2021, three‐hour long,
in‐depth semi‐structured interviews split into two to
three sessions with each student‐participant were con‐
ducted virtually via Zoom due to Covid‐19 related travel
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restrictions. Semi‐structured interviews had thematically
guided prompts for student participants to share their
“spatial stories” on the changing university‐city relation‐
ship, student life, and housing biography. For this article,
I primarily focus on the second theme (what does itmean
for them to be a student), and the third (their off‐campus
housing biography). While HE‐LGBTQ+ students’ voices
are accentuated in this research, the voices of urban
stakeholders such as housing brokers, and landowners,
as well as urban professionals such as urban planners are
also taken into consideration.

An anthropologist and architect, Stender (2017)
advocates for collaborative research approaches that
transgress disciplinary boundaries. Although I take on
this research work “solo,” in effect it is a trans‐
disciplinary collaboration within myself being profes‐
sionally trained as an architect, a visual artist, and
a geographer. My multiple trans‐location—disciplinary
and gendered—critically informs the approach of this
article invested in reworking normative disciplinary
boundaries by putting “pictures, diagrams, and other
graphic materials [in communication with] the text”
(Stender, 2017, pp. 34–35). I first draft architectural
technical drawings of the case study site in AutoCAD
2020 which is then digitally overlaid with graphical nar‐
ratives of students’ spatial stories. Simultaneously, tran‐
scripts were coded and thematically analyzed using qual‐
itative data analysis software NVivo 11. In addition to
the pre‐identified themes from analytical diagrammatic
drawing as part of the fieldnote‐taking practice, new
themes emerged from open coding during analysis pri‐
marily foregrounding the accepted, the contested, and
the persecuted student‐image.

Distilled from these three themes are three facets
of a student‐image as they emerge from LGBTQ+ stu‐
dents’ encounters with various in/formal social actors
at the scale of the neighborhood home: the student‐
client, the promiscuous non‐adult, and the ascetic.
What implications do these representational typologies
have on LGBTQ+ students’ access to and experiences
of housing? Often contingent of cis‐heteronormative
actors, HE‐LGBTQ+ students must navigate a homonega‐
tive labyrinth of representational distortions intensified
by two mutually feeding phenomena—“studentphobia”
and “cis‐heteronormative familification”—which work
together to “restore” residential landscapes to a homog‐
enized “spatial purity and temporal order…and its care‐
fully organized family activities” (Bain et al., 2018, p. 11).
Having established the context and methodologies, the
article now turns to the empirical section.

4. Three Facets of the Student‐Image: In/Formal
Social Encounters

4.1. Student‐Client: Securing Home

When asked how they found a place to stay when they
first arrived in the city, most students responded that

they relied on the vetted list of housing brokers, landown‐
ers, paying guest owners, and other students looking
for flatmates that were posted on the university web‐
site. Some of these vetted brokers would also set up a
desk on campus to better reach out to student‐clients.
After securing an initial landing place in the city, stu‐
dents would connect with other LGBTQ+ peers whose
had first‐hand experience with brokers, landowners, and
the neighborhood they could rely on. Often students
stayed in the samehomes their LGBTQ+peers had lived in
and had pre‐established a rapport with landowners and
neighbors to avoid navigating unpleasant and distressing,
if not outright threatening experiences of house‐hunting.
Housing‐hunting as a non‐cis‐heteronormative student—
whether solo, with a friend, or a partner—routinely
involves confronting cis‐hetero‐gazing, layered screening,
and profiling of students’ bodies and behaviors, patroniz‐
ing and discrediting students’ sense of adulting outside
the chrononormative straight time pathway (Freeman,
2010; Halberstam, 2005; Jaffe, 2018), discrimination, and
refusal of housing, prohibiting visitors and their sense of
building a community. In a sense then, outgoing LGBTQ+
students informally paved secure and trusted housing
pathways for incoming LGBTQ+ students. In what follows,
I attend to forms that one set of urban actors—housing
brokers—function as the first steppingstone on the hous‐
ing pathways of LGBTQ+ student‐clients.

Housing brokers cater to the housing needs of their
student‐clients as well as the tenant preferences of their
landowner clients. As mediators interested in their dou‐
ble brokerage for both their clients, their role as negotia‐
tors is (neo)liberally market‐oriented. They have devel‐
oped a keen sense for swiftly profiling their student‐
clients. They diligently foreground characteristics that
present the student to the potential landowner as
“responsible” and “docile,” while tactfully pushing the
undesired aspects of their identity out of the landown‐
ers’ sight. While brokers are usually unbothered by stu‐
dents’ gender and sexual identification, the expression
and embodiment of their gender and sexual identity are
intricately scrutinized. This entire process is often very
quick because the demand for real estate is high, supply
is limited, and the market is hot.

The moral upper hand remains with landowners,
for example, the client‐with‐the‐property. Yet, with the
inside knowledge of the real estate market and their net‐
work of tenant clients, housing brokers enjoy local power
in establishing successful lease agreements. For LGBTQ+
students, the possibility of securing a home in neigh‐
borhoods where cis‐heteronormativity is routinely com‐
pounded with the unaffordable housing market could
appear bleak. They noted, however, that their hous‐
ing needs were often better understood when the net‐
work of the housing broker had been gradually queered.
I illustrate challenges to queering of housing networks
through excerpts from LGBTQ+ students’ recollections of
their house‐hunting experiences in the residential neigh‐
borhoods proximal to the TISS Deonar campus.
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PK, a queer woman and a former postgraduate stu‐
dent at TISS, could not stay on campus where hostels
prohibited students from cooking in their rooms due to
her dietary restrictions. She had no option but to rent
an off‐campus apartment, where she was the first stu‐
dent to live because the landowners preferred to rent
only to families. Ultimately, according to PK, shewas able
to move in because the broker persuaded landowners
to consider PK based on her upper‐class/caste identity.
Recollecting her experience of house‐hunting, PK says:

My [upper class/caste] privilege has protected me.
While I may have [been asked] personal questions on
expressing my gender, it has never really affected my
[securing] housing. Negotiations were always about
the rent and [the prohibition on] getting boys in the
house. (PK, interview, September 13, 2020)

In the context of deep social stratification,most landown‐
ers prefer, as far as possible, to lend their properties to
tenants belonging to the same class, caste, region, and
religion as them. For instance, so long as PK is a mem‐
ber of an upper‐class/caste community, her landowners
were unconcerned with her status as a single woman
student with “queer” gender expression. They did how‐
ever prefer to presume PK was straight by reinforc‐
ing cis‐heteronormative rules in prohibiting entry to
“boys in the house.” While talking to me, PK uncom‐
fortably admits having never encountered difficulty or
discrimination in securing housing. Arguably, however,
what she experienced as an upper‐caste queer woman
may be understood as “heterosexism, invisibility, and
double consciousness” (Lewin, 2018; Wallace, 2002).
PK enjoys the caste privilege which then protects her
queer selfhood. The oppressively normative network
of the student housing market around her creates and
intensifies the distance between the two selves of PKs—
the self with privilege and the self that needs protec‐
tion. The question then truly is, who secured the hous‐
ing? Arguably, it is the upper caste PK who got hous‐
ing whereas the queer PK got the benefit. PK, like
many other LGBTQ+ students, does not experience a
neat un/belonging in urban housing. Rather, she expe‐
riences a sense of distorted belonging, a form of spa‐
tial dysphoria.

AS, another queer woman student, recollects that
while finding herself a studio apartment she was left feel‐
ing so exhausted by the “screening at so many levels” by
brokers that she felt like altogether giving up on moving.
She recalls:

[F]irst, you get screened whether you are married or
not. Then, you are screened based on your gender.
Brokers tell you that houses are either rented to only
boys or girls which for my trans/genderqueer friends
was insufferable screening of their bodies. Brokers
kept telling me, “[S]ingle woman? Bohot mushkil hai,
nahi ho payega” [it is impossible to find a place

for a single woman]. The few places that did match
my needs were simply unaffordable. (AS, interview,
November 15, 2020)

HE‐LGBTQ+ students, especially when they do not pass
as cishet, ubiquitously experience what AS described,
a multi‐layered screening by a cis gaze. Brokers and
landowners perform extensive demographic profiling of
potential tenants often by asking a line of questions—
what Guru (2012) calls an “offensive archeology”—to
determine their bodies and behaviors for moral accept‐
ability often along the lines of caste and religion, but
this also implies normative gender and sexuality. Most
landowners consider single women as a liability and
thus, prefer to rent to boys; for others, however, the
house would presumably be unkempt by the bache‐
lor lifestyle of men, and prefer women‐tenants who
are expected to bear homemaking and other domestic
responsibilities (Bhargava & Chilana, 2020). In such resi‐
dential landscapes meticulously coded in gender binary,
trans/genderqueer students perpetually find themselves
in a state of mental homelessness, if not also material.

Ultimately, AS could not afford to live on her own
even in the smallest available studio apartment close
to the campus. Instead, she decided to look for a big‐
ger 1BHK apartment and a housemate to share it with.
Sharing an intimate space of home can be tormenting
if the housemate (or roommate) is trans/homophobic.
Consequently, LGBTQ+ students uniquely face multi‐
ple roadblocks to securing housing which their cis‐
heteronormative peers and colleagues do not. AS was
finally referred to a broker from her network who under‐
stoodwhat shewas looking for (see Figure 3). She further
recollected experiencing a deeper sense of belonging in
this home because for the first time ever, her landowner
was a young single mother who was “very cooperative”
unlike all her previous landlords “who were intimidating
cis men always threatening to throw us out” (AS, inter‐
view, November 15, 2020).

What does this provisional and partial acknowledge‐
ment of their housing needs as student‐clients mean
for LGBTQ+ student‐tenants? As the story will illus‐
trate, mediators such as the university and housing bro‐
kers may, to an extent, initiate the housing pathway
for student‐clients. However, they soon disappear for
student‐tenants in their journeys to homemaking.

4.2. Promiscuous Non‐Adult: Making Home

Several HE‐LGBTQ+ student‐participants reflected on
how uncomfortable they felt living in gated societies
that were heavily surveilled and morally policed environ‐
ments with particularly religion‐, caste‐, and class‐based
constructions of “respectability.” They recall experienc‐
ing of everyday socio‐spatial disbelonging, either directly
or vicariously through their friends and colleagues. As DL,
a transmasculine doctoral candidate recollects, “this is
not my story, but is still part of my story” (Figure 4).
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Figure 3. The “urgent” disaster that is the real estate market.

Ultimately, to avoid controversy and to secure his
newly appointed position as a tenured professor, the
hosts refused to register a formal complaint with
either the institution or the police. A few days later,
another similar incident of a mob fussing about “girls
and boys partying together” was reported to the TISS
Students’ Union. Since the GNH wing was the only
place on campus where all gendered students could
stay (Figure 5), students rescued from off‐campus hous‐
ing disputes were always temporarily accommodated
in the GNH. Consequently, several queer, trans, and
non‐binary students recalled imposition of excessive
surveillance and tighter housing rules in the GNH.
It became “the first place to be attacked” by the admin‐
istration, claimed one of the transfeminine residents.
Informed by cis‐heteronormative moral sensibilities of
the hostel warden and security guards, these exclusive
rules made their living environment in the GNH‐wing
“toxic, scary and repressive” contrary to the university’s
proclamation of it being “liberating, progressive and
novel” (AF, interview, December 16, 2020).

DL’s remark before recounting the above conflict
as “still a part of my story” is critical to note here.
It is neither possible nor the intention of this arti‐
cle to reinforce a neat division of the student body
into LGBTQ+ and heterosexual students. The host cou‐
ple and their guests in their encounter with the com‐
munity residents get rendered as “queered subjects”
(Arun‐Pina, 2021; Oswin, 2010) which require “queer
approaches that understand heteronormativity not as a
universal policing of a heterosexual–homosexual binary,
but as the geographically and historically specific coin‐
cidence of race, class, gender, nationality and sex‐
ual norms” (Oswin, 2010, p. 257). In the contempo‐
rary Indian context where marriage, family, and home
get conflated with one another as morally inseparable
concepts, studentphobia can be understood as a sub‐
set of queer/transphobia. Even as a heterosexual mar‐
ried student couple, socializing with a mix‐gendered
group of single students resulted in their persecution
by neighborhood residents. For these long‐term resi‐
dents, marriage is not a one‐time contract. It must be
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Figure 4. What’s the beef? Images courtesy of DL (interview, December 12, 2020); AI generated renderings with concep‐
tual/visual prompts and layer‐edits by the author.

ritualistically performed every day as a reassurance of
heteronormativity. For the married student‐couple to
host a mix‐gendered group of “unrelated” students was
equivalent to “running a brothel” in their otherwise
“respectable” society. Although no LGBTQ+ students
were “directly” involved in this account, such reinforce‐
ments of the acceptable cis‐heteronormative embodi‐
ments, relationships, and spatial occupations have a dis‐
proportionately adverse impact on LGBTQ+ students.

Further, post‐students and early career scholars,
despite gaining some financial stability, continue experi‐
encing the same discredit and precarity they did as stu‐
dents. Here, gender and sexual identity are intricately

interwoven with class, caste, region, religion, and eth‐
nic identity locations especially intensified at the scale
of housing and home–a “purified” space that checks and
gets rid of all the “filth.” This domesticated desirability
for “purity” is at once rooted in casteism (also ethnopho‐
bia and racism), homogeneity over heterogeneity, and
chastity over sexual freedom.

“Itmay be in your interests to deposit your impurities
in us, but how can it be in our interests to remain reposi‐
tory of your dirt (moral)?,’’ asks BabasahebAmbedkar (as
cited in Guru, 2012, p. 200), a Dalit jurist and one of the
key architects of the Constitution of India who first insti‐
tuted the Dalit movement against untouchability in India.
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Figure 5. Axonometric drawing locating GNH‐wing within the PhD women’s hostel beside Hostel Warden’s Office, Deonar
Campus, TISS.

Notions ofmorality and (im)purity particularly at the spa‐
tial scale of the neighborhood and the domestic have
been critical to the Dalit theory. In the “Archeology of
Untouchability,” Guru (2012) observes that the “domes‐
tic sphere offers the space for conducting purificatory
functions” and for safely practicing untouchability in
modern times where the public realm otherwise exerts
pressures due to “social vigilance” (Guru, 2012, p. 219).
Guru adds, “some parents hose down their kids after
they return home from school, not because their bod‐
ies are mired in mud or dust, but because they might
have messed with the untouchable kids while in school”
whereby “practicing untouchability at home becomes
the major source of sovereignty…for the members of
the upper caste” (Guru, 2012, pp. 219–220). “Purity”
is also a governmental tool to project and maintain a
political image of “one nation,” a move towards the
“uniform civil code,” and considering only Hindi as the
national language overruling all other regional languages.
Finally, “purity” also represents chastity, especially for
women in India. Cis‐heteronormative marital domestic‐
ity is founded on the same footing of purity, homogene‐
ity, and respectability.

The socio‐spatial notion of an academic campus and
a home environment then is arguably contradictory.
An academic campus is supposedly an expanding envi‐

ronment that exposes students to heterogeneity while a
home assumes a contained environment that reinstates
the “pure” self. The dispute that student housing—an
environment at once academic and domestic—confronts
is because of this conceptual and socio‐spatial trans‐
location on the borderlands of the university and the city
(Arun‐Pina, 2021). LGBTQ+ students thus, multiply expe‐
rience a sense of socio‐spatial disbelonging where they
often have nobody to turn to in their familiar spatiotem‐
poral context, as illustrated in the following subsection.

4.3. Ascetic: Leaving Home

According to the ancient Vedic Āśrama system in
India, the human lifespan is divided into four key
stages: Brahmacharya, the first quarter of a bache‐
lor student‐life focused on education while practicing
celibacy; Grihastha, the secondquarter of a householder;
Vanaprastha, the third quarter of a forest dweller; and
Sannyasa, the fourth quarter of an ascetic characterized
by renunciation. According to this linear four‐stage order,
Brahmacharya implies chastity during the bachelor stu‐
dent stage, Grihasthamorally validates only reproductive
sex within the confines of a heteronormative marriage,
and the last two stages of Vanaprastha and Sannyasa
are transitional stages from the material life to spiritual
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liberation. This upper caste system of four life stages is
comparable to what elsewhere Oswin (2012, p. 1625)
has critically called the “‘straight time’ of progress, devel‐
opment, and reproduction…against a ‘queer time’ that is
out of step, out of place, and, at best, productive rather
than reproductive.’’

In contemporary cis‐heteronormative practice, while
the last two stages of the Vedic Āśrama system are never
taken on, the first two stages remain as staunch datum
responsible for the continued conflation of reproductive
marriage with family‐home. It thus also conflates the
bachelor life with celibacy and sexually active life with
reproduction within marriage. This Āśrama system con‐
tinues to manifest itself in the configuration and the
administration of both domestic spaces of family hous‐
ing as well as student housing (read non‐family homes).

Inmy conversation with LT, a local queer woman, and
a former day scholar who lived at her parents’ home, she
said to me:

In the grand scheme of my family wanting me to get
married, and startmy life, I was often able to pushback
by asking to let me first complete my studies. I knew
I just had to keep being a student [to postpone the
familial pressure to marry]. However, for my extended
family it was still a matter of shame for a 21‐year‐
old woman to be unmarried. They persuaded them‐
selves by putting me on an ascetic…asexual…celibate‐
like pathway living in a different world. In a way, being
a student has been a shield for me. Even if it is not
naming and “coming out” as such, it was for me,
resisting these normative expectations. (LT, interview,
August 18, 2020, emphasis added)

LT’s experience with her family is not unique. For her
distant relatives, her choosing to not marry at the
“right age” (or at all) was equivalent to being on an
“ascetic, asexual, celibate‐like pathway”—”the student
pathway.” Wilkinson (2014) posits “the single” as the
queer subject; here, the opposite also holds true where
the queer student must be single. Conflating marriage
with having sex works to “domesticate sex” (Hubbard,
2012) and “distort” the student image as promiscuous
non‐adults if they are openly sexually active but not
married. Close familymembers becomewell‐intentioned
intimate policers of cis‐heteronormativity. LT, like many
other queer/trans students, found student‐hood “as a
shield” to defend herself against “normative expecta‐
tions” at the cost of being pushed to “living in a different
world.” LGBTQ+ students are also forced to experience a
double spatiality—spatial dysphoria—where queer inclu‐
sion effectively diminishes our queer worlds, subsuming
them/us within what is made to seem a straight universe.

HE‐LGBTQ+ students in Mumbai variously confront
crisis in housing across all three stages of securing a
home, making a home, and leaving home. Their “specific
vulnerabilities” (Gorman‐Murray et al., 2014) are deeply
intersectional, i.e., their gender and sexuality identities

are not neatly separable from their class, caste, region,
religion, and ethnic identities. Yet, cis‐heteronormative
gaze and micro‐governance of queer students’ embodi‐
ments and spatialitiesmanifest in relatively implicit ways,
especially intensified at the intimate scale of neighbor‐
hood and home. Through transdisciplinary storytelling,
this article works to counter the homonegative labyrinth
of representational distortions of the student‐image in
postcolonial India.

5. Conclusions

My intention with this article and by referring to the
ancient Vedic text is not to reinforce the stereotypical
binary perception of a regressive Global South and a
progressive Global North. Instead, I provide here a rad‐
ical queer and trans spatial reading as an ongoing praxis.
The “objective goal” is not of a binary resolve: “LGBTQ+
inclusive” or for that matter, “exclusively LGBTQ+” hous‐
ing. Rather, it is to recognize and be committed to dis‐
mantling the socio‐spatial normative traps as an ongo‐
ing project of reworking. Here, queer and trans space
is an approach, not a location or an (un)achievable
end goal. Thus, this article works to formulate and
emphasize attending to spatial dysphoria and not sim‐
ply homelessness or eviction; spatial dysphoria will and
did, for instance, continue for HE‐LGBTQ+ students even
inside the GNH for so long it is configured and admin‐
istered with—however “modern” and “progressive’’—
cis‐heteronormative moral sensibilities.

This article has worked to queer the student‐image
within interdisciplinary studentification, gentrification,
and town‐and‐gown works of literature to reveal three
common observations: first, persistent dichotomous
approaches to studying the university‐city territory; sec‐
ond, a negative homogenized depiction of a student‐
body that is often conflated with power and privileges
of the university; and third, an underlying treatment
of students and neighborhood residents as if they are
de‐sexualized. In examining the role of various urban
stakeholders in “distorting” the student‐image, the arti‐
cle has argued that they work in tandem in producing
two mutually feeding phenomena—“studentphobia”
and “cis‐heteronormative familification”—which in
turn effectuate a multiscalar homonegative labyrinth
for HE‐LGBTQ+ students to navigate on their hous‐
ing pathways.

This study revealed that the student‐image is par‐
ticularly susceptible to distortion when students are
perceived as “free‐floating” transient subjects between
their parental home and presumed marital home.
Parallel representational distortion of the student‐image
andnon‐normative homes by cis‐heteronormative urban
actors from their fixed location on a “straight time”
pathway results in a perpetual sense of spatial dys‐
phoria for HE‐LGBTQ+ students in the Deonar cam‐
pus district in Mumbai. How might urban planning, in
a sub/urban context where the unaffordable housing
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market gets routinely compounded with “studentpho‐
bia” and “cis‐heteronormative familification,” enable a
sense of belonging for HE‐LGBTQ+ students in India?

Various queer urban scholars noting “barriers that
prevent the integration of queer concerns” (Broto,
2021, p. 310) in planning have challenged heteronor‐
mativity (Broto, 2021; Doan, 2011; Vallerand, 2020).
Architect, spatial pedagogue, and community activist
Olivier Vallerand (2020, p. 194) critically observes:

The idea of queerness has yet to fully transform the
way we practice, teach or even experience spatial
design. If queering design means multiplying possi‐
ble experiences, queering design pedagogy in turn
could mean multiplying points of views and resisting
design norms.

Doan (2011, p. 11) points out how “planning lags behind
other related disciplines” and sub‐disciplines and is
“mostly silent on queer issues.” Sandercock (2003) has
called attention to the important role of stories and story‐
telling in the practice of planning for difference. Even as
I find resonance with this call, and havemyself employed
spatial stories in this article, storytelling in planning prac‐
tice might be overdue if the pedagogy of spatial design
remains cis‐heteronormative. To challenge this orienta‐
tion, planning (planners?) should attentively consider
questions that have emerged in other spatial disciplines:
“Who speaks? And who listens?” (Listerborn, 2007); and
“Where are the lesbian architects?” (Vallerand, 2019).
Many queer/trans students of spatial studies, like myself,
get pushed out of the discipline to follow the questions
that we want to ask of space, gender, and sexuality, but
are not allowed to pursue from within the discipline.
Socio‐spatially fragmented and alienated themselves,
LGBTQ+ university students often have nobody in their
“familiar” spatiotemporal context to witness their “every‐
day stories of queer experiences” (The Glass Closet,
2017), except, rarely, their own semi‐formal LGBTQ+
support network of friends and teachers “beyond ‘the
family’” (Wilkinson, 2014). In taking inspiration from
Listerborn’s (2007) reorienting the representational ques‐
tion of “who speaks?” to “who listens,” this article calls
for extending the emerging planning advocacy for sto‐
ries and storytelling to storylistening as a queer‐sensitive
planning practice. While listening may seem passive to
practice‐based and problem‐solving disciplines, active lis‐
tening is a call to urban practitioners for being receptive
in taking lessons from HE‐LGBTQ+ students’ spatial sto‐
ries towards queer and trans approaches to home that
undo the cis‐heteronormative conflation of reproductive
marital coupledom and family, adulthood, and (the per‐
manence of) home.
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Abstract
Heteronormative models of the home have permeated housing policies for decades, only adding to economic and spatial
inequalities in a landscape of housing injustices. Half of the urban population in Namibia lives in precarious housing con‐
ditions. Cities like Windhoek and Walvis Bay are among the most unequal in the world. Such inequalities translate into
significant gaps in housing quality, security, and service provision. These inequalities are acutely felt by LGBTIQ+ popu‐
lations that already face other forms of exclusion from economic and social life and fundamental human rights. A new
National Housing Policy—emphasizing the right to housing—is about to be adopted in Namibia, but would it address the
concerns of queer populations? This article asks what it means to engage with Namibia’s new National Housing Policy
through the lens of queer decolonial thought. It presents an exploratory study of the questions emerging at the mar‐
gins of the discussion on the National Housing Policy. The objective was to develop an exploratory research agenda for a
queer decolonial perspective on housing in Namibia. In the context of enormous housing shortages, a queer decolonial
perspective emphasizes radical inclusion as a principle for housing provision. The exploration of shared queer experiences
in accessing housing suggests that the themes of belonging, identity, and safety may support the development of such
an agenda. Queer decolonial thought has thus three implications for an agenda of research on housing in Namibia. First,
it calls for understanding what community and belonging mean for LGBTIQ+ people. Second, queer decolonial thought
poses questions about citizenship, particularly given the shift to a view of the state as creating housing opportunities
(through land rights and basic services) and support mechanisms for incremental housing. Queer decolonial thought calls
for identifying the multiple ways the state misrecognizes individuals who do not conform to prescribed identities and sex‐
ual orientations. Third, queer decolonial thought invites reflection on the constitution of safe spaces in aggressive urban
environments and the multiple layers of perceived safety constructed through diverse institutions and public spaces.
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1. Introduction

Since independence, the housing question has been a
salient political issue in the Republic of Namibia (hence‐
forth Namibia; Bogosi, 1992). The National Housing
Policy (NHP) adopted in 1991 recognized a diversity of
housing needs. In 2009, a revision of the NHP prioritised

homeownership and private provision under the assump‐
tion that people could access loans. The fundamental
assumptions of those regulations excluded most of the
population in Namibia. For example, most Namibians
do not qualify for mortgages under current regula‐
tions and cannot access the conventional housing mar‐
ket (Chiripanhura, 2018). For those LGBTIQ+ collectives
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already suffering discrimination in their social and work‐
ing lives, access to housing is an additional challenge.

A revised NHP has been under negotiation between
the Ministry of Urban and Rural Development (2022)
and its stakeholders. The draft document envisions a
new era of housing policy in Namibia. It follows six prin‐
ciples of housing provision: adequate, targeted, incre‐
mental, people‐focused, learning‐focused, and account‐
able (Table 1). The aim is to facilitate access to housing
for the majority of the population on low incomes,
especially those living in informal conditions, through
a dual strategy of informal settlement upgrading and
incremental greenfield development. The objective of
the NHP is to deliver housing opportunities for popu‐
lations on ultra‐low (monthly household income under
€250 or N$5,000) and low incomes (monthly household
income range €250–500), which constitute 62.4% and
25.1% of the population, respectively (Ministry of Urban
and Rural Development, 2022). The draft for consulta‐
tion proposes enshrining the right to adequate hous‐
ing in the constitution, following a recommendation of
the Second Namibian Land Conference (Melber, 2019).
The stakeholder consultation of the draft has brought
about a sense of opportunity for a possible paradigm
shift in housing policy, but some voices call for caution.
Neighboring South Africa has already attempted a con‐
stitutional approach to the right to housing, creating
a state obligation to provide habitation to the poorest
people and, in some cases, preventing forced evictions.
However, the state has struggled to keepupwith demand
and rising housing expectations (Turok & Scheba, 2019).

The enormity of the housing crisis in Namibia calls for
scalable programs. At the same time, many difficulties in
accessing housing stem from the deployment of gener‐
alized assumptions about what kind of housing people
need and how they can access it, which do not always
correspond to the realities of urban living. The supply

approach of the previous housing policy in Namibia did
notmeet the housing demands of almost 90%of the pop‐
ulation. While the new policy might improve upon this
in terms of reach, the 2022 revision of the NHP may con‐
tinue to exclude vulnerable groups, such as LGBTIQ+ pop‐
ulations, if specific provisions for their circumstances are
not explicitly included in the policy.

Access to housing is a critical component of stability
in LGBTIQ+ lives, and it provides the foundation to sup‐
port livelihoods, provide security, and facilitate access
to healthcare (Badgett, 2014). Access to housing is rou‐
tinely impeded by forms of active and passive discrimina‐
tion, from deprioritizing families that do not match het‐
eronormative requirements in housing policies to over‐
looking measures to address the specific requirements
of LGBTIQ+ people to access bureaucracies, informa‐
tion, and resources (Lim et al., 2013). Further compli‐
cating matters, LGBTIQ+ people may also lack a broader
social network of support, for example, when they are
estranged from their family because of their sexual
or gender orientation (Mills, 2015). Heteronormative
assumptions are thus inherently exclusionary. For exam‐
ple, policies to tackle homelessness focused on meeting
the needs of families automatically exclude vulnerable
(single) individuals who do not meet those requirements
(Carr et al., 2022).

The emerging body of literature on housing issues
among LGBTIQ+ people shows that even when policy
and planning attempt to be deliberately inclusive, they
fall short of addressing the needs of queer populations.
The queer constitutes a new frontier of exclusion in
which affected individuals are constructed as undeserv‐
ing, deviant, and abject in ways that generate multiple
forms of intended and unintended discrimination (Carr
et al., 2022). In this context, urban planning and hous‐
ing policies must take additional steps to welcome queer
groups already excluded by default (Doan, 2010). This

Table 1. Core principles in the draft of the revision of the NHP.

Principle Definition

Adequate Interventions shall be guided by the principles of the UN‐defined Right to Adequate Housing which
outlines a broad understanding of housing as an enabler for social and economic empowerment

Targeted Interventions and public expenditure shall be proportional to locally varying social and income
demographics, leaving noone behind

Incremental The scale and complexity of the urban land and housing challenges require incremental
approaches towards obtaining adequate housing for the majority

People‐focused Ensuring broad public ownership requires continuous public engagement, education, and
capacitation for inhabitants, stakeholders, and government officials at all levels

Learning‐focused Effective housing solutions will evolve through learning by doing and assessed continuously
through monitoring and evaluation

Accountable The vast policy scope and its financial implications require accountability and consistent
monitoring and evaluation to achieve social equity
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calls for no less than a shift of perspective on hous‐
ing justice: a new perspective that not only recognizes
queer experiences but also changes with them. Queer
utopianism refers to perspectives that demand a pro‐
found transformation of societies shaped by heteropa‐
triarchy, white supremacy, and imperialism (Esteban
Muñoz, 2009). Queer utopianism recognizes the inher‐
ent resistive character of queer responses, the chal‐
lenges they pose to the current structure of the social
policy, and the possibilities of concrete practices that
build forms of survival and hope (including situated
practices of care, mutual aid, and challenges to disem‐
powering practices; England, 2022). Histories of colo‐
nial and postcolonial domination have shaped ideas of
home with the archetypes of the nuclear family and
the housewife. Imperialism extended this heteropatri‐
archal model, which became a kernel of the forms of
coloniality ubiquitous in the postcolonial era (Kapoor,
2015). Heteronormative ideologies in postcolonial con‐
texts hinder equitable access to housing (Nyanzi, 2013).
Dominant notions of the home link good citizenship and
nationhood to sexual categories (Gairola, 2006). This is
a constant in the development of housing policy for
queer populations, specifically in rapidly urbanizing areas
where providing universal access to housing is an urgent
priority. Equitable access to adequate housing calls for
new paradigms that recognize the intimate connection
between queer discrimination and coloniality (Tudor,
2021) and celebrate the fact that planning for queer pop‐
ulations is planning that works for everyone in the city
(Doan, 2015). Planning for queer populations must also
be planning that actively decolonizes existing ways of
thinking about housing, planning, and public policy.

This article asks what it means to engage with
Namibia’s new NHP through the lens of queer decolo‐
nial thought—a form of queer utopianism that under‐
stands queer liberation and decolonization as synonyms.
The objective is to develop an exploratory research
agenda to develop a queer decolonial perspective on
housing in Namibia. The research used a multi‐methods
strategy, including “drawn interviews” and two work‐
shops with members of LGBTIQ+ communities in the city
of Walvis Bay to formulate research questions that can
inform a queer decolonial perspective on housing. In the
context of enormous housing shortages, a queer decolo‐
nial perspective emphasizes radical inclusion as a princi‐
ple for housing provision, which is sensitive to the forms
of exclusion at the margins. The exploration of shared
queer experiences in accessing housing suggests that the
themes of belonging, identity, and safety may support
the development of such an agenda.

2. Queering Housing, Housing Queer Communities

2.1. Queer Decolonial Thought and Housing

Our analysis builds on the intersection of queer and
decolonial thought. Tamale’s (2020) account of decolo‐

nization brings forward the experience of queer lives in
Africa,which are often left out of the literature on decolo‐
niality. Tamale’s thought differentiates between colonial‐
ism and coloniality. While colonization refers to a sys‐
tematic project of territorial occupation and labor and
resource exploitation, coloniality instead emphasizes the
long‐standing patterns of power resulting from that pro‐
cess, manifested particularly in the dominance of certain
processes of knowledge production (Tamale, 2020). Even
when and where colonization is over, coloniality contin‐
ues. This is an argument that decolonial thinkers have
explored, compounding various forms of oppression into
what they term “coloniality” (Maldonado‐Torres, 2008;
Mignolo & Walsh, 2018). Tamale follows Quijano (2000)
in highlighting the endurance of eurocentric perspec‐
tives in the production of knowledge. Eurocentric ideas
become instruments for organizing the social order,
including race, gender, and sexuality. These forms of
coloniality become naturalized and, beyond a form of
political and economic colonization, subsequently colo‐
nize processes of thinking and reduce autonomy.

The colonial project thus suppresses heterogeneity,
simplifying people’s social roles and dissociating them
from their experiences (Tamale, 2020). Colonial legacies
also shape how certain practices—and hence the peo‐
ple linked to those practices—are deemed as incorrect,
unsanitary, or uncivilized, without challenging the infras‐
tructure systems that reproduce those practices (Alda‐
Vidal & Browne, 2021). The colonial project also shapes
the morality of urban life and its relationship with the
environment and its artefacts. It also shapes governance
processes; even participatory processes are drenched in
a colonial stench where deserving communities are sin‐
gled out from the unruly mass (Mulumba et al., 2021).

The family is a crucial entry point for queer decolo‐
nial thought (e.g., Hunt & Holmes, 2015). Tamale (2020)
examines family law as a sphere where coloniality can be
observed. Tamale explains how the British Protectorate
in Uganda established a conceptual separation between
state and personal law. This dichotomy shielded the
domestic family from state intrusion and introduced
the male‐headed family as the system’s nucleus for
heteropatriarchal‐capitalist reproduction (Tamale, 2020).
This institutionalization of a British understanding of the
family established a previously absent hardline distinc‐
tion between public and private spaces, normalized a
fixed conception of the ideal family, and reduced the
autonomy of non‐dominant family members. In a post‐
colonial context, it is difficult to overlook the dual char‐
acter of the home as both a site ofmaterial comfort and a
locus of symbolic power (Blunt & Varley, 2004). Hayden’s
(1982) work on the relationship between homemaking
and nationhood already emphasized the fundamentally
political character of the home alongside a series of
prescriptions about how the home must be inhabited
and, crucially, with which identities. Colonialism put the
home and inhabitation at the centre of the imperial polit‐
ical project.
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Colonialism, however, did not unfold over blank
slates but built upon the existing political conditions of
different locations. In Namibia, ethnographic research
suggests that Christianity, rather than coloniality, shaped
the structure of Namibian society (McKittrick, 2002).
Christianmissionaries sought to ban traditional practices
by imposing heteropatriarchal family models, effectively
eroding alternative ideas of familiar or affective relation‐
ships (Murray & Roscoe, 1998). During the colonial occu‐
pation, familiar or affective relationshipswere secondary
to economic priorities. For example, entire populations
were displaced throughout the territory, separating fam‐
ilies along lines of gender and physical ability through
the infamous contract labor system (Hishongwa, 1992).
Mixed layers of heteropatriarchal norms, deployedwhen
they served Christianization first and colonization later,
have endured in the post‐independence period.

Urban planning during colonial occupation priori‐
tized public and intimate forms of urban space that
actively excluded the non‐normative. As a result, the
expression of solidarities and affections has been largely
excluded from urban space, not only in public spaces but
also in shared spaces within the home. In a world where
queer people live under constant threat (legal, cultural,
institutional), multiple hiding processes are at work, and
the possibilities for expressing queerness are contingent
upon the goodwill of those witnessing the event. This
leads to apparently contradictory forms of spatial orga‐
nization in which nuclear family homes exist alongside
sites where queerness is welcome or where heteronor‐
mative spaces are transformed into queer ones in an
ad hoc manner. Examples of these transformations are
entertainment venues (e.g., bars and clubs) or public
open spaces (e.g., malls or waterfront walkways), but
also when a café allows for queer expression at specific
set times (e.g., the evening) or in sectioned spaces (e.g.,
a back room). The home itself may be a contingent space
for the expression of queer solidarities but, at the same
time, queer thought questions the home as a stable cat‐
egory that can be found within the confines of housing.

A queer decolonial perspective on housing thus high‐
lights three elements of analysis: (a) the symbolic func‐
tioning of the home as it is linked to specific notions of cit‐
izenship and nationhood, which separates deserving and
undeserving subjects; (b) heteronormativemodels of the
nuclear family that are reinforced through the incorpora‐
tion of the home in the urban economy as a unit of repro‐
duction; and (c) how the home operates in contradictory
ways as a site of safety in an aggressive environment of
rapid urban change.

2.2. Enduring Colonialities of Housing In Namibia

With the recognition of the realities of rapid urbaniza‐
tion and the assertion that 66% of the urban popula‐
tion (short of one million) live in an informal settlement,
the revised NHP shifts policy direction radically. Housing
policy lies within a complex legal framework, which

emphasizes the production of housing in a “formal” way.
Under apartheid, urban development planning served
the needs of the minority white population, while black
people had no right to own urban land, and inhabited
sub‐serviced, but heavily regulated, townships (Wallace,
2011). After independence from South Africa in 1990,
when freemovement consolidated as a reality (past laws
were lifted in 1978) and urbanization accelerated, meet‐
ing the housing needs of the dispossessed populations
became a policy priority. The first NHP in 1991 put a
strong emphasis on addressing the backlog of housing.
The revision of 2009 shifted to an overall understanding
of housing as an engine of economic growth enabled by
the state. Since 1991, the Ministry of Urban and Rural
Development has supported different programs targeted
at low‐income households, with different legacies and
varying degrees of success (see Table 2).

Recent unpublished data by the Shack Dwellers
Federation of Namibia show that about half of the
urban population lives in informal conditions without
adequate services and tenure security (Scharrenbroich
& Shuunyuni, 2022). In the 1990s, the realities of infor‐
mal settlements were a new and emerging concern
(Peyroux & Graefe, 1995). Scholar‐activists documented
the heterogeneous forms of inhabitation whereby people
appropriated the built environment in unexpected ways
(Muller, 1993, 1995). When housing was delivered, peo‐
ple adapted built structures in heterodox ways that fit
their social norms, daily needs, and a growing interest in
new technologies (radio, kitchens). The national approach
to the land question has been generally focused on land
reform, understood as the redistribution of agricultural
land with no consideration of the production of formal
land and housing in urban areas, although this changed
in the Second National Land Conference of 2018 (Lühl &
Delgado, 2018; see also Republic of Namibia, 2018).

The 2009 revision of the NHP introduced a neo‐
liberal ethos in housing policy (Delgado & Lühl, 2013).
This further excluded the majority of the population
from housing as the assumption that people could
access housing finance did not hold for over 90% of the
population that in 2018 could not access a mortgage
(Chiripanhura, 2018). These policies have pushed the
growing urban population in Namibia to overcrowded
townships—densified through building backyard struc‐
tures, housing division, and extensions—and peri‐urban
neighborhoods, lacking adequate infrastructures, ser‐
vices, and provision of access to livelihood opportunities.

Colonialities are therefore reproduced in urban plan‐
ning, with aspirations of formalization that deny the
urban realities in the country and that assimilate housing
needs to heteropatriarchal models. Informal settlements
are often reduced to “a type” without specific needs.
Some policy efforts have sought to recognize the dynam‐
ics of change in informal developments. For example, the
National Land Policy of 1998 referred to the potential of
incremental development, and the First Housing Policy of
1991 recognized the role of self‐help groups in housing
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Table 2. Examples of land‐servicing‐ and housing‐related programs and projects administered by theMinistry of Urban and
Rural Development in Namibia.

Program Purpose Status

Mass Urban Land
Servicing Program

Reducing the backlog of supply of land to
meet the current demand by making land
available, a reaction to youth housing
activism in the early 2010s

While it mostly involves conventional land
servicing, it has also supported the
development of a Flexible Land Tenure
System

Mass Housing
Development
Program

Providing housing at a large scale to the
lower‐income sectors of the population,
closely related to the 2009 revision of
the NHP

3,726 houses in various categories
completed since the inception of the
program in 2013–2018

Financial support to
community‐based
housing organizations

Supporting community organizations directly
in the delivery of housing for low‐income
people, this program builds on previous
experiences emerging from the 1991 NHP

N$44,7 million grant funding to the Shack
Dwellers Federation of Namibia enabled the
construction of some 1,901 affordable
houses in 2018

National Housing
Enterprise
recapitalization

Providing housing finance for households in
the low‐income range, governed by the
National Housing Enterprise Act of 1992,
amended in 2000 and the State‐Owned
Enterprises Governance Act 2 of 2006; the
National Housing Enterprise is also a
depository of a legacy of pre‐independence
housing provisions for non‐whites

Over 8,000 houses were delivered between
1993 and 2010, but current delivery falls
short of annual targets

Decentralised Build
Together Program

Establishing Decentralised Build Together
Committees for each region to deal with
applications for assistance from the Housing
Revolving Funds; the Decentralised Build
Together Programme was a direct outcome
of the 1991 NHP

30,400 housing units have been constructed
under this program since its inception
(1992–2018)

Public‐private
partnerships

Boosting the supply of public service
provision where the government cannot
provide, as regulated by the Public‐Private
Partnership Act 4 of 2017

This remains an initiative rather than a
program but is also boosted in the
revised NHP

Source: Authors’ work based on Ministry of Urban and Rural Development (2018, 2022; see also Lühl and Delgado, 2016).

provision (Delgado, 2018). Women‐led groups have
for decades advocated for community‐led incremen‐
tal and co‐produced approaches (Chitekwe‐Biti, 2018).
The scale of the housing challenge, estimated to require
22,000 houses per year (Asino & Christensen, 2018),
remains overwhelming. Efforts like those described in
Table 2 have had too little impact to make a differ‐
ence (Chiripanhura, 2018). The revised NHP will recog‐
nize the agency of the state to create housing opportuni‐
ties through land rights andbasic services andwill reintro‐
duce co‐production approaches to housing. However, its
impact on LGBTIQ+ people already facing social and insti‐
tutional discrimination has not been examined in detail.

2.3. Queer Lives and Housing in Namibia

While there are accounts of post‐independence action
by LGBTIQ+ groups (Lorway, 2014), engagement with his‐

torical accounts of queerness is rare, except for colo‐
nial accounts of “indigenous sexuality” (Falk, 1926/1998).
Oshiwambo, a family of Bantu languages spoken by the
largest cultural group in Namibia, has a specific term
to denote queer identities (singular, es(h)enge; plural,
omas(h)enge), suggesting open acknowledgement and
historical documentation of queer presence (Murray &
Roscoe, 1998). However, missionization in the late 19th
and early 20th centuries entrenched the idea of hetero‐
sexual monogamy as the default form of organization
(Miettinen, 2005). This was furthermore racialized, with
interracial relations outlawed during apartheid times, a
practice that continued after the regulation on the mat‐
ter was abolished in the late 1970s. The influence of
patriarchal, racial, and heteronormative norms is still
palpable today. The first administration after indepen‐
dence lasted 15 years and was characterized by hate‐
ful, homophobic speech, strongly shaping public views
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(see Currier, 2010). The following administration, which
lasted 10 years, created de facto tolerance by avoiding
pronouncements. The current situation is one of increas‐
ing social acceptance, with the development of a vibrant
queer cultural life, despite continuous displays of homo‐
phobia in public life and bureaucratic administration
(Brown, 2019).

Activists and civil society organizations have increas‐
ingly developed projects to advance LGBTIQ+ rights and
sexual health. Gaining visibility became a major chal‐
lenge for LGBTIQ+ movements (Currier, 2012). For exam‐
ple, the Namibian Rainbow Project was founded in 1996
in response to SWAPO’s hate speech. The Namibian
Rainbow Project pioneered a multi‐layered approach
of actions to promote the rights of LGBTIQ+ commu‐
nities, including advocacy, social services, and health
campaigns. However, their work also became mired by
contradictions and their dependence on resources and
ideas from the West (Lorway, 2014). Recent protests
led by youth groups have taken a decolonial and
intersectional approach, with the prominent inclusion
of LGBTIQ+ issues, partly through the emergence of
new decentralized and non‐institutionalized organiza‐
tions like the Namibia Equal Rights Movement (Becker,
2022). In Southern Africa, international efforts often
focused on health programs to address the horrors of
the HIV/AIDS epidemic but left more fundamental ques‐
tions about rights unaddressed (Tucker, 2020). Today’s
situation remains ambiguous. TheNamibian constitution
is not specific about LGBTIQ+ rights. Some of the law’s
components are homophobic, sexist, and incompatible
with the spirit of inclusion and human rights of inde‐
pendent Namibia. Nevertheless, public views combine a
mixture of tolerance (or veiled avoidance) and conserva‐
tive distance. Most people living in urban areas today
are reportedly indifferent to LGBTIQ+ people, as the
largest proportion of respondents in urban areas (54.5%)
would like orwould notmind having a homosexual neigh‐
bour (Afrobarometer, 2022). Institutional discrimination
in governmental institutions, isolated instances of vio‐
lence, hatred discourses sometimes disguised as harmful
jokes, job discrimination, and isolation are all common in
Namibian society.

In Namibia, the housing crisis presents existential
challenges for LGBTIQ+ groups. LGBTIQ+ people report
feelings of homelessness even when having a place to
live, which adds to other stress factors, including the
need to conform to gendered stereotypes and the threat
of violence, often within one’s own family (Solomons,
2020). Historically, housing and urban policies have led
to a further entrenchment of inequalities with the simul‐
taneous repression of already colonized, racialized, and
queer identities. Namibian housing policy illustrates how
forms of coloniality compound LGBTIQ+ discrimination.
This is visible, for example, in housing designs, such as
the matchbox house model that provided the template
for black township housing in Namibia (Nord, 2022a).
Housing models were tied to prescriptions for habita‐

tion that deserving individuals had to match, partic‐
ularly concerning the adoption of Western lifestyles
(Müller‐Friedman, 2008). For example, matchbox houses
were developed according to the assumed spatial needs
of the (white) nuclear family and separated everyday
activities around spaces of sleeping, living, dining, and
cooking, with assigned roles for individuals in the fam‐
ily across those spaces; any “adaptations” to respond
to black and “colored” residents resulted in lower build‐
ing standards, lower‐quality materials, and reductions
in space available (Nord, 2022a). LGBTIQ+ people faced
the additional need to conform to the gender and sex‐
ual roles prescribed in this form of habitation, seeing
them excluded from public spaces and community orga‐
nizations if they did not conform. The reproduction of
LGBTIQ+ discrimination through the performance colo‐
niality of practices—for example, in the activities of archi‐
tects and urban planners (Nord, 2022a)—highlights that
neither can be considered in isolation. Instead, they
have to be confronted with an explicitly queer decolo‐
nial perspective.

3. Perspectives on Housing From Queer Communities

3.1. Methodology

The objective of this research was to evaluate the
NHP’s principles through the perspective of queer expe‐
rience, as understood by those experiencing discrimina‐
tion because they identify as queer. Walvis Bay is a port
city where queerness has found relatively welcoming
grounds. A city composed of people from many places
around the country, it is animated further with a flow
of international workers and tourists and is remarkably
mixed. As the only major port along the Namibian coast,
the city had been South African territory since before
German colonization. It remained a contested space,
remaining South African territory until four years after
Namibia’s independence.

Walvis Bay is one of the few places outside
Windhoek with the presence of support organizations
for the LGBTIQ+ community. In Walvis Bay, we worked
with Mpower Community Trust to develop a common
research agenda on housing. Mpower Community Trust
is an organization supporting the health of queer commu‐
nities in informal settlements, which is also developing
interests in other aspects of queer life, such as housing.

Exploratory interviews were conducted in July 2022
with four keymembers of the queer community inWalvis
Bay and two planners interested in considering queer
perspectives in urban planning. The interviews focused
on identifying unique aspects of the queer experience
of accessing housing and the significance of different
places. Field visits to specific locations followed each
interview. The strategy for data capture was “visual har‐
vesting,” creating drawings during the interviews and
follow‐up visits that were also shared with the inter‐
viewees for feedback. The images were integrated to
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create a thematic representation of the issues, in an
effort to construct an initial research agenda (Figure 1).
In November 2022, Mpower Community Trust organized
two workshops with members of the LGBTIQ+ commu‐
nity in Walvis Bay. The first workshop brought together
16 young adults, all black, living in the township of
Kuisebmond, and open about their LGBTIQ+ identity.
The second workshop included 16 queer activists rep‐
resenting different LGBTIQ+ groups, from high‐income
white gay men to black trans activists and sex workers.
Visual harvesting inputs were consolidated into a map
of salient issues (Figure 1) that informed the first part
of the discussion during the workshop, seeking to gen‐
erate shared research questions. During the second part
of the workshop, participants drew and shared represen‐
tations and understanding of ideal homes. The analysis
discusses first, a synthesis of queer perceptions of hous‐
ing and home in Walvis Bay, and second, an analysis of
the spatial aspects of the integration of housing in the
urban economy and the contradictions in the creation of
safe spaces.

3.2. Queer Perceptions of Housing and Home in
Walvis Bay

Figure 1 presents a collectivemapping of the constitution
of queer relations around housing. The drawings illus‐
trate the salient aspects of the interviews and establish
unexpected connections. Stronger connections are high‐
lighted with different colors. The diagram includes key‐
words that interviewees or workshop participants high‐
lighted, linking to their personal and other participants’
accounts. The discussions clustered around four themes:
the development of social relations, the availability of
safe spaces, the redefinition of spaces of social reproduc‐
tion, and the material and symbolic constitution of the
city as a place of living. These initial themes were then
explored in a collective dialogue during the workshops.

Social relations were mediated by both persisting
forms of coloniality and the demands to engage in forms
of decoloniality that contest them. Coloniality shapes
everything from the forms of communication—what lan‐
guages are spoken and where—to the spatial inequal‐
ities in access to housing, affordability, and services.
Coloniality also highlights the dependence on commod‐
ified engagements with different forms of inhabitation.
At the same time, and particularly in relation to housing,
there is a sense of the need to speak “a certain language”
that provides access to housing to navigate the complex
requirements that enable people’s access. Many partic‐
ipants requested information about how to access the
government’s housing programs and shared their strug‐
gle to understand the processes involved in accessing
them. The difficulties in navigating the bureaucracies of
housing programs generate a sense of missed opportu‐
nity as if the responsibility for accessing housing rested
only on the capacity of individuals to qualify for mort‐
gages. Participants in the secondworkshop discussed the

act of going to the bank, how the background of differ‐
ent people would condition their access to the bank, and
how they come across. These technical and bureaucratic
languages are therefore related to the question of afford‐
ability in a disabling environment that prevents rather
than facilitates access to housing.

Coloniality manifests physically in the structuration
of space in unequal neighborhoods. Self‐construction
appears when people do not find housing alternatives,
but this is only possible within less regulated spaces
within the city, such as, for example, Kuisebmond.
Selective segregation practices are reproduced, if not for‐
mally, through the combined practices of multiple actors
in a disabling environment that excludes large popula‐
tion groups from accessing housing. “The land speaks,”
said some participants when trying to explain the inter‐
section of social histories in Walvis Bay with the spatial
and ecological histories that have co‐evolved with them
because of the consolidation of patterns of inequality in
urban space—from land ownership to the conditions in
which land is accessed.

In the context of limited affordability, commodified
engagements shape individual relationships with the
home and the house. Either the house becomes an
object of value to be exchanged or it enables access
to other commodities, objects of special significance
that create meaning within queer lives (a private space
to make some noise, a kitchen to develop one’s culi‐
nary interests, a storage space to keep clothes or other
identity‐related objects). These commodified engage‐
ments may help develop further social and emotional
relationships, for example, when delicious food becomes
a shared object and a restaurant becomes a place of
encounter. Individuals use forms of consumption to rede‐
fine their social relations, making them at home within
their neighborhoods.

This led the discussion to the complex aspects of
what constitutes a safe space and how it relates to
notions of home. Participants highlighted the impor‐
tance of those physical meeting places, often multi‐
purpose locales for civil society organizations, where dif‐
ferent forms of expression are allowed. The Mpower
Community Trust is located in such a facility, where the
expression of queer identity is supported and encour‐
aged (our workshops included icebreakers and partici‐
pants and facilitators shared personal stories).

However, reducing the idea of “safe space” to spe‐
cific locationswhere queer expression is allowednot only
reduces queer experiences but also diminishes the possi‐
bility of finding spaces of home in differentmoments and
stages of life. Participants were also interested in consid‐
ering how “home” can be constituted into a safe space
(as it is not always a safe space). Participants emphasized
the idea of “home as a person,” that is, home is not a
physical house but a safe space where relationships with
loved ones can be developed. The person in question
varies depending on queer experiences. Some individu‐
als found themselves linking home ideas to a person they

Urban Planning, 2023, Volume 8, Issue 2, Pages 164–176 170

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Figure 1.Mapping of housing relations for queer populations. Figure drawn by Erika Conchis, based on designs by Takudzwa
Mukesi and collective discussions.

had grownupwith, sometimes their parents, other times
a person who provided refuge, such as an auntie or a
neighbour. Other individuals tied the home to the peo‐
ple they had to provide for, such as their children, sib‐
lings, or friends. Whether provided to oneself or others,
ideas of care were central to constituting the home as a
safe space.

In the workshops, the home as a safe space was pre‐
sented as a place of acceptance. In a society that still
criminalizes non‐conforming sexualities—evenwhen the
authorities do not enforce the legislation—acceptance
represents the recognition of one’s existence as valid by
those closest to that person. The home is thus a space
where anyone can express themselves through music
and noise and through loving relationships with those
who make the home. Human relationships thus consti‐
tute the safe spaces that queer people can inhabit as
a home.

Individuals can also feel at home in public spaces.
Queer lives in Walvis Bay extend beyond the home.
People expressed their need to feel part of a commu‐
nity and to experience acceptance beyond a reduced
circle of acquaintances. Moreover, they explained how
community support could make a difference to queer
people to feel at home in their neighbourhoods. Many

shared endearing stories about how neighbours sup‐
ported street kids and the kinds of support received,
for example, through HIV‐support groups or sex workers’
associations. The need for spaces for “mental refresh‐
ment” highlighted that the material constitution of pub‐
lic or collective space is also important. The lagoon, in
particular, constituted a common spacewithwhichmany
participants identified.

Safe spaces of homemaking stand side‐by‐side with
the processes that constitute the unequal city as a lived
space. The city also has housing policies and municipal
regulations, which impose a formalizing language on the
urban fabric. Recently, the constitution of aesthetic com‐
mittees in certain areas and the implementation of town
planning reproduce modernist ideas about how Walvis
Bay should be inhabited. These formal regulations repro‐
duce housing models that further entrench the histori‐
cally produced spatial inequalities observable in the city
today. Isolation of architectural practices from the actual
living conditions in Walvis Bay further entrenches inade‐
quate practices. The housing stock in lower‐income areas
remains unaffordable, and many houses—none benefit‐
ting from architectural design quality—appear empty.

The desire for house and land ownership is not
exclusive to queer people. However, our discussions
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suggested that, for queer communities, it is strongly
linked to a sense of safety and better living conditions,
especially in townships such as Kuisebmond. The belief
that “owning” a house is a key to safety and well‐being
rests on the assumption that owning a house is an
effective means to securitize space. However, for some
workshop participants, home ownership was linked to a
desire for sharing and building collectives around a par‐
ticular space. Several participants emphasized the con‐
stitution of their dream home as a collective space of
encounter. This is particularly important in the context
of “the ghetto,” the term people use in Namibia to refer
to townships such as Kuisebmond, especially when they
lack services and livelihood opportunities. While many
ideal home representations were presented as escapism
from the ghetto, some participants drew their houses
within that space and argued that “you can also live in
style in the ghetto.” One young activist wrote the slo‐
gan “mi casa es su casa” to emphasize that their ideal
of a home is a house in the ghetto that provides a home
for everyone.

At the same time, the representation of the house
as a closed, private space also relates to what counts
as family. Several participants highlighted the meaning
of objects with sentimental value that brought back the
figures of specific people who constituted the home,
such as a grandparent or a distant relative. Those mate‐
rial engagements may redefine the figure of the fam‐
ily around an extended, multi‐headed, and uniform set
of familiar relations within which queer people can find
safe spaces and feel at home. The appropriation of hous‐
ing space through squatting and self‐built housing are
responses that challenge the dynamic of speculation and
help reimagine a more inclusive city.

3.3. Spatialization of Queer Housing Needs

The establishment of the home as a unit of social rela‐
tions translates into specific forms of individual regu‐
lation, from moral prescriptions to behavior expecta‐
tions. Home is where social relations of family and trust
are forged, which most often happens through con‐
sumption. For example, individuals explained how they
forge relationships through performing chores together
or sharing food or drinks. Such accounts, however, imply
purchasing power and consumption of goods. We also
found non‐commodified accounts where queer people
reported forging relationships with community mem‐
bers who supported their well‐being. For the former,
schools, extracurricular activities, and churches were
places where individuals felt part of a group even when
they knew their sexual orientation would represent a
problem for some members. For the latter, the water‐
front in thewealthier areaswas reportedly a placewhere
one could go for a walk or run without being disturbed
or worried about safety issues.

Queer populations change the constitution of space
across the city. Higher‐income areas are generally consid‐

ered low‐density, comprising larger plots and larger prop‐
erties. However, some have used planning provisions to
build backyard structures for rent, originally envisioned
as “granny flats” or service quarters. Another strategy is
the establishment of guesthouses,whichwould, in effect,
be medium to long‐term rentals. This is due to the press‐
ing need for housing and income pressures, even in tra‐
ditionally higher‐income areas.

At the same time, home is not always a safe space.
Several young participants in the first workshop empha‐
sized the importance of privacy and space to be them‐
selves, for example, by playing loudmusic or being alone.
The home and the house are the chief “safe space” in
an aggressive urban environment as it enables a cer‐
tain degree of isolation. At the same time, some shared
spaces can constitute a place of safety. Some individ‐
uals suggested that a recently built shopping mall was
a place of safety and an option for safe recreation.
Themall absorbedmany businesses that were otherwise
distributedwithin the city’s central areas, and queer peo‐
ple felt safe enough to participate.

Interviewees and workshop participants reported
places that felt like home but did not match the assump‐
tions about the home and were in no way conforming to
normative ideas of the home. Often, home referred to
different collectivities and their operation in safeguard‐
ing queer lives. For example, one respondent explained
how their safety was reinforced by seeing how the neigh‐
bours cared for other vulnerablemembers, such as street
kids. According to this account, some families within the
neighbourhood, including the grandparents of the inter‐
viewee, organize provisions for street kids. As explained
above, extended families play a central role in contempo‐
rary life in Namibia.

At the same time, the private house plays an essen‐
tial role in facilitating access to services. For example,
Mpower Community Trust shares space within a munic‐
ipally owned building that provides a haven for queer
men. The place has a vibrant life, busy with activities
and formal and informal interaction as the Mpower
Community Trust facilitates social events for itsmembers
to interact. However, some targeted services, such as sex‐
ual and mental health support, happen in private homes
rather than in a municipal‐owned building and are not
sponsored but open for voluntary contributions.

The home, and the house, become sites for urban
reproduction, where the future is constituted around the
mythical ideal of the family. The experience of queer
populations, however, redefines the idea of the home
(individual and collective, permanent and transitory, safe
and unsafe) and the idea of the family. Affective linkages
between home and family are also strong among queer
individuals. One participant emphasized that his grand‐
father had built the house where they lived. The grand‐
father’s labor in procuring it conferred the house addi‐
tional value. Much of the potentialities of queer housing
emerge from chaotic structures of housing. For exam‐
ple, a respondent described their house as a collective
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housing unit without basic services like water or electric‐
ity. The house hosted several individuals identifying as
queer, among other non‐queer members and children.
“Family” included several individuals who regularly were
found at the house. However, no one could or wanted to
provide an account of who lived there and explained that
some forms of inhabitation were sporadic and transitory.
The space is fully occupied, and places that appeared to
be living rooms or kitchens are now used as bedrooms.
Inhabitants believe a prominent professional owns the
place in Windhoek, and those living there are, in effect,
occupying the space without paying rent outside real
estate market dynamics.

Few of these accounts, however, engaged with the
racialized character of queer living even though racial
segregation is a constant in everyday life. A planner
explained that race, rather than income, distributed peo‐
ple around the city, withwealthier black people choosing
to live in lower‐income Kuisebmond, to avoid everyday
friction with white people in higher‐income areas.

4. Conclusion

Exploring the question of housing in Namibia from a
queer perspective exposes the roots of homophobic
heteropatriarchal assumptions informing housing and
how they have coevolved with different forms of colo‐
niality that are still reproduced in more or less formal‐
ized assumptions about urban planning and housing
policy. Queer decolonial thought simultaneously chal‐
lenges (a) the forms of coloniality that endure in the
country and become sedimented in spatial patterns of
inequality and (b) the assumptions about affective rela‐
tions, identity, and personal life associated with such
forms of coloniality.

The exploratory study of the perceptions of hous‐
ing among different LGBTIQ+ groups in Walvis Bay raises
questions that help interrogate and develop current
housing policy. First, there are questions about the repro‐
duction of forms of racial segregation and how they inter‐
act with the forms of exclusion from housing faced by
LGBTIQ+ people. If “Namibia’s fraught history of seg‐
regation remains the phantom that haunts contempo‐
rary urban spaces” (Tjirera, 2021, p. 71), this phan‐
tom relates closely to the imposition of heteropatriar‐
chal modes of living (Delgado, 2021). What we observe
today in the city are strategies of “making space” by dif‐
ferent people, including the LGBTIQ+ populations, that
assimilate some of those strategies to finding a place
in the city. Collective identity offers additional forms of
belonging to LGBTIQ+ people who see themselves as
sharing a common problem and mobilize mutual sup‐
port strategies. However, the constitution of safe spaces
is not straightforward, as it requires both collective
and private sites, in messy arrangements which are not
always sanitized. Still today, the uncritical acceptance of
modernist planning principles contributes to reproduc‐
ing formal and informal mechanisms of discrimination

(Müller‐Friedman, 2008; Nord, 2022a). What is less rec‐
ognized, however, is that LGBITIQ+ populations face addi‐
tional layers of exclusion and may not be able to access
additionalmechanisms to palliate those forms of discrim‐
ination (Delgado, 2021).

One salient finding from the workshops is that for
members of the LGBTIQ+ community in Walvis Bay—
within and beyond Kuisebmond—is that social‐affective
relations are the most critical component of the making
of a safe home. Here two factors play a role. On the one
hand, there is a question of what belonging means in
different contexts. For example, what constitutes a fam‐
ily and a community? Multi‐generational, extended fam‐
ilies are now the norm in townships such as Kuisefmond
(Nord, 2022b). The home and the house are appropri‐
ated as places of social reproduction where new forms
of interaction come into being. Forms of coloniality and
colonial imposition perdure, but they are reappropri‐
ated and incorporated into the specific spaces of queer
lives. How do new ways of performing belonging shape
LGBTIQ+ possibilities to access housing?

On the other hand, how different queer identi‐
ties are performed and how they are distributed in
space raises questions about what constitutes citizen‐
ship in contemporary Namibia. Housing policy must
attend to the heterogeneous range of collective and
private spaces that enable the expression of affective
lives. The distinction between public and private, collec‐
tive and individual, and shared and commoditized mud‐
dles rather than clarifies the multiple overlapping mech‐
anismswhereby LGBTIQ+ groups inWalvis Bay constitute
public spaces where private identities can be expressed
and private spaces that enable publicly shared lives.
Safety is not achieved through isolation but through
connections. These include social, affective, and mate‐
rial connections whose nature is often indistinguishable.
Housing policy needs to promote rather than dissolve
those connections.

Queer decolonial thought has thus three implica‐
tions for an agenda of research on housing in Namibia.
First, it calls for understanding what community and
belonging mean for LGBTIQ+ people. As the revised
NHP puts forward co‐production and community devel‐
opment as critical strategies for housing delivery, it
will need to acknowledge how those communities oper‐
ate and whom they can reach. The NHP must provide
opportunities for multiple forms of social organization to
unfold in the city, for example, the growing prevalence of
extended andmulti‐generational families. Second, queer
decolonial thought poses questions about citizenship,
particularly with the shift to a view of the state’s role
in housing and the need to identify the multiple ways
the state misrecognizes individuals who do not conform
to prescribed identities and sexual orientations. Third,
queer decolonial thought invites reflection on the consti‐
tution of safe spaces in aggressive urban environments
and the multiple layers of perceived safety constructed
through diverse institutions and public spaces. Housing
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policy needs to be integrated with broader perspectives
considering the nature of shared spaces and their some‐
times chaotic and transitory nature.

Queer utopian thought, however, goes beyond hous‐
ing policy focused on housing provision because it
emphasizes the need to secure solidarity spaces within
existing possibilities. Home dreams intersect with past
histories and imagined futures and connect individuals
with wider communities. Changes in people and places
depend on how people and things interact. The city
constitutes a broader kind of home, as it increasingly
hosts places of meaningful interaction that help social
bonding and the constitution of safe spaces, including
schools, churches, public spaces, shopping malls, bars,
and community centers. In practice, informal housing—
living spaces without services—become safe spaces with
different degrees of performance for those who cannot
access formal housing opportunities. The very presence
of queer individuals in places primarily catering to cis‐
gendered, heterosexual clientele may already be a sub‐
versive act.
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1. Introduction

A public petition to keep the Queers out of Ottawa was
not a news story anyone expected in 2016. The twist
in this story, however, is that the Queers were a tour‐
ing punk band. A local collective of gender‐diverse artist
activists of colour called Babely Shades started the peti‐
tion to call‐out racist and homophobic comments by the
lead singer. Following the cancelation of the show, mem‐
bers of Babely Shades and allies turned their activism
towards implementing safe space policies, bystander
training, and improving diversity of representation in
music spaces and festivals.

The incident also fueled public efforts to reform and
stabilize public narratives around cultural diversity, inclu‐
sion, and safety. During the JUNO Music Awards hosted
by the City of Ottawa in 2017, the mayor announced the
creation of an Ottawa Music Strategy (OMS). Developed

in partnership with key stakeholders in the local music
industry, the strategy set a vision to make “Ottawa
respected as the most inclusive music city in the world”
(City of Ottawa & OttawaMusic Industry Coalition, 2018,
p. 9). The strategy mobilizes the concept of Music Cities
and cultural policy to create a sense of identity that can
contribute to economic development through tourism,
branding, and industry growth. Investment in and promo‐
tion of a diverse, inclusive, and safe music industry was
framed as a critical catalyst for social, economic, and cul‐
tural development.

Those in the punk scene, myself included, felt the
OMS and public response to safe space mobilized mis‐
characterizations of punk as unsafe, non‐inclusive, and
deviant. Without any consideration or engagement with
existing politics or histories of local punk spaces, punk
venues were being framed as an irredeemable liabil‐
ity to the promotion of an inclusive music city brand.
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At the same time, the initial call‐out by Babely Shades
renewed internal debates about how punk spaces repro‐
duce but also challenge systems of oppression through
an anarcho‐punk and do‐it‐yourself (DIY) ethos rooted
in politics of anti‐oppression, solidarity, difference, and
care. With support from queer and racially diverse mem‐
bers of the local punk scene, the Queers show was
rebooked as a fundraiser for a local LGBTQ youth group.

In this article, I draw meaningful parallels between
punk space and queering planning through non‐
normative identity formation, community building, and
subversive politics of deviance in the production of space.
I propose investigating intersections with queer litera‐
ture without aiming to either erase or reconcile the con‐
flict, differences, and sometimes difficult histories that
exist between punk and queer.

Following the literature review, this article examines
the translation of activism into progressive cultural policy
by considering how the OMS promotes diversity, equity,
and inclusion in its vision for becoming a music city.
A deep reading and policy analysis of the vision, guid‐
ing principles, and recommendations of cultural planning
and creative placemaking documents outlines municipal
priorities and normative planning narratives of creative
revitalization and economic development.

Original research and grounded participatory ethno‐
graphies of the Ottawa punk scene shift the analy‐
sis to counter‐narratives that highlight experiences of
commodification, displacement, and depoliticization of
subcultural spaces. Examples of community‐based prac‐
tices of co‐constructing less oppressive spaces offer
alternative responses to the regulation, standardization,
and enforcement of safe space policies. Intersections
between radical queer and punk politics, practices, and
theory are explored to argue for radical solidarities in
refusing normative planning narratives and pursuing
alternative, anti‐oppressive approaches to queering and
punking planning.

2. Cultural Planning and Creative Revitalization

Over the past 20 years, cultural planning and creative
placemaking have had a significant impact on both for‐
mal and informal productions of space. These participa‐
tory practices are popularly framed as promoting sense
of ownership, civic duty, community‐building, better rep‐
resentation of diversity, and more democratic spaces.
Ideally, cultural planning and creative placemaking con‐
tribute to the production of more livable and more inclu‐
sive cities.

In their whitepaper, Markusen and Gadwa (2010,
p. 6) write that the successes of creative placemaking
they observed “suggest that a collaborative policy plat‐
form can be developed across agencies, levels of gov‐
ernment and public/non‐profit/private sector organiza‐
tions.” They also point to growing interest by media
and public officials in Richard Florida’s The Rise of
the Creative Class as further entrenching the economic

opportunity of engaging creative skills of the cultural sec‐
tor to partner with both public and private stakeholders
as a strategy for urban revitalization.

Almost a decade after the publication of their
whitepaper, Markusen and Gadwa (2019) re‐evaluate
the optimistic arguments of their initial study and review
the debates about placemaking that have emerged since.
They note the embrace of placemaking practices and
public appreciation for the capacity of the arts to con‐
tribute to community stabilization and cultural engage‐
ment. However, they also found that the integrity of exist‐
ing local culture and community bonds have in many
examples been negatively affected. Increasingly, creative
placemaking projects have prompted intense debate
about diversity and displacement, systemic inequities,
and the need for more anti‐oppressive and intersec‐
tional evaluations of outcomes (Burns & Berbary, 2021;
Pritchard, 2018; Sarmiento, 2021; Summers, 2019).

Despite invocations of diversity and community,
Summers (2019, p. 15) argues that the displacement
experienced by Black communities as a result of place‐
making, for example, is just as “racially inflected as the
racialized geographies of segregated communities, and
divested urban cores of the Jim Crow through post‐Civil
Rights eras.” In their study of diversity, equity, and inclu‐
sion in municipal and cultural plans Loh et al. (2022,
p. 154) found that “often the people who make up
those ‘diverse’ cities are erased from the narrative or
are minor players at best.” Sarmiento (2021, pp. 1–2)
argues that diversity discourse in placemaking facilitates
a “liberal and inclusive form of gentrification” as a “spa‐
tial strategy meant to manage diversity.” Mainstream
placemaking and cultural policies promote particular
spatial identities and desires that these authors, and
others, position within long histories of the racializa‐
tion of space, systemic oppression, and production of
urban inequities.

3. Queering Planning

Queer planning and queer geography literature have
significantly contributed to making visible the planning
systems and values that have excluded, controlled, and
discriminated against non‐normative users and uses of
public and private space (Bell & Binnie, 2004). Despite
decades of LGBT rights activism, improved visibility of
queer experiences, and improved support for progres‐
sive planning reforms, including those explicitly intended
to address safety, diversity, and participation of queer
and othermarginalized identities, “unjust geographies of
queer marginalization” (Goh, 2018, p. 464) persist.

Recurring tensions exist in the literature between cel‐
ebrating the importance of LGBT spaces in the city, the
governance of LGBT residents under neoliberal munici‐
pal regimes and politics of respectability, reinforced soci‐
etal bias of urban queer imaginaries, and the sanitiza‐
tion and commodification of queer spaces (Bell & Binnie,
2004; Lewis, 2013; Podmore & Bain, 2020). Bell and
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Binnie (2004), for instance, discuss how global cities and
cosmopolitanism participate in reshaping and defining
residents and potential residents through consumer cit‐
izenship. They note that “matching gay pride to civic
pride means that cities have to respond positively to
gay culture in order to maintain their competitive edge”
(Bell & Binnie, 2004, p. 151). They observe that the com‐
modification of subculture collapses alternative expe‐
riences of the city into a desirable and marketable
urban lifestyle.

There is increased interest in recognizing gay villages
and other queer spaces as playing an important role both
in “developing a unique culture by socializing individu‐
als” and in “shaping queer urban social movements and
political activism” (Misgav & Hartal, 2019, p. 3). Hartal
(2018, p. 3) argues that liberal logics of personal identity
and representational politics of inclusion have “estab‐
lished queer subjectivities as fragile, weak subjects, in
constant need of protection from unsafe spaces,” and
calls for further scrutiny of how “queer subjectivities
produce/are produced through safe space and its dis‐
course” (p. 6). Hartal (2018) analyzes how diverse under‐
standings of queer spaces inform sometimes contradict‐
ing approaches to creating safe(r) spaces by and for LGBT
subjects and how internal and systemic power structures
inform their different approaches.

In her study of a new generation of LGBT activists
and the production of queer spaces, Goh (2018, p. 474)
reveals ongoing unjust systemic conditions encountered
when opposing normative structures and institutional
frameworks, concluding that “making queer safe spaces
through spatial‐political organizing is not simply about an
appeal to queer identity” but also depends upon offer‐
ing “alternative social‐spatial relations and the possibil‐
ity of continued difference in the city.” Broto (2021) sim‐
ilarly argues that despite a “vibrant queer critique of
development” and its potential to “shift heteronorma‐
tive assumptions in development studies” (p. 2), mean‐
ingful participation depends onmoving beyond inclusion
based on representation of diverse identities “to focus
instead on broad interest issues that reflect queer prob‐
lems” (p. 14).

Queer subjectivities, counter‐histories, and
community‐based spatial practices inform queer cri‐
tiques and alternatives to the normative planning project
and the reproduction of oppressive systems. Queer plan‐
ning literature works to address the heteronormativity
of planning by recognizing intersecting identities of gen‐
der, sexuality, class, and race, within broader geopo‐
litical systems including settler colonialism, capitalism,
and globalization (Oswin, 2008). As such, queering plan‐
ning can be framed in solidarity with broader spatial
justice and anti‐oppression movements. This broadened
scope actively extends the subject and impact of the lit‐
erature beyond the study of queer space towards calls
for engagement in actively queering and unsettling the
practices, systems, and logics of planning (Doan, 2011;
Forsyth, 2011).

4. Punk Space and Intersections With Queer Theory

Punk notoriously resists definition. The sparse but
intriguing scholarship on punk space, from restaurants
(Clark, 2004) to squats (Lohman, 2017), to zines (Pine,
2006), to music venues (Green, 2018), to everyday
spaces and the urban underground (Sonnichsen, 2019)
often draw on experiences of punk as political resis‐
tance, and as practices of mutual aid and community
care. In his reflections on subcultural scenes, Straw
(2015, p. 477) proposed to think of subcultural scenes as
“ethical worlds shaped by the working out and mainte‐
nance of behavioural protocols,” and as “spaces of medi‐
ation which regulate the visibility and invisibility of cul‐
tural life.”

The grassroots, anarcho‐punk, and DIY ethos in punk
spaces are frequently presented in punk research as
“not just creative practice but a sociopolitical lifeline
for women, queers, people of color, and all those that
dominant forces attempt to keep disenfranchised, unpro‐
ductive and off‐scene” (Nault, 2018, p. 15). Meanwhile,
popular representations of punk white male youth sub‐
culture persist in coding punk as non‐inclusive and hos‐
tile towards women, queer, and BIPOC folk while simulta‐
neously erasing feminist, queer, and anti‐racist legacies
and struggles within punk (Duncombe & Tremblay, 2011;
Gonzales, 2016; Reddington, 2016; Way, 2021).

Speaking from their own experiences at the inter‐
sections of punk and queer, a few scholars point to
punk as queer space, as queer performance, as queer
theory, as queer temporality (Cohen, 1997; Halberstam,
2003; Muñoz, 2006; Nyong’o, 2008). Nyong’o (2008,
p. 108) writes that “the affinities between lesbian, femi‐
nist, trans, and gay people and the punk subculture was
immediate, definitive, and far more enduring.” By chal‐
lenging the mainstream cis hetero male representations
of punk from the outside and its presence in punk from
the inside, these counter‐narratives celebrate ways that
women, queer folk, and people of colour have shaped
and been shaped by punk.

In her work on youth subculture, McRobbie (1991)
challenges the presumed non‐participation of girls, for
example, by distinguishing between presence and vis‐
ibility. She argues that visibility, especially the vis‐
ibility of popular representations, may “reflect the
more general social subordination of women in main‐
stream culture” (McRobbie, 1991, p. 14) rather than the
actual experience of their participation and contribu‐
tions.McRobbie’s challenge about presence and visibility
leads to key considerations when investigating punk sub‐
culture, punk space, and experiences of non‐inclusion
within those spaces. While acknowledging that conflict,
hostility, and discrimination are present in some queer‐
punk encounters, and that social hierarchies are repro‐
duced in both queer and punk spaces, punk also offers
important spaces of mediation, difference, and activism.

As counter‐cultural spaces of community building
and political resistance, punk can contribute to queering
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planning. Punk experiences add to the non‐normative
voices who make visible the systems of social, spatial,
and economic marginalization and who practice alter‐
native community‐based response to safety, diversity,
and participation. Evaluating the impact on and response
by punk music venues and scenes to cultural planning
policies and creative revitalization strategies that tar‐
get cultural spaces as catalysts for social and economic
development can offer key critical insights on the sani‐
tization, commodification, and displacement of counter‐
cultural spaces.

5. Diversity and Inclusion in the Ottawa Music Strategy

The OMS (City of Ottawa & Ottawa Music Industry
Coalition, 2018) is an interesting example of contem‐
porary cultural policy development and creative revital‐
ization planning that directly references participation,
safety, and diversity. The role of the OMS is “to develop
a roadmap for how Ottawa can build on strengths and
address challenges in a way that unleashes the potential
of music to bring out the best in our community” (City of
Ottawa & Ottawa Music Industry Coalition, 2018, p. 3).
Developed through community partnership and stake‐
holder consultation with the City, the OMS also serves
as an example of the City’s approach to strategic partner‐
ships and public engagement.

The OMS sets a vision for Ottawa to become a “music
city” by the year 2030. The strategy defines “music city”
as having a vibrant music economy that is actively pro‐
moted by the city, noting that “music is a formidable
social, economic and cultural catalyst” (City of Ottawa
& Ottawa Music Industry Coalition, 2018, p. 3). The first
of eleven goals of the vision is that “music is an unde‐
niable part of the Ottawa brand” (City of Ottawa &
Ottawa Music Industry Coalition, 2018, p. 9). The strat‐
egy concludes with recommendations and implementa‐
tion plans for both the City and for the music indus‐
try. The following close reading will consider how the
OMS addresses diversity and inclusion, how it translates
them into strategies for cultural development, and how
it aligns community‐led initiatives with the role of the
municipal government and planning tools.

The strategic goal that “Ottawa is respected as the
most inclusive music city in the world” anchors the OMS
framing of and commitment to diversity and inclusion
(City of Ottawa & OttawaMusic Industry Coalition, 2018,
p. 9). The elaborated definition of the goal states that
by 2030 “barriers [will] have been removed to ensure
equal opportunities for women, Indigenous peoples,
new Canadians, people with disabilities, Francophones
as well as racialized, queer, trans, and other previously
marginalized communities” (City of Ottawa & Ottawa
Music Industry Coalition, 2018, p. 9).

Celebrating uniqueness and diversity, encouraging
participation by breaking down barriers, and fostering
collaborations are presented as key mechanisms for
the production of a unique music identity for the city

that “stands out on the global stage” and capitalizes
on “music’s value as an economic engine and catalyst
for growth” (City of Ottawa & Ottawa Music Industry
Coalition, 2018, p. 10). Together, these guiding principles
of the OMS all link the city’s multicultural identity with
inclusive participation and economic growth.

Whereas diversity and inclusion are promoted as
desirable strengths, safety and underrepresentation are
presented as the two weaknesses that need to be
addressed. The OMS recommends promoting music
spaces “that are safe and welcoming for all perform‐
ers and audiences” (City of Ottawa & Ottawa Music
Industry Coalition, 2018, p. 15). The OMS recommends
that the music industry “continue to coordinate initia‐
tives to increase participation among youth and women”
and “develop a long‐term strategy break down barriers
for underrepresented communities” (City of Ottawa &
OttawaMusic Industry Coalition, 2018, p. 21). The imple‐
mentation plan, however, is limited to addressing these
issues through sexual assault training and safe space
standards and certification.

The final goal of the OMS vision for 2030 is that
“the City helps lead the way,” acknowledging the existing
role the municipal government plays in the music scene
and identifying new ways for the City to be “a global
leader in fostering music city growth” and work with
the sector to “fully achieve its music resources, fill key
gaps, and remove obstacles” (City of Ottawa & Ottawa
Music Industry Coalition, 2018, p. 10). Opportunities for
city leadership are included in several recommendations.
The OMS recommends promoting a “music‐friendly reg‐
ulatory environment” including improved consultation
and collaborations between the City and music indus‐
try stakeholders, and “exploring opportunities to sup‐
port music venues in a planning policy context” (City of
Ottawa & Ottawa Music Industry Coalition, 2018, p. 13).

As a City initiative for strategic partnerships with the
creative industries, the OMS connects the development
of the music industry “with business, entrepreneurship
and the larger creative economy,” and as an “important
element of the City’s economic development agenda”
(City of Ottawa & OttawaMusic Industry Coalition, 2018,
p. 6). City supports of the local music scene are framed in
terms of strategic investmentwith their expected returns
for the broader economy.

The timing of theOMS in relation toOttawa city plans
mean that it first responded to andwas influenced by the
Ottawa 20/20 Official Plan (2003), the Renewed Action
Plan for Arts, Heritage and Culture (RAPAHC) in Ottawa
(2013), and updates to the economic development strat‐
egy in 2017.When the City began consultations on a new
official plan in 2018, the OMS and related music industry
partners were well positioned to influence the develop‐
ment of new cultural planning policies. The new Ottawa
Official Plan was adopted by City Council in Fall 2021.
The following sectionwill examine how these key govern‐
ing documents also address diversity and inclusion, and
cultural development of creative spaces.
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6. Creative Revitalization and Economic Development
in Municipal Plans and Policies

In 2003, the City of Ottawa introduced the Ottawa
20/20 Growth Management Plans to “provide long‐term
strategic direction and form a comprehensive blueprint
for the future of Ottawa and its communities” (City of
Ottawa, 2003, p. 2). The Ottawa 20/20 Plans included
the Official Plan, Arts and Heritage Plan, Human Services
Plan, Economic Strategy, and Environmental Strategy.
Growth management, economic clusters, and creative
cities are all prominent concept throughout the plans,
likely a reflection of Richard Florida acting as a key consul‐
tant in the development of the plans and the influence of
the high‐tech industry that thrived through the 1990s.

The first two guiding principles of Ottawa 20/20 point
to these influences and how theywould shape both plan‐
ning and cultural policy in the city. The first principle is
for “a caring and inclusive city” including that “all peo‐
ple feel safe,” that “everyone has the opportunity to fully
participate,” and “the people of Ottawa respect and cele‐
brate cultural and social diversity” (City of Ottawa, 2003,
section 1.3). The second principle is to foster “a creative
city rich in heritage, unique in identity” where local arts
and heritage provide “a path to creativity and innova‐
tion, and a sense of who we are” (City of Ottawa, 2003,
section 1.3). These two guiding principles offer critical
insight for interpreting how diversity and inclusion val‐
ues intersect with creative revitalization and economic
development priorities across an array of planning and
cultural policies.

The majority of cultural policies in the Ottawa 20/20
Growth Management Strategy are found in the Human
Services Plan and the Arts and Heritage Plan. However,
the Official Plan frequently refers to culture, creativity,
inclusion, and diversity as contributing to liveability and
as key growth strategies (sections 2.5 and 3.6). In particu‐
lar, the Ottawa 20/20 Official Plan focuses on substantial
growth and enhancement of the Central Area as a strate‐
gic directions for overall growth management over its 20‐
yearmandate. TheOfficial Plan introduces policies to sup‐
port the Central Area’s role as “the economic and cultural
heart of the city and symbolic heart of the nation,” to
“enhance the diversity and attractiveness,” and to “pro‐
mote a common vision, vitality and development in the
downtown” (City of Ottawa, 2003, section 3.6.6).

The RAPAHC that replaced the Ottawa 20/20 Arts
and Heritage Plan makes even more explicit reference to
creative cities, creative placemaking, and culture as the
strategic link between economic growth and improved
liveability. In the introduction, the RAPAHC (City of
Ottawa, 2013, p. 6) states: “The role and place of culture
within the creative economy and the liveable city have
been well researched and described by leading thinkers,
economists and historians. Ottawa is ripewith enormous
cultural potential and opportunities.”

The RAPAHC recommended strategies and actions
direct the City to “celebrate,” “develop,” “promote,” and

“invest in” the “unique cultural identity” and “creative
places and spaces” (City of Ottawa, 2013, pp. 15–24).
The plan offers the rationale that these cultural strate‐
gies not only “build access to culture for all,” they will
generate the economic and social returns that are “key
to Ottawa’s prosperity” (City of Ottawa, 2013, pp. 15, 23).
Placemaking enters the City’s cultural policy as a specific
approach for linking cultural economic opportunity with
place‐based development:

Place‐makingmakes good economic sense, and smart
cities develop communities in which people want to
live, work and play. Creative talent chooses to live
in places that are authentic and creative; businesses
locate to places in which their employees have access
to a rich menu of cultural opportunity; and tourists
seek out unique cultural experiences. (City of Ottawa,
2013, p. 17)

Also noting the unique diverse multicultural identity of
Ottawa, the RAPAHC highlights the opportunity of recog‐
nizing and celebrating Ottawa’s cultural assets: “Access
to cultural opportunities and cultural participation for
the full diversity of Ottawa residents will encourage
social cohesion, civic engagement and safer, healthier
neighbourhoods” (City of Ottawa, 2013, p. 15). In this
description, cultural assets include not only diverse cul‐
tural spaces but also a diverse creative class: “Young,
new, distinct, emerging and re‐emerging cultural voices
are vital. They balance, challenge and complement estab‐
lished expression, often ushering in rebirth and revival”
(City of Ottawa, 2013, p. 15). City policies frequently
present diversity and inclusion as both cultural asset and
strategic opportunity.

With the introduction of a New Official Plan, the
City highlights culture as one of five cross cutting issues
essential to achieving the overall goal of “becoming the
most liveable mid‐sized city in North America” (City of
Ottawa, 2021, section 2.1). The New Official Plan makes
the case for integrating cultural policy into the land‐use
and growth management plan by recognizing how “cul‐
tural planning and the identification and development
of cultural assets offers a way to improve quality of life,
liveability and grow and diversify the economy” (City of
Ottawa, 2021, section 2.2.6) The plan continues that “cul‐
tural related policies in the Plan address the need for new
development to consider the role of culture in creating a
sense of identity and pursuing equity and inclusion” (City
of Ottawa, 2021, section 2.2.6).

With direct reference to the OMS, the New Official
Plan sets an explicit cultural policy intent to “promote
the arts as an important element of placemaking” and
“strengthen the economic impact of the creative and cul‐
tural industries” (City of Ottawa, 2021, section 2.2.6).
As planning policy, these cultural planning intents will
be applied to the development and evaluation of future
development proposals, zoning regulations, and city
projects for the next 25 years.
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The next section introduces the creative revitaliza‐
tion and planned redevelopment at City Centre from a
punk perspective of commodification and displacement.
A brief personal story prompts alternative readings of
who is included in and who is excluded from the inclu‐
sive music city vision set by the OMS and reaffirmed
in the New OP. Select examples of how punk spaces
have responded to the call for safer and more inclusive
spaces are presented in contrast to the planning and pol‐
icy strategies presented above.

7. Counter‐Narratives of Difference and Subculture
in Punk

“Jam’s over. We’re going to the Monkey for a drink.
You should come,” my friend texts me.

It’s late and rainy and cold. Just a little too far to walk, a
little too cold to bike.

“Take a taxi, I’ll cover your drinks.”

I never take taxis but maybe just this once. I get dressed,
walk to the corner, and hail a cab.

“Hi, I’m going to the Orange Monkey at City Centre,”
I tell the driver.

“Where’s that? What’s the street?’’

“Well, City Centre is on City Centre Drive.”

The Orange Monkey is a dive bar and pool hall at City
Centre, a 1960s warehouse building and complex off an
old rail line on the edge of the downtown core. It was
once voted Ottawa’s greatest eyesore. The studio where
my band and many of my friends’ bands have jam space
had recently moved in upstairs and a new underground
venue was starting to host shows.

I give directions to the taxi driver. We pull up outside
the Monkey.

“Is this the place?” he says with concern. “I can’t let
you out here, miss. I don’t think it’s safe.”

I saw what he saw. The expansive poorly lit parking lot
with more potholes than cars. The sad crumbling con‐
crete garage bays that look even sketchier in the rain.
I know to him this unfamiliar decrepit environment codes
this space as “not safe.” But I know this space. I’ve been
here many times. I know this bar. I have friends inside.
It’s ugly but that is part of what codes this space as punk.

Now, about eight years later, the garage bays are
inhabited by a popular bakery, microbrewery, food truck
turned bricks and mortar, bike shop, crossfit gym, axe
throwing space, art gallery, fine dining pop‐ups, and
other trendy businesses. The new light rail transit sta‐

tion at the end of the street and planned transit‐oriented‐
development that will include two of the tallest towers
in Ottawa is, according to the development signage, set
to become a “community hub.” Many still get lost as
they try to find this mystery space just outside common
knowledge of the city, but the visibility, accessibility, and
attractiveness of a rehabilitated City Centre are rapidly
changing in ways that we know won’t leave much space
for punk.

Punk and punk spaces have long histories of
being targeted and used as examples of the kind of
unsafe and non‐inclusive spaces Babely Shades, Ottawa
Music Industry Coalition, and the City are working
to change. Through mischaracterization and misunder‐
standing, punk spaces have become a stand‐in for unsafe
space and a launching pad for strategic rebranding
and targeted for revitalization. My participation in the
Ottawa punk scene and experiences in punk spaces in
many other cities have challenged and changed my per‐
ception of what looks safe, where I am welcomed, and
how I am invited to participate.

Despite a vocal few, many in the punk community
have been sensitive to the message of the safe space
movement, though not necessarily with its approach or
its increasingly normative policies and regulatory envi‐
ronments. Formany punks, punk venues are important if
imperfect “safe spaces,” spaces that embody punk anti‐
normative ethos, with long histories of at least working
through present inequities, harm, and trauma towards
anti‐oppressive futures.

Both excluded from, and not entirely convinced of
the increasingly popularized formof the safe spacemove‐
ment, many punk venues and promoters are engaging
in alternative responses to the call for safer, more inclu‐
sive spaces. These focus on opening dialogue, beginning
processes of reparations, and co‐constructing ways for‐
ward while also recognizing and rooting the foundations
of anti‐oppressive values in punk history and ethos.

Sitting on the Outside (SOTO) is a local promoter
self‐described on Facebook as “underground punk, hard‐
core, rock in Ottawa by punks and weirdo’s, for punks
and weirdo’s [sic]” (SOTO, 2021). SOTO also includes
the following statement in the event description of
all their event postings on Facebook (SOTO, 2020):
“Sitting On The Outside is fundamentally opposed to
sexism, racism, ableism, homophobia, transphobia and
any forms of oppression. Disrespectful or oppressive
behaviour towards the people attending the fest, or
towards the venues won’t be tolerated.”

During its 2019 festival, SOTOorganized a community
discussion entitled How to Build a Safer &More Inclusive
Punk Community (SOTO, 2019). Unfortunately, due to
travel conflicts for the hosts from Montreal’s Not Your
Babe Fest, the event was cancelled. The discussion of
safe space was organized around three key issues: sexual
violence, diversity, and intoxication culture. Based on the
event description, SOTO presents an introspective and
co‐constructed approach to safe space and inclusion:
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This workshop has been built to open a dialogue and
question ourselves on the inclusivity of the punk com‐
munity and toxic behaviours that can directly affect
the security of the people in it. Can we really say that
we are a safer space? (SOTO, 2019)

While acknowledging the scene is not free of toxic
behaviours and social hierarchies, the punk scene
remains sceptical of and resistant to externally imposed
and enforced safe space strategies based in standardized
policies, training, or certifications such as those recom‐
mended in the OMS. The event description continues:
“This is not a meeting organized by one profiteering indi‐
vidual selling a magic formula for transformative justice,
but rather an occasion to talk communally about our
experiences, criticisms and how to improve our commu‐
nity together” (SOTO, 2019).

Similarly, local punk venue House of TARG offered a
statement on social responsibility, poking fun at main‐
stream philanthropy, and emphasizing the tradition of
mutual aid and benefit shows in the punk scene:

The heartbeat of TARG is to serve our community and
wewill always be committed to that.We aren’t exactly
Bill Gateswhen it comes to philanthropy, butwe strive
to dowhatwe can tomake our limited resources avail‐
able to friends, organizations & initiatives we believe
in. (House of TARG, 2020)

Within the punk scene, similar community care and
anti‐oppression statements have adorned venue door‐
ways and posters, zines, and repeated in songs and
conversations as quintessential punk utterances since
the 1970s.

8. Discussion

Both the OMS and New OP recognize the opportunity of
music cities and set out strategic priorities and policies
to mobilize culture as part of the social and economic
development plans for becoming a more liveable and
prosperous city for everyone. The predominant strategy
follows the creative class narrative of promoting cultural
assets and creative opportunities to attract the creative
class and tourists who will in turn contribute to the eco‐
nomic development and revitalization that will attract
more growth.

For the creative sector to realize its stated goals and
full potential as an economic catalyst, the OMS identifies
the strengths and weaknesses of the local music scene.
The cultural diversity of local music is highlighted as one
of the core assets that needs to be strengthened through
cultural policy to address two key weaknesses: the lack
of a recognizable brand and barriers to participation for
underrepresented communities. The representation of
diversity in these municipal policies recognizes the value
of cultural branding for translating diversity into a unified
city identity.

The curious phrasing of the goal that Ottawa will be
“respected as the most inclusive”—rather than the goal
to be inclusive—highlights the tensionMusic Cities place
on creating both a sense of belonging and clear branding.
City branding emerges around a progressive narrative
where everyone feels welcome and safe, and where we
celebrate our diversity as part of our identity. The OMS
(City of Ottawa & OttawaMusic Industry Coalition, 2018,
p. 2) asserts that “if Ottawa is to achieve its full creative
potential, there must be a thriving music scene, where
artists and entrepreneurs flourish, and that’s instantly
recognizable to people outside Ottawa.” The importance
placed on the visibility of diversity becomes apparent
in strategy and policy statements where local music
and the city are not just “recognized,” but “respected,”
“celebrated,’’ and “applauded” for their diverse represen‐
tation and inclusive participation.

As policy directions, these creative placemaking and
cultural planning reorient official plans and planning
departments beyond strict land‐use regulation towards
seemingly progressive principles of safety, inclusion, and
diversity. Yet, the very nature of diversity presents a chal‐
lenge to producing a coherent brand identity and vision
where “the local music industry is organized and visible”
(City of Ottawa & OttawaMusic Industry Coalition, 2018,
p. 10). Many of the recommendations of the OMS trans‐
late these principles into recognizable representations of
diversity in a shared space. This policy translation fails
to reflect or protect the diversity and long histories of
practices embedded in the space by existing and often
marginalized groups.

As Summers (2019), Sarmiento (2021), Loh et al.
(2022), and others argue, the explicit aspirations of place‐
making policies towards economic development and
the embedded logic of urban growth lead many equity‐
seeking groups to link cultural planning strategies such
as the OMS to their ongoing erasures and displacement.
Meanwhile, narratives of diversity and inclusion help to
frame placemaking initiatives as progressive while repro‐
ducing social hierarchies and catering to privileged inter‐
ests through the regulation, policing, and commodifica‐
tion of community spaces and practices.

At the same time, it needs to be acknowledged that
many equity‐seeking groups havemobilized the strategic
opportunities of cultural policies and mainstream inter‐
est in placemaking to gain greater representation and
voice in shaping cultural policies and community devel‐
opment projects. Project SoundCheck and the DIY Audio
Workshop for Women+, for example, are community‐led
initiatives directly named in the OMS that open oppor‐
tunities to improve the participation and representa‐
tion of some previously marginalized groups. In Ottawa,
new music festivals, existing festivals, and music venues
have incorporated safe space training, safe space state‐
ments, and promote more diverse representation in
booking performers.

Opportunities for broadening participation through
procedural, participatory, regulatory, and spatial design
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all seek to address inequitable exclusions within the lim‐
its of existing social structure and frameworks. Strategies
to overcome barriers to achieve better representation
and participation for underserved communities and
underrepresented groups do not, however, address his‐
toric or ongoing systemic exclusions of those communi‐
ties and groups. Inclusion strategiesmay improve the rep‐
resentation of diverse groups, but without an evaluation
of the power structures and institutional frameworks, as
called for by Hartal (2018) and Goh (2018), these strate‐
gies risk reproducing social and spatial inequities.

The shift in public perception and use of the City
Centre complex and surrounding area over the past
decade help to illustrate alternative readings of space
and different relationship to its grit and revitalization.
The repetition of common gentrification narratives sees
the transformation from abandoned industrial space to
a first wave of trendy businesses catering to a creative
class, followed by municipal reinvestment in surround‐
ing infrastructure and private redevelopment. The short
lived use of the warehouse space as an underground
music venue, the still grungy rehearsal studios, and the
divey pool hall still on site continue to remain outside
common public mental geographies of the site.

Punk presence on site in relation to its urban grit
could be framed within the gentrification narrative
(Woods, 2022). However, renewed public characterisa‐
tions of punk as deviant, unsafe, and out of step with the
desired municipal branding and economic development
interests frame punk presence not as part of the revital‐
ization but as part of why revitalization is needed. As a
cultural form that does not contribute to a clear cultural
identity brand of the city, punk presence in, and use of,
the city become represented as unwelcomed and unwel‐
coming, unsafe, and anti‐social. Cultural policy targeted
at music industries is not likely to recognize punk as a
legitimate cultural expression or as desirable diversity for
the music city brand. Punk and punk spaces are coded as
non‐participant, non‐productive, and non‐reformable.

From a punk perspective, the narratives of diversity
and inclusion promoted in public cultural policy are not
about social transformation but are “where all difference
is subsumed…and ends up looking a lot like the inter‐
ests of those who are most powerful” (Duncombe &
Tremblay, 2011, p. 7). Progressive framing of diverse rep‐
resentation and inclusive participation in public policy
are understood instead as oppressive political projects
for maintaining control. Understood in this light, they
work to move deviance towards greater social coher‐
ence and social order, and to move the city towards a
respectable identity and recognizable brand.

The homogenized, marketable, monoculture pro‐
moted through creative revitalization and cultural policy
as an opportunity for economic growth acts as what Clark
(2004, p. 25) critiques for being “a synthetic destroyer
of locality and diversity.” Clark argues that punk takes
an ethical stance against capitalist pursuit of perpetual
growth and economic development, observing how cul‐

ture reduced to profitability undermines group structures
of care and security. Growth, from a punk perspective,
moves more people and places towards precarity than
prosperity, perpetuating urban inequities and issues such
as gentrification, displacement, policing, and poverty.

Unlike strategies to reform public policy to make
diversity visible and valuable for the public as cata‐
lysts for growth, punk refusals of social inclusion chal‐
lenge the narrative of “some fantasized moment of
union and unity,” and recognize instead “the conser‐
vative stakes in community for all kinds of political
projects” (Halberstam, 2003, pp. 315, 318). The punk
scene can be a radical space of anti‐social belonging that
is welcoming to those who remain unwelcomed by the
dominant society. These anti‐social scenes are exclusive
spaces for the excluded, safe(r) from the control of social
norms that code non‐normative behaviour and being as
deviant, undesirable, and undeserving. Punk spaces are
important but imperfect spaces of difference and spaces
for difference.

The statements by SOTO and the House of TARG both
point to ongoing and evolving community care‐based
practices of navigating and challenging the reproduction
of social inequities and hierarchies in community spaces.
The antiracist punk ethos recognizes that oppressive
social orders cannot be dismantled through universal
unity and consensus that centre and concede to power
structures and institutional frameworks. By participat‐
ing in shaping and reshaping “ethical worlds shaped by
the working out and maintenance of behavioural proto‐
cols” (Straw, 2015, p. 477), in response to callouts against
unsafe, racist and misogynist behaviours, the scene first
recognizes that these are symptoms of and inseparable
from oppressive systems of social, spatial, and economic
marginalization of broader society in which they operate.

9. Conclusions

Cultural policy and creative placemaking strategies for
reimagining Ottawa as a music city do make space for
diversity and inclusion insofar as they contribute to the
normative city‐building project. Whereas cultural policy
frames inclusion, diversity, and safety within the vision
to be recognized as the most diverse music city in the
world as a catalyst for economic development, queer and
punk critiques of cultural planning policies and strategies
raise concerns over the sanitization, commodification,
and further marginalization of diverse cultural practices,
spaces, and communities. The progressive planning goal
of becoming recognized as “themost inclusive music city
in theworld” risks translating diversity into a brand, inclu‐
sion into productive participation, and safety into per‐
sonal feelings.

Queering planning helps to complicate motivations
and systems that structure inclusion and participation,
to make visible the limitations of formal planning mech‐
anisms, and to centre marginalized and/or alternative
voices and practices. In thinking about queering planning
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as a call for more than creating or preserving queer
spaces, as more than the inclusion and representation
of queer folk, this article considers countercultural punk
practices and punk spaces as participating in intersecting
ethics of anti‐oppression and spatial justice.

By holding space for conflicting and imperfect spaces
of activism, resistance, and alternative practices, I argue
it is possible to build solidarity between punk, queer,
queer punk, and other marginalized and/or alternative
groups. By turning critical attention to the planning poli‐
cies and political processes that they are all operating
within and against, we leave space for the radical possibil‐
ities of diverse social‐spatial relations, and to support the
continued struggle from multiple and intersecting mar‐
gins to claim their right to the city.
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1. Introduction

LGBTIQ+ urban movements have been extensively stud‐
ied for their claims for legal and policy changes.
Hegemonic representations have traditionally framed
them as radical and authentic in contrast to institutional
politics. While there has been an increase in the rights
and visibility of LGBTIQ+ people in (most) European coun‐
tries, critiques of what is denounced as instrumentaliza‐
tion by public policies of LGBTIQ+ issues have also devel‐
oped. In this context, one can ask how to qualify the
“interface between LGBT activists and the local state”
(Podmore, 2013, p. 265), and whether these strength‐
ened relationships work towards a more inclusive plan‐
ning, or whether it serves as a site for the implemen‐
tation of normalising policies. In this article, I propose
a nuanced analysis of the fluid forms of coalitions and
struggles at stake when it comes to the production of
a more liveable city for all. I do so through an ethno‐
graphic research that accounts for the voices of pub‐

lic officials in charge of implementing equality agendas.
I focus on the entanglement of municipal and cantonal
levels of governance in Geneva, Switzerland (the latter
referring to the largest administrative subdivision of the
Swiss Federal State, responsible for the administration of
its own territory in parallel to decisions taken at federal
level. In the case of Geneva, the Canton is also referred
to as the Republic and State of Geneva). This leads me
to question whether or not the engagement of individu‐
als within public institutions that support equality agen‐
das qualifies as a form of activism. I propose to explore
the paradoxical articulation of the multiple sites from
where the cause support can be enacted. Relying on the
concept of the governance–activism nexus, I examine
how individual experiences allow for a discrete queer‐
ing of municipal governance from the inside, through
the practice of allyship in solidarity. In so doing, this arti‐
cle contributes to the recent discussions in geographies
of sexualities and urban planning that seek to explore
the complex relationship between LGBTIQ+ collectives
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and public authorities by destabilising an assumedbinary
divide (see, e.g., Browne & Bakshi, 2013, 2016; Hartal &
Sasson‐Levy, 2017; Hutta, 2010; Podmore, 2013). It aims
hence to extend inquiry beyond the prominent research
frame that contrasts pinkwashing policies and authentic
radical activism, while allowing us to question our own
position as critical or activist researchers in the field of
feminist and queer geographies.

I begin this article by locating my research within
geographies of sexualities around issues of LGBTIQ+
activism in the social and political context of growing
LGBTIQ+ rights. I then present the specificities of the case
study, before presenting my methodological approach.
Finally, I weave the specificities of the local context
together with the voices of the interviewees to account
for the liminal position occupied by public officials in
charge of equality issues. This allows me to offer future
research perspectives for the study of urban/regional
LGBTIQ+ activism and politics and queer possibilities at
more localised scales.

2. Navigating the Shifting Landscapes of Equality
Through Activism

With the increase of LGBTIQ+ rights, most parts of
the Western world qualify as “equalities landscapes”
(Podmore, 2013). In the European context, LGBTIQ+
rights have been integrated as part of the democratic val‐
ues of a “rainbow Europe” (Ayoub & Paternotte, 2014).
This advance in LGBTIQ+ recognition and visibility is
not unambiguous though, as it has strongly affected
LGBTIQ+ socialmovements. LGBTQ+ activisms—as “polit‐
ical actions that seek to contest societal hetero—and
cisnormativities, advocate for legal and policy changes,
and create spaces for LGBTQ+ people” (Podmore &
Bain, 2019, p. 43)—have increased from the late 1960s
onwards in the context of sexual liberation and associ‐
ated identity claims. Their spatial dimension helps tack‐
ling power relations by pursuing the transformation of
“physical, social, cultural and symbolic space” (Misgav,
2015, p. 1211). As such, the gay neighbourhood, as
both an iconic location of freedom for “gender out‐
laws” (Namaste, 1996) and a place of reterritorialization
from the margins, has been considered as a key site of
community social formation and political organisation
(Blidon, 2011; Brown, 2015). While providing a space of
refuge for some, the gay neighbourhood has neverthe‐
less overlooked its exclusionary dynamic towards oth‐
ers. Through their sexual citizenship (Bell & Binnie, 2000;
Richardson, 2018), wealthy white (cis‐)males subjects
are hence raised as a successful model of assimilation—
the “new homonormativity” (Duggan, 2002)—referring
to a “process of social, legal, and political change”
(Brown, 2009, p. 1496) that is associated with neolib‐
eral consumption (Bell & Binnie, 2004) and (heteronor‐
mative) family values (Volpp, 2017). This normalising
of “(some) homosexual bodies as worthy of protection
by nation‐states” (Puar, 2013, p. 337) has been criti‐

cised for its collusion with homonationalist politics as it
reduces reality to a simplistic picture that circumvents
power relations (Ritchie, 2015) and further eludes other
forms of queerness (Duplan, 2021). Homonationalism,
as “dynamic binary processes of inclusion and exclu‐
sion” (Misgav & Hartal, 2019, p. 11), ignores the intersec‐
tional multiplicity of queer lives and positionalities (Puar,
2007). Moreover, homonationalism resonates pinkwash‐
ing (Schulman, 2012), consequently depicting an Other
who is deemed to be intolerant, undemocratic, and illib‐
eral (Hartal, 2015). This justifies violent policies towards
the Others—be they subjects or countries (Haritaworn,
2010; Hartal & Sasson‐Levy, 2018; Manalansan, 2005).
Attention should be kept however on the place‐based
politics of the formation of homonationalism, to avoid
universalising and to reserve the frame of analysis for
state action only (Schotten, 2016).

Finally, the central locus of the “gayborhood” (Doan,
2015; Misgav & Hartal, 2019) has reduced LGBTIQ+
activism and identities to the urban, a bias which has
been criticised as “metronormative” (Halberstam, 2005).
The growing equalities landscapes have also resulted to
a shift in activism that goes with the institutionalisation
and professionalisation within social movements. While
the emancipatory potential of queer has been partially
domesticated (Warner, 1999), changes implemented
in response to legislative transformation in LGBTIQ+
rights have nevertheless led to the emergence of new
spatialities, alliances, and forms of activism (D’Emilio,
2006). Contesting the bureaucratically‐planned policies
of the neoliberal city, radical queer (urban) activism is
thus posed as the authentic one that listens to queer
needs (Johnston, 2017). This binary opposition is how‐
ever not always clear. Browne and Bakshi (2013) argue
for a “politics of ordinariness” that undoes representa‐
tions of assimilation and depoliticization to account for
LGBT activists’ experiences who have been integrated
within Brighton’s local state institutions. In the case of
funded LGBT centres in Israel, Hartal (2015) exposes
how homonationalism involves dual politics, which are
constantly (re)negotiated in relation to a specific time
and space. Misgav (2015) maps the power relations at
play in Tel‐Aviv Gay‐Center that enable discreet forms
of queer radicality while channelling them into norma‐
tive frames. In the case of the Brazilian LGBT movement,
Hutta (2010) accounts for the articulation of neolib‐
eral institutions and dissident activism, while Balzer and
Hutta (2014), outlining the emergence of TransGender
Europe, call for thinking further its dual politics by think‐
ing through transversality.

Adding to these studies that search to complicate
this divide, I call hence upon our responsibility, as critical
or activist researchers, to further trouble this boundary‐
making process between homonormative/pinkwashing
public policies and authentic radical activism. I pro‐
pose to explore this tension through the investiga‐
tion of the governance–activism nexus. The concept of
nexus‐politics (Flinders & Wood, 2018) accounts for the
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connection of alternative forms of political participation
with conventional politics. This results in a strategy of
nexus politics, as the result of relationships that can
either be grounded in antagonism, or seeking resolution
and cooperation. Beyond political participation, the con‐
cept of nexus allows for the mapping of dilemmas, ten‐
sions, and opportunities that stem from the relationship
between two spheres that are not otherwise connected.
The governance–activism nexus works hence as a con‐
ceptual tool to expose the hinges and troubles mani‐
fested by the power relations at play over activists and
institution relationships. Focusing on the institutional
side of the nexus, I consider the existence of insider
activists (Browne & Bakshi, 2013) as activists who work
for statutory services. Located in a bridging position that
goes beyond the state/no‐state divide, I argue that they
facilitate the connectiveness of the nexus through prac‐
tice of allyship. While allyship can be broadly defined
as the act of combating LGBTIQ+ discriminations and
challenging heteronormativity from a straight position,
I propose to embrace allyship as an ongoing critical
practice (Nixon, 2019) that accounts for the power rela‐
tions at stake within a supposedly homogeneous micro‐
cosm, in this case, the LGBTIQ+ community. This fur‐
thermore allows for self‐reflection on one’s own privi‐
lege within the community, as an act of solidarity with
those whose voices are not accounted for (McKenzie,
2014). In so doing, I call for a deepening of what activism
encompasses, blurring the insider–outsider boundaries
and aiming to open up newpaths in thinking about every‐
day engagement as a feminist practice of solidarity.

3. An Ethnographic Approach to Geneva Public
Institutions

This article draws on ongoing ethnographic research in
Geneva. While Geneva is globally touted as the inter‐
national capital of peace, the Swiss context regarding
LGBTIQ+ rights remains quite conservative. The Swiss gay
movement only emerged in the late 1970s to speak out
against the still‐enforced policies that criminalised homo‐
sexuality (Delessert, 2012). In Romandie, the French‐
speaking area of Switzerland, community collectives ten‐
tatively organised from the 1980s, aiming to provide
a dedicated space for the community (Roca I Escoda,
2013). Their contribution to public policymaking was
then increased by the AIDS crisis, which acted as a trig‐
ger for a shift “from acting against the system” to “act‐
ing within the system” (Roca I Escoda, 2013, pp. 80–81).
Since the late 1990s, European institutions have been
adopting a normative framework that advances the visi‐
bility of LGBTIQ+ issues by introducing them to the legal
framework of member states. This equality climate has
definitively gained traction in activism in Switzerland,
which has remained intertwined in European activists’
networks despite being formally outside the European
Union. However, it was not until July 2021, after years
of community activism, that same‐sex marriage became

legal in Switzerland. Furthermore, while the extension of
the criminal norm (Art. 261 bis) allowed the condemna‐
tion of homophobia as an act of incitement to hatred
on the grounds of sexual orientation, it ignored the
specificity of trans issues, leaving transphobic violence
unrecognised (see also Duplan, 2022). As the Swiss sys‐
tem allows the cantons and municipalities specific com‐
petencies, Geneva appears at both levels quite progres‐
sive. In 2002, long before the federal law on same‐sex
marriage, the State of Geneva passed a law on same‐sex
partnership (Roca I Escoda, 2010). The Office for the
Promotion of Equality and the Prevention of Violence,
which aims to promote equality “regardless of sex, sex‐
ual orientation and gender identity” (République et can‐
ton de Genève, n.d.), counts a subcommittee dedicated
to LGBTIQ+ issues that brings together representatives
from various administrative bodies and community col‐
lectives several times a year. At the municipal level, a
dedicated LGBTIQ+ position has been designated at the
request of the community, which is part of an overall rad‐
ical activist milieu in Geneva (Pattaroni, 2020). The posi‐
tion was founded after a foundational meeting referred
to as “les Assises,”with the political support of a left‐wing
elected representative who stood for years for gender
and LGBTIQ+ equality. Finally, a dedicated LGBTIQ+ strat‐
egy, which is planned to run over the period 2020–2030,
has been designed through seven axes. It addresses the
need for an intersectional approach to protect those
who are framed as vulnerable LGBTIQ+ demographics,
such as women, the elderly, disabled, and trans peo‐
ple. In addition to combatting discrimination and vio‐
lence, and equal access to municipal services, particular
attention is given to enhancing visibility and disseminat‐
ing queer culture and memory. Overall, LGBTIQ+ Geneva
politics encompass a wide range of actions in various
sectors, including health, culture, youth, and education.
Such actions include the funding of one‐off events or
community collectives, awareness campaigns, and train‐
ing, e.g., internal training within institutional services,
such as the civil registry services or the police.

The data used in this article stem from a research
project that focuses on the claiming of space and cit‐
izenship for sexual and gender minorities. I analysed
data collected during ethnographic fieldwork within the
LGBTIQ+ community, along with observations during
events organised in public spaces by both community col‐
lectives and public action. I also observed open and inter‐
nal institutional meetings and completed a document
analysis of meeting minutes, brochures, reports, and
institutional websites. I choose here to drawmore specif‐
ically on semi‐structured interviews with public officials
and selected elected representatives from both the City
and the State of Geneva, conducted from February to
October 2022. While all public officials agreed to be
interviewed, I chose to anonymise my data because the
Geneva microcosmos is quite small. Interviewees are
therefore referred by letters and their gender kept as
neutral. Interviewees A, B, and C work at the municipal
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level while D and E work as the cantonal level. In this arti‐
cle, I consider the tension that emerges from the strong
dynamism of the two parts of the governance–activism
nexus along with the critique of LGBTIQ+ policies that
are denounced as pinkwashing by (part) of the commu‐
nity collectives. This ignites the question of whether or
not the support provided through public action to the
community is possibly a flagship of openness and toler‐
ance for the city brand in the context of urban creative
neoliberal modes of governance (Duplan, 2021). I exam‐
ine hence the nature of the engagement of public offi‐
cials in charge of gender and LGBTIQ+ equality‐related
issues, along three main roles that emerged from the
analysis: the mediator; the advisor, and the lobbyist.

4. From a Community Bricolage to an Institutional
Strategy: Public Officials as Mediators

In this section, I reflect on the importance of the insti‐
tutional positions dedicated to equality working col‐
laboratively with community collectives. The intervie‐
wees strongly acknowledge that their positions rely on
the “strong support of the community collectives” (C).
They emphasise that this history is reflected in a way
of working that draws on the community’s expertise,
through an interactive process that is recognised as
“ultra‐beneficial” (A). Interviewee C develops:

This year we are working on bodies, the body….One
of the first recommendations that came out of the
session was: beware of the objectification of bodies.
So there you have it, we are really in this interactive
process. I don’t know if we can call it “participative,”
because participation obeys very precise rules, but in
any case, there are quite strong exchanges.

In keeping with this collaborative objective, community
collectives meet annually with the institutions, during
an event described as “a privileged exchange where the
associations and the supervisory elected officials really
talk about projects that concern the city” (C). This event
counts additionally as a space for community collectives
both to raise their voices and concerns directly to the
institution and to meet and gather with other collec‐
tives in a “networking and sharing place” that helps to
“keep in touch” (C). While emphasising the importance
of enhancing a meeting culture for sharing and knowing,
the interviewees strongly underline that this has been
developed over years through exploration. Interviewee C
refers to this context as “a blank page” or a “greenfield”
upon their arrival. They also call for “stop tinkering,” ref‐
erencing the new LGBTIQ+ strategy of implementing the
municipal action plan by consistently consolidating what
already exists. Other interviewees indicate that it is time
to “move forward” and “provide the different depart‐
ments with the means they need to achieve the ambi‐
tions set out in the strategy” (A). Interviewee E speaks
of an “empirical way of working that now needs to be

more systematised.” They say they are tired of this insti‐
tutional tinkering, having the feeling that their exper‐
tise and voice were impeached by institutional structure,
and they were kind of wasting their time with no future
for the projects and actions they wanted to implement.
Interviewee E’s situation is particularly interesting here
since they later announce that they are considering quit‐
ting their position, an intention justified by their need of
a more applied role.

The interviewees highlight how their position rely
on serving the community. For instance, when talking
about the 2022 equality campaign, which includes fat
and queer women bodies, interviewee B describes that
they, as the service, collectively privileged the needs
and views of the collectives involved over the recom‐
mendations of the communication agency in charge of
the campaign posters. While positioning themselves as
spokespersons for the community collectives, they also
have to know the community and local organisations
from within. All the people I engaged with have a prior
activist or associative background, or define themselves
as engaged in some capacity. Most of them have a strong
associative career path and C even talks about associa‐
tive background as a “kind of a prerequisite” to work
in a service in charge of gender and LGBTIQ+ equality
issues. They underline the importance of being grounded
in the local realities of the community and talk about
trying at the best “not being above the ground” to bet‐
ter assess the ongoing challenges, needs, and difficul‐
ties encountered by the community (C). This local con‐
nection gives them legitimacy on both side of the nexus:
within the community, in which they appear as a trou‐
bled insider, and within the institution, in which they can
value their field expertise. It also emphasises the impor‐
tance of both “activist capital” (Matonti & Poupeau,
2004) and “indigenous capital” (Ripoll & Tissot, 2010)
when it comes to remaining connected to the field reali‐
ties and facilitating proposals for inclusive LGBTIQ+ poli‐
cies. Moreover, all the public officials I met working with
gender equality issues identify as female and identify
either as feminist or demonstrate a strong engagement
in their previous background, and all those working with
LGBTIQ+ issues are part of the community and have pre‐
viously worked as activists or in nongovernmental orga‐
nizations. This is illustrative of what is being forged as
activist careers, which would deserve more scrutiny in
terms of valued capitals (Colussi, 2023). Moreover, it is
worth noting that if queerness appears as a criterion to
work in a LGBTIQ+ dedicated position, my observations
testify to a quite buffed queerness that closely matches
homonormativity and hence reflects its dual politics.

What is also emphasised in the interviews is the
dimension of expertise, which is defined in two ways.
Firstly, it is defined as a knowledge that is acquired and
maintained through relationships between collectives
and public officials. Secondly, it is presented as a mon‐
itoring process that requires the ability to navigate the
changing landscape and identify emerging voices in the
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community, bringing them in contact with the institu‐
tional side of the nexus. Interviewee C explains:

There are also more informal collectives that do not
necessarily have access, that are sometimes a little
reticent about public administrations, do not always
have a good experience of public authorities, either
on a personal or collective basis….Can we put our‐
selves within reach of these people? This also ques‐
tions our practices a lot…how do we maintain a dia‐
logue with an administration and all its rigidities, so
that we are not just in an exchange with associations
that have learned to format themselves for adminis‐
trative dialogue?

Interviewee C smoothly emphasizes that it is important
to not only be in dialogue with funded collectives to
avoid a possible “sclerosing process.” As such, they posi‐
tion themself discreetly as a kind of gatekeeper of what
they see as possible over‐institutionalisation of some col‐
lectives and associated drifts. However, this position as
grounded front‐runner does not rely only on the will
of the actors only. It is also strongly articulated with
self‐positionality. Interviewee C explains how they reach
their own limits when going out in an environment
which does not correspond to their personal identifica‐
tion. These reflections show public officials engaged in
a grounded work that emphasises contact and proxim‐
ity with the collectives and the community at large. They
embrace their role as mediators between collectives and
policymakers, emphasising that they work to amplify
silenced voices to institutions to improved inclusivity and
treatment of the community. As such, they occupy a lim‐
inal position known as in‐betweenness (Bhabha, 1994).
Their voices also show the way in which they present
themselves as experts, in the sense that they have the
capacity to navigate within the community and to iden‐
tify the ongoing issues and transformations. Their posi‐
tionality may however be a barrier for their legitimacy
in certain segments of the community, along with their
journey towards the institution, denounced as a renunci‐
ation of the authentic values of activism. Wearing multi‐
ple “hats” hence does not come without personal costs
either, as they “can expect to be challenged and critiqued
and held accountable” (Browne & Bakshi, 2013, p. 261).
With the implementation of an institutional LGBTIQ+
strategy, one may question whether public officials are
offering “authentic” support and truly listening to queer
people’s and communities’ needs (Duplan, 2021). This
involves considering whether public officials are aware
of pinkwashing and if they are consequently positioned
to work adversely to these possible drifts.

5. City Self‐Promotion or Authentic LGBTIQ+ Support?
Public Officials as Advisors

The new institutional guideline related to the LGBTIQ+
strategy is presented as firmly anchored in the continuity

of what previously existed, i.e., “put[ting] the associative
expertise at the heart of public policy” (C). At the state
level, interviewee E describes themain objective as to dis‐
cuss the collectives’ needs for effective, targeted and rel‐
evant public action. Interviewee D adds that the equality
bill was the concrete result of consultativeworkwith field
actors, and the current project of mapping LGBTIQ+ vio‐
lence is strongly grounded in the field. IntervieweeCeven
minimises the role of the institution to privilege the one
of the community in making a more inclusive queer city,
by presenting Geneva as “more welcoming thanks to its
rich network of associations than…to the City of Geneva.”
This is also present when they refer to the need for cul‐
tural changewithin the institution tomake public officers
understand that political competencies strongly rely on
collectives’ expertise. The conception, promotion, and
implementation of a strategy labelled LGBTIQ+ also raises
question about the possible discriminatory effects engen‐
dered by keeping apart LGBTIQ+ issues.While some inter‐
viewees argue for services and laws specifically dedicated
to LGBTIQ+ persons, others stressed the need for a more
transversal approach. Interviewee B refers to how impor‐
tant it is “that there is one person in charge of each
theme, because this guarantees that the issues specific
to each theme can be developed, and that the common
issues can be worked on together.” Interviewee E clar‐
ifies that “the political challenge is to centralise a law
at the cantonal level, rather than adding to the various
existing laws so that people who feel they are victims are
recognised.” In contrast, interviewee Cmentions that the
“LGBT strategy aims at transversal inclusion,” meaning
that all city services should individually address LGBTIQ+
needs.While divergent, these viewpoints are not in oppo‐
sition, but rather point out the complementarity of per‐
spectives and the work towards “reassembling of estab‐
lished differences” (Hutta, 2010, p. 157).

The vigilance towards possible political drifts in
LGBTIQ+ support is very present in the International
Day Against Homophobia, Biphobia, Lesbophobia and
Transphobia campaign that takes place in the public city
space. Interviewee A explains that the campaign is built
with and for a community audience, while also raising
the awareness of the general public. For they, the first
challenge is that the general publicmust be addressed by
the campaign in a way that does not produce “additional
violence for those concerned,” e.g., not representing pic‐
tures that victimize participants or reproduce harmful
tropes. Interviewee A underlines that this fragile balance
is difficult to maintain. They also insist that the role of
representing LGBTIQ+ people in public space involves
normalising models for the younger audience. They add
that the campaign works as a claiming of public space
for the community, “given that the public space is not
neutral and predominantly cis hetero.” A’s assertion that
such campaigns “make eyes that don’t usually see these
things see them” underlines how this works as a queer‐
ing of the public space. Interviewee A also asserts how
important it is for the city to position itself as a supporter

Urban Planning, 2023, Volume 8, Issue 2, Pages 187–196 191

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


of LGBTIQ+ cause, while accompanying the campaign
with a dedicated programme conceived with community
collectives, to prevent pinkwashing.What counts for A is:

To put forward values and say to the general public:
“The city, as a public institution, supports the rights
of LGBTIQ+ people. It is against discrimination against
these communities….” That’s it, to really make [its
position] visible. If there is really this work of collab‐
oration, of joint consultation, really this connection
with the associations….I think that’s what makes it
possible to…not fall into simple self‐promotion, with
a big rainbow flag, you know.

For they, the campaign aims to raise awareness while
allowing members of the community to feel represented
and supported. The meaning of the term pinkwashing
for public officials differs slightly from its academic use.
By denying that they are working towards pinkwashing
policies, they refer more to policies that would instru‐
mentalise LGBTIQ+ lives to promote the city’s gayfriendly
image in line with supposed values of openness and tol‐
erance, than to explicitly portraying of an illiberal and
undemocratic Other. The case of Switzerland deserves
hence a specific attention due to its regional location
on the fringes of the European Union which means that
it has to be both accepted and distinguished. The main
argument put forward to prevent pinkwashing is the
objective of inclusiveness: interviewee C emphasizes the
need to “welcome the whole population” as “the motto”
that guides the city’s action and the need for the city
“to adapt [its] offer to be inclusive of all specificities.”
This view, which is grounded in the everyday, relates
well to feminist practices and may be a line of inquiry
to keep in mind when attempting to assess how public
action is performed and produced by public officials on
a daily basis. Moreover, it allows for the consideration of
whether public action is truly oriented towards everyday
people, rather than towards global talents and transna‐
tional capital. As Geneva is part of the Rainbow Cities
Network, one could oppose that such actions could be
used to internationally spread a LGBTIQ+‐friendly image
of the city. Interviewee C strongly defends themself from
this viewpoint:

This is something we questioned a lot, especially at
the beginning of the Rainbow Cities, where there was
a fear that this “label,” in inverted commas–the mem‐
bership of the network–would be used as a market‐
ing tool for the city…and that in the end the munici‐
pal action would be limited to that, just because we
would be marketing to foreigners only, and that the
local population would not be helped at all. This is
really a concern we have.

Interviewee C also points that the city favours the net‐
work as a good‐practice exchange network rather than
a label of promotion. Finally, while the city is publicly

encouraging its support to the cause, it is also capable
of more discrete actions, for instance when it comes
to the funding of community collectives’ project. They
explain that while it is supposedly mandatory to include
the city logo, the city has allowed its exclusion for some
funded events, acknowledging the possible tensions that
city funding might engender for some collectives.

Public officials emphasise a bottom‐up approach to
public action that prioritises the everyday and the local,
rather than the international and the external image,
which then prevents from being labelled as pinkwash‐
ing. They also outline their role on the institutional side
of the nexus as an attempt to integrate new ways of
thinking, which appears to be crucial when it comes to
the implementation of new laws or policies. As men‐
tioned by interviewee D, it is not because a law finally
exists that it is applied; while a law is an achievement,
it must still be actualised. They explain that “it is also a
question of training and raising the awareness of mag‐
istrates or lawyers who must apply or refer to this law
so that it is really used to its full potential.” The dedi‐
cated public officials are consequently required to advise
the magistrates or boards, at both the municipal and
the cantonal levels, to make relevant public policies that
support the LGBTIQ+ community, as well as to educate
internal public officials. Interviewee C highlights this at
the municipal level, explaining that it became quickly
apparent that their role went beyond supporting the
collectives to include improving the internal functioning
of the institution. They explain how the integration of
queer issues has switched, over one decade, from fight‐
ing against overt discrimination, such as queer assaults,
to considering how to implement queer‐specific needs
to create more inclusive work environments and better
public reception. Interviewee B sees that “one of the
big challenges is also to go…and work with the services
and get them to integrate these issues, to provide them
with advice when they are ready to accept the advice, or
the…suggestions. And then to build projects with these
services which are intended for the population.”

This responsibility to raise awareness is presented
as a step‐by‐step process, where they must wait for the
people and services to be ready. This discreet position
is supported by recent legislative changes inside and
outside Switzerland, as “an evolution in society’s sen‐
sitivity that also goes hand in hand with political and
media sensitivity, and which means that these subjects
are increasingly discussed” (D). All of this demonstrates
the internal work that is done to implement laws and
policies and raise awareness across all institutional ser‐
vices for LGBTIQ+ issues. Although it may take time for
their expertise to be recognised outside equality‐labelled
services, public officials in charge of these questions
are experts who draw on their grounded knowledge
and ongoing contact with the communities. Although
they seem unquestionably convinced of their action,
the scope of their analysis remains difficult to assess.
Deeply embodying their position, they express a flawless

Urban Planning, 2023, Volume 8, Issue 2, Pages 187–196 192

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


professional performance in the service of an institution
that is nevertheless inserted in a rainbow Europe sub‐
verted by homonormative neoliberal logics. In this, they
bear witness to the dual dynamics of homonationalist
policies that normatively orient the axes of governance
while continuing to offer contextual possibilities of sub‐
version (Hartal, 2015; Hartal & Sasson‐Levy, 2017, 2018).

6. Insider Activists or Agents of New Neoliberal
Governance? Public Officials as Undercover Lobbyists

The research participants demonstrate how they culti‐
vate a patient and discrete work from within, with the
aim of transforming the institution. Their words empha‐
sise their commitment in away that articulateswith their
personal convictions and values. For example, intervie‐
wee B evaluates that “it was a wish to be able to con‐
verge my personal commitments and…my professional
career.” Furthermore, the manner in which they speak
denotes both their identification to the institution and
the collective work that is done within the institution.
For example, many of them refer to the structure they
work for as their place, using “we” and “at our place”
throughout their discussions. This work involves perme‐
ating the institution and creating change from within
through a kind of uncover mode. Interviewee C talks
about “a work of small hands in the shadows” that is
done at municipal level. They also underline how they
have to remind people working in various institutional
services that they rely on the expertise of the community
collectives. Interviewee C highlights that there is a cru‐
cial need for change in institutional culture, which “is still
marked by a top down mentality.” Discretely changing
the culture of an institution fromwithin is also described
by interviewee D, who explains how the service they
run succeeded in adding LGBTIQ+ related issues to the
conference of equality delegates. This involved bending
the initial aim of the conference in the absence of a
network and budget that were specifically dedicated to
LGBTIQ+ issues. While this illustrates the flexibility that
delegates have, it also shows how they use this scope
for action without proper institutional direction to align
their mission with what they identify as priority issues.
Public officials engage hence in a form of internal lobby‐
ing. Interviewee B convenes the metaphor of the Trojan
horse to describe their work:

We were doing somewhat invisible work to get them
(municipal services) on projects. We often start with
awareness‐raising projects. We say to them, “Oh, we
have this project, don’t youwant to collaborate?” And
then we say, “Oh, well…the results…it would be nice
to ask this and that as questions….What if we con‐
tinue?” And then…[laughs] And then, little by little,
we manage to set up programmes, or more struc‐
tured actions actually. And often it starts with…a little
Trojan horse that we…[laughs] that we push forward,
like this.

This demonstrates that the research informants are
aware of their liminal positions. Furthermore, it shows
that they must use many tactics to advance political
issues in the face of multiple boundaries. One of the
biggest challenges pointed is the possibility of polit‐
ical switches that can occur with legislative changes.
The interviewees described that processes of validation,
written decisions, and budget guarantees are imperative
to achieve long‐term institutional transformation and
change the institutional culture. Relying on their own
commitment to the cause prevents thus public officials
from simply being positioned as working agents of the
neoliberal governance.When it comes to whether or not
they identify as activist, or how they define their way
of acting as such, responses vary. Interviewee A exposes
how they split their life in two according to geographical
area. They continue to be part of the activistmilieu in the
geographical area they live, which is out of the Geneva
State, and stick to their representational role as part of
an institution when at work:

There is always a bit of tension, because when you
have a job like that, well, you have the institutional
hat, you have…you have to put aside your activist
hat….I think maybe that [not living in Geneva] can
help because I am perhaps less present directly in…the
associative milieu here, or the festive and activist
spheres. So here I’m mainly seen, perhaps, as the City
of Geneva….And I can perhaps also have this slightly
more activist life [laughs] in [the placewhere they live].

Interviewee B argues for a role that clearly refers to
activism, asserting that the term should be avoidedwhen
talking within the institution:

We’ll try not to use this term [activist] too much so
that it won’t be misinterpreted or turned around, but
I think there’s an activist dimension. There’s clearly
a desire to transform and….Well, there’s an idea of
transforming institutions too. It’s not just a question
of “we’ll do a few projects and then we’ll have ful‐
filled our role,” but of “how do we get the…the rela‐
tionships to change?”….Power relationships are also
internal, they are external, they are at the individ‐
ual level, they are at the collective, systemic level,
well….I think that this is also a bit of the vocation of
this service, eh….Even if perhaps not everyone realises
it….[laughs] What we are trying to do under the radar.

Finally, convening another register of action, intervie‐
wee C firmly contests the possibility that one can be an
activist while working in such a role. At the same time,
their positions themself as actor of change in relation to
LGBTIQ+ issues, which can correspond to a certain defi‐
nition of activism:

On the other hand, my work is really built as…an
actor of change. The idea is obviously to make the
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municipal administration progress in these areas,
towards better things, towards this inclusion, towards
more equality, equity….So….In that sense, it can be
seen as activism, but it’s not activism, actually. What
I’m trying to get across is that it’s part of the job.
It’s part of the roles and responsibilities of munici‐
pal governments to deal with these issues. So I vol‐
untarily withdraw from activism actually, saying to
myself: “But I’m not activist, I’m trying to think with
you and help you to do your job, in fact, and to
respond to…your responsibilities.” And try to identify
them and see the demands for action, and…but in
fact it’s always from an institutional perspective. It’s
never….It’s never….For the “activism,” in quotes.

Interviewee C points to the possible drifts that might be
opened when one defines himself as an activist within
the institution. He insists that the term activist should
be kept away from the institutional sphere, to prevent
it from being empty of its political and radical meaning:

And also because I need activists. I need to have peo‐
ple in front of me or next to me or with me who come
and poke the institution and say: “Yes, that’s very
good, but what are you doing concretely?”…Everyone
has their own role. There are things you can’t do
when you’re out, and things you can’t do when you’re
in. But you can do other things. So there you go.
That’s…really what you have to…balance it all out.
So afterwards, I try to push the wheel of change.

This empirical data clearly communicates the personal
engagement of public officials in their institutional mis‐
sion of supporting LGBTIQ+ communities. Beyond the
interviews, this is also visible in their desire to take part
in the research project, their interest in the research
time frame and the future findings, and their availabil‐
ity. The role of a public official may thus be considered
as a form of insider activism that allows individuals with
strong personal convictions to actively facilitate societal
and institutional change from within. However, as they
attempt to reflect on their own privileges within the
queer community, thanks to their position on the gov‐
ernance side of the nexus, I suggest that they may be
described as “critical allies” (Nixon, 2019), who “help
clear the noise that gets in the way of coalitional build‐
ing rather than creating more of it” (Oswin, 2020, p. 14).
This heuristic distinction also helps to retain the radical
disruptive potential that the term activism carries with
it, thereby offering potential future avenues of action for
more liveable spaces for all.

7. Embracing the LGBTIQ+ Cause Field Through the
Practice of Allyship

In a contextwhere the spectre of pinkwashing is never far
away, I have shown that public officials in charge of equal‐
ity issues in Geneva consider their work by reflecting on

their previous activist paths and engaging in grounded
collaborative work both with community collectives and
within the institution. The main findings illustrate the
ongoing dialogue between activist collectives and pub‐
lic officials that join their forces together to increase the
visibility of queer lives and concerns, and improve access
to public spaces and services for those whose gender or
sexual orientation might still be considered as an impedi‐
ment. They also show the shadowwork of those commit‐
ted persons who infiltrate the institutional sphere with
the goal of institutional change. Raising the voice of pub‐
lic officials sheds light on how public action is driven on a
daily basis from the perspective of those in charge of its
implementation. It also elucidates nuances in the oppo‐
sition between authentic radical activism, as the exclu‐
sive practice of community collectives, and pinkwash‐
ing policies, as the assumed strategy of public action
and actors.

Reflecting on everyday practices of action from
within institutions helps moving beyond the fruitless
insider–outsider divide. This prevents the simplistic
reduction of those public officials to agents of neolib‐
eral ideology by accounting for theways homonormative
and homonationalist politics are constantly reconfigured
for the need of the cause (Hartal & Sasson‐Levy, 2018).
Moreover, it connects those practices to other exist‐
ing forms of action that are more easily referred to as
activism. It is through everyday practice of engagement
within any institution, including academia, that we can
collectively support the creation of safer queer spaces for
marginalised segments of the community, so that “we
might stop wasting time and finally work together to get
to where we need to go” (Oswin, 2020, p. 14). I argue
hence for accounting for an assemblage of practices that
create new constellations. This will help thinking further
together both sides of the governance–activism nexus
as a shared LGBTIQ+ “cause field” (Bereni, 2021), allow‐
ing for a deeper exploration of the fragmented and often
conflictual spatialities of collective action. In so doing,we
must however be diligent not to fall into a “hermeneutics
of faith” (Josselson, 2004) and to continue investigating
the power relations at stake within the queer cause field
(Colussi, 2023) at all scales of action.

To complement this analysis, more research has to
be done with the activist side of the nexus to raise
up the community collectives’ voices and acknowledge
their diversity (Bain & Podmore, 2021). Based on ini‐
tial insights from the Geneva case, some community
members advocate for a plurality of modes of action
to enhance dialogue with politicians, while carrying out
more radical actions in parallel. This will notably open
to further reflections on the professionalisation of cer‐
tain activist paths at the interface of political. Finally,
it would be interesting to research further the city’s
participation in international networks linked to the
international Geneva, such as the International Lesbian,
Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association; Egides; or
Rainbow Cities Network. This will help better understand
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the entanglement of political issues from a translocal
perspective, while reflecting deeper on the “paradoxi‐
cal possibilities of new worldings” (Hutta, 2010, p. 154)
offered by the continuous remaking of power relations
in the field.

Acknowledgments

I would like to thank the various actors I met during the
fieldwork. My thanks also go to the two anonymous ref‐
erees for their very constructive comments on an ear‐
lier version of this article. Finally, I would like to thank
theMaurice Chalumeau Centre for Sexual Sciences of the
University of Geneva, for the funding of this research.

Conflict of Interests

The author declares no conflict of interests.

References

Ayoub, P., & Paternotte, D. (Eds.). (2014). LGBT activism
and the making of Europe: A rainbow Europe? Pal‐
grave Macmillan.

Bain, A. L., & Podmore, J. A. (2021). Placing LGBTQ+urban
activisms. Urban Studies, 58(7), 1305–1326.

Balzer, C., & Hutta, J. S. (2014). Trans networking in
the European vortex: Between advocacy and grass‐
roots politics. In P. Ayoub & D. Paternotte (Eds.),
LGBT activism and the making of Europe: A rainbow
Europe? (pp. 171–192). Palgrave Macmillan.

Bell, D., & Binnie, J. (2000). The sexual citizen: Queer pol‐
itics and beyond. Polity.

Bell, D., & Binnie, J. (2004). Authenticating queer space:
Citizenship, urbanism and governance. Urban Stud‐
ies, 41(9), 1807–1820.

Bereni, L. (2021). The women’s cause in a field: Rethink‐
ing the architecture of collective protest in the era
of movement institutionalization. Social Movement
Studies, 20(2), 208–223.

Bhabha, H. K. (1994). The location of culture. Routledge.
Blidon,M. (2011). En quête de reconnaissance. La justice

spatiale à l’épreuve de l’hétéronormativité [In search
of recognition. Spatial justice in the face of heteronor‐
mativity]. Justice Spatiale/Spatial Justice, 3, 1–13.

Brown, G. (2009). Thinking beyond homonormativity:
Performative explorations of diverse gay economies.
Environment and Planning A, 41(6), 1496–1510.

Brown, G. (2015). Rethinking the origins of homonor‐
mativity: The diverse economies of rural gay life in
England and Wales in the 1970s and 1980s. Trans‐
actions of the Institute of British Geographers, 40(4),
549–561.

Browne, K., & Bakshi, L. (2013). Insider activists: The
fraught possibilities of LGBT activisms from within.
Geoforum, 49, 253–262.

Browne, K., & Bakshi, L. (2016). Ordinary in Brighton?
LGBT, activisms and the city. Routledge.

Colussi, G. (2023). Faire du militantisme son métier.
Carrières militantes, salariat et professionnalisation
dans le milieu militant LGBTIQ+ en Suisse romande
[Making activism a profession. Activist careers,
employment and professionalisation in the LGBTIQ+
activist milieu in French‐speaking Switzerland] [Mas‐
ter’s thesis, University of Geneva]. Archive ouverte
Unige.

Delessert, T. (2012). Le “milieu” homosexuel suisse
durant la Seconde Guerre Mondiale [The Swiss
homosexual “milieu” during the Second World
War]. Cahiers d’histoire. Revue D’histoire Critique,
119(2012), 65–78.

D’Emilio, J. (2006). The marriage fight is setting us back.
The Gay & Lesbian Review Worldwide, 13(6), 10–12.

Doan, P. L. (2015). Planning and LGBTQ communities. Tay‐
lor & Francis.

Duggan, L. (2002). The newhomonormativity: The sexual
politics of neoliberalism. In R. Castronovo & D. D. Nel‐
son (Eds.),Materializing democracy: Toward a revital‐
ized cultural politics (pp. 175–194). Duke University
Press.

Duplan, K. (2021). The sexual politics of nation brand‐
ing in creative Luxembourg: A queer perspective.
ACME: An International Journal for Critical Geogra‐
phies, 20(3), 272–293.

Duplan, K. (2022). Toward a queering of the right to the
city: Insights from the tensions in LGBTIQ+ politics
in Geneva, the “capital of peace.” In M. Blidon &
S. D. Brunn (Eds.),Mapping LGBTQ spaces and places.
A changing world (pp. 323–340). Springer.

Flinders, M., & Wood, M. (2018). Nexus politics: Concep‐
tualizing everyday political engagement. Democratic
Theory, 5(2), 56–81.

Halberstam, J. J. (2005). In a queer time and place: Trans‐
gender bodies, subcultural lives (Vol. 3). NYU Press.

Haritaworn, J. (2010). Queer injuries: The racial politics
of “homophobic hate crime” in Germany. Social Jus‐
tice, 37(119), 69–89.

Hartal, G. (2015). The gendered politics of absence—
Homonationalism and gendered power relations in
Tel Aviv’s Gay‐Centre. In K. Browne&E. Ferreira (Eds.),
Lesbian geographies: Gender, place and power (pp.
91–112). Ashgate.

Hartal, G., & Sasson‐Levy, O. (2017). Being [in] the center:
Sexual citizenship and homonationalism at Tel Aviv’s
Gay‐Center. Sexualities, 20(5/6), 738–761.

Hartal, G., & Sasson‐Levy, O. (2018). Re‐reading homona‐
tionalism: An Israeli spatial perspective. Journal of
Homosexuality, 65(10), 1391–1414.

Hutta, J. S. (2010). Paradoxical publicness: Becoming‐
imperceptiblewith the Brazilian lesbian, gay, bisexual
and transgender movement. In N. Mahony, J. New‐
man, & C. Barnett (Eds.), Rethinking the public: Inno‐
vations in research, theory and politics (pp. 143–162).
Policy Press.

Johnston, L. (2017). Gender and sexuality II: Activism.
Progress in Human Geography, 41(5), 648–656.

Urban Planning, 2023, Volume 8, Issue 2, Pages 187–196 195

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Josselson, R. (2004). The hermeneutics of faith and the
hermeneutics of suspicion. Narrative Inquiry, 14(1),
1–29.

Manalansan, M. F., IV. (2005). Race, violence, and neolib‐
eral spatial politics in the global city. Social Text,
23(3/4), 141–155.

Matonti, F., & Poupeau, F. (2004). Le capital militant.
Essai de définition [Activist capital. An attempt for
definition]. Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales,
2004(5), 4–11.

McKenzie, M. (2014). Black girl dangerous: On race,
queerness, class and gender. BGD Press.

Misgav, C. (2015). With the current, against the wind:
Constructing spatial activism and radical politics in
the Tel‐Aviv Gay Center. ACME: An International Jour‐
nal for Critical Geographies, 14(4), 1208–1234.

Misgav, C., & Hartal, G. (2019). Queer urban movements
from the margin(s)—Activism, politics, space: An
editorial introduction. Geography Research Forum,
39(1), 1–18.

Namaste, K. (1996). Genderbashing: Sexuality, gender,
and the regulation of public space. Environment and
Planning D: Society and Space, 14(2), 221–240.

Nixon, S. A. (2019). The coin model of privilege and
critical allyship: Implications for health. BMC Public
Health, 19(1), 1–13.

Oswin, N. (2020). An other geography. Dialogues in
Human Geography, 10(1), 9–18.

Pattaroni, L. (2020). La contre‐culture domestiquée [The
domestication of counter‐culture]. Métis Presses.

Podmore, J. A. (2013). Critical commentary: Sexualities
landscapes beyond homonormativity. Geoforum, 49,
263–267.

Podmore, J. A., & Bain, A. L. (2019). On the edge
of urban “equalities”: Framing millennial suburban
LGBTQ+ activisms in Canada. Geography Research
Forum, 39(1), 43–66.

Puar, J. K. (2007). Terrorist assemblages: Homonational‐
ism in queer times. Duke University Press.

Puar, J. K. (2013). Rethinking homonationalism. Interna‐
tional Journal of Middle East Studies, 45(2), 336–339.

République et canton de Genève. (n.d.). Bureau de
promotion de l’égalité et de prévention des violences
[Office for the Promotion of Equality and the Pre‐
vention of Violence]. https://www.ge.ch/dossier/
promouvoir‐egalite/institutions‐partenaires/
bureau‐promotion‐egalite‐prevention‐violences

Richardson, D. (2018). Sexuality and citizenship. Sexuali‐
ties, 21(8), 1256–1260.

Ripoll, F., & Tissot, S. (2010). La dimension spatiale des
ressources sociales [The spatial dimension of social
resources]. Regards sociologiques, 40, 5–7.

Ritchie, J. (2015). Pinkwashing, homonationalism, and
Israel–Palestine: The conceits of queer theory
and the politics of the ordinary. Antipode, 47(3),
616–634.

Roca i Escoda, M. (2010). La reconnaissance en chemin:
L’institutionnalisation des couples homosexuels à
Genève [Recognition on its way: The institutionalisa‐
tion of same‐sex couples in Geneva]. Seismo.

Roca i Escoda, M. (2013). De la dénonciation du droit
à la conquête des droits. Le cas des mobilisations
homosexuelles [From denouncing the right to con‐
quering rights. The case of homosexual mobiliza‐
tions]. In B. Frère &M. Jacquemain (Eds.), Résister au
quotidien? [Resisting in everyday life?] (pp. 55–86).
Presses de Science‐Po.

Schotten, C. H. (2016). Homonationalism: From critique
to diagnosis, or, we are all homonational now. Inter‐
national Feminist Journal of Politics, 18(3), 351–370.

Schulman, S. (2012). Israel/Palestine and the queer inter‐
national. Duke University Press.

Volpp, L. (2017). Feminist, sexual, and queer citizen‐
ship. In A. Shachar, R. Bauböck, I. Bloemraad, &
M. Vink (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of citizenship
(pp. 153–177). Oxford university Press.

Warner, M. (1999). Fear of a queer planet: Queer politics
and social theory. University of Minnesota Press.

About the Author

Karine Duplan is a senior lecturer in the Department of Geography and Environment at the University
of Geneva. Her research focuses on the spatial dimension of inequalities and privileges. She draws on
feminist and queer theories to unpack the everyday discursive and material production of heteronor‐
mativity and its discriminatory effects as well as on the modes of transformation and contestation of
heteronormative power.

Urban Planning, 2023, Volume 8, Issue 2, Pages 187–196 196

https://www.cogitatiopress.com
https://www.ge.ch/dossier/promouvoir-egalite/institutions-partenaires/bureau-promotion-egalite-prevention-violences
https://www.ge.ch/dossier/promouvoir-egalite/institutions-partenaires/bureau-promotion-egalite-prevention-violences
https://www.ge.ch/dossier/promouvoir-egalite/institutions-partenaires/bureau-promotion-egalite-prevention-violences


Urban Planning (ISSN: 2183–7635)
2023, Volume 8, Issue 2, Pages 197–207
https://doi.org/10.17645/up.v8i2.6321

Article

Planning in the “LGBTQ Capital”: Choreographing Transgender In and Out
of Policy
Matt C. Smith 1,*, Paul Gilchrist 2, and Jason Lim 2

1 School of Humanities & Social Sciences, University of Brighton, UK
2 School of Applied Sciences, University of Brighton, UK

* Corresponding author (mcsmithresearch@gmail.com)

Submitted: 26 October 2022 | Accepted: 11 February 2023 | Published: 22 May 2023

Abstract
Greater consideration of transgender communities within planning has been called for from research highlighting their
absence in policy and practice. However, there is little work that outlines how trans is considered within current planning
practice. This article presents an empirical case study of how trans becomes articulated into city‐level policy and practice in
Brighton & Hove, the “LGBTQ capital” of England. A poststructural approach is used to analyse how trans is problematized
within planning documents and interviews with planning practitioners. We develop the concept of “choreographing” to
reflect the constrained rhythms and selective positioning at work in the articulation of trans in and out of planning policy
and practices. By tracing the only consideration of a specific identified need of the transgender population in Brighton
& Hove planning policy, we evidence the previous siloing of these concerns that positioned them in relation to other
municipal services, but not planning.We showhow interpretive practiceswithin aHealth and Equalities Impact Assessment
process do not allow the specific needs of trans people and communities to be considered, instead positioning trans people
as having greater “sensitivity” to generic changes in the built environment. This research concludes that current planning
practices can facilitate the consideration of trans communities in planning and policy‐making, yet simultaneously constrain
and inhibit the ability to enhance trans liveability in the city. This article opens up theorizing into how consideration of
trans and LGBTQ communities and knowledge are integrated into planning processes and calls for a creative disruption of
current practice.
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1. Introduction

This article explores how transgender is problematised
within the contemporary planning policy and prac‐
tice of an English municipal authority. It develops the
idea of “choreography” to understand how transgen‐
der becomes a presence or an absence in policy, and
how the usage of impact assessments as a technique
for the “embedding” of equalities concerns in local plan‐
ning policy facilitates the invisibility of LGBTQ commu‐

nities. The concept of choreography allows an analysis
of the complex orchestration of how knowledges, mean‐
ings, interpretations, claims, and capacities for action are
brought into relation with one another, configured and
reconfigured, as well as reworded, omitted and erased in
policy documents, discourse, and practice. It attends to
the intentionally and unintentionally co‐ordinatedmove‐
ment of these knowledges, meanings, and capacities for
action onto and off the stage of policy consideration
during iterative policy‐making processes. Choreography
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often operates through established ways of thinking and
doing within an applied discipline. A choreographic lens
helps to understand how transgender is selectively posi‐
tioned within the temporal rhythms of the planning
process. This approach contributes to a much‐needed
understanding of how transgender is problematised as
“equalities,” and how professional and institutional prac‐
tices articulate transgender tomake it intelligible to plan‐
ning practitioners within the status quo. A twofold case
study shows, firstly, how transgender became explicitly
articulated into a planning policy document that offers
guidance on spatial design, and secondly, how transgen‐
der is considered within impact assessments conducted
on the Local Plan.

In this article the term LGBTQ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender, Queer) is usedwhen referring to sexual and
gender minoritized people. In the analysis the category
“LGBT” is often used as this is the category used in plan‐
ning documents. “Trans” is used as an umbrella term for
a wide range of sex/gender experiences that are outside
of the narrow cisgender binary that assigns sex/gender at
birth. In planning documents transgender is referred to
butmore often is collapsed in with LGBT. The burgeoning
literature on LGBTQ communities that seeks to queery
planning has contributed significantly to understand‐
ings on how planning can operate to (re)produce het‐
eronormative and heterosexist assumptions and prac‐
tices (Berry et al., 2021; Doan, 2011a, 2015; Frisch, 2002).
However, how trans specifically is included in the plan‐
ning process remains under‐researched. Similarly, trans
geographies attend to the spatial embodied lived experi‐
ences of trans people without following up on the impli‐
cations for planning (see Doan, 2010; March, 2021; Todd,
2021). Therefore, aworking knowledge of how trans lives
come to feature (or not) in planning is needed in order to
be able to disrupt and practice the profession otherwise.

An overview of trans‐focused planning research pre‐
cedes a consideration of the role of LGBT equality in
British municipal government and the adoption of tech‐
niques such as impact assessments. This section con‐
cludes by introducing “choreography” to understand
policy and practice dynamics in planning. The methodol‐
ogy outlines the poststructural approach taken to plan‐
ning policy and practice in Brighton & Hove. Brighton
& Hove has been termed the putative “gay capital” of
the UK (Browne & Bakshi, 2013; Browne & Lim, 2010).
Here we use the term “LGBTQ capital” in recognition
of increased visibility and organisation of trans commu‐
nities in the city—such as the biggest Trans Pride in
Europe, held annually since 2013. Brighton & Hove City
Council (BHCC) states it has adopted a “trans‐inclusive
approach” (BHCC, 2021a) and undertaken initiatives
such as a Trans Needs Assessment (TNA; Hill & Condon,
2015). Brighton & Hove resides within England which
has been termed a “progressive” LGBTQ legislative con‐
text, primarily because of “sexual orientation” and “gen‐
der reassignment” being protected characteristics under
the Equality Act 2010 (Browne et al., 2021). The findings

present choreographed articulations of trans in planning
policy and practice that grants trans an intelligibility. This
positioning of trans potentially opens space for a disrup‐
tion of cisheteronormative planning, but simultaneously
constrains the possibilities for a radical trans‐inclusive
planning practice. The impact assessment is a key pro‐
cess in the discursive work of “embedding equalities”
and meeting statutory equalities obligations, while con‐
currently classifying and regulating trans as a “sensitive”
population. Current planning practices articulate a liberal
political rationality of equality that decouples difference
from unequal relations of power and improvements in
liveability (see Browne et al., 2021; Butler, 2004). This
article contributes to understandings of how social dif‐
ference, here trans, is problematised, classified and reg‐
ulated within planning by focusing on the empirical prac‐
tices of a municipal authority.

2. Trans in Planning Research and English Municipal
Equalities Practice

2.1. Trans Inclusion and Exclusion in Planning

The primary consideration of trans in the field of plan‐
ning is in Petra Doan’s work (2001, 2007, 2010, 2011b).
Doan introduces the “tyranny of gender” to consider
the consequences of the binary gendering of space for
gender‐variant people. This tyranny of gender refers
to an amalgamation of systemic cissexism, transmisog‐
yny, and transphobia that result from the normalisa‐
tion and privileging of binary cisgender identities (see
also Serano, 2007). It produces marginalisation across
public institutions and spaces, housing, transportation,
and facilities such as toilets (Doan, 2010, 2011b). Doan’s
(2011b, p. 105) work emphasizes the need for plan‐
ning policy “that does not exclude or render [trans
people] invisible” and can increase public safety (see
also Namaste, 1996). One clear way is in the (re)design
of sex‐segregated spaces such as toilets and changing
rooms (Doan, 2011b). Research focused on the UK high‐
lights the need for trans‐inclusive design of toilets within
the context of the discursive production of these sites
aimed at trans‐exclusion (Jones & Slater, 2020; Marshall,
2021). Lubitow et al. (2017, 2020) focus upon “transmo‐
bilities” and the discrimination and harassment faced
by trans transit users. They argue that transportation
planners must understand the differential mobilities of
trans people and communities and how characteristics
of certain modes of travel, such as the confined space of
public transit, can reproduce marginalisation. Research
on the decline of LGBTQ+ nightlife venues in London,
UK, shows that trans people with intersecting oppres‐
sions are the most adversely affected by a lack of access
to community‐specific spaces (Campkin & Marshall,
2017). A few limited planning mechanisms such as Asset
of Community Value status (under the Localism Act
2011) have been deployed to protect some venues in
recognition of their contribution to a wider cultural
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infrastructure (Campkin, 2020; PlanningOut, 2019). This
approach aims to protect certain venues but is the recog‐
nition in planning of only one need amongst many for
LGBTQ people (Catterall & Azzouz, 2021). Lastly, geospa‐
tial policies governing sex work have been enacted to
exclude and seclude marginalised trans bodies within
urban space (Edelman, 2011, 2014; Sabsay, 2013).

Doan’s work, alongside others, offers a powerful call
for planning practitioners to develop practices that can
reduce the inequalities experienced by trans people, and
it challenges the tendency within feminist planning to
rely on binary gender constructions (cf. de Madariaga &
Neuman, 2020). Outside of planning, trans geographical
research has contributed to understandings of the spa‐
tialities of trans lives and the non‐binary experiences of
euphoria, recognition, and harassment and marginalisa‐
tion, for example in public spaces, housing, and “queer”
spaces (see March, 2021; Todd, 2021). In relation to
Brighton & Hove it has been described as both wel‐
coming and accepting for trans people and “as a site
of abuse, prejudice and discrimination” (Browne & Lim,
2010, p. 627). While research has begun to explore trans
lives in relation to the built environment, there is a need
for further research on how the functioning of planning
practice and processes opens and forecloses possibilities
for how, when, where, and what may be included when
trans is considered. This article seeks to begin to address
this by providing examples of how trans has become
incorporated into current planning policy.

2.2. Municipal Government LGBT Equality Practices

Planning in the UK is primarily a land‐use system, highly
fiscally centralisedwithin the internal devolved nations—
with municipal authorities’ decisions structured by
national legislation—and has been subject to multiple
neoliberalising reforms (Lord & Tewdwr‐Jones, 2014).
Planning applications are generally decided case‐by‐case
by municipal authorities. Decisions should take place in
reference to “local plans”—spatial planning documents
drawn up by municipal authorities in consultation with
local communities and various stakeholders setting out
a vision for future land developments. In the UK, guid‐
ance for planners on inclusive design, policy, and prac‐
tice for LGBTQ communities has emerged (Azzouz &
Catterall, 2021; PlanningOut, 2019), demonstrating a
shift in awareness, understanding, and attitude of some
within planning.

LGBT inclusion in British local government can be
seen as having a first generation in the 1980s under
and against a Conservative national government, a
second generation post‐1997 with the era of New
Labour (Cooper, 2006), and a third generation occur‐
ring post‐2010 with the passing of the Equality Act
2010 and Conservative‐led national governments. New
modes of recognition and practice such as dedicated
committees, targeted policy, and inclusion statements
were undertaken by supportive municipalities, accompa‐

nied by a trend in depoliticization, individualisation, and
non‐implementation (Browne et al., 2016; Richardson
& Monro, 2013). During the second generation, BHCC
planning department was highlighted for good prac‐
tice concerning its inclusion of “lesbians and gay men”
among other “hard to reach” groups within the plan‐
ning process (Office of the Deputy PrimeMinister, 2005).
UK municipal authorities are currently required under
the Public Sector Equalities Duty (PSED) of the Equality
Act 2010 to demonstrate “due regard” for people’s sex‐
ual orientation and gender reassignment status—for
example, in the development and design of new plans
and development projects. The “due regard” of the
PSED includes eliminating discrimination and advancing
equality of opportunity, effectively mainstreaming the
need to consider those with protected characteristics
(Stephenson, 2016). Equality Impact Assessments (EqIAs)
have become widely used to structure and document
this “due regard,” with 80% of London local planning
authorities conducting EqIAs on Local Plans (Town and
Country Planning Association, 2019). The first example
of a LGBTQ space being identified for protection within
the UK planning system was during the EqIA for Crossrail
in 2006 (Campkin, 2020). However, Colomb and Raco
(2018) have observed that impact assessments in plan‐
ning are involved with what Sara Ahmed (2007) terms
a “politics of documentation” in which doing the docu‐
ment takes primacy over the substance of what is being
done. The application of EqIAs by public authorities in
the UK are often seen as a “tick‐box exercise” (Harrison,
2011; Town and Country Planning Association, 2019).
The UK’s Town and Country Planning Association (2019,
p. 21) found that, within London, many Local Plan EqIAs
provide “very little detail and very limited discussion on
the potential negative impacts of policies.” There is thus
a need to unpack the “black box” of thinking behind
EqIAs because the final report produced often gives lit‐
tle insight into how protected characteristics such as sex‐
ual orientation and gender reassignment were consid‐
ered during the process. We need to understand what
is being incorporated or mainstreamed into planning
(see Eveline & Bacchi, 2010). Moreover, Catterall and
Azzouz (2021) have argued for assessments that review
the actual effects on community safety after major new
schemes or redevelopments have been built.

Outside of planning, impact assessments have been
critiqued from a feminist perspective for how they com‐
prehend gender. Bacchi (2010, p. 32), who while hav‐
ing a focus upon binary gender, criticises gender main‐
streaming approaches because they emphasise “evening
up” differences between women and men rather than
on the issues of power and gender relations. Moreover,
“deep evaluation” is needed that focuses on the rep‐
resentations of gendered “problems” in policy formula‐
tion. In the international context, Götzmann and Bainton
(2021) note that approaches to gender in impact assess‐
ments are frequently essentialist, binary‐gendered, patro‐
nising, and instrumentalist. Levac et al.’s (2021) overview
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of the Canadian context, highlights that for often invisi‐
ble communities (including LGBTQ2S+) to have meaning‐
ful inclusion, impact assessments should be community‐
led with adequate resources to enable this.

Despite the PSED informing municipal authorities’
practice for over a decade in the UK, there is no research
on how trans has been articulated into planners’ prac‐
tice. A specific focus on trans helps to identify if particular
needs are being articulated or if trans is being subsumed
into the broader LGBTQ category. This article outlines
the use of a Health and Equalities Impact Assessment
(HEqIA), which is a Health Impact Assessment integrated
with an EqIA creating a specific structure for the analy‐
sis of policy (which is outlined below). The HEqIA was a
desk‐based assessment BHCC outsourced to an external
consultancy. This use of consultancies is part of a wider
shift to entrepreneurial modes of governance and the
marketization of local governance finance after over a
decade of austerity (Raco, 2018; Savini & Raco, 2019),
which raises questions for the priorities, strategic oppor‐
tunities, and the transparency of how trans is compre‐
hended within planning practices.

2.3. The “Choreography” of Planning Policy Processes

The interplay within planning of professional practice,
knowledge, neoliberalised organisational formations,
and the imperatives to consider equality groups is con‐
ceptualised as a choreography. Choreography has been
used as a metaphor in planning theory by Haughton
and Allmendinger (2008) to refer to how participation
is stage‐managed with defined parameters of what is
open for debate. They argue that there is superficial
engagement with “carefully choreographed processes
for participation which minimise the potential for those
with conflicting views to be given a meaningful hear‐
ing” (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2012, p. 90). They
understand choreography as part of the technocratic‐
managerial shift in planning governance (see Metzger
et al., 2015). A key aspect to defining these parame‐
ters concerning gender in public policy has been the
role of nondecision making to maintain the status quo
(Marchbank, 2000). Nondecision making entails the
maintenance of bias through overt and covert practices
such as the branding of issues to delegitimise them,
the modification of issues, and incomplete implemen‐
tation (Marchbank, 2000). Research attending to the
temporal rhythms of LGBTQ2S inclusion across neigh‐
bouring municipalities highlights the role of silence and
inaction alongside coalitional moments of change to
produce forms of social inclusion that are neither lin‐
ear nor sustained (Bain & Podmore, 2022). The mainte‐
nance of bias may be conscious and purposeful but also
by what Ghaziani (2014, p. 255) states as “a blissful but
non‐malicious ignorance about sexual inequality.”

We seek to develop choreography as a way to
conceptualise how transgender becomes articulated
within planning at certain times and absent at others.

Choreography is a dynamic process wherein various
knowledges, practices, and discourses are (re)enacted
by actors that selectively position an understanding of
transgender within the rhythms of planning. Planning
can address some LGBTQ needs by choregraphing them
into and out of practice and policy, creating a tempo‐
rary intelligible positioning. Nondecision making prac‐
tices within such choreography are the intentional and
unintentional maintenance of disciplinary biases that
inhibit an in‐depth consideration of transgender within
planning. This conceptualisation attends to the poros‐
ity of planning as part of fluid local governance assem‐
blageswhere the structuring of planning practices occurs
through the actions of those engaged in it. Conceptually
it encapsulates the “politics ofmovement” between a fix‐
ing and unfixing of meaning (Bacchi & Eveline, 2010) and
the role of constrained agents who (re)enact normative
ways of doing but nevertheless have a capacity to reposi‐
tion LGBTQ needs.

3. Methodology: Using Poststructural Policy Analysis
to Understand LGBTQ Articulations

This article is part of a wider doctoral research project
(conducted by the lead author) that employs creative
mapping exercises with trans inhabitants alongside a
poststructural analysis of Brighton & Hove planning pol‐
icy and practice. A poststructural policy analysis was con‐
ducted utilising the work of Carol Bacchi (2000; Bacchi
& Goodwin, 2016) who, following Foucauldian analyses,
forwards an approach to policy that focuses onproblema‐
tisations (Bacchi, 2012). The current research focused on
planning practices to identify how gender and sexuality
are problematised and how these practices are shaped
by institutional structures, knowledge practices, legal
obligations, and organisational imperatives. Such a the‐
orisation has important consequences for planning as it
comes from an understanding of how urban governance,
policy, and planning produces subjects rather than con‐
sidering how to include external subjects into the plan‐
ning process (Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016, pp. 49–53). This
form of analysis enabled a consideration of how gen‐
dered and sexual differences are (re)produced in rela‐
tion to a dominant liberal discourse of equalities that is
enacted via ways of doing within planning practice such
as policy formation, consultation, and impact assess‐
ment procedures. The articlemoves beyond the previous
cisgender focus of this type of policy analysis to evaluate
the discursive problematization process that articulates
people who are trans into a planning issue.

The research consisted of a scoping stage of “heli‐
copter” interviews conducted with planning practition‐
ers and desk‐based readings of policy documents that
were mapped in relation to other documents and
practices within the wider national and local context.
This stage identified the Health and Equalities Impact
Assessments (HEqIAs) conducted on the city‐wide Local
Plan; and the development of the Urban Design
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Framework Supplementary Planning Document (UDF
SPD; BHCC, 2021b). These two case studies were cho‐
sen because they entail the most explicit articulation
of transgender within planning policy at the municipal
level. ThreeHEqIA reports (completed in 2010, 2012, and
2018) were analysed and corresponded to the three iter‐
ations of the local plan—the Core Strategy which was
submitted for examination in 2010, City Plan Part 1which
was adopted in 2016, and City Plan Part 2 which was
adopted in 2022. The Core Strategy of 2010 was submit‐
ted by BHCC for examination by the Secretary of State
for Communities and Local Government and then with‐
drawn due, in part, to the introduction of new national
legislation—the Localism Act 2011. The Localism Act
2011 introduced multiple reforms including abolishing
the super‐local tier of regional planning and introducing
the sub‐local tier of Neighbourhood planning. The Core
Strategy was reformulated into City Plan Part 1 which
sets out the long‐term vision, strategic objectives, and a
strategic planning policy framework to guide new devel‐
opment in the city up to 2030. City Plan Part 2 sup‐
ports the implementation and delivery of Part 1 through
the identification and allocation of additional sites and
a more detailed policy framework for case‐by‐case plan‐
ning application decisions. LGBT is considered in the
HEqIAs conducted because of their recognition locally as
a “sensitive community or group” prior to 2010 and then
as a “protected characteristic” following the implemen‐
tation of the Equality Act 2010.

The UDF is an SPD and so can be developed and
adopted within a shorter timeframe than a local plan.
SPDs contain more detailed guidance on local plan poli‐
cies. An SPD should not introduce new planning policies,
but the guidance outlined are termed “material consider‐
ations” meaning they should be considered when decid‐
ing a planning application. The UDF is one of 18 SPDs
currently adopted by BHCC and “signposts priorities the
council would like applicants to consider when preparing
design proposals” (BHCC, 2021b, p. 3). Within our ana‐
lysis, supporting texts such as consultation statements,
and the council‐led trans research reports were used to
support these case studies. In‐person and online inter‐
views (conducted between 2020–2021) with planning
practitioners (local authority planning staff: a high‐level
manager, policy team staff, and a private‐sector consul‐
tant responsible for the HEqIAs) and BHCC equalities
staff were audio‐recorded and transcribed. NVivo soft‐
ware was used to manage a coding process that focused
on understanding the practices involved and the role of
knowledge that informed a conception of gender and
sexual orientation.

4. Brighton & Hove: Choreographing Trans Into
Planning

In Brighton & Hove planning policy, transgender only fea‐
tures with specificity in the UDF SPD that is discussed
below. The municipal plan (City Plan Part 1) that sets

out strategic policy does mention in the community pro‐
file: “Whilst the trans population is thought to be small,
trans people face particularly acute issues.” (BHCC, 2016,
p. 12). More generally, LGBT people are mentioned in
Strategic Objective 20, which states that the Local Plan
should “contribute towards reducing inequalities experi‐
enced by different groups” (BHCC, 2016, p. 24), and in
a supporting text for SA6 Sustainable Neighbourhoods
policy as part of a listing of “diverse groups” (BHCC,
2016, p. 127). In their interview, the high‐level man‐
ager stated that while there were no overt LGBTQ poli‐
cies, there is a thread of equalities running through
the plan. This thread of equalities is the dual effect of
engagement with “equality groups” and the use of the
HEqIA. The use of EqIAs, at the project‐specific level,
and HEqIAs, at the municipal plan level, are therefore
mechanisms for the consideration of trans (along with
other protected characteristics) in the planning process.
The HEqIA was referred to as a “prescribed procedure”
which is trusted to account for “local distinctiveness” and
to identify equalities related issues (High‐level Manager,
online interview, August 3rd 2021). The other means by
which trans may become a consideration is the consul‐
tation process—a legal obligation for all planning docu‐
ments. Two targeted LGBT consultation meetings were
held that underpin the current City Plan Part 1 (adopted
2016) and City Plan Part 2 (adopted 2022). Both were
held in 2006 (for the then Core Strategy that was recon‐
figured into City Plan Part 1) meaning that LGBT‐specific
consultations underpinned Local Plans adopted a decade
and sixteen years later respectively. The change in lan‐
guage in these documents from the earlier “lesbians
and gay men” to “LGBT” reflects the language used
by the two groups involved in the consultations: the
City Council LGBT Workers Forum and Spectrum LGBT
Community Forum. However, this terminology subsumes
transwithin LGBT, and neither consultation produced any
trans‐specific discussion points or feedback.

4.1. Siloed Absence to Strategic Repositioning: Trans in
Planning Guidance

The UDF SPD advises that “wherever possible, provide
public, accessible, gender neutral toilets in shops and
restaurants near the entrance to the building from the
open space” (BHCC, 2021b, p. 23). The second trans‐
related articulation occurs in the final section on how
applicants to the planning service can communicate their
design ideas; a recommended way of achieving this is
through the “day in the life” scenarios of users. It states:

[T]his assessment is an opportunity to ensure that
building and landscape functionality is…also as fair
and inclusive as possible by considering the daily expe‐
riences of a number of minority groups such as a sin‐
gle mother, a disabled cyclist, a transgender person
and/or a resident living in affordable housing accom‐
modation. (BHCC, 2021b, p. 75)

Urban Planning, 2023, Volume 8, Issue 2, Pages 197–207 201

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


To understand how these specific mentions came about
we need to understand wider trans equality policy work
that has been done in Brighton&Hove. In 2012, BHCC set
up a Trans Equality Scrutiny Panel (TESP) of 3 councillors
and 2 representatives of trans organisations. The panel
produced a report in 2013 with 37 recommendations.
Recommendation 22 specifically stated “There should
be provision for accessible and gender neutral toilets in
all areas” (BHCC, 2013, p. 10). In an appendix to the
TESP report produced at a later date (ca. 2013–2014),
BHCC details responses of relevant departments to each
of the 37 recommendations. In relation to recommen‐
dation 22, two departments’ responses are detailed:
Property & Design, which has remit for council public
buildings, and Cityclean, who have responsibility for pub‐
lic toilets. Apart from Cityclean stating they work with
large tourist developments, there is seemingly no impli‐
cations of non‐council owned facilities. Notably, there is
no response from the Planning Service. Whilst the TESP
articulates an expressed need from the trans people con‐
sulted concerning the provision of gender‐neutral toilets
in all areas, this becomes rearticulated into a considera‐
tion for two departments, but not a consideration for the
Planning Service.

The TESP led to the completion of the TNA in 2014
with the final report produced in 2015. It states that
“there is no similar needs assessment in the UK” and so
broke new ground in terms of a local authority engaging
with trans residents (Hill & Condon, 2015, p. 6). Under
the community safety section, it stated in recommenda‐
tion 43 “that city organisations such as BHCC…should
promote the introduction of gender‐neutral facilities
(including toilets and changing rooms) in new and refur‐
bished buildings.” (Hill & Condon, 2015, p. 18). In a
TNA progress report, annual updates against each rec‐
ommendation are given for 2015–2017; again, there is
no response from—or implications for—the Planning
Service. Thus, a trans‐specific need is repositioned into
having certain parameters of consequence: it is chore‐
ographed out of planning and positioned in relation to
other services. This absence can be conceptualised as
“siloing” where the implications are choreographed into
certain organisations or services, and not others such as
the municipal planning authority. Such siloing is a form
of nondecision making brought about by no‐one articu‐
lating this identified need as a planning issue. In inter‐
views with a BHCC staff member who led on trans equal‐
ity initiatives around this time, they stated that it did not
occur to them to engage with planning in part because
the council has over 700 services, so their work responds
primarily to project‐led requests (BHCC Equalities staff,
online interview, October 22nd 2020). There was there‐
fore a lack of proactive engagement on the issue from
both the equalities staff and the planning service. In an
interview with the consultant when asked why this issue
is absent fromplanning, itwas indicated that because the
issue is one of signage it is more of an “equality team
issue” than a planning issue (Consultant, in‐person inter‐

view, January 21st 2020). This last quote, while not being
evidence for why in this specific circumstance the issue
was siloed, demonstrates a rearticulation of the issue as
primarily concerning signage and evidences the mainte‐
nance of disciplinary biases that inhibit the articulation
of an identified need.

InOctober–December 2020 the draft consultation on
the UDF SPD is conducted and I (lead author) respond
to the consultation. The draft document does not men‐
tion toilets, and I make the case that this SPD can
offer guidance to developers on the need to provide
gender‐neutral toilet facilities in the city and use recom‐
mendation 22 (from the TESP) and 43 (from the TNA)
to evidence this need, and that the “day in the life”
scenario should consider sexual and gender minorities
otherwise would be likely to reproduce heteronorma‐
tive expectations of users. The UDF is then revised and
adopted at a BHCC committee meeting on June 17th
2021. In the revised version, the above‐mentioned text
is included. This is the first and only specific mention
of “gender‐neutral toilets” and “transgender” in BHCC
planning policy. The choreographing process involved
me (lead author) articulating a specific need (amongst
many) from previous trans‐focused research, at a certain
time (the consultation window), in a form that gave the
already known needs an intelligibility for the planning
policy teammemberwho consolidated the feedback and
revised the draft document, rearticulating my represen‐
tation into planning guidance. The council committee
were the next agents who took no issuewith the SPD and
approved it, meaning it is now a guiding document for all
developments in Brighton & Hove. The reliance on “indi‐
vidual champions” to push the consideration of LGBTQ
issues has been a longstanding feature of UK munici‐
pal governance (Cooper & Monro, 2003; Richardson &
Monro, 2013), and the introduction of the PSED has not
altered this in this circumstance. This occurred at a time
in the UK which can be viewed as a “climate of trans‐
gender moral panic” (Hines, 2020, p. 699) and wherein
toilets have become “symbolic and contested sites, sat‐
urated in cisheteronormative ideals about gender, sex‐
uality, and bodily form and function” (Marshall, 2021,
p. 218). In part, the articulation of gender‐neutral toilets
into planning policy relied upon an absence ofmedia cov‐
erage and widespread public attention that could have
facilitated reactionary opposition to such inclusion (this
absence of media coverage and public attention being
the norm for such SPDs). For this inclusion to make any
beneficial changes to the lives of transgender residents
the guidelines must now be implemented which is the
next potential point for nondecision making practices to
take place and remains unknown at this point.

4.2. Trans as Articulated by Health and Equalities
Impact Assessments

HEqIAs occur on policy and proposals contained in the
Local Plan with the primary process for conducting them
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in Brighton & Hove outsourced to a private consultancy.
The timing within the policy development process var‐
ied. For the Core Strategy and City Plan Part 1, it was
conducted iteratively with the final report completed at
a late‐stage post public consultation on the draft ver‐
sions of the Local Plans; and for City Plan Part 2, it was
conducted after the draft policy options stage but prior
to the Local Plan going out to the main public consul‐
tation. The HEqIAs were an iterative process with con‐
sultancy staff in dialogue with municipal planning policy
staff over 3–4 months before producing a final report.
If any policy changes are made after the original HEqIA
report, an “in‐house’’ (by the municipal authority staff)
HEqIA process is conducted on changes that are likely to
have a health or equality impact resulting in an adden‐
dum report.

In the HEqIA reports from 2012 and 2018, the consul‐
tancy states “the opinions and interpretations presented
in this report represent our reasonable technical inter‐
pretation of the data made available to us.” This reason‐
able technical interpretation relies heavily on the tacit
knowledges of the professional consultant in how they
understand and articulate “data.” The process for the
HEqIA involves the development of a community profile
using national and local demographic data in relation to
health and population groupings. The scoping stage sets
the justification for what to assess and who to consider.
The assessment stage itself considers each planning pol‐
icy or proposed project against the determinants of
health, utilising the Dahlgren‐Whitehead socioeconomic
model of health (see Dahlgren &Whitehead, 1991). Each
determinant is assessed in relation to each policy and
the “Health Pathway” is considered. This requires consid‐
ering the “Source‐Pathway‐Receptor” model to identify
“risks/hazards” as well as “opportunities” during the con‐
struction and operation of policies and developments.
The impacts on any particularly sensitive communities or
groups are considered after themore general population
consideration. The matrix for the assessment reports
has a dedicated column to indicate if there are any
expected consequences for identified sensitive groups.
In themost recent HEqIA from2018, the term “Protected
Characteristics” is used instead of the previous “sensi‐
tive communities” reflecting an adoption of the language
used in the Equality Act 2010.

The HEqIA reports from 2010 and 2012 mention sex‐
ual orientation, LGBT, and trans in the community profile.
The City Plan Part 2 HEqIA from 2018 has a much smaller
community profile section which only mentions sexual
orientation, and trans does not feature. There is one
mention of LGBT in the assessment section of the report
as an affected sensitive community. This is in relation
to an area‐specific development policy “DA2 Brighton
Marina, Gas Works and Black Rock” where in relation to
crime and safety, gay, lesbian, and transgender individ‐
uals are mentioned as a group experiencing higher dis‐
crimination. The recommendation is that project‐level
consultation processes should address this by engaging

local communities. The Addendum report states that the
LGBT communitywere identified alongwith students as a
group to potentially benefit from “healthy urban design”
as advocated by the policy CP18: Healthy City.

Trans is primarily considered as part of the inter‐
pretive process of the assessment that is not evi‐
denced in the reports. The interview with the consul‐
tant unpacks the black box of these interpretive practices
and gives insight into how trans was considered in the
HEqIA process:

We developed an evidence base to look at how envi‐
ronmental, socio‐economic, and cultural aspects of
the plan would potentially influence or modify how
they might respond, and for the bulk of it, there
isn’t any difference in how I would respond to how
the trans individual might respond. For environmen‐
tal conditions, for example, anything that improves
air quality is beneficial to all,…anything that improves
housing and housing equality is beneficial to all. But
it does have a disproportionate benefit for those who
have an equality need…trans individuals are actually
more sensitive to housing and employment, but also
crime, they can go either way, if you worsen hous‐
ing availability, they’re actually more susceptible to
being displaced and the impacts from it than say
myself, so that’s the underlying evidence base to it.
And there is evidence…that transgender individuals
in particular are subject to that high violence, so it’s
making sure that you design urban environments, or
you test policies so that they don’t compound crime
or perceptions of crime. (Consultant, online interview,
October 20th 2020)

The quote demonstrates that while trans may be absent
in thewritten report, trans is considered in theHEqIA pro‐
cess as having greater sensitivity to changes in the built
environment. The structure of the assessment and the
interpretive framing brought by the consultant combine
so that local planning policies are understood to have
generic effects that affect everyone. However, within this
framing, the sensitivity of trans is understood to mean
that trans people experience these generic effects to a
greater magnitude than other groups within the local
population. This interpretive framing and the approach
to structuring the HEqIA do not readily allow for an exam‐
ination of effects experienced specifically by trans peo‐
ple. Similarly, the interpretive framing and the approach
to the HEqIA readily tend toward generic measures
(that work for everyone) to address effects of planning
policies—even when trans people have been identified
as specifically sensitive to those policies. This can be seen
by the consultant’s appeal to urban design approaches
that often seek to design‐out crime through the incor‐
poration of passive surveillance to spaces in response
to identifying trans people as subject to higher rates
of violent crime in public spaces. The TNA identified
neighbours as a source of abuse or harassment for trans
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people, and so passive surveillance that relies on being
observed by neighbours cannot be relied upon to under‐
pin trans people’s safety (see Angeles & Roberton, 2020).
Passive surveillance assumes the benevolent good of
the general inhabitant over the threat of another (the
opportunistic criminal) and does not queery the pos‐
sibility that this surveillance could further some forms
of harassment.

This construction of trans as sensitive works to clas‐
sify and regulate trans to demonstrate due regard has
been given to observing public‐sector equalities duties.
This construction as sensitive, however, articulates trans
with local planning policies that do not take the speci‐
ficity of trans needs and experiences into account, and
with an undifferentiated understanding of standardised
effects and mitigations. The construction of trans as sen‐
sitive is produced through an interpretive understand‐
ing brought by the consultant, but also by the absence
of planning policies articulating the specificities of trans
people’s needs and experiences. The HEqIA thus chore‐
ographs transgender into the planning process because
of its role in the demonstration of due regard for a range
of communities, while the subsequent positioning as sen‐
sitive individuals creates constraints for the considera‐
tion of collective needs.

5. Conclusions

The article outlines how trans is incorporated into plan‐
ning in onemunicipality through two different policy pro‐
cesses and situates this within understandings of efforts
to address trans exclusion and marginalisation. The UK
has been seen as a progressive context for municipal
authorities because of the public sector equalities obliga‐
tions. Yet, a closer look at a “trans‐inclusive” municipal‐
ity suggests that the discourses, institutional practices,
underlying assumptions, and formal procedures under‐
pinning such equalities requirements enable a chore‐
ographing of trans out of consideration when it most
matters. The “evidence‐base” available on Brighton &
Hove’s trans population is better than most municipali‐
ties, but planning practitioners need a specialist under‐
standing, twinned with a creative reimagining, to make
substantive changes to policy. By unpacking the black
box of HEqIAs (Eveline & Bacchi, 2010), we have shown
that the space for this more transformative articulation
of social difference into planning is not within the scope
of the current impact assessment practice. There is cur‐
rently opportunity for consideration of disadvantaged
and marginalised groups that may not occur elsewhere
in the planning policy process, but such processes also
regulate this consideration to assessing the impact of pol‐
icy as it stands. The use of consultations and especially
of HEqIAs to embed equalities functions as an audit on
policy for equalities implications for protected groups.
However, this is not the same as proactively devising
Local Plan policies to create a more equal city for these
groups. This would require the expenditure of political

capital at a time of moral panic, a fraught but necessary
task for civic leaders if they wish to go beyond a perfor‐
mance of progressiveness (Bain & Podmore, 2022).

Choreographic analysis developed in this article
attends to policy dynamics and shows how trans is artic‐
ulated as a form of constrained movement within the
structured rhythms of the planning process. This analy‐
sis furthers research on policy problematization by pro‐
viding an example of trans becoming articulated within
municipal planning’s institutional structures, knowledge
and interpretive practices as a generic but “sensitive”
subject. The analysis also extends policy research that
highlights the non‐linear and non‐sustained manner of
LGBTQ inclusion through nondecision making practices
thatmaintain disciplinary biases and produce constraints
to reimagining planning. In the city of Brighton & Hove,
the choreography acted to allow existing framings of
policy to continue, rather than enable a transforma‐
tive approach that considers the specificity of needs of
marginalised communities to become legible in policy.
Municipal planners need to be proactive, attentive, and
reflexive in developing an understanding of how plan‐
ning practice does or does not articulate trans inhabi‐
tants’ needs.

This research opens up theorizing into how consider‐
ation of trans and LGBTQ communities and knowledges
are integrated into planning processes by queerying its
limitations (see also Catterall & Azzouz, 2021). The two
case studies from the UK’s “LGBTQ Capital” underscore
the need for further work from varied geographies that
explore the potentialities for how trans can be consid‐
ered in planning. Our research suggests that in “pro‐
gressive” contexts,meeting equalities obligations in plan‐
ning does not necessarily or even proactively attend to
the specificities of trans needs. Doing so would involve
a disruption of planning’s choreographies and its selec‐
tive positioning of trans communities. Moreover, we sug‐
gest that meeting trans needs calls for an expanded
definition of infrastructure (see Brochu‐Ingram, 2015;
Campkin, 2020)—one which explores how the provi‐
sion of housing, healthcare, community, and mobilities
infrastructures, amongst others, intersect with forms of
marginalisation—to be able to produce liveable environ‐
ments for trans people. For planning to become recon‐
figured around producing and facilitating liveable infras‐
tructures, there needs to be a queering of planning policy
that pushes at the very boundaries of what is considered
planning. In envisioning planning for a more equitable
future, we are posing the challenge of how we can dis‐
mantle the present.
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Abstract
Just urban planning recognizes sociocultural differences and addresses inequality by implementing redistributive mecha‐
nisms that move beyond urban neoliberal practices of aestheticization and festivalization. Such planning practices are only
beginning to address sexual and gender minority recognition in central urban areas while metronormative assumptions
about their geographies absolve suburban municipalities of accountability for LGBTQ+ inclusions. In suburban municipal‐
ities, therefore, an LGBTQ+ politics of recognition rarely synchronizes with a politics of redistribution to foster sustained
and transformative responses across the professional and managerial boundaries between planning and other local gov‐
ernment functions. Consequently, a reparative civic “rainbowization” stands in for transformative urban planning, produc‐
ing only partial and commodifiable inclusions in the landscape that become absolution for inaction on more evidence‐
based goals and measurable targets. Drawing on a database of public‐facing communication records referencing LGBTQ2S
themes for three adjacent peripheral municipalities in the Vancouver city‐region (Burnaby, NewWestminster, and Surrey),
this article analyses the tension between contemporary planning’s civic actions of LGBTQ+ recognition and outcomes of
redistribution. In suburbanmunicipalities, a rainbow‐washing politics of recognition sidelines transformative planning and
policy resulting in little more than the distribution of the LGBTQ2S acronym across municipal documents.
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1. Introduction

Urban planning scholars have foregrounded justice as a
political ideal in dialogue with questions of democracy,
equity, and diversity in central cities (see Fainstein, 2010;
Marcuse, 2009; Soja, 2010). “The just city” requires
that urban planners critically examine the “distribu‐
tional inequalities” of spatial injustice (Soja, 2010), pol‐
icymaking processes that bring about equitable out‐
comes (Fainstein, 2010), and “commons planning” that
addresses the power relations inhibiting its attain‐
ment (Marcuse, 2009). Focused primarily on American

inner‐city areas, however, “the just city” literature
neglects the classed, gendered, and racialized exclusions
that stretch across city‐regions often leaving hetero‐ and
cis‐normativity intact. This central‐city bias coincides
with a general neglect of LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and queer) planning issues and a limited
understanding of the communities encompassed by this
acronym (Doan, 2015). As a result, the just city’s LGBTQ+
subjects—who “hold prestigious positions but face dis‐
crimination in many aspects of their lives” (Marcuse,
2009, p. 253)—are described in homo‐ and metronor‐
mative terms, belying the intersectional spatial injustices
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facing LGBTQ+ populations across metropolitan areas.
“The just city” literature, therefore, has yet to address
suburban LGBTQ+ constituencies and the tensions aris‐
ing from their demands for municipal recognition and
redistribution through planning practice.

While just planning practice seeks to rectify injus‐
tice through a politics of redistribution and recogni‐
tion, it often results in “maldistribution and misrecog‐
nition” because the alleviation of one form of injustice
merely exacerbates another (Rankin, 2010). Described
by Fraser (2008) as the “despised sexuality,” LGBTQ+
communities are caught in this conceptual dichotomy,
commonly receiving partial recognition of difference
rather than the redistribution of necessary municipal
resources within city‐regions (Misgav, 2019, p. 541). This
dichotomy is intensified in suburban contexts where
development agendas are often prioritized over social
planning and scalar frameworks situate LGBTQ+ equal‐
ities in national legislation, exonerating municipalities
of materializing recognition and redistribution beyond
“rainbowization” (Bitterman, 2021). The rainbowmotif—
an internationally recognized rallying symbol of safety
and community for LGBTQ+ people—is a ubiquitous
planning response to legislation that demands LGBTQ+
recognition that simultaneously permits the neglect of
a more just municipal politics of redistribution. As a
global, yet non‐specific, place‐brand of welcome, inclu‐

sion, and safety, this motif becomes “rainbow‐washing”
when co‐opted by municipalities to “perform progres‐
siveness” in the absence of substantive urban planning
frameworks (Ghaziani, 2014).

This article argues that limitedmunicipal governance
commitment to LGBTQ+ communities, combined with a
metronormative assumption of queer absence in sub‐
urbs (Podmore & Bain, 2021), results in suburban plan‐
ning practices that focus on municipal rainbowization.
Peripheral municipalities privilege a symbolic politics
of LGBTQ+ recognition and avoid synchronizing it with
transformative redistribution across professional and
managerial boundaries resulting in a performance of
progressiveness that provides absolution for inaction
on more evidence‐based goals and measurable targets.
Drawing on three adjacent case studies (Burnaby, New
Westminster, and Surrey) from the Vancouver city‐region
(Figure 1), the article details how Canadian suburbs
address LGBTQ2S (the acronym used to signal the
long‐standing presence of two‐spirit communities within
the Vancouver city‐region) inclusion through urban plan‐
ning practices. It begins by reviewing the social inclusion
planning literature and describing the research method‐
ology. A database of public‐facing records informs the
empirical analysis which distinguishes between civic
actions of LGBTQ2S recognition and civic outcomes of
LGBTQ2S redistribution. The conclusion addresses how

Case Study Municipali�es

Vancouver CMA Municipali�es

Vancouver CMA

Legend

Scale: 1: 240,000

Figure 1.Map of Vancouver city‐region case‐study peripheral municipalities.
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suburban planning’s rainbow‐washing practices perpet‐
uate a municipal sidelining of LGBTQ+ inclusion that
stymies redistribution outcomes.

2. Planning for LGBTQ+ Social Inclusion Across
City‐Regions

In an era of neoliberal urbanism, urban planning has
become complicit in forwarding development models
premised on entrepreneurial subjectivities whilst lever‐
aging diversity paradigms to celebrate “difference” and
stress “inclusion” (Rankin, 2010). Social inclusion plan‐
ning practices seek to symbolically expand governance
boundaries using “substantive civility” to extend the
rights and responsibilities of political membership to
marginalized groups (Bannister & Kearns, 2013, p. 2706).
While inclusion policies strive to “show respect to…less
valued and less visible social groups” and enhance their
social engagement (Bannister & Kearns, 2013, p. 2714),
social groups must achieve a legitimate presence as
a political constituency to be considered for inclusion.
Achieving such legitimacy is contingent upon “a politi‐
cal and policy reaction against social exclusion” (Jackson,
2014, p. 49), a multi‐dimensional process of disaffiliation
for individuals or social groups from the societies they
live within (Gerometta et al., 2005). While “exclusion”
featured prominently in late‐20th‐century European and
British policy discourses, urban neoliberalism’s prioriti‐
zation of market rule, the commodification of diversity,
and private‐wealth accumulation later made it unpalat‐
able (Brenner et al., 2010). By addressing barriers to
inclusion, social exclusion confers legitimacy on minor‐
ity constituencies, but it rarely gains policy traction in
neo‐liberal policies because it highlights the “problems
and deficits of those labelled excluded” (Cameron, 2007,
p. 397) and lacks the semantic flexibility of social inclu‐
sion (evincing participation, encounter, visibility, and
wellbeing; Bain & Podmore, 2021).

Debates between philosophers Nancy Fraser and
Iris Marion Young foregrounded the political tension
between social inclusion as recognition and social exclu‐
sion as maldistribution. Fraser (2000, p. 107) ques‐
tioned the displacement of social movement “claims
for egalitarian redistribution” by a reification of “the
idiom of recognition”; instead, she proposed a focus
on “misrecognition” that goes beyond identity depre‐
ciation to also counter economic maldistribution as
injustice. For Young (2000), Fraser’s (2000) recogni‐
tion/misrecognition binary was too simplistic because
just redistribution still requires the process of recogni‐
tion to bring minority group particularities into public
dialogues about the redistribution of the common good.
With specific reference to LGBTQ+ recognition, Hines
(2013) draws attention to the role of governance sys‐
tems in setting the terms for recognition/misrecognition
by creating the language categories that bring minori‐
tized groups into civic being and requiring the adoption
of terms that are external to the group’s frame of refer‐

ence. Employing “buzzwords that have different mean‐
ings for different stakeholders” (Jackson, 2014, p. 50),
urban planning practice is part of the governance sys‐
tems that shape municipal recognition/misrecognition,
determining which socio‐cultural groups can be defined
within its parameters.

To work through tensions of municipal recogni‐
tion/misrecognition, progressive planning practice has
promoted community consultation, participation, and
empowerment (Sandercock, 2000). Such practices of
recognition often leave intact maldistribution because
they narrow the definition of socio‐cultural groups and
do not address misrecognition. Community consulta‐
tion is unsuccessful if it does not redress exclusions
that internally limit community participation (James,
2013). Participatory planning practices that “showcase”
the most mainstream representatives of marginalized
groups are limited tools for addressing maldistribution
because planners simply stage “institutional listening”
(Fenster & Misgav, 2020, p. 199) by choosing “who they
want to listen to and select the reasons why they should
be included” (Listerborn, 2007 p. 69).With respect to sex‐
ual and genderminorities, such stagingmerely promotes
recognition for “an essentialist, mainstream national(ist)
and consumer(ist) LGBTQ identity, to the exclusion of
other sectors of the community and the safe spaces that
serve them” (Fenster & Misgav, 2020, p. 199), but it
cannot absolve planners of the more substantive policy
changes necessary for redistribution. Planning for redis‐
tribution requires spatial arrangements that enhance
citizen access to collective resources without inadver‐
tently excluding users who may lack consumer power
(Fincher & Iveson, 2008). “Transformative redistribu‐
tion” demands the enhancement of solidarity through
situated knowledge networks that rework governance
procedures and frameworks in ways that can support
social change (Rankin, 2010, p. 195). It “resocializes”
the economy and restructures underlying frameworks
to create alternative modes of surplus appropriation
that can correct “inequitable outcomes” (Rankin, 2010,
pp. 192–193). Such substantive restructuring is onerous
andpolitical; it cannot be the responsibility of urbanplan‐
ners alone because it necessitates “collaboration across
seemingly intractable differences” in support of “critical
activism” (Rankin, 2010, pp. 195, 227).

Combatting LGBTQ+ misrecognition and maldistri‐
bution in the planning process means confronting the
metronormative conflation of a liveable LGBTQ+ life
with central‐city neighbourhoods (Halberstam, 2005).
Suburban redistribution is unlikely if planners in periph‐
eral municipalities do not recognize LGBTQ+ populations
as suburban constituencies. Such a spatialmismatchmay
be compounded by planner unfamiliarity or prejudice
(Listerborn, 2007). As Fraser (2008) specifies, misrecog‐
nition stems from cultural devaluation leading to mald‐
istribution. For suburban LGBTQ+ constituencies, there‐
fore, a politics of recognition is only the first step which
should be followed by a politics of redistribution to
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ensure the provision of public resources and their distri‐
bution across the intersections of the LGBTQ+ acronym
(McQueen, 2015). For the urban planning scholars
Fincher and Iveson (2008), redistribution involves spatial
arrangements that enhance citizen access to, and alloca‐
tion of, collective resources, infrastructures, and services
without inadvertently excluding some users who may
lack consumer power. Never independent from recogni‐
tion, “transformative redistribution” cannot be “formu‐
lated at a distance within planning institutions” because
it demands the enhancement of solidarity through situ‐
ated knowledge networks that rework governance pro‐
cedures and frameworks in ways that can support social
change (Rankin, 2010, p. 195).

While equalities legislation has legalized LGBTQ+
recognition and redistribution frameworks in many
nations, municipalities continue to grapple with its local
materialization (Doan, 2015). Suburban municipal mis‐
recognition may be further exacerbated by a metronor‐
mative trope that LGBTQ+ communities are localized in
central‐city areas, homonormative assumptions about
LGBTQ+ subjects, planner unfamiliarity and prejudice,
and local morality politics (Bain & Podmore, 2021).
For planners, LGBTQ+ populations are “non‐conforming”
because they challenge the hetero‐cisnormative order‐
ing of space through their housing arrangements and
community practices (Forsyth, 2001). Municipalities
have nevertheless used an array of practical strategies
to foster LGBTQ+ recognition and build social inclu‐
sion. Common strategies include anti‐discrimination
ordinances (Cravens, 2015), municipal advisory boards
(Murray, 2015), neighborhood preservation (Doan &
Higgins, 2011), community memorialization (Zebracki,
2018), housing initiatives (Forsyth, 2001), community
centers (Misgav, 2019), and safe spaces (Goh, 2018).
Gorman‐Murray (2011, p. 141) lists the following social
inclusion practices adopted by queer‐friendly municipal‐
ities in Australia: queer competency training; LGBTQ+
organization liaising; funding LGBTQ+ community groups,
programs, and events; and integrating LGBTQ+ con‐
stituencies into the community. These initiatives strive
to enhance the recognition of LGBTQ+ populations, but
they rarely lead to transformative redistribution.

For municipalities, the rainbow motif—often a rain‐
bowized crosswalk in a symbolic location—can be a
simple solution to a lack of municipal LGBTQ+ recogni‐
tion (Muller Myrdahl, 2021). A non‐specific place‐brand,
“rainbowization” can be used to symbolically code a
municipality as “queer‐friendly” using flags, banners,
crosswalks, and stickers to foster a sense of welcome,
inclusion, and safety (Bitterman, 2021), but it also accel‐
erates “queer regeneration” and QTBIPOC necropolitics
(Haritaworn, 2019). Furthermore, when the rainbow’s
symbolic and aesthetic politics of recognition are not
“accompanied by significant commitments that stretch
across the silos of municipal government,” rainbowiza‐
tion “is not enough” because hetero‐cisnormative forms
of maldistribution in urban planning remain unchal‐

lenged (Muller Myrdahl, 2021, p. 52). The “queer‐
friendly” hypervisibility of municipal rainbowization
can moreover become “rainbow‐washing” because it
sanctions municipalities to “perform progressiveness”
(Ghaziani, 2014) while simultaneously sidestepping fun‐
damental questions about LGBTQ+ redistribution and
potentially concealing homonegative civic strategies of
inaction, avoidance, and apathy (Brodyn & Ghaziani,
2018). In suburbs, where planners focus on manag‐
ing “desirable landscapes full of prized real‐estate com‐
modities” (Grant, 2009, p. 14) at the expense of social
planning ideals, rainbowization provides municipalities
with visible evidence of LGBTQ+ recognition but rein‐
states suburban hetero‐cisnormativity by suppressing
questions of LGBTQ+ maldistribution.

3. Methods

This article reads public‐facingmunicipal records for civic
planning actions of LGBTQ2S recognition and outcomes
of LGBTQ2S redistribution. It treats peripheral munici‐
palities as the formal institutional “upper ground” of
procedural and interpretive authority (Fischer, 2003).
It identifies municipal actions and strategies that dis‐
cursively articulate LGBTQ2S public understandings of
civic recognition and signal potential opportunities for
redistribution. Fragmentary elements of the municipal
record referring to LGBTQ2S themes provide evidence
of civic actions and outcomes for analysis. Actions of
civic recognition surface LGBTQ2S differences in pub‐
lic dialogues and create the language categories that
bring them into being. Outcomes of LGBTQ2S redistri‐
bution are actions that guide urban planners—in con‐
cert with policymakers, politicians, and activists—to cre‐
ate connections across municipal agendas (Cohendet
et al., 2010; Rankin, 2010). These outcomes can gradually
concretize and stabilize frameworks for LGBTQ2S social
inclusion and potentially be integrated across multiple
municipal departments and committees thus offering
avenues for more substantive transformation of bureau‐
cratic structures.

This article emerges from a large, multi‐year project
on queering suburbs in Canada’s largest cities, focus‐
ing on pre‐selected case studies for the Vancouver
city‐region. In contrast with other suburbs, Burnaby,
New Westminster, and Surrey have the highest den‐
sities of suburban same‐sex households in the 2016
national census, the most frequent references in the
print media, and evidence of LGBTQ2S activism. Its data
includes informational interviews, census‐data analy‐
sis, discourse analysis of print media and municipal
public‐facing communications records and focus groups,
and photo‐elicitation interviews with LGBTQ2S subur‐
banites. The article focuses on the data compiled for
the project’s LGBTQ2S‐supportive social inclusion policy
database (1995–2020; see Bain & Podmore, 2021). This
database was developed from public‐facing communica‐
tion records (e.g., council and committee minutes and
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departmental reports, plans, policies, and strategies) col‐
lected using LGBTQ2S keyword searches on the case‐
studymunicipalities’ websites. All references to LGBTQ2S
subjects and themeswere extracted, organized bymunic‐
ipality, and temporally sequenced (Table 1). The datawas
further coded to identify the governance actors (politi‐
cians, municipal representatives, service providers, para‐
public agents, community groups, and activists), actions
(awards, delegations, funding requests, other requests,
presentations, proclamations, and reports), and out‐
comes (adopted, denied, funded, recommended, and
referred) of each case‐studymunicipality. Additional cod‐

ing distinguishes municipal strategies and policy initia‐
tives from the actions of LGBTQ2S community service
providers and activists while also identifying LGBTQ2S
events to communicate who is doing the governance
work of recognition and redistribution.

Interpreting municipally specific actions and out‐
comes, the analysis identifies where and how municipal‐
ities support (or not) LGBTQ2S recognition and redistri‐
bution within their governance bureaucracy. Focusing on
the role of urban planners in facilitating LGBTQ2S inclu‐
sion through plans, policies, and practices, the analysis
also identifies key stakeholders, municipal department

Table 1. The movement of LGBTQ2‐inclusive actions and outcomes through City Hall (documented in council and commit‐
tee minutes, departmental reports, municipal policies, strategies, and plans) in Burnaby, New Westminster, and Surrey,
2003–2020.

Year Burnaby NewWestminster Surrey

2003 — — National AIDS Awareness Week
(SM: p)

2004 — — Anti‐Bullying By‐Law
(CS→ PC: r)

2005 — — Social Well‐Being of Surrey Residents
(PDD→ SCC: r, c, rf)
Social Well‐Being of Surrey Residents
(PDD→ SCC: r, c, rf)

2006 — — Social Well‐Being of Surrey Residents
(PDD→ SCC: r, c, rf)
Surrey Urban Youth Project
(FTD→ SCC: fr, r, c)
Workplace Human Rights Policy
(HRD→ SCC: r, c, rf)

2007 — — Social Well‐Being of Surrey Residents
(PDD→ SCC: r, c, rf)
Diversity of Celebrations
(TDD→MAC: pr)

2008 — — Surrey HIV‐AIDS Awareness Week
(SM: p)
Human Rights Policy and Respectful
Workplace Policy
(CS & HRD→ SCC: r, c, rf)

2009 — — —

2010 — NW Pride Day
(NWCC & NWM: d, p)

2010 Calendar of Events
(HRD→MAC: pr)
Safe Harbour Program Project
(MAC: d, pr)

2011 School Board SOGI Policy
(SB41→ SIC→ BCC: pr, a, c)

Century House Inclusion
Enhancement
(DSD & PRC→ NWCC: fr, r, a, c)

Annual Pride Festival
(FTD→ FC→ SCC: d, fr, pr, rq, c, f)
Surrey Pride Weekend (SM: p)

2012 Our City of Colours
(SIC→ PBD→ BCC: d, pr, r, a, c, rf)
Canadian Coalition of
Municipalities Against Racism and
Discrimination Membership
(PBD→ SIC→ BCC: r, a, c)

NW Pride Festival
(NWCC: fr, r, f)
Safe Harbour Implementation
Program
(PBDD→MAC→ NWCC: pr, a, c, rf)

Surrey Pride Weekend (SM: p)
Spirit Day (SM: p)
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Table 1. (Cont.) The movement of LGBTQ2‐inclusive actions and outcomes through City Hall (documented in council and
committee minutes, departmental reports, municipal policies, strategies, and plans) in Burnaby, New Westminster, and
Surrey, 2003–2020.

Year Burnaby NewWestminster Surrey

2013 Burnaby Social Sustainability
Strategy
(BCC→ CPC: r)
Youth Citizenship Awards
(BYVC→ BM: aw)

Century House Inclusion
Enhancement
(PBDD→ CSIC: pr)
Safe Harbour Implementation Plan
(PBDD→ CSIC: pr)
Safe Harbour Implementation Plan
(DSD→ NWCC: r, pr, a, c, rf)
NW Pride Festival
(PCRD→ NWCC: d, pr, r)

Masterplan for Housing the Homeless
(PDD→ SCC: r)
Anti‐Bullying Film Contest (DAC: pr)
Annual Pride Festival
(FTD→ FC→ SCC: r, c, rf)
International Day of the Pink (SM: p)
Surrey Pride Festival (SM: p)
Surrey Official Community Plan
(PDD→ SCC: r)
Information from the 2011 Census
(PDD→ SCC: r)

2014 — NW Pride Festival
(DNW‐BIA→ NWCC: r, rq, c, rf)
NW Pride Festival
(ESD→ DNW‐PC: r)
NW Pride Festival
(FITD→ NWCC: fr, r, f)

Young Women and Civic Engagement
(HRD & PRCD→ SCC: r)
Pride Festival (SCC→ FTD→ FC→
SCC: d, fr, r, c, dn, rf)
Pride Flag Raising (SCC→ CMD→ CC
→ SCC: d, rq, dn, rf)
GLBTQ History Exhibition
(SCC: d, rq, a)

2015 — NW Pride Festival (NWCC: d, pr) Surrey Steps Up
(FTD & PRCD→ SCC: fr, r, c)
Surrey Pride Society (SCC: d, rq, a)
LGBTQ History Exhibit
(SCC: d, pr, rq, a)
Surrey Pride Day (SM: p)
Tucked and Plucked (PA→ CDAC: r)
Provincial Blue‐Ribbon Panel on
Crime Reduction
(CMD→ PSC→ SCC: r)

2016 International Day of the Pink
(BM: p)

NewWest Pride Accessibility
Initiative
(AAAC→ NWCC: d, pr, r)
Gender‐Free Washroom Signs
(YAC: r)
Gender Neutral Washrooms
(CSIC→ NWCC: r, c)

Sustainability Charter 2.0
(CM→ SCC: r, c, rf)
Pride Festival
(FTD & PRCD→ SCC: fr, r, c, rf)
Surrey Local Immigrant Integration
Strategy
(PDD→ SCC: r, c, rf)
Orlando Commemoration (SM: p)
Surrey Pride Day (SM: p)
Homelessness and Addictions in the
City Centre
(PDD→ SCC: r, c, rf)
2017 Staff Inclusion Calendar
(HRD & PRCD→ SCC: r, c, rf)
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Table 1. (Cont.) The movement of LGBTQ2‐inclusive actions and outcomes through City Hall (documented in council and
committee minutes, departmental reports, municipal policies, strategies, and plans) in Burnaby, New Westminster, and
Surrey, 2003–2020.

Year Burnaby NewWestminster Surrey

2017 — May Day Celebrations
(MDTF→ YAC: d, r)

We Are Surrey (PDD→ SCC: r, c, rf)
Metro Vancouver Homeless Count
(PDD→ SPAC: pr)
Human Rights Policy and Respectful
Workplace Policy
(CM & HRD→ SCC: r, c, rf)
Sher Vancouver
(FTD→ SCC: fr, r, c, f, rf)
LGBTQ+ Newcomers Day (SM: p)
Surrey Pride Day (SM: p)
Surrey Local Immigration Partnership
(PDD→ SCC: r, c, rf)

2018 International Day Against
Homophobia and Transphobia
(BM: p)
Burnaby Pride Day (BM: p)
Pride Festival (BCC: d, fr, f)
Pride Flag Raising (BCC: d, rq, a)
Permanent Rainbow Crosswalks
(SCAC→ ED→ BCC: r, rq, rf)

School Board SOGI policy
(SD40→ YAC: r)
Gender Neutral Washrooms
(CSIS: d, pr, c)
New Aquatic and Community Centre
(PCRD→ AAAC: r)
Canada Games Pool
(PCRD→ CSIS: pr)
Proposed Modular Housing Project
(PBDD→ CSIC: d, pr, c)
Respectful Workplace and Human
Rights Policy (HR→ NWCC: a)

Sher Vancouver (FTD→ SCC: fr, r, c, f)
Pride Weekend (SM: p)

2019 Youth Citizenship Awards
(BYVC→ BM: aw)
International Day Against
Homophobia, Transphobia, and
Biphobia (BM: p)
Rainbow Crosswalks
(ED→ BCC: r, a, c, f)
Burnaby Pride (FB→ EC: fr, r, c, f)
My Artist’s Corner (FB→ EC: fr, f)
Burnaby Pride (ED→ BCC: r, a, c)
Additional Rainbow Crosswalk
(ED→ BCC: r, a, c)
Burnaby Pride Week (BM: p)

Compassionate City Charter
(PBDD→ CSIC: d, pr, c)
New Westminster Aquatic Centre
(PCRD→ CSIC: pr)
Seniors Care for LGBTQ2s+ Persons
(SAC: r)

Cultural Grants Program
(FTD & PRCD→ SCC: fr, f)
Social Equity and Diversity Committee
(CSD→ SCC: r, c, rf)
LGBTQ+ Pride Week (SM: p)
Surrey White Rock Integrated Youth
Collaborative (SCC: d, pr)

2020 City Involvement in Burnaby Pride
(PBD & PRCSD→ EC→ BCC:
r, a, c, rf)
Comprehensive and Inclusive
Signage Program
(BCC→ PRCC: r)
Aquatic and Arena Project
(PBD, PRCSD, & ED→ FMC: r, c)
Festival of Learning
(FAC→ PRCSD→ PRCC: fr, r, a, f)

Cultural Grants Program
(PRCD→ SCC: fr, c, f, rf)
Social Equity and Diversity Committee
(PDD & CSD→ SCC: r, c, rf)
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Table 1. (Cont.) The movement of LGBTQ2‐inclusive actions and outcomes through City Hall (documented in council and
committee minutes, departmental reports, municipal policies, strategies, and plans) in Burnaby, New Westminster, and
Surrey, 2003–2020.

Burnaby NewWestminster Surrey

AB
BR

EV
IA
TI
ON

S BYVC: Burnaby Youth Voice
Committee
BCC: Burnaby City Council
BM: Burnaby Mayor
CPC: Community Policing
Committee
EC: Executive Committee
ED: Engineering Department
FAC: Festival Advisory Committee
FB: Festivals Burnaby
FMC: Financial Management
Committee
PBD: Planning and Building
Department
PRCC: Parks, Recreation, and
Culture Commission
PRCSD: Parks, Recreation, and
Cultural Services Department
SB41: School Board District 41
SCAC: Sustainable City Advisory
Committee
SIC: Social Issues Committee

AAAC: Access Ability Advisory
Committee
CSIC: Community and Social Issues
Committee
DNW‐BIA: Downtown NewWest
Business Improvement Association
DNW‐PC: Downtown NewWestminster
Parking Commission
DSD: Development Services
Department
ESD: Engineering Services Department
FITD: Finance and Information
Technology Department
HRD: Human Resources Department
MAC: Multicultural Advisory
Committee
MDTF: May Day Task Force
NWCC: NewWestminster City Council
NWM: Mayor
PCRD: Parks, Culture, and Recreation
Department
PBDD: Planning, Building, and
Development Department
PRC: Parks and Recreation Committee
SD40: School Board District 40
SAC: Seniors Advisory Committee
YAC: Youth Advisory Committee

CC: City Clerk
CDAC: Culture Development Advisory
Committee
CMD: City Manager Department
CS: City Solicitor
CSD: Corporate Services Department
DAC: Diversity Advisory Committee
FC: Finance Committee
FTD: Finance and Technology
Department
HRD: Human Resources Department
MAC: Multicultural Committee
PA: Performing Arts
PC: Police Committee
PDD: Planning and Development
Department
PRCD: Parks, Recreation, and Culture
Department
PSC: Public Safety Committee
SCC: Surrey City Council
SM: Mayor
SPAC: Social Policy Advisory
Committee
TDD: Training and Development
Department

Notes: “→” indicates movement of actions and outcomes between council, committees, and departments; recognition actions:
aw = award, d = delegation, fr = funding request, pr = presentation, p = proclamation, r = report, rq = other request (non‐funding);
redistributive outcomes: a = adopted, c = recommended, dn = denied, f = funded, rf = referred; LGBTQ2S‐related planning: municipal
policies, strategies, and plans, events, other.

and committees, the types of issues raised and addressed,
and instances of LGBTQ2S community representation.
Recognition actions and redistributive outcomes were
coded and counted (Figures 2 and 3) with all but negative
reactions and refusals representing recognition. Practices
that specifically name LGBTQ2S populations were con‐
sidered acts of “recognition” while those that directed
resources or led to policy changeswere considered “redis‐
tributive.” Analytical attention was also directed toward
rainbowization to appreciate its performative limits and
its curtailment of social transformation.

4. Civic Actions of LGBTQ2S Recognition

Across municipalities, reports were the most common
action of recognition (Figure 2). As civic documents,
reports describe the responses of municipal depart‐
ments and committees to legislative inclusions, non‐

governmental organization presentations, or localized
LGBTQ2S activism in the form of community requests.
They are discursive records of changing bureaucratic
understandings of local LGBTQ2S communities and civic
issues of resource and service provision. Urban planners,
most especially a smaller subset of social planners (who
seldom have as much influence within municipal admin‐
istrations as their land‐use‐trained counterparts), play a
role in generating reports on community planning that
provide the broader context of inclusion, access, and
support; but these only occasionally reference LGBTQ2S
people as members of minoritized populations. Indeed,
there were no municipal reports focused on planning for
sexual and gender minorities.

The second most frequent action is presentations,
a standard means of sharing information in civic fora.
Presentations by internal civic actors detail the pos‐
sibilities of making redistributive changes such as
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rainbowizing infrastructure or funding LGBTQ2S‐specific
events. When developing municipal social inclusion pro‐
grams, presentations from urban planners at council
(often, social planners who are trained to view problems
from multiple perspectives, find negotiation‐based solu‐
tions and build dialogue with marginalized communities;
Sandercock, 2000), to departments, or in committees
circulate technical knowledge and evidence (statistical,
cartographic, or qualitative). Presentations by LGBTQ2S
community activists and competency advisors in such
fora also raise awareness and offer opportunities to have
their own claims “recognized.” In both Burnaby and New
Westminster, social planners played key roles in drawing
LGBTQ2S activists into community‐wide consultations on
more redistributive concerns (e.g., public safety, housing,
homelessness, seniors’ care, youth programming, and
recreation opportunities).

The third predominant action is mayoral proclama‐
tions issued on behalf of their municipality as a way “to
promote good relations, particularly across ethnic and
cultural cleavages” (Cooper, 2018, p. 121). As the hon‐
orary figurehead of a municipal regime, a mayor can
issue decrees much like the monarchs or emperors of
the past. For neo‐liberalizing city governments, Pride
proclamations are municipal opportunities to demon‐
strate adherence to nationalized equalities legislation,
while performing LGBTQ2S inclusion “as if the belief
was its own” (Cooper, 2018, p. 123). Mayoral proclama‐
tions are performances that can be local (for municipal
Pride days or weeks), or more national or international
in scale (e.g., International Day Against Homophobia,
Transphobia, and Biphobia, or International Day of the
Pink). While struggles over activist requests for may‐
oral Pride proclamations were initially contentious in
both Surrey and Burnaby, by the late 2010s, such sym‐
bolic acts were normalized. Pride proclamations are now

part of the rainbowization process, with local LGBTQ2S
activists requesting such micro‐symbolic performances
that only briefly confer them recognition because they
are offered few other avenues. Proclamations are, how‐
ever, an inconsequential inclusion tool for municipalities
becausemayors can perform andminute them as part of
a list of community groups briefly receiving recognition
at a council meeting or even take them outside of city
hall for pride events or flag raisings.

The fourth most common recognition action was the
reception of delegations by the city council and through
the civic backrooms of social inclusion committees. For
city officials, hosting LGBTQ2S delegations creates the
political opportunity to introduce specialized vocabular‐
ies to city hall and showcase civic rainbowization by lis‐
tening to select representatives articulate community
needs (cf. Fenster & Misgav, 2020). Delegations enter
civic fora by invitations to the most publicly visible and
active LGBTQ2S community leaders who have fostered
relational linkages with civic allies as their “champion”
(Cooper & Monro, 2003). Such delegations may give pre‐
sentations, make proposals, and/or provide supporting
evidence that foregrounds the voices and lived experi‐
ences of LGBTQ2S constituencies, granting them “due
recognition” by practically acknowledging their needs
and “expertise” (Young, 2000). In council chambers and
committee meetings, LGBTQ2S delegations appear occa‐
sionally as “bearers of political claims,” embodying queer
issues and giving them brief appearances as matters of
“public importance” (Ruez, 2016).

The fifth most common action of recognition is the
reception of funding requests from LGBTQ2S community
groups or non‐profit organizations that include LGBTQ2S
participants. Under neoliberal urbanism, the non‐profit
industrial complex is the most common site of LGBTQ2S
service provision (Beam, 2018), a sector heavily reliant
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Figure 2. Percentage of total recognition actions by case‐study municipality with counts.
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upon voluntary labor and the small financial inputs of
municipalities through competitive community granting
processes (Mananzala & Spade, 2008). As Beam (2018)
cautions, non‐profitization reproduces a bifurcated affec‐
tive economy that pinkwashes the performance of inclu‐
sion for funders while burning out staff and perpetuating
the oppressions and continued marginalization of com‐
munity work as charity. Within civic governance, fund‐
ing allocation is usually the purview of finance commit‐
tees and departments, but urban planners may validate
and justify requests that dovetail with strategic priori‐
ties for (super)diversity or reconciliation (e.g., rainbow‐
ized festivals, events, and commemorative opportuni‐
ties). Such practices may also involve civic investments
in rainbow infrastructure (e.g., flag poles, crosswalks)
and/or necessitate the technocratic issuing of permits,
insurance, parking, and road closure for events.

The sixth and seventh most common recognition
actions are requests from community groups (other
than funding) and the announcement of civic awards.
The imagination of community requests is often limited
to rainbowization in the use of city hall for exhibits,
the installation of rainbow infrastructures (flags or cross‐
walks), or municipal Pride sponsorship. These requests,
often made in writing, provide documentation that
attests to the existence, mandates, and accomplish‐
ments of LGBTQ2S activists and community organiza‐
tions. In their mediating role between city hall and the
community, urban planners may provide civic support
for such non‐funding requests while, behind the scenes,
they may also investigate their realization through the
technocratic procedural mechanisms of departments
and the legitimizing plans and policies that determine
their viability. Civic awards provide opportunities to
rainbowize civic leadership by singling out individual
LGBTQ2S people, most commonly youth and seniors.
Like proclamations, they are part of the competition
for recognition among diverse publics but are more
individualized. The process of nomination deliberation
raises the profile of LGBTQ2S activists and their organi‐
zations as reports and information circulate through dif‐
ferent committees.

In the case‐study municipalities, Burnaby and
Surrey’s recognition actions were overwhelmingly
reports and proclamations while presentations and del‐
egations were exceptionally high in New Westminster.
For years, Burnaby did almost nothing to recognize its
LGBTQ2S populations, relying solely on the same may‐
oral proclamation—that the mayor never read aloud
and went directly into the minutes—every year. This
rhythm changed following the 2018 election, after which
the social planner could begin to champion municipal
LGBTQ2S recognition. In Surrey, the homonegative pol‐
itics arising after a 1999 schoolboard ban of same‐sex
books (Bain et al., 2020) raised the issue much earlier
and was followed by HIV‐status activism that challenged
the municipality to recognize the local LGBTQ2S commu‐
nity. Surrey’s religious constituencies (fundamentalist

Christian and South Asian Hindu, Muslim, and Sikh com‐
munities) have reigned in progressive mayoral reforms
such that LGBTQ2S inclusion is not on the agenda of its
planners and recognition is limited to mention of the
LGBTQ2S acronym in reports, recycled proclamations,
applications for small pools of funding, and largely unsuc‐
cessful requests for rainbowization (e.g., for flag raisings
and use of the city hall plaza). Recognition actions extend
beyond rainbowization in New Westminster, a former
working‐class city and city‐regional leader in compassion‐
ate social inclusion (Bain & Podmore, 2021). Its reports,
presentations and reception of delegations demonstrate
the synergistic alignment of civic leader‐LGBTQ2S com‐
munity activist networks with urban economic redevel‐
opment initiatives and the power of its social planner’s
inclusion enhancement projects to extend the redistribu‐
tive concerns of LGBTQ2S activists about access to hous‐
ing, municipal facilities, and seniors’ care facilities across
departmental silos. Urban planners, therefore, played
a key role in facilitating (or not) LGBTQ2S recognition
actions, but mayoral leadership and municipal social
inclusion priorities were also determinants in themunici‐
pal scaling upof LGBTQ2S recognition fromactivists, local
community organizations and para‐public institutions,
and dispersal throughout governance departments.

5. Civic Outcomes of LGBTQ2S Redistribution

Five types of LGBTQ2S redistributive outcomes were
identified (Figure 3). Referrals (of applications and pro‐
posals to departments for technocratic and bureaucratic
investigation before the final decision‐making process)
were the most common followed by recommendations
(regarding proposals and plans from council to spe‐
cialized committees). The adoption of resolutions that
enhance the city’s diversity profile (implementing social
plans, changing infrastructure, and granting permission
to temporarily use civic spaces) were third, followed by
the funding of LGBTQ2S groups and targeted projects.
Although rare, there were two instances in Surrey when
community requests were denied by council, an out‐
come of maldistribution that is explored in greater detail
elsewhere (Bain & Podmore, 2022).

When city councils and committees make recom‐
mendations acknowledging LGBTQ2S constituencies,
they demonstrate a commitment to the redistributive
process. Requests and proposals promoting LGBTQ2S
redistribution often enter the governance process
through the backdoor of specialized socio‐cultural
advisory committees—the social consciousness of
municipalities—whose recommendations can indicate
which groups are most deserving of redistributive
resources (Cooper & Monro, 2003). In Burnaby, it was
the Social Issues Committee, following a presentation
from the social planner in 2012, that recommended
City Council join Canadian Coalition of Municipalities
Against Racism and Discrimination forcing the adop‐
tion of a non‐discrimination clause regarding LGBTQ2S
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populations. Burnaby’s social planner, working closely
with non‐profits and the City’s Parks and Recreation
Department, also did the groundwork to support a
motion that the City’s Executive Committee perma‐
nently fund Burnaby Pride in 2020. In New Westminster,
the social planner led the 2012–2013 Century House
Social Inclusion Enhancement project (the municipal‐
ity’s first redistributive initiative to include LGBTQ2S res‐
idents) with the recommendation of the Community
and Social Issues Committee and the support of
Development Services and the Parks, Recreation, and
Culture Committee. In Surrey, neither the Multicultural
Committee nor the Diversity Advisory Committee ever
recommended any targeted policies addressing LGBTQ2S
constituencies to council. No urban planners ever
initiated plans for LGBTQ2S inclusion. References to
LGBTQ2S constituencies mostly appear in lists of minori‐
tized groups in documents addressing inclusion (e.g.,
social wellbeing, youth engagement, social sustainabil‐
ity, anti‐racism and immigrant integration, homelessness
and addictions, and Indigenous relations).

Referrals demonstrate the integrative role played by
urban planners in bringing LGBTQ2S social inclusionmea‐
sures to fruition and illustrate the synergies between
departments and committees. In Burnaby, a delegation
from Our City of Colours proposed a poster campaign to
raise awareness of LGBTQ2S ethno‐cultural diversity to
the Social Issues Committee in 2012 which was referred
to the planning department (Bain & Podmore, 2022).
The planners then enlisted the assistance of the Parks,
Recreation and Cultural Services Department to prepare
a City Council report. Initiated by a citizen request to the
Sustainable City Advisory Committee, Burnaby’s 2018
rainbow crosswalks were also the result of such inter‐
departmental referrals. Before recommending the pro‐
posal for six rainbow crosswalks to City Council, the

Committee referred the proposal to the Engineering
and Finance Departments to determine materials, place‐
ment, and funding. In New Westminster, the social
planner presented a 2012–2013 proposal to participate
in the Safe Harbour program (a provincial anti‐racism
safety training program that includes LGBTQ2S) to the
Multicultural Advisory Committee and the Community
and Social Issues Committee which referred the pro‐
posal to Development Services for clarification before
requesting council adoption. Surrey’s most notable refer‐
rals have been employed to block LGBTQ2S rainbowiz‐
ation requests for flag raisings and Pride sponsorship.
In 2014, for example, a request to raise the rainbow flag
on the municipal pole was referred by council to the city
manager for clarification of flag protocol and then denied
(Bain & Podmore, 2022).

Adoptions by City Councils represent public gov‐
ernance commitments emerging from dialogues with
multiple publics. Municipal adoptions in support of
LGBTQ2S redistribution are often positively correlated
with the size of the city, the availability of “interest group
resources,” and the presence of “strong networks of
advocates” (Cravens, 2015, p. 22). In Burnaby, therewere
only two adoptions before the mayoral regime change
of 2018 and only one—the Our City of Colours poster
campaign—was LGBTQ2S‐specific. With a new mayor
championing redistribution for LGBTQ2S citizens through
rainbowized Pride festivities and crosswalks after 2018,
strong networks of non‐profit advocates alignedwith city
representatives to initiate multiple adoptions and with
them, rapid municipal change. A long‐standing munici‐
pal leader in LGBTQ2S inclusions, NewWestminster, iron‐
ically, has few official adoptions (4% of all outcomes)
due to the independence of its Pride organization and
its annual dedicated civic funding which makes it unnec‐
essary to seek regular approval from city council. Despite
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its size, Surrey has few LGBTQ2S‐specific adoptions (3%
of all outcomes) other than the sanctioning of two queer
history exhibitions in the foyer of City Hall in 2014
and 2015. Since the largest municipality has the fewest
adoptions, size was not a determining factor in munic‐
ipal LGBTQ2S redistributive adoptions. Instead, adop‐
tions were determined by the availability of LGBTQ2S
resources and the strength of LGBTQ2S advocacy net‐
works, especially those of civic champions such as pro‐
gressive mayors and senior social planners.

Since mayors have the political power to priori‐
tize LGBTQ2S inclusion, mayoral leadership determines
LGBTQ2S redistribution outcomes with urban planners
providing the technical expertise to justify municipal
infrastructural adaptations and funding. In Burnaby,may‐
oral regime change made it possible for the social plan‐
ner to lead the organization of the city’s first Pride event
in 2018, chairing a committee that brought together local
non‐profits and municipal departments to rapidly real‐
ize funding for the first event and crosswalk. This plan‐
ner then leveraged Pride to change the municipality’s
institutional culture by dispersing LGBTQ2S knowledge
to the engineering, maintenance, transportation, and
finance departments and securing permanent funding
for this event in 2020 (Bain & Podmore, 2022). In New
Westminster, early mayoral support for a Pride event
in 2010 led to the rapid incorporation of LGBTQ2S con‐
stituency concerns and the formation of NewWest Pride
as a stand‐alone community organization with dedicated
municipal funding since 2015. Such strong mayoral sup‐
port has meant that its social planner can focus on
integrating LGBTQ2S populations into social inclusion
projects and participatory planning fora while also redis‐
tributing access by providing gender‐neutral restrooms
and changing rooms in municipal facilities and study‐
ing exclusions in seniors’ care facilities. In Surrey, lim‐
ited mayoral support and a planning department com‐
mitment to land use and other social groups has meant
that LGBTQ2S activists must directly confront politicians
during council meetings to make their demands for
transformative redistribution. With no “champion” plan‐
ner nor dedicated funding, they must work with the
Parks, Recreation, and Culture Department for annual
grants to fund Surrey Pride and support local LGBTQ2S
community groups. These three configurations there‐
fore demonstrate that mayoral commitment opens the
municipal opportunity structure to LGBTQ2S recognition,
paving the way for social planners to facilitate trans‐
formative redistribution. Thus, transformative redistribu‐
tion for LGBTQ2S constituencies in peripheral municipali‐
ties requires investment in the practice of social planning
and the extension and integration of the social inclusion
portfolio across municipal departments.

6. Conclusion

This article has argued that urban planning in the sub‐
urbs of the Vancouver city‐region rarely aligns an LGBTQ+

politics of recognition with transformative redistribu‐
tion in ways that can be sustained across professional
and managerial boundaries. It suggests that the speci‐
ficity of recognition for suburban LGBTQ2S residents
does not lead to integration into fundamental municipal
governance arenas such as housing provision, poverty
reduction, public security, public transit infrastructure,
or service provision. In many respects it appears as if
nothing is being redistributed within local governments
other than variations of the LGBTQ2S acronym. Within
Burnaby, New Westminster, and Surrey, LGBTQ2S issues
occasionally appear in more substantive reports and
documentation, but only with passing reference and
in response to national and provincial legislative equal‐
ities provocations. While over time, variations of the
LGBTQ2S acronym were increasingly incorporated into
municipal public‐facing records, none of these munici‐
palities had plans or policies specific to the LGBTQ2S
population. Suburban LGBTQ2S populations were never
an urban planning or policy priority; instead, they are
“rare events” and after‐thoughts, often listed amongst
marginalized “others” who lack representation, are dis‐
advantaged, and are assumed to live elsewhere (read
central city; Cravens, 2015).

In the three case studymunicipalities, LGBTQ2S recog‐
nition actions (awards, delegations, funding requests,
other requests, presentations, proclamations, and
reports) were more prevalent than any redistributive
outcomes (adopted, denied, funded, recommended, and
referred). The increasingly concentrated and persistent
civic use of the rainbowwas frequently deployed to stand
in for a more substantive integration of LGBTQ2S con‐
cerns. Burnaby became especially reliant upon the rain‐
bow as a marker of inclusion in the suburban landscape
and as compensation for years of civic neglect. This prac‐
tice of surplus visibility contrastswith Surrey,where there
is limitedmunicipal rainbowization and outright rejection
of social inclusion rituals that promote LGBTQ2S recog‐
nition. As the bridging municipality between Burnaby
and Surrey, New Westminster’s rainbowization is readily
apparent, but behind public displays, participatory mech‐
anisms facilitate the incorporation of LGBTQ2S concerns
into departmental initiatives. However, the lack of com‐
monality regarding governance and urban planning prac‐
tices across the three municipalities also indicates the
ongoing peripheralization of LGBTQ2S interests by local
suburban governments. As the fragmentary character of
the database suggests, none of the municipalities had a
coherent program for LGBTQ2S municipal recognition in
planning or governance.

Given the rarity of such outcomes, the current ana‐
lysis points to the potential role that urban planners,
especially social planners, could play in augmenting the
number of tangible deliverables to integrate LGBTQ2S
populations into municipal redistributive mechanisms.
Numerically outnumbered by land use, transportation
and economic development planners, a few, active social
planners on the progressive edge of their practice do the
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bulk of LGBTQ2S social inclusion work. Any realization of
a just city also necessitates that urban planners move
beyond the relative comfort of a colourful visibility poli‐
tics and understand the limits of rainbowization as recog‐
nition. As Cooper (2018) cautions, citifying the rainbow
and its symbolic economy as publicly held city property
(e.g., through festivals, crosswalks, stickers, posters, and
banners) risks reducing LGBTQ+ equality gains to “festi‐
valized” versions of diversity. While such performative
progressiveness permits the navigation of complex sub‐
urban morality politics, it is readily co‐optable by other
agendas, notably neoliberal suburban redevelopment
strategies that emphasize commercial revitalization and
festivalization (Ghaziani, 2014). To resist such rainbow
co‐option, planners require inclusion commitments from
municipal leadership and the opportunity to extend
them across municipal departments (Muller Myrdahl,
2021). If such commitments are to support transfor‐
mative redistribution they further require “internally‐
diverse advisory committees, LGBTQ2S community‐led
engagement, and the collection of LGBTQ2S‐sensitive dis‐
aggregated data” (Muller Myrdahl, 2021, p. 52).

Transformative redistribution is a means to resocial‐
ize the economy and restructure the underlying frame‐
works that produce inequalities. Necessarily political, it
cannot be the responsibility of urban planners alone.
Withinmunicipal governance frameworks, planners have
the responsibility to collect, track, and communicate rele‐
vant demographic data that informs the evidence‐based
goals and measurable targets of municipal social inclu‐
sion plans and policy frameworks. The national census
is the primary source of same‐sex household data, but
its portraits of LGBTQ+ residents are necessarily troubled
and incomplete, resulting in erasures and marginaliza‐
tion (Frisch, 2021). These administrative data disconti‐
nuities make evidence‐based inclusion goals and mea‐
surable social planning targets for LGBTQ+ residents dif‐
ficult to formulate. Until it is possible to benchmark
the resource and service needs of heterogeneous sub‐
urban LGBTQ2S populations that are markedly divided
by income, ethnicity, religion, family status, household
structure, and politics, they will remain “a marginalized
group” despite their concerns not beingmarginal to plan‐
ning (Forsyth, 2001, p. 354). As Doan (2015, p. 258)
reminds, planners play a critical role in empowering
“diverse LGBTQ interests to work together and plan for
the future of the whole community” by creating spaces
to gather, socialize, and organize outside of gay villages.
It is imperative, therefore, to build upon LGBTQ2S recog‐
nition and its playful performances of rainbowization as
municipal progress, by feeding transformative LGBTQ2S
redistribution through all municipal departments and
committees.
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1. Introduction

In 2016, the Vancouver City Council passed the
Supporting Trans* Equality and an Inclusive Vancouver
motion (also referred to here as the Supporting Trans*
Equality policy or TGD2S strategy), a strategy that aims to
make the City of Vancouver a safer place for Two‐Spirit,
trans, and gender‐diverse (TGD2S) people who seek ser‐
vices and work. For a group of people whose encoun‐
ters with city services are often shaped by exclusion,
harassment, and discrimination (Vancouver Board of
Parks and Recreation, 2014, p. 8), this strategy was a
remarkable achievement. Its purpose—to ensure that
municipal programs, services, and physical spaces are
safe and accessible to TGD2S users (whether residents,
visitors, or City staff)—stands in stark contrast to themyr‐
iad anti‐trans laws and policies that have proliferated in

North America and beyond during the same period. For
the City of Vancouver, the Supporting Trans* Equality
policy demonstrated the City’s local and global leader‐
ship in working toward creating meaningful pathways to
inclusion (City of Vancouver, 2016, p. 9).

TGD2S people are often grouped with lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and queer communities under the LGBTQ2S+
acronym; however, these groups share overlapping
but distinct concerns and needs. While municipalities
have acknowledged the “LGBQ” part of the acronym,
or sexual diversity, in an uneven fashion (Bain &
Podmore, 2021), the acknowledgment of gender diver‐
sity is even more scarce (a gap that is replicated in
the literature). The Supporting Trans* Equality policy
is unique in its intervention for gender‐diverse com‐
munities: Trans, which refers to people whose gender
identity is different from their assigned sex; gender
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diverse (including non‐binary), which includes people
whose gender expressions and identities do not con‐
form to a male/female gender binary; and Two‐Spirit,
who are Indigenous and whose gender identity is both
male/female, masculine/feminine (Hunt, 2016). TGD2S
people face persistent discrimination when trying to
access even the most basic municipal services. Consider
the following scenarios: Trying to participate in recre‐
ational programming with a preferred name and being
refused because this name does not align with legal
identification; or, wanting to use a change room that
alignswith one’s gender identity and facing hostility from
both staff and other recreation centre users when that
effort fails. In these scenarios, each of these “sites” of
City services—programming, spaces, signage, forms, and
staff training—contain potential barriers that, shaped by
binary gender norms, work to exclude residents, staff,
and visitors.

At the same time, TGD2S voices have been histori‐
cally absent from the planning table and there have been
few avenues through which TGD2S people have been
invited to participate in shaping urban futures. While
appreciating TGD2S lives through a strengths‐based lens
is vital to resisting damage‐centred narratives (Nash,
2010; Todd, 2021; Tuck, 2009), it is also necessary to
understand the everyday impacts of anti‐trans hostility.
As Kline et al. (2023) write, trans people experience a
wide range of physical andmental health disparities com‐
pared to a cisgender population. These disparities, they
note, “exist in a social context of stigma and social exclu‐
sion” (Kline et al., 2023, p. 2) alongside a sharp increase
in anti‐trans legislation, particularly in the US and the UK
(Kinney et al., 2022).

In British Columbia, gender identity and expression
are protected grounds under the provincial human rights
code. This amendment, made in 2016, was character‐
ized as necessary for clarity of interpretation about the
types of discrimination TGD2S people face, and to be
consistent with human rights legislation across Canada
(“B.C. Human Rights Code,” 2016). As human rights
lawyer Laura Track writes for the BC Human Rights
Clinic: “The inclusion of gender identity and expression
in the Codemeans that employers, landlords, and service
providers must act to prevent and respond to discrim‐
ination against trans people” (Track, 2020, para. 5) For
municipalities, as employers, service providers and occa‐
sionally landlords, enacting policy to support trans inclu‐
sion aligns with a broader policy landscape. Moreover,
policy that directly confronts discrimination and aims “to
protect and expand resources and opportunities” works
alongside legal human rights protections to change social
norms (Kinney et al., 2022, p. 493). Yet, few municipali‐
ties have addressed trans inclusion explicitly.

This article explores the origin and policy‐related
impacts of one such intervention in the City of Vancouver.
I tell the story of the Supporting Trans* Equality pol‐
icy driven by two questions: What was the policy devel‐
opment process of the TGD2S strategy? And what, if

any, policy‐related impacts have the TGD2S strategy had?
The aim of this article is twofold. The first goal is to doc‐
ument this policy as a contribution to the urban policy
and planning literature, where attention to gender diver‐
sity is due. Second, using the TGD2S strategy, I show
how a municipal equity policy aimed at addressing the
safety and inclusion of TGD2S people can have significant
impacts beyond its immediate scope. To develop this
idea, I consider how equity policy can serve as an innova‐
tion tool: I link literature on equity and urban innovation
in municipal governance to illustrate how one inclusion
strategy can substantially reshape institutional practices.

The path of the article is as follows. An explanation
of methods is followed by a snapshot of the Supporting
Trans* Equality policy, which is couched in a discussion
of how I understand and approach trans inclusion in the
context of municipal policy and planning. Then, I explore
two sets of literature—equity and urban innovation at
the municipal scale—as a conceptual framework to sup‐
port a subsequent, more thorough discussion of the
TGD2S strategy: Its origins, its adoption, and the out‐
comes that have emerged from the ways this policy has
become embedded into the broader organizational man‐
date of the City. Using this conceptual lens, I consider
how an equity strategy can function as innovation by sub‐
stantially reshaping institutional practices for the benefit
of everyone, including its intended target.

2. Methods

This analysis was developed through an examination of
open‐source documents available through the City of
Vancouver’s website. I used four search functions avail‐
able through the City’s website: A general search fea‐
ture; a “find Council documents” function; an “infor‐
mation from in‐camera meetings” search feature; and
the archived web contents available on the Archive‐It
site. These tools allowed me to create a database of
more than 30 relevant policy and strategy documents
from the years 2013–2022: These include seven admin‐
istrative reports, nine memoranda and correspondence
documents, multiple sets of meeting minutes from the
Park Board and Council that focus on TGD2S and related
strategies, four municipal budget and five‐year service
plans, advisory committee terms of reference, annual
reports, working plans, andweb pages (for a partial list of
documents used in this analysis see Table 1). All of these
documentswere publicly available, and no retrieval assis‐
tance from City staff or advisory members was sought.
Supporting supplementary materials, such as media cov‐
erage of outcomes that emerged from the TGD2S strat‐
egy, were also added to the database. These documents
were reviewed and coded using an inductive coding pro‐
cess (Saldaña, 2013).

Since the focus of this article is to tell a story about
the trajectory of a policy and its policy‐related effects,
I present the story of trans inclusion from one angle that
sticks closely to the data presented in staff reports and
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Table 1. Select database contents from the City of Vancouver and Vancouver Park Board.

Document no.
Document title (if applicable) Date Document type

Park Board Committee Meeting
Minutes

— 13 May 2013 Meeting minutes

Trans* and Gender Variant Experience
of and Ideas for Vancouver Survey

— 2013 Community survey

General Manager’s Recommendation — 17 April 2014 Recommendation to the
Park Board from the
general manager of Parks
and Recreation

Building a Path to Parks & Recreation
for All: Reducing Barriers for Trans* &
Gender Variant Community Members

— April 2014 Report

Park Board Committee Meeting
Minutes

— 28 April 2014 Meeting minutes

Annual Report LGBTQ Advisory
Committee

— December 2014 Summary presentation

Trans* and Gender Variant Inclusion
Steering Committee TOR

— 2015 Committee terms of
reference

Supporting Trans Equality and an
Inclusive Vancouver

— July 2015 Motion on notice

Chief Human Resources Officer
Recommendation

RTS no. 11065, VanRIMS
no. 08–2000–20

8 June 2016 Administrative report

Trans*, Gender Variant, and Two‐Spirit
Inclusion at the City of Vancouver

— July 2016 Report

TGVI Annual Report & Corporate
Sponsorship Fund Request

— October 2016 Presentation to the Park
Board

Annual Report to Council—Advisory
Committees

— 23 December 2016 Memorandum

2017–2018 Work Plan of the LGBTQ2+
Advisory Committee

— — Work plan of the committee
and sub‐committees

Annual Progress Update on Work
Related to the Staff Report on
Supporting Trans* Equality and an
Inclusive Vancouver

RTS no. 11582, VanRIMS
no. 08–2000–20

2 June 2017 Administrative report

Annual Report to Council—Advisory
Committees

— 26 January 2018 Memorandum

Annual Progress Update on Work
Related to the Staff Report on
Supporting Trans* Equality and an
Inclusive Vancouver

RTS. no. 12526 6 July 2018 Memorandum

Interim Report to the Standing
Committee on City Finance
and Services

RTS no. 12960, VanRIMS
no. 08–2000–20

9 April 2019 Administrative report
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Table 1. (Cont.) Select database contents from the City of Vancouver and Vancouver Park Board.

Document no.
Document title (if applicable) Date Document type

2020 Budget and Five‐Year Financial
Plan

— December 2019 Public‐facing budget
document

Memo: Updates on Women’s Equity
Strategy and Trans Gender Diverse and
Two Spirit Inclusion Strategy

RTS no. 1334 12 November 2020 City Manager’s
correspondence

Updates on Women’s Equity Strategy
and Trans Gender Diverse and Two
Spirit Inclusion Strategy

RTS no. 1334 13 May 2021 Memorandum

Recommendation From the General
Manager of Arts Culture and
Community Services and the Chief
Equity Officer

RTS no. 14507, VanRIMS
no. 08–2000–20

22 June 2021 Memorandum introducing
the report

Equity Framework — 22 June 2021 Report

Vancouver Budget 2022 Service Plans — No date Public‐facing budget
document

Update on Women’s Equity Strategy — 7 March 2022 Memorandum

public‐facing policy documents. This is neither an exhaus‐
tive approach, nor is it without limitations. Notably, this
story does not give voice to TGD2S staff or residents
about their perspective of policy implementation and
impact. TGD2S voices included here are those who were
documented during the process of policy development.
Likewise, there is no attention paid here to the relation‐
ship between trans‐inclusion policy development and
the role of the Vancouver Police Department as a stake‐
holder in the city process. While the Vancouver Police
Department did not play a central role in the TGD2S strat‐
egy, they participated in limited consultations through
their role as an affiliate institution. Many TGD2S peo‐
ple, especially racialized TGD2S communities, have a
learned distrust of police as a result of persistent nega‐
tive encounters (Lee & Santiago, 2023). Given these rela‐
tions, it is likely that some TGD2S people would not feel
welcome to participate in a policy development process
where the Vancouver Police Departmentmay be present.
This question is worth exploring but it is outside the
scope of this article.

3. Trans Inclusion and the TGD2S Strategy

The origin story of the TGD2S strategy began with poli‐
cies and actions undertaken for trans inclusion in 2014
by the Vancouver Board of Parks and Recreation (also
referred to as Park Board) and the Vancouver Board of
Education (also referred to as School Board), two orga‐
nizations whose jurisdictions and operations have finan‐
cial attachments to the City but operate independently in

their decision‐making. Both pursued a path tomake their
organizations more welcoming and inclusive. In the case
of the School Board, this path was contentious: During
the consultation to update their anti‐discrimination pol‐
icy, angry opposition resulted from efforts to protect
LGBTQ students, staff, and families and address trans
and gender‐diverse members of the school community
(Leung, 2017). For the Park Board, the story was differ‐
ent. In 2013, the Park Board voted unanimously to strike
a working group “to provide a report to the Vancouver
Board of Parks and Recreation detailing how Vancouver
can be the world’s most inclusive jurisdiction for trans
and gender‐variant communities” (Vancouver Board of
Parks and Recreation, 2013, p. 3). The content of the
report returned to the Park Board in 2014 is detailed
further on; it became the basis for the TGD2S strategy,
which sought to scale up the work begun by the Park
and School Boards. Accepted by the Council in June 2016,
the actions contained in the strategy require the munici‐
pal government to attend to and redesign implicitly gen‐
dered models of service, programs, and spaces.

Indeed, the assumption of binary gender is part of
the municipal fabric: It is encoded in municipal data col‐
lection forms, building codes, signage, and communica‐
tion strategies. For a staff person, resident, or visitor
whose gender identity or presentation does not align
or is not read by others as conforming with dominant
modes ofmasculinity and femininity, trying to access pro‐
grams, services, and spaces can be alienating or worse.
A common sentiment from TGD2S respondents who
were surveyed about their park usage was avoidance.
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One respondent stated: “I frequently avoid going to
the gym or going swimming if I don’t have a friend
with me, due to fears of being confronted/harassed
in the change rooms” (Vancouver Board of Parks and
Recreation, 2014, p. 15). Many who are welcomed under
an LGBTQ umbrella may face similar issues, but the chal‐
lenges posed by binary gender illustrate the specific
needs of TGD2S communities that “are all too often
erased from supposedly ‘LGBTQ’ struggles” (Browne
et al., 2021, p. 4).

What does TGD2S inclusion mean? Conceptually,
I approach TGD2S inclusion from the perspective of gen‐
der and sexual citizenship, which refers to the embod‐
ied experiences, discourses, and material practices of
inclusion and exclusion for certain bodies on the basis
of adhering to or rejecting gender and sexual norms.
Exclusion can thus take the shape of policies and prac‐
tices (for instance, forms with limited categories) or be
experienced as a repetition of the message “you don’t
belong here.” In other words, the state is not the only
entity with the power to enforce inclusion and exclu‐
sion. Importantly, this captures the everyday experience
of discrimination faced by trans and gender‐diverse peo‐
ple. When engaged about access to park board spaces,
one respondent stated: “I am constantly being told that
the washroom I am in is a women’s washroom. I am a
gay, young, androgynous female. These changes are nec‐
essary….We all go into any toilet to do the same thing”
(Vancouver Board of Parks and Recreation, 2014, p. 29).

Inclusion often implies a rights‐based framework;
indeed, exclusion on the basis of gender identity and
expression contravenes a person’s human rights in
British Columbia and Canada. A rights‐based framework
is complicated for several reasons, however. First, the
rationale for assigning rights is often tied to claims for
social justice and recognition as a “class” deserving of
rights. Yet, recognition necessarily requires inclusion and
exclusion criteria (Bain & Podmore, 2021, p. 1647). In a
system predicated on a gender binary, the emphasis
has been on drawing boundaries around who fits within
a deserving class (women, for example). The upshot is
that “gender fluidity becomes further silenced through
legal and social policies around trans* that reproduce
traditional frameworks that foreground authentic binary
gender” (Hines & Santos, 2018, p. 39). This has nega‐
tive consequences for trans people,whose “authenticity”
may be called into question. It also has negative conse‐
quences for gender‐diverse, non‐binary, and Two‐Spirit
people who simply do not fit into this framework.

Despite these complexities, the focus on rights is an
important strategy. Hostility toward TGD2S people has
been on the rise (Kinney et al., 2022; Kline et al., 2023).
Nash and Browne (2021, p. 87), for instance, document
what they term hetero‐activist resistances in schools in
Canada and the UK: They show that inclusion of, and
support for, sexual orientation and gender identity learn‐
ing resources “is actively contested.” In British Columbia,
this takes the form of parents and candidates for school

boards organizing around the idea that sexual orienta‐
tion and gender identity content is a trend of the day
(MacDonald & Little, 2022) rather than a human rights
issue. At the same time, rights have a significant impact
on people’s everyday lives. Earle et al. (2021, p. 864)
show from a survey of 77 countries that “living in an envi‐
ronment that legally supports LGBT communities is asso‐
ciated with more personal LGBT rights support,” even
when people have no personal connection to members
of queer or gender diverse communities.

At the City of Vancouver, the TGD2S strategy is under‐
stood as an equity‐related Council directive, one of many
that emerged prior to—and paved the way for—the
adoption of the city‐wide Equity Framework in 2021.
The Equity Framework (City of Vancouver, 2021a, p. 8)
also understands rights to be salient: Compliance with
the law on human rights and safe workplaces is one of
three “imperatives for action towards equity.” However,
across the internally‐facing staff memos and externally‐
facing reports to Council, supporting trans inclusion is
also framed as setting the City in a leadership role and
laying a path “that will be of great benefit” not only
to TGD2S communities but to organizations, community
agencies, and electeds at all levels of government (City of
Vancouver, 2016, p. 3). This framing is suggestive of the
broader policy impact the TGD2S strategy has had.

In the next section, I develop a theoretical framework
using literature on equity and urban innovation in munic‐
ipal governance to explore the question of whether or
how an equity intervention can also serve as an innova‐
tion tool. Ultimately, I place this scholarship into conver‐
sation with a more in‐depth look at the origins and out‐
comes of the TGD2S strategy to consider the significance
of this strategy on policy within and beyond the scope of
the City of Vancouver.

4. Equity and/as Innovation

As Loh and Kim (2021) write, the issue of equity is cen‐
tral to the practice of planning. Although equity suffers
from a lack of consistent definition (Cairney et al., 2022),
it is typically understood as access in two directions:
Access resulting from equitable distribution of resources
and services on the one hand, and, on the other, pro‐
cedural access that transforms the who and the how of
decision‐making. Joy and Vogel (2021) further describe
these two directions of equity with an intersectional lens,
underlining the multidimensional experience of social
difference and oppression:

Equity ensures that human beings in all their inter‐
secting personal, familial, sociopolitical, and geo‐
graphic differences have access to the opportuni‐
ties, resources, and supports they need to survive
and thrive. Simultaneously, equity requires that we
understand and address the ideational systems and
socio‐political practices that block access for particu‐
lar groups. (Joy & Vogel, 2021, p. 1376)

Urban Planning, 2023, Volume 8, Issue 2, Pages 223–234 227

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Notably, equity is defined in relation to—and distinct
from—equality. Whereas equality is recognized as same‐
ness (all people have access to the same opportuni‐
ties, for instance), equity is recognized as addressing
systemic barriers that impede access to opportunities.
The move from equality to equity in Canadian munic‐
ipal frameworks is a trend that has occurred in the
past twenty years; as such, strategies dating from the
early 2000s often used the term equality (most often in
relation to gender). It is important to note that equity
frameworks (unlike equality, when used in law) are not
legally binding.

Given that the distribution of public assets is a cen‐
tral feature of planning, attention to who has access
to resources and services is critical, as are efforts to
expand opportunities for those who have less access
because of historical and contemporary forms of exclu‐
sion (Loh & Kim, 2021, p. 182). However, there is tension
between equity, diversity, and democracy in both theory
and practice, as Fainstein (2010) reminds us. To cite one
example, creating opportunities for participatory gover‐
nance does not by definition translate into greater partic‐
ipation for historically excluded communities (Fainstein,
2010; Flyvbjerg, 1998). This is demonstrably shown in the
case studies co‐created for Black urban placemaker Jay
Pitter’s graduate course: She and her co‐authors reveal
the myriad barriers that prevent Black and other histor‐
ically marginalized communities from fully engaging in
civic participation, despite any increase in the number
of participation opportunities (see Pitter, 2021). Even as
it is complicated to implement equity in planning prac‐
tice (Brand, 2015; Loh et al., 2022), recent commitments
to examining equity within and outside the planning
profession in Canada (Canadian Institute of Planners,
2021; Federation of Canadian Municipalities [FCM], n.d.)
demonstrate that there is evermore attention to the role
that equity plays in planning.

As such, addressing equity has become part of a
municipality’s work in the Canadian context. In British
Columbia, local governments are responsible, in part or
in full, for providing land use decisions and other core
services. However, all local governments in Canada oper‐
ate under provincial legislation; in practice, this means
that their decision‐making power and capacity to raise
money are constrained. Regardless, many municipal gov‐
ernments have taken leadership positions on files—like
equity—that are not historically part of their core ser‐
vices mandate. Given that cities are the scale at which
the disproportionate impacts of housing insecurity, vio‐
lence, and employment precarity become most visible
(Klodawsky et al., 2017, p. 4), local governments are
increasingly asked to address a broader range of issues
(Mévellec et al., 2020). In their exploration of innovation
and inclusion within Canadian municipal governance,
Bradford and Bramwell (2014) show that some cities
have rejected the idea that provincial governments dic‐
tate their capacity to shape their own futures. In these
cases, cities have taken on what they understand to be

an “enhanced policy role” whose process is “centred
in, and responsive to, the local community” (Tindal &
Tindal, 2009, p. 392, as cited in Bradford & Bramwell,
2014, p. 320).

Equity should thus be recognized as an essential fea‐
ture of municipal responsiveness. The Equity Framework
identifies three reasons for the timeliness of this inter‐
vention (City of Vancouver, 2021b): Justice (addressing
historical and systematic oppression), compliance (con‐
forming to provincial and federal human rights codes),
and effectiveness (recognizing the workplace benefits of
hiring, retaining, and promoting diverse staff). However,
the question of the shape or implementation of equity
and inclusion is discussed in the scholarly literature in
critical terms. Scholars note the discrepancy between
aspirational commitments and operationalized enact‐
ments of equity. Sustainability and resilience planning
illustrates this problem; according to Loh and Kim (2021,
p. 138), critiques of this field have shown how equity is
mentioned but is not incorporated into actionable pol‐
icy and planning. Andrew and Doloreux (2014, p. 138)
also identify that social development initiatives like inclu‐
sion suffer whenmunicipalities functionwith limited hor‐
izontal coordination across departments. This is echoed
in Bain and Podmore’s (2021) examination of the inclu‐
sion of sexuality and gender diversity in municipal gover‐
nance. They argue: “Social issues are often siloed within
the mandates of specific committees with limited inter‐
sectional crossover” (Bain & Podmore, 2021, p. 1660).
Finally, the scholarship notes thatwhere equity and inclu‐
sion are understood as exclusively social development
initiatives, there is little integration between these strate‐
gies and other areas of city business, like economic devel‐
opment (Andrew& Doloreux, 2014), except when equity
can be framed in terms of advancing economic goals (Loh
& Kim, 2021).

Where equity goals have been advanced in local
government, scholars identify divergent reasons for this
outcome. Davis and Edge (2022, pp. 14–15) write that
well‐defined goals are key but the conjoined efforts of
strategically‐minded local activists and politicians are
even more central. By contrast, Liao et al. (2019) find
that equity is dependent on interdepartmental collabora‐
tion and an emphasis on procedural justice, like resident
participation. Whitzman et al.’s (2014, p. 444) argument
that “four legs for a good table” is essential for delivering
improvements to women’s safety brings these two views
together in some ways: They argue that the four legs, or
the combination of electeds, public servants, community
group advocates, and (academic) researchers, is needed
to create change that promotes equity and inclusion.

Could such advancements be considered innovative?
Certainly, equity interventions developed through a pro‐
cess of co‐design meet several criteria laid out by schol‐
arship about innovation in the public sector. Defining
innovation as an “intentional and proactive process
that involves the generation and practical adoption and
spread of new and creative ideas, which aim to produce

Urban Planning, 2023, Volume 8, Issue 2, Pages 223–234 228

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


a qualitative change in a specific context,” Sørensen
and Torfing (2011, p. 849) argue that networked col‐
laboration with multiple stakeholders can enhance pub‐
lic innovation. These authors emphasize that innovation
is not “business as usual” but with more efficiencies.
Rather, innovation is second‐ or third‐order change that
upends routines or transforms theways problems or poli‐
cies are understood (Sørensen & Torfing, 2011, p. 850).
Innovatory urban governance as framed byMcGuirk et al.
(2022, p. 1392) is similarly interested in imagining a
different set of practices, motivated by responsiveness
and experimentation, and emphasizing “multi‐sectoral
co‐design and collaboration.” Although there is not a
consistent set of features associated with innovatory
urban governance, what is common across its multiple
forms is a defiance of the rigid, hierarchical structure
and anti‐risk behaviour for which bureaucratic tradition
is known (Criado et al., 2021) and an urge for collectively
driven transformation (McGuirk et al., 2022, p. 1396).

Taking up the idea of collaboration in innovation, par‐
ticularly in terms of policy co‐design, Blomkamp (2018,
p. 66) notes that problem definition—and solutions
ideation—will be improved from the participation of
a greater diversity of participants throughout the pol‐
icymaking process. Here, improvement implies that a
greater diversity of needs is met. This is an important con‐
sideration for valuing innovation: As Shearmur and Poirier
(2017) argue, it is not just economic logic or market
competition that drives innovation for local governments.
Rather, municipalities support innovative ideas when
they address goals like “solving practical problems asso‐
ciated with material aspects of municipal responsibility”
(Shearmur & Poirier, 2017, p. 741). In this sense, collabo‐
ration on issues like equity initiatives could be understood
as an innovative response to an emergent challenge.

Notably, participatory governance has already played
an important role in guiding equity initiatives in Canadian
municipalities. Ottawa’s City for All Women Initiative
(CAWI), for instance, has worked since the early 2000s
both inside and outside municipal government to shape
the development and adoption of equity tools for munic‐
ipal practitioners (Andrew & Doloreux, 2014; Siltanen
et al., 2015). What is unique to CAWI is the way they
conducted this work both within and outside City Hall:
Their ability to maintain a link (an office or staff liaison)
in City Hall while also retaining their community pro‐
file has meant that they have been able to draw in a
far more diverse set of community members than those
who would normally participate in community engage‐
ment exercises (Siltanen et al., 2015). Seen through the
framework of innovation, this model of collaboration is
hugely important. Without attracting diverse voices, col‐
laboration will lead to stasis instead of innovation, par‐
ticularly when collaborations occur “in closed and stable
networks” and in forums where power dynamics are left
unattended (Sørensen & Torfing, 2011, p. 853).

Sørensen and Torfing (2011, p. 853) go on to note
that, with careful management, collaboration can be fun‐

damental to innovation. Considerations for such man‐
agement include recognition of community knowledge
and expertisewhere, as an avenue for procedural democ‐
racy, community members are invited to redefine exist‐
ing terms of engagement (Corburn, 2003). Co‐design of
equity interventions presents a significant opportunity
for innovation, then, if those who have been historically
excluded from planning and decision‐making are invited
into a meaningful collaborative process.

As Bain and Podmore (2021) show, the application
of diversity and inclusion policies to LGBTQ2S commu‐
nities is uneven in many Canadian municipalities. Their
study reveals civic ambivalence toward including sexual
and gender diversity in suburban municipal social inclu‐
sion efforts; this agrees with my own findings about a
welcoming and inclusive city policy in a small city con‐
text (Muller Myrdahl, 2017). Yet, the current equity land‐
scape seems to be shifting in several important ways,
at least in British Columbia. For one, it is supported at
multiple scales, so municipal policies are in conversa‐
tion with the provincial and federal expectation to apply
GBA+ (gender‐based analysis plus) to all aspects of gov‐
ernance. Second, the current focus on equity is arguably
more politically engaged than earlier iterations of either
gender equality strategies or diversity and inclusion ini‐
tiatives, which were heavily influenced by a mandate
formulticultural (immigrant) recognition and integration.
The language used in current iterations of equity is more
overtly political, acknowledging, for example, the way
structural inequality is foundational to North American
urban development.

The fact that municipal equity efforts are no longer
limited to a few select cities also sets current equity
efforts apart, as does the fact that equity made it
onto the 2022 agenda of municipal priorities set by
the FCM, the organization that works at the federal
scale on behalf of local governments. The 2022 agenda
acknowledged inclusion as a long‐held priority that was
reaffirmed through the adoption of its anti‐racism and
equity commitment statement (FCM, 2022, n.d.). This
statement commits the organization to rectify inequities
by “grounding our culture, systems, policies and prac‐
tices in an intersectional, anti‐racism and equity lens”
(FCM, n.d.). How this will become actionable remains
to be seen, but it finally responds to a long‐standing
call by historically marginalized communities to take seri‐
ously the inequities built into urban form and process
(Pitter, 2020).

Taken together, the scholarly and applied consider‐
ations of equity in Canadian municipalities, read along‐
side approaches to innovation in urban governance, pro‐
vide a framework to analyze the TGD2S strategy. In the
next section, I draw from the database of the Park
Board and City documents to tell the story of its origins
and give an overview of its outcomes. Then, I read the
TGD2S strategy through this lens of equity and/as inno‐
vation to interpret the role and policy‐related impacts of
this intervention.
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5. Origins and Outcomes of the TGD2S Strategy

Formal inclusion of TGD2S people in the governance
of the City of Vancouver began with the introduction
of the City’s (then‐titled) LGBTQ Advisory Committee in
2009 (Murray, 2015). As a volunteer‐driven city advisory,
the committee provides staff and council with input on
issues relevant to City business. Under their terms of
reference, advisory committees must develop an annual
work plan with specific priorities, supported through the
work of subcommittees. In the 2013 LGBTQ Advisory,
the Trans and Gender Variant Inclusion Working Group
(TGVIWG) was initiated (Murray, 2015, p. 60) to work
with the Park Board on priority one of its newly‐
developed strategic framework: To create parks and
recreation for all. In May 2013, the TGVIWG was consti‐
tuted as a working group of the Park Board (Vancouver
Board of Parks and Recreation, 2013).

Tasked with reporting back on barriers to access
and recommended changes, the TGVIWG conducted an
extensive, nearly year‐long consultation process that
included town hall meetings, surveys, focus groups, and
other activities in two phases. First, they sought broad
community engagement with TGD2S community mem‐
bers and allies, community centre frontline and aquatic
staff, City Project Managers, recreation centre users, and
community partners. Second, they refined their findings
in a community review phase, seeking feedback from
TGD2S community members and allies, frontline staff,
andother City advisory groups (Vancouver Board of Parks
and Recreation, 2014). Each phase involved contact with
more than 200 people, many of whom shared intimate
stories of challenges they, or their friends and loved
ones, faced when using Park Board services and facilities.
One story exemplifies the experiences collected: In it,
a parent recounted how their gender creative child felt
unwelcome and out of place at park programs. The par‐
ent wrote:

She chooses day camps, like any kid does, based on
where she feels safe and welcome….If staff and chil‐
dren respect Kate’s right to her gender expression and
are interested in her as a multifaceted young person,
it’s a thumbs up. Unfortunately, a series of bad experi‐
ences havemade her extremelywary of all‐day camps.
Today she is very clear she does not feel safe at com‐
munity centre day camps. (Vancouver Board of Parks
and Recreation, 2014, p. 27)

Kate’s experiences sum up inaccessibility: At a city‐run
community centre, where programming should be com‐
paratively low cost and available to all, some kids feel
unsafe and that they don’t belong. These encounters set
the bar for what young people (and their parents) come
to expect of municipal‐led services.

The outcome of this participatory process was a
sixty‐four‐page report presented to the Park Board in
April 2014 (Vancouver Board of Parks and Recreation,

2014). The report (abbreviated here to Building a
Path) outlined seventy‐seven recommendations aiming
to improve access for TGD2S residents “to green spaces,
active living, and community provided by the Park Board”
(Vancouver Board of Parks and Recreation, 2014, p. 1).
The recommendations were organized into six areas,
each designated under one of the three directions of
the Park Board’s strategic framework. The six areas were:
Public space and signage; programming; financial acces‐
sibility; community partnerships; forms and literature;
and human resources and training. Recommendations
included increasing the number of single‐user change
areas, piloting recreational programs specific to TGD2S
residents, adjusting the gender category options on Park
Board forms, and developing and implementing training
materials and programs for staff at all levels.

This report was the foundation for a host of changes
made through the Park Board, with City support: In other
words, the City was implicated in making the neces‐
sary facilities modifications. While Council had already
made Vancouver the first Canadian municipality to pass
a municipal building code provision for gender‐neutral
washrooms in public buildings (in September 2013), the
Building a Path report set the stage for an implementa‐
tion strategy of signage, education, and services to make
Vancouver parks and community centres more welcom‐
ing to TGD2S users. The most eye‐catching part of this
strategy, launched in March 2015, was an awareness
campaign in the form of highly visible posters (approx‐
imately four feet tall) on display at community centres
featuring pictures of, and statements by, TGD2S people
(and in one case, a youth with their parents; Hallett,
2015; TheGeorgia Straight, 2015; “Vancouver Park Board
launches,” 2015). By September 2016, the TGVIWG had
established a steering committee with Park Board staff,
completed signage guidelines (using text and functional
icons rather than gendered symbols for washrooms),
revised pilot programming (moving to trans swim instead
of trans inclusive public swim), and identified a list of pri‐
ority next steps (including training and policies).

With the Park Board implementation in progress,
Council passed the Supporting Trans* Equality and an
Inclusive Vancouver motion in 2015 and tasked staff
with assessing how the TGVIWG recommendations could
be brought into the scope of City services, facilities,
and operations (TransFocus Consulting & Equity Labs in
City of Vancouver, 2016, p. 3, Appendix A). The con‐
sultants who won the bid to develop the proposal had
been involved in the TGVIWG and were thus intimately
familiar with the existing asks and possible directions.
Submitted to Council in July 2016, the TGD2S strat‐
egy laid out fourteen recommendations with thirty‐one
sub‐recommendations, almost all of which built upon
the existing work in the Park Board (and updates
undertaken by the School Board). Like Building a Path,
the TGD2S strategy was organized into thematic pil‐
lars: Public space, facilities + signage; programs + ser‐
vices; human resources; communications + data; and
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community consultation + public partnerships. In addi‐
tion to recommendations under each pillar, five quick
starts—action items that could be completed within six
to eighteen months—were identified, with attention to
high impact and feasibility for financial and operational
implementation (TransFocus Consulting & Equity Labs in
City of Vancouver, 2016, p. 16, Appendix A). The subse‐
quent changeswere as substantive as the Building a Path
implementation, but with a wider reach. Several of these
changes and their policy impacts are discussed below.

6. Discussion

Through the review of documents, two elements are
immediately noticeable. The first is the scope of change
across the municipal government. The TGD2S strategy
is neither siloed nor is it limited to social policy and
programming. Rather, the strategy has been taken up
across the organization. The most obvious example is
washrooms. Starting from the focus on Park Board wash‐
rooms in the Building a Path recommendations, the
TGD2S strategy fostered a complete overhaul of both sig‐
nage and washroom access in City‐owned or City‐leased
buildings. As of the 2019 update, this includes signage
at twenty‐seven community centres, nearly eighty field‐
housewashrooms (in parks), and at least five civic admin‐
istration buildings or City‐leased properties where City
staff work (City of Vancouver, 2019b, p. A‐1).

Two other examples provide a clear sense of scope.
Part of the human resources pillar, a staff and man‐
agement training initiative identified that “over 1000
Engineering Services employees received training in
2018” (City of Vancouver, 2019b, p. 7).While the report’s
emphasis was on the number of staff trained, it is equally
remarkable to reflect on the content of the training:
City‐wide, staff are being educated about TGD2S lives
and gender diversity, which historically is not typical of
municipal staff training. A second illustration is data col‐
lection and reporting. The communications + data pillar
included the recommendation to create and use data col‐
lectionmethods that include TGD2Speople across all City
departments,with sub‐recommendations stipulating the
need for (a) consistent policy and protocol for collect‐
ing gender data and (b) clear standards for conducting
TGD2S‐inclusive analysis and reporting. As both an inter‐
nal and external practice that underpins a wide variety
of City work, revising data collection practices is a signif‐
icant undertaking that has important consequences for
TGD2S visibility and inclusion (Doan, 2016). By 2019, the
Park Board program registration system was updated to
remove gender as a required category (City of Vancouver,
2019b, p. 8), and by 2020, considerable changes had
been made to internal and external data‐gathering prac‐
tices. Specifically, following the creation of an inventory
of internal forms that collect binary gender data, all City
departments were engaged in an exercise to identify
when and how data related to gender would be collected
(City of Vancouver, 2020, p. 10).

As a bottom‐up initiative that achieved this scope
of change, I read this strategy as an equity‐driven inno‐
vation: All of the outcomes represent operational trans‐
formation, where TGD2S communities have been explic‐
itly incorporated across City structures. Compared to a
model of ad hoc inclusion, where responsibility for the
strategy lies with a staff champion (Bain & Podmore,
2020), by 2019, the strategy had been embedded into
the work of affordable housing, engineering, and many
other units because “departmental goals to achieve
[TGD2S] inclusion [had] been identified for implemen‐
tation” every year since the strategy’s adoption (City of
Vancouver, 2019b, p. 5). Moreover, the successful scope
of the intervention stems in part from the deliberate
approach taken early on: The TGVIWG developed the
Building a Path report in such a way that its findings and
recommendations were clearly aligned with the direc‐
tions of the Park Board’s strategic framework. This made
for a clear business case in conjunctionwith thework the
Park Board already sought to undertake.

The second element illuminated by this review is
that the City‐wide policy implicationswere accomplished
through a volunteer‐driven strategy that relied on the
knowledge and expertise of TGD2S people. Starting with
the TGVIWG report, TGD2S inclusion began from a vol‐
unteer TGVIWG‐led consultation, which was a shift in
procedural process at the City: In effect, the City sup‐
ported the bottom‐up initiative by providing meeting
space and funding but enabled the TGVIWG to take the
lead. This power‐sharing move also meant a shift in the
working interpretation of expertise. For the data col‐
lection process to be considered valid, the embodied
expertise of TGVIWG and community members had to
be assigned value. This approach to participatory gov‐
ernance is characteristic of an innovatory model that is
based upon pluralized and dispersed authority (McGuirk
et al., 2022).

Moreover, the path leading from the TGVIWG to the
TGD2S strategy was, in practice, a process of co‐design.
Blomkamp (2018, p. 63, emphasis in original) notes that
co‐design requires that “people who are affected by the
issue are active participants in the design process,” from
the outset rather than simply involved in a consulta‐
tion at a mid‐way or endpoint. The relational exchange
between the TGVIWG, the Park Board, and the City can
be characterized this way, particularly once the organi‐
zation elected to act on the expertise shared by com‐
munity members. Once at the stage of strategy devel‐
opment, the consultants, who had been at the centre
of the volunteer working group, also undertook a pro‐
cess of stakeholder consultation, but this time looking
internally. The team met with fifty‐seven participants
across thirteen City departments plus City‐affiliated orga‐
nizations, as well as select advisory committees and
external service providers who are familiar with the
needs of the most vulnerable TGD2S community mem‐
bers. Bringing internal feedback to bear on expertise
shared and lessons gleaned in the Park Board work, the
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consultants extended the co‐design practice into a strat‐
egy adopted by the council.

These three features in particular—its participatory‐
driven co‐design, its wide‐reaching policy‐related impact,
and the fact that its outcomes originated through a form
of pluralized and dispersed authority—indicate that the
TGD2S strategy can be interpreted as an equity‐driven
innovation. Yet, it is important to note that this interpre‐
tation does not align perfectly with theorizations of inno‐
vatory urban governance. According to McGuirk et al.
(2022, p. 1403), “innovatory practices explicitly seek less
state‐centred enactments of governance.” In the TGD2S
case, the intention was not to extend authority beyond
the confines of local government, even as authority
was distributed through the practices of co‐production.
Indeed, the intention was to make government the locus
of the equity work: The process was conceptualized
within the context of municipal government, funded
and supported by the municipal government, and the
changes enacted are to government structures, whether
physical infrastructure or data collection forms. Arguably,
retaining a state‐centred enactment of innovatory gov‐
ernance is optimal because TGD2S human rights are at
stake. For changes that involve bringing equity to the
forefront, direction from an agreed‐upon authority like
the municipal government is important.

7. Conclusion: Equity as Innovation?

The TGD2S strategy levelled up equity and access for
TGD2S community members, including City staff and
resident/visitor users of programs and services. Several
years following its approval by the council, it remains a
visible component of the City of Vancouver’s equity pro‐
file. TGD2S‐specific needs are apparent across various
actions, like efforts to increase specialized homeless shel‐
ter capacity (City of Vancouver, 2019a). There is also a
recognition that gender diversity is only one layer of a
person’s identity, which is necessarily informed by their
race, ability, and other identity categories. This is evi‐
dent in the way that TGD2S needs are embedded across
strategies: For instance, TGD2S people and experience
are informing the safety priority of the Women’s Equity
Strategy (City of Vancouver, 2022) and select Indigenous
reconciliation efforts (City of Vancouver, 2020). Funding
is being sought from the 2023 operating budget to
update the 2016 strategy.

As this story also suggests, the impacts of the TGD2S
strategy have been felt well beyond TGD2S communities.
One example is the addition of universal washrooms in
the City’s Building By‐Law, which affects City‐owned facil‐
ities as well as buildings not owned or operated by the
City (City of Vancouver, 2019b). The 2019 By‐Law updates
require gender‐neutral washrooms in all types of occu‐
pancies, from residential to industrial (City of Vancouver,
2019b, p. A‐1). In 2013, when the By‐Law was modified
to require gender‐neutral washrooms in public buildings,
supporters noted the wider benefits of this change, espe‐

cially for users who need assistance or care provision in
the washroom. This was emphasized in the 2014 Building
a Path report, which indicated that many recreation cen‐
tres rely on universal spaces like the accessible single‐stall
or family washroom. In turn, the high demand for these
few spaces “pits the needs of diverse users against one
another” (Vancouver Boardof Parks andRecreation, 2014,
p. 17). With a change in By‐Law and, as recommended
by the TGD2S strategy, the sharing of these best prac‐
tices with architects’ and engineers’ associations (City
of Vancouver, 2019b), greater access to universal wash‐
roomswill be availablemore broadly. This is another form
of equity as innovation: It is an example of how address‐
ing the needs of the most marginalized improves services
not just for one population in need, but for everyone.

The TGD2S strategy demonstrates that equity inter‐
ventions can indeed drive innovation inmunicipal govern‐
ment. The need for similar interventions and innovations
is widespread, especially for approaches that centre the
expertise of those who feel less entitled to a seat at the
planning table. The TGD2S strategy provides a useful start‐
ing point to offer lessons about the impact that pluralized
authority and co‐design can have. These processes can
make visible communities that had been previously invis‐
ible to the City and ultimately reshape the City’s knowl‐
edge and practices. At the same time, they work to make
cities safer andmore inclusive for thosewhose voices and
needs have never been factored into municipal planning.
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1. Introduction

Volunteerism, grassroots activism, and mutual aid have
been critical to the advancement of rights and opportu‐
nities for LGBTQ+ people. These activities are institution‐
ally anchored within supportive organizations embed‐
ded in LGBTQ+ communities both large and small.
Various types of organizations support the LGBTQ+ com‐
munity by promoting the rights of individuals who
identify as sexual minorities; these organizations also
support the LGBTQ+ community by providing health
and educational services and other support networks
(Gato et al., 2020) at multiple scales from hyper‐local
neighborhood networks to larger national and interna‐
tional networks.

Community support and service organizations (CSOs)
serving the LGBTQ+ community reflect a decades‐
long history of engaging with LGBTQ‐identifying peo‐
ple. These organizations provide critical health‐ and
community‐related services which have often been deliv‐
ered under the challenging circumstances of preju‐
dice and discrimination against sexual minorities. For
example, LGBTQ+ community organizations can support
access to housing and services, redress economic insta‐
bility, reinforce access to medical care, and aid LGBTQ+
community members in coping with fear and isola‐
tion. CSOs take various forms of organization: some are
small and informal and operate on a shoestring budget,
others span international borders and are well‐funded
and highly organized, while others fall somewhere in
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between these two extremes. All aim to serve the
LGBTQ+ population and cause. The commonality is that
CSOs, regardless of size, tend to render services to
the underserved LGBTQ+ population, offering uniquely
focused connections that are relevant to LGBTQ+ indi‐
viduals. These unique services tend to be different from
the typical responsibilities of non‐governmental organi‐
zations and government‐led ministries. Notably, CSOs
stepped in to provide services when government failed
to do so, and this was inarguably the case when the
HIV/AIDS pandemic ravaged the LGBTQ+ community in
the 1980s and 1990s and government inaction was
addressed—of necessity—by community organizing and
grassroots activism. LGBTQ‐focused CSOs forged new
methods to deliver necessary but at times controversial
services to underserved populations of LGBTQ+ individu‐
als. New types of serviceswere required by LGBTQ+ CSOs
as the people identifying as sexual minorities lived “out”
un‐closeted lives and the LGBTQ+ community slowly
gained greater acceptance (Seidman, 2004) and pre‐
sented unique needs that were not being met by other
sectors of mainstream society.

In this article, we explore the various types of LGBTQ+
organizations that exist—along with the missions and
aims of these organizations—to better understand how
the organizations serve the communities they intend to
support. To do so we construct a typology of LGBTQ+
community organizations and clarify the goals and func‐
tions of various types of organizations. We explore pub‐
lic policy support for community organizations, and we
characterize the potential funding opportunities and
the future viability of the organizations. We identify
best and noteworthy practices among organizations with
similar functions, and we also identify innovative and
unusual approaches that may become best practices in
the future.

2. Background and Context

Previous research has explored potential community
approaches—at the local level—to address both individ‐
ual and community needs for LGBTQ‐identifying people
(Kay & Musgrove, 2020). The needs of LGBTQ+ people
are rooted in disadvantage due to persecution, stigma‐
tization, and discrimination. These needs cut across
economic class, race, and gender identity, but are evi‐
dent throughout the LGBTQ+ community. For example,
access to equal and affordable housing in the LGBTQ+
community is notably different from mainstream hous‐
ing trends, especially for subgroups such as older gay
and lesbian adults. This access is critical (Hillier &
Bunten, 2020) though gay and lesbian homeowners are
often at a disadvantage in securing financing related
to housing (Mostaghim, 2021). CSOs can help to con‐
nect LGBTQ+ to housing resources, provide legal support
related to fair housing, and connect potential lenders
with homeowners.

Similarly, CSOs provide critical support for health‐

care and mental health support for the typically under‐
served and marginalized LGBTQ+ community. People
in the LGBTQ+ community experience greater expo‐
sure to stressors than the general population (Snapp
et al., 2015; Weinke et al., 2021). Certain subpop‐
ulations in the LGBTQ+ community—especially youth
(Fish et al., 2020)—experience an even higher level
of stress. Certain LGBTQ+ subpopulations struggle—
especially elderly individuals—with ease of access to
services that are more readily available to non‐LGBTQ+
people (Bitterman & Hess, 2016). Rejection from fam‐
ilies compounds risk factors associated with the men‐
tal health of LGBTQ+ youth (Snapp et al., 2015). Youth
with substance abuse or mental health concerns are
more likely to participate in LGBTQ+ community‐based
organizations (Fish et al., 2019). For LGBTQ+ youth, the
presence of community support is a strong predictor
of positive outcomes, especially in life situations and
self‐esteem (Snapp et al., 2015). At the risk of poorer
health outcomes and mental health outcomes, LGBTQ+
youth engage with LGBTQ+ youth organizations and
events for support (Eisenberg et al., 2017). The com‐
munity aspects of participating are particularly valuable.
LGBTQ+ youth also benefit from media presence of the
LGBTQ+ community and the visibility of LGBTQ+ adults
(Eisenberg et al., 2017). Fish et al. (2019) conclude that
LGBTQ+ community organizations are an underutilized
resource for promoting health in the LGBTQ+ youth pop‐
ulation. In response, CSOs help to connect at‐risk LGBTQ+
youth with critical services and care.

At the other end of the generational spectrum, older
adults who identify as part of the LGBTQ+ community
also demand special services (Bitterman & Hess, 2016).
The share of older adults (age 65 or more) continues to
increasewith an aging population in theUS, and the num‐
ber of older adults identifying with the LGBTQ+ commu‐
nity continues to grow and is projected to reach 20 mil‐
lion in the next 40 years (Fredriksen‐Goldsen et al., 2019).
Nonetheless, older adults in the LGBTQ+ community are
largely absent in specialized services and policies for
aging (Fredriksen‐Goldsen, 2016; Turesky, 2021). Barriers
encountered by LGBTQ+ couples in adopting children pro‐
hibited the formation of multi‐generation LGBTQ+ family
units, negatively impacting older adults and their long‐
term care in the LGBTQ+ community. CSOs have begun
to step in to address these entrenched inequalities.

Other LGBTQ+ sub‐populations strugglewith invisible
prejudices and inequality in access to care and services.
For example, in the heteronormative world, male/female
spousal access rights in healthcare situations are rarely
questioned, however, the rights of same‐sex couples are
often scrutinized. CSOs have led the fight for equality and
recognition for LGBTQ+ couples and individuals.

Participating in the organization of pride parades
and pride events gives LGBTQ+ community members
a chance to build connections—both internally and
externally—with LGBTQ+ organizations (Bruce, 2016;
Joseph, 2010). Participation in LGBTQ+ events (such as
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gay pride parades) can increase individuals’ sense of
belonging and lead to positive life outcomes (Hahmet al.,
2017). Participation brings about a greater connection
for individuals to the LGBTQ+ community (Montagno &
Garrett‐Walker, 2021) and the non‐LGBTQ+ community.
LGBTQ+ individuals who engage in community activism
help to reduce mental health risks related to discrimina‐
tion (Montagno & Garrett‐Walker, 2021). Participation in
activism among the LGBTQ+ community can result in less
internalized heterosexism (Montagno & Garrett‐Walker,
2021). These issues are important since with the chang‐
ing generations there are different perspectives about
what it means to identify with the LGBTQ+ community
(Bitterman & Hess, 2021b). The efforts of CSOs to bring
pride events into the mainstream over the past three
decades suggest the diversity of the LGBTQ+ community
and the quest to advocate for equality and acceptance.

All of these important (and often unsung) efforts by
CSOs provide vital services that underpin the health and
well‐being but also the vitality of gay neighborhoods.
In previous research, we explain that:

LGBTQ+ people migrate to new districts when they
find safe, inclusive, and convenient access to everyday
services and amenities—especially LGBTQ‐friendly
businesses and services—and now, perhaps now
more so than before 1990, the presence of ser‐
vices that support LGBTQ+ families including schools,
libraries, childcare centers, and family healthcare facil‐
ities. (Hess & Bitterman, 2021, p. 34)

3. CSOs Shift as a Result of the Covid‐19 Pandemic

The Covid‐19 pandemic produced shock shifts across
communities. Although theCovid‐19 pandemic is a global
event, individual community response is paramount (Kay
& Musgrove, 2020); the worldwide pandemic has been
referred to as a “ ‘glocal’ phenomenon, one with transna‐
tional as well as local expressions and implications”
(Miles et al., 2021, p. 396). For LGBTQ+ communities
and organizations within gay neighborhoods, the Covid‐
19 pandemic is reminiscent of the HIV/AIDS pandemic,
during which the LGBTQ+ community proved itself to be
well‐equipped to respond with grassroots activism, par‐
ticularly in the face of government inaction or apathy:

For many LGBTQ+ people, the current situation is
reminiscent of the HIV/AIDS pandemic; even those
too young to have experienced it first hand still grew
up in its cultural shadows. This prior experience is
productive—the gayborhood is uniquely equipped
to respond with grassroots activism, particularly in
the face of government inaction or apathy—but it is
also potentially problematic, as it may trigger nega‐
tive memories of trauma, encourage individualistic
withdrawal from human contact, or provide historical
models that delimit reimagining what LGBTQ+ geogra‐
phies could become. (Miles et al., 2021, p. 396)

During the Covid‐19 pandemic, the mandate to quar‐
antine had negative effects on the general population,
but it affected LGBTQ+ individuals even more (Gato
et al., 2020; Miles et al., 2021). Lockdowns forced peo‐
ple to stay at home, and financial strain and job loss
forced some LGBTQ+ people to move in with relatives.
Consequently, the community support offered by human
service organizations (HSOs) was a critical need, particu‐
larly among thosewho sheltered at homeduring the pan‐
demic with families of origin (Drabble & Eliason, 2021;
Miles et al., 2021).

For LGBTQ‐identifying people, pre‐Covid‐19 mental
health disparities resulted in poorer outcomes during
the pandemic (Drabble & Eliason, 2021). Certain sub‐
populations of the LGBTQ+ community were more signif‐
icantly impacted. For example, the daily negative effects
of the pandemic were associated with higher levels of
depression and anxiety for LGBTQ+ youth (Gato et al.,
2020). For some LGBTQ‐identifying women, substance
abuse was a means to cope with fear, stress, loneliness,
and boredom (Drabble & Eliason, 2021).

In this article, we focus on the special position of
gayborhoods—or urban spaceswith high shares of same‐
sex couples or LGBTQ‐identifying people and/or estab‐
lished acceptance for sexual minorities—as the home
base for LGBTQ+ community organizations. That is, gay
neighborhoods and their gay‐identifying and straight‐
identifying communities both create demand for andpro‐
vide a myriad of services to support community wellbe‐
ing. Researchers have argued for the need for greater
inclusion in queer space (Doan, 2015). Yet gay neighbor‐
hoods have undergone significant shifts in recent years,
as demographic and cultural change has made the neigh‐
borhoods “less gay” as more non‐LGBTQ‐identifying
inhabit and use the neighborhoods (Bitterman, 2020;
Bitterman & Hess, 2021a; Hess, 2019; Podmore, 2021).
Same‐sex couples have dispersed from gay neighbor‐
hoods (as the residential mix includes more non‐LGBTQ‐
identifying people) and settled in other places across
metropolitan space (Spring, 2021) as new gay neighbor‐
hoods form in other places (Bitterman, 2021).

Scholarly researchers and advocacy groups are begin‐
ning to examine the importance and relevance of com‐
munity and social service organization (CSO) support
to LGBTQ+ communities. The Movement Advancement
Project (MAP) conducted longitudinal research on
LGBTQ+ CSOs and in a 2018 report noted that in a typi‐
cal week, LGBTQ+ CSOs serve 40,550 people “and refer
nearly 5,550 individuals each week to other agencies for
services and assistance” (MAP, 2018). Of the 113 CSOs
that reported revenue data to MAP (2018) the CSOs
have “combined revenue of $226.7 million” and nearly
half (47%) rely, at least in part on local, state, or federal
government grants of more than $10,000 to continue
operations. The CSOs tracked by MAP (2018) employ
“2,000 paid staff and engage with more than 14,000 vol‐
unteers for nearly half a million volunteer hours” each
year. According to the MAP (2018) study, “more than
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three‐quarters of centers (78%) that engage in policy‐
related activities work to advance policy at the local level,
67% at the state level, and 31% at the national level.”

The body of scholarship reported here—combined
with national data from MAP (2021) about LGBTQ+
CSOs—emphasizes the existence of a number of
community‐based organizations providing a wide array
of services in gay neighborhoods to the LGBTQ+ commu‐
nity and the non‐LGBTQ+ community. In this way, gay
neighborhoods are composed of much more than bars,
nightclubs, and underwear stores (Bitterman & Hess,
2021a; Hess & Bitterman, 2021). CSOs, in the function
of providing community services, can anchor neighbor‐
hoods. Consequently, CSOs must be understood so that
their capacities as key neighborhood supports can be bol‐
stered by the community at large. Therefore, with this
research we fill a gap in scholarship concerning the vari‐
ous types of CSOs that support gay neighborhoods, the
functions andmissions of the CSOs, and how the roles of
the CSOs have evolved from the HIV/AIDS pandemic to
the covid‐19 pandemic.

4. Method

During the Covid‐19 pandemic, many CSOs shifted to
bolster their online presence and programming. This
provided a unique opportunity to review changes to
CSOs websites and associated programming. To meet
our aim of better understanding the functions of CSOs
and their roles in gay neighborhoods, we performed
a survey of websites of the top LGBTQ+ CSOs based
on repeated internet searches using the DuckDuckGo
search engine. Using the terms “gay,” “LGBT,” “commu‐
nity,” “neighborhood,” and “organization” the search
survey universe included 227 CSOs in North America
(213 in the US and 14 in Canada). We further retrieved
information about organizational leadership through a
search of LGBTQ+ community directories for cities and
metropolitan areas. For each CSO, we additionally noted
its location, primary and secondary services and func‐
tions, target audience(s), and mission statement. Our
data collection occurred between May and July 2021,
approximately one year after the onset of the Covid‐19
pandemic. Data were collected at a single point in time,
and we therefore acknowledge a limitation of this study:
we cannot address changing functions over time, espe‐
cially given the dynamic stressors of the Covid‐19 pan‐
demic. We also noted operational changes for each CSOs
in response to Covid‐19 and specific resources offered
relating to the pandemic. Naturally, this digital survey is
not comprehensive, however, it is intended to suggest a
cross‐sectional snapshot of CSOs’ engagement with the
Covid‐19 pandemic.

We recognize the grassroots and self‐organized
“doers” in gay neighborhoods, like themenwho founded
Gay Men’s Health Crisis in New York City or the founders
of Indy Bag Ladies in Indianapolis (Guervitz, 2016), and
the founding leaders in comparable organization in other

cities. These often unsung heroes took action—when
governments and other organizations could not or would
not—to ensure the health and well‐being of LGBTQ+
neighbors. These efforts bolstered gay neighborhoods
and underscored themany positive benefits of gay neigh‐
borhoods. By providing “Cinderella services” (Hess &
Bitterman, 2021), these courageous trailblazers formed
an alternative network of assistance and support for the
LGBTQ+ community and helped to propel gay neighbor‐
hoods as safe and convenient places to live, work, and
play. Over time, this effort was repaid through economic
development, recognition, and desirability.

Despite the importance of LGBTQ+ CSOs, most are
lumped together and broadly identified as “gay” orga‐
nizations that exist to serve the LGBTQ+ community.
However, most LGBTQ+ CSOs we examined serve a
broader population. The need to better identify, cat‐
egorize, and recognize the efforts of these organiza‐
tions requires a careful study first but also provides an
opportunity to develop a basic taxonomy to understand
these organizations and benchmark and compare their
growth and change—and indeed their wider impact on
gay neighborhoods.

5. Macro Trends in LGBTQ+ CSOs During Covid‐19 as
Compared to HIV/AIDS

During the Covid‐19 pandemic, many CSOs moved ser‐
vices online. For other organizations, this was not pos‐
sible and some CSOs at times stepped in to fill criti‐
cal needs where local, state, and regional governments
could not. During the pandemic, because most peo‐
ple were isolated at home, LGBTQ+ service organiza‐
tions stepped in with innovative online programming
to provide continuity of their vital work and outreach
to the community of sexual minorities, many organi‐
zations also added additional service offerings such as
online pride events, online social events, and dissemina‐
tion of information about Covid‐19 testing. Additionally,
some LGBTQ+ service organizations in the health ser‐
vices sphere also began—as they had during the early
days of the HIV/AIDS pandemic in the 1980s—to work
with the state and local governments to offer health‐
related services to marginalized populations, not only
LGBTQ+ individuals. This strong vote of confidence from
state and local governments during a time of unprece‐
dented crisis underscores the commitment with which
LGBTQ+ organizations operate and the value of the ser‐
vices they offer.

The LGBTQ+ community experiences significant
health inequities related to poverty, lack of access to
healthcare, and homelessness. LGBTQ+ persons may
experience discrimination from healthcare workers and
the general public. This discrimination has the poten‐
tial to negatively impact healthcare outcomes, including
mental health and the vitality of their relationship with
their providers. According to the National Association
of County and City Health Officials (2021), the LGBTQ+
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community is at a disproportionately increased risk for
infectious diseases, including sexually transmitted infec‐
tions and tuberculosis. This is in part due to the effects
of systemic and structural discrimination, such as lack of
access to health care, discrimination within the health
care system, and poverty or homelessness.

The social determinants of health and poverty are
inextricably linked. Access to healthcare is a social deter‐
minant of health. LGBTQ+ persons experience a higher
risk of poverty, making them more vulnerable to ill‐
ness. The Health IndicatorsWarehouse, produced by the
United Health Foundation, found that the SSOs in the
LGBTQ+ community focus on individualized support, edu‐
cation, and personal growth.

During crises, CSOs respond with acute interven‐
tion to the challenges and hardships created by the
disparate impact of discrimination and prejudice. This
includes mental health functioning and individuals’ self‐
actualization and self‐acceptance related to identify‐
ing as a sexual minority in a heterosexual‐dominant
society (Hess & Bitterman, 2021). The challenges this
dynamic presents can manifest in depression, alcohol
and drug addiction, loneliness, domestic violence, post‐
traumatic stress, and other barriers to LGBTQ+ holis‐
tic wellness that may not be routinely considered in
a hetero‐dominant society. Importantly, as the public
perception of LGBTQ+ changes and society becomes
increasingly more accepting and inclusive, the mission
of LGBTQ+ CSOs shifts. During the Covid‐19 pandemic,
many CSOs began to fulfill a double duty, serving a wider
range of clients from outside the organizations’ target
populations. LGBTQ+ health services organizations at the
forefront of the Covid‐19 pandemic stood at the crux
of cutting‐edge public healthcare, while also faithfully
serving as community centers, for example. This was
a significant departure for some small CSOs, but ulti‐
mately increased awareness and opened accessibility to
a broader range of LGBTQ+ clientele.

5.1. Establishing a New Taxonomy

Frequently, LGBTQ+ organizations are consolidated into
a generic description that fails to recognize the diver‐
sity of mission and the diversity of individuals served
among these important entities. Examining LGBTQ+ orga‐
nizations provides the means to reveal the nuances of
the vast diversity encompassed by the LGBTQ+ commu‐
nity and specifically of gay neighborhoods which serve
as the physical place or “home” for community ser‐
vices for sexual minority‐identifying people. While dif‐
ferences are evident in the mission and target popu‐
lation served by individual LGBTQ+ organizations, the
end goal of each one is common: to support LGBTQ+
individuals. For example, a LGBTQ‐focused health clinic
primarily serving gay men with a focus on health and
wellness. This is a different mission that encompasses
vastly different day‐to‐day operating objectives than a
LGBTQ+ youth services organization. These organizations

serve different target populations and accordingly have
different missions. However, common to both is the
focus on serving LGBTQ+ individuals. Such variance is
evident in the mission of LGBTQ+ CSOs. The mission of
some LGBTQ+ CSOs is to offer a broad range of supports
including social services, legal advocacy, health services,
and community supports, while other CSOs specialize in
offering services for a specific demographic group like
LGBTQ+ youth, LGBTQ+ older adults or retired individu‐
als, LGBTQ+ people of color, gay men, or trans+ individu‐
als. Still, other organizations focus on service offerings
rather than demographic groups, providing career ser‐
vices, training, and placement for all LGBTQ+ individuals.

While the heteronormative world may conveniently
amalgamate LGBTQ+ CSOs into a composite, we urge
researchers engaged in LGBTQ+ scholarship to unravel
this concentrated entanglement to better understand
the nuances and individual organizations and the spe‐
cific values they may provide. We consequently exam‐
ine LGBTQ+ organizations by type in an effort to uncover
similar service organizations principally in terms of mis‐
sion and services offered. During the Covid‐19 pandemic,
LGBTQ+ service organizations adjusted services offered
and modes of service delivery and in many cases sub‐
stantially amplified the types of services offered and the
clientele served. For this reason, LGBTQ+ CSOs are per‐
haps more impactful in the heteronormative realm than
before. As LGBTQ+ CSOs have proven their importance
to the LGBTQ+ community, these same organizations
increasingly provide value to the non‐LGBTQ+ commu‐
nity. For example, learning how LGBTQ+ CSOs function
helps us understand how these organizations anchor the
development of gay neighborhoods and the urban space
in which they ground their activities. As demographics
change, and whether social acceptance of LGBTQ+ indi‐
viduals increases or decreases, it is vital to identify the
types of LGBTQ‐focused CSOs—including the missions
and visions of these important organizations—to better
understand LGBTQ+ cultural advancement.

6. The Hess‐Bitterman Taxonomy of LGBTQ+ Social
Service Organizations

The Hess‐Bitterman Taxonomy of LGBTQ+ CSOs catego‐
rizes CSOs into six non‐exclusive broad categories based
on the functional service area of CSOs: (a) health service;
(b) legal, lobbying, and advocacy; (c) business, profes‐
sional networking, and boosterism; (d) social, religious,
and recreational; (e) cultural and research; and (f) social
service (including age‐specific organizations). These cat‐
egories correspond to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
(Maslow, 1943). For example, health andwell‐being orga‐
nizations (HWO) ensure the physiological well‐being of
LGBTQ+ individuals, while HSOs help to ensure the need
for human safety and shelter. The taxonomy is elabo‐
rated in Table 1, while the interaction betweenMaslow’s
hierarchy of needs and the Hess‐Bitterman taxonomy is
depicted in Figure 1.
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Table 1. Hess‐Bitterman taxonomy of LGBTQ+ community service organizations.

CSO Type Abbreviation General Mission Example Organizations

Health & Well‐Being HWO To improve access to health
care and health information for
LGBTQ+ individuals

• GMHC
• ACT UP
• Health Professionals Advancing LGBTQ
Equality (GLMA)

• North Carolina AIDS Action Network
• Evergreen Health

Legal, Lobbying, LLO To improve access to legal
representation and represent
LGBTQ+ individuals in civil
rights and discrimination
matters in the pursuit of justice

• Lambda Legal
& Advocacy • Equality California

• Human Rights Campaign
• Out Miami Foundation
• interact
• GLAAD
• Equality Federation
• LPAC
• National Black Justice Coalition (NBJC)
• National Center for Transgender
Equality (NCTE)

• National LGBTQ Task Force

Business, Professional, BNO To recognize and support
LGBTQ+ owned and LGBTQ+
friendly businesses and LGBTQ+
friendly destinations

• LA! Pride Christopher Street West
Networking, & Boosterism Association

• West Hollywood Chamber
of Commerce

• Philly Pride
• Austin LGBT Chamber of Commerce
• Modern Military Association
of America

• National Lesbian and Gay Journalists
Association (NLGJA – The Association
of LGBTQ Journalists)

• StartOut
• Trikone

Social, Religious, SRO To build supportive community
among LGBTQ+ people and
allies that promotes
acceptance and betterment

• Campus Pride
& Recreational • Gay Men’s Chorus of Charlotte

• One Voice Chorus
• House of Mercy
• Affirmation LGBTQ Mormons
• The Loft
• GSA Network

Cultural & Research CRO To commemorate, investigate,
and document LGBTQ+ history
and to advocate in the
intellectual sphere for equality,
recognition while maintaining
an expansive historical record

• GLBT Historical Society
• Consortium of Higher Education LGBT
Resource Professionals

• Lesbian Herstory Archives
• The American LGBTQ Museum
• LGBT+ Archives Project of Louisiana

Human Service (Including HSO To ensure access to food,
clothing, shelter, and necessary
human services for LGBTQ+
individuals of all ages and
income groups

• The Montrose Center
Age‐Specific Organizations) • Services & Advocacy for LGBT

Elders (SAGE)
• Time Out Youth
• Los Angeles LGBT Center
• Ali Forney Center
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Figure 1. Relationship between Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and Hess‐Bitterman distribution of community service
organizations.

A relationship between the Hess‐Bitterman taxon‐
omy and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is nearly direct:
each group or “type” of CSO relates to a functional level
of Maslow’s hierarchy. For example, Maslow discusses
physiological needs as fundamental to human existence,
and health‐wellness CSOs provide health and psycho‐
logical support to LGBTQ+ communities. Similarly, the
sense of belonging and love discussed by Maslow, we
argue, is largely fulfilled by social, religious, and recre‐
ation (SRO) CSOs, and so on. Like Maslow’s hierarchy,
basic requirements need to be satisfied before others
can be achieved, therefore demonstrating that a broad
range of CSOs are necessary to support LGBTQ+ individ‐
uals and the actualization of gay neighborhoods, civil
rights, and equality.

We acknowledge that the manner by which CSOs
offerings are made to individual demographic groups or
mission‐focused areas will likely continue to evolve over
time. Consequently, CSOsmay shift from these proposed
categories over time, and other categories may emerge
as the needs and social placement of LGBTQ+ individuals
continues to unfold. In the same way, this proposed tax‐
onomy may also evolve as conditions and circumstances
change. Certainly, no CSO can be perfectly categorized
into only one area, and indeed, many CSOs fulfill multi‐
ple missions that straddle a variety of divergent agendas,
but all are in the service of advocating for or supporting
LGBTQ+ individuals.

6.1. Health and Well‐Being

HWOs support access to healthcare and health infor‐
mation for LGBTQ+ individuals. Some of the very first
HWOs were established in the 1980s and 1990s borne of
the necessity of the HIV/AIDS pandemic. Initially, HWOs
helped to fight the AIDS pandemic by focusing chiefly
on HIV treatment and prevention and STD awareness

but later began to provide other health‐related services
(Wolcott et al., 1986). At the advent of the HIV/AIDS pan‐
demic, governments withheld funding and heteronor‐
mative healthcare organizations shunned those with
HIV/AIDS, magnifying a brutal social stigma that became
associated with HIV infection. In contrast, HSOs aimed
to provide health services to LGBTQ+ individuals in a
dignified, non‐judgmental, and non‐stigmatized manner.
Some organizations like GMHC even pursued legal action
to force the government into action (see Gay Men’s
Health Crisis v. Sullivan, 1989). Eventually and on multi‐
ple fronts, HSOs succeeded and forged a new model of
community‐centered healthcare in the US.

Over time, HWOs began to serve other disenfran‐
chised groups, fostering care for a broad range of at‐risk
individuals. Today, HWOs endeavor to ensure equal
access to healthcare for LGBTQ+ individuals and increas‐
ingly offer a complete complement of healthcare ser‐
vices for LGBTQ+ individuals and families as well as those
who do not identify with the dominant group.

While HSOs were an outgrowth of the HIV/AIDS pan‐
demic, HWOs possessed a strategic advantage during the
Covid‐19 pandemic: these organizations had the institu‐
tional know‐how to handle the public health challenges
of a pandemic, and many did so with aplomb. While
the rest of the world was isolating and in quarantine,
Evergreen Health in Buffalo, New York did not shut its
doors. Instead, girded by the fearless courage that is
the hallmark of the organization that was firmly estab‐
lished in 1983 as AIDS Community Services, Evergreen
Health partnered with New York State in the early days
of the Covid‐19 pandemic to offer coronavirus testing
and to provide critical health care needs when other
medical offices and clinics were closed. This lifeline
for the LGBTQ+ community suddenly found itself in
the spotlight, providing critical healthcare not just for
LGBTQ‐identifying people but for the community at large.
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Years before the Covid‐19 pandemic, the names of
many HWOs changed from monikers like Gay Men’s
Health Crisis (New York City) and AIDS Community
Services (Buffalo) to more generic‐sounding names that
underscored the growth of the mission and reach of
these critical organizations. For example, AIDS is increas‐
ingly expunged from the name of these HWOs. In Buffalo,
AIDS Community Services became “Evergreen Health.”
GayMen’s Health Crisis inNewYork City formally became
“GMHC Health Services.” These new names do not sug‐
gest the specific population (LGBTQ+, HIV+, or otherwise)
that may have been a part of the foundational mission
for these CSOs, but the commitment to inclusive LGBTQ‐
focused care remains, and inmost cases grows to include
a broader population of clientele at‐risk andmarginalized
by government or mainstream organizations.

HWOs support the physical and psychological health
of residents of gay neighborhoods, but also invest crit‐
ical resources in “anchor” projects such as walk‐in clin‐
ics and care facilities, and they also support the vitality
of adjacent businesses and services, such as specialized
pharmacies and group mental health counseling. These
critical health services serve to ensure the well‐being of
residents of gay neighborhoods.

6.2. Legal, Lobbying, and Advocacy

Legal, lobbying, and advocacy organizations (LLO) assist
LGBTQ+ individuals in the ongoing fight for civil rights
by improving access to legal representation and repre‐
senting LGBTQ+ individuals in civil rights and discrimina‐
tion matters in the pursuit of equal rights and justice.
LLOs sometimes support the LGBTQ+ community with
housing equality and affordable access, marriage equal‐
ity, adoption, and workplace discrimination, and help to
provide pro bono services to those with financial con‐
straints. LLOs also assist LGBTQ+ individuals in navigating
complex bureaucracies or the pursuit of justice. LLOsmay
also work at a broader level by influencing policy and leg‐
islation to support LGBTQ+ individuals. For example, LLOs
may lobby to persuade lawmakers and politicians to sup‐
port LGBTQ+ civil rights and equality, keeping these mat‐
ters at the forefront of public awareness. This important
work ensures that hard‐fought equalities for LGBTQ+ indi‐
viduals remain for generations to come.

Borne out of the need for advocacy, the National
Black Justice Coalition, Lambda Legal, Equality California,
GLAAD, Equality Federation, and LPAC, all operate in the
LLO sphere. In the days of the HIV/AIDS pandemic, orga‐
nizations like Lambda Legal supported legal action in fed‐
eral and state courts that advocated for the rights of
people with HIV to have access to adequate healthcare,
health resources, and spousal and family rights.

Similarly, during the Covid‐19 pandemic, organiza‐
tions like Lambda Legal did not slow in their ongoing
fight to support civil rights and equality. Most recently,
Lambda Legal advocated for Sander Saba, a nonbinary
transgender New York resident who sought to obtain

a New York driver’s license that accurately reflects
their nonbinary gender identity by using the gender
marker “X” (see Saba v. Cuomo, 2021). Lambda Legal
also filed an amicus brief to the US Supreme Court
in opposition to the actions of Lorrie Smith and her
company, 303 Creative LLC, who sought to discriminate
against LGBTQ+ individuals by claiming religious belief
as a means to deny a same‐sex couple of services (see
303 Creative LLC v. Elenis, 2021). The Covid‐19 pandemic
“exposed fault lines of inequality, leaving some more vul‐
nerable than others regarding infection, prognosis, and
economic impact—including within LGBT communities”
(Reid, 2021), though LLOs did not slow down during this
critical and unprecedented time.

LLOs serve gay neighborhoods in a variety of ways.
They do so directly, by ensuring that residents of gay
neighborhoods have access to robust legal recourse in
issues of housing discrimination and business develop‐
ment opportunities, but also indirectly by advocating
and fighting for policy changes that ensure civil rights for
residents of all gay neighborhoods.

6.3. Business, Professional, Networking, and Boosterism

Business support, professional networking, and booster‐
ism organizations (BNO) endeavor to recognize and sup‐
port LGBTQ‐owned and LGBTQ‐friendly businesses and
promote LGBTQ‐friendly cities and vacation destinations.
BNO include LGBTQ+ business professionals who col‐
laborate and support LGBTQ‐owned and operated busi‐
nesses and provide professional growth opportunities for
LGBTQ+people to share expertise throughmentoring and
professional development alongside shared promotion
and marketing for independent shops and businesses,
grants for business development, and tax abatement pro‐
grams. Examples of BNO include the West Hollywood
Chamber of Commerce, the San Jose Community District,
theMiami‐Dade Gay and Lesbian Chamber of Commerce,
and the Austin LGBT Chamber of Commerce.

During the HIV/AIDS pandemic, BNOs supported the
growth, development, and vitality of gay neighborhoods,
which in turn provided a vitalmacroeconomy that helped
to support a critical mass for HSOs and ensured that
neighborhoodswere able to deliver the business services
and support needed to endure the HIV/AIDS pandemic.
Many of these BNOs were immensely successful. Fueled
by an entrepreneurial spirit and grassroots efforts, BNOs
were often the driving factor behind gay neighborhood
development and sustainability.

Throughout the Covid‐19 pandemic, BNOs worked
as conduits for LGBTQ+ business owners to access fed‐
eral support programs such as the Pandemic Paycheck
Protection Program, which helped small businesses to
make payroll during a time of unprecedented shutdown.
However, BNOs worked in innovative ways during the
Covid‐19 pandemic, creating opportunities for online
shopping and experiences, again demonstrating the
resilience and ingenuity of BNOs.
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The efforts of BNOs are critical and became more
so during the Covid‐19 pandemic. A 2022 study by the
Center for LGBTQ Economic Advancement & Research
and MAP (2022) examined federally available data to
find that while LGBTQ+ businesses applied for loans
and financing at about the same rate as non‐LGBTQ+
businesses, LGBTQ+ businesses were far less likely to
receive loans or financing. LGBTQ‐owned businesses
were denied funding 11% more than non‐LGBTQ‐owned
businesses. Astonishingly, LGBTQ‐owned businesses
“weremore likely than non‐LGBTQ+ businesses to explain
their denial was due to lenders not approving financing
for ‛businesses like theirs’ ” (Center for LGBTQ Economic
Advancement & Research &MAP, 2022). The report find‐
ings also parallel the results of our own longitudinal
research study that examined a sharp disparity in the dis‐
persal of federal funds to LGBTQ+ organizations (Miller
& Bitterman, 2021). The Center for LGBTQ Economic
Advancement & Research and MAP (2022) showed that
though LGBTQ+ businesses were more likely to apply for
pandemic relief during the Covid‐19 pandemic they were
less likely to receive it. The study notes thatwhile amajor‐
ity of LGBTQ‐ownedbusinesses applied for financial relief
in 2021 through the Paycheck Protection Program, 17%
of LGBTQ+ businesses did not receive pandemic‐related
subsidies while 10% of non‐LGBTQ+ businesses did not
receive pandemic‐related subsidies. This finding suggests
that LGBTQ+ businesses were denied federal pandemic‐
related support at nearly double the rate of non‐LGBTQ+
businesses (Center for LGBTQ Economic Advancement &
Research & MAP, 2022).

BNOs are especially critical to the development
and livelihood of gay neighborhoods, but also for the
economy at large. According to research conducted by
the National Gay and Lesbian Chamber of Commerce,
LGBTQ‐owned businesses account for $1.7 trillion of the
American economy which, if compared with national
economies around the globe, makes LGBTQ‐owned busi‐
nesses, collectively, in terms of economics, 10th in
the world (Hoyos & Moll‐Ramirez, 2020; National LGBT
Chamber of Commerce, 2018).

6.4. Social, Religious, and Recreational

SROs focus on providing opportunities for recreation
and cultural enhancement that help to build a sup‐
portive community among LGBTQ+ people and allies,
thus promoting acceptance. Social organizations include
gay social groups and drag bingo events and are often
affinity‐group specific. Religious‐affiliated organizations
typically provide some degree of outreach or services
to the LGBTQ+ community through a faith‐based organi‐
zation (LGBTQ Mormons is one example). Recreational
groups, such as Pride Events, Dykes on Bikes, and vari‐
ous metropolitan gay choruses, provide creative outlets
situated within affirming and inclusive environments.

At the onset of the HIV/AIDS pandemic, energy was
funneled into survival and the ongoing fight for civil

rights in the LGBTQ+ community. Little time was left to
rejuvenate or recreate in an organized manner. Largely,
this need was filled by gay bars, which provided shel‐
tered enclaves towhich LGBTQ+ individuals could escape.
However, over time, as LGBTQ+ individuals became
increasingly accepted by the heteronormative main‐
stream, the emergence of LGBTQ‐focused recreational
and social groups emerged that promote social activities,
engagement, and fellowship among LGBTQ+ individuals.

LGBTQ‐affiliated faith groups followed a somewhat
different trajectory. While some religious organizations
worked diligently to deny LGBTQ+ individuals of basic
civil rights, other faith‐based groups stepped in to assist
HSO and HWO to minister to those with HIV/AIDS.
That compassionate and caring work continues today.
Pope Francis has, for example, had a “moderating influ‐
ence with regard to discrimination based on sexual
orientation—both through his ‘who am I to judge?’
stance and his refocus on critical issues of our time such
as poverty, inequality and climate catastrophe over tra‐
ditional sexual moral issues” (Reid, 2021).

These sorts of overtures open the door formore faith‐
based LGBTQ+ support.

During the Covid‐19 pandemic, large in‐person group
activities were curtailed significantly. The pervasive
social isolation that became a hallmark of the Covid‐19
pandemic impacted LGBTQ+ individuals more signifi‐
cantly than non‐LGBTQ+ individuals. Those within the
LGBTQ+ community suffered greater from the loss of
social networks. Approximately 44% of LGBTQ+ house‐
holds reported serious problems coping with social and
physical isolation during the pandemic, compared to
23% of non‐LGBTQ+ households (Pezenick, 2020). This
prompted SROs to become more ingenious in moving
pride and LGBTQ‐focused events online. Moving SRO
offerings online did help to expand availability to audi‐
ences who might not otherwise have convenient access
to such events or services.

As the number of gay and lesbian bars continues to
decrease (Eeckhout et al., 2021), SROs step in to deliver
many of the functions that were once the exclusive
domain of gay and lesbian bars. As informal social cen‐
ters of gay neighborhoods, gay bars provided the means
for LGBTQ+ individuals to network, communicate, iden‐
tify common threats, celebrate, organize, retreat, and
recreate. Now, as the number of bars rapidly diminishes,
informal socialization has moved, at least in part, to
online homes and platforms. However, the power and
energy of face‐to‐face interaction should not be underes‐
timated. A strong social fabric underpins each gay neigh‐
borhood and SROs play a significant role in the vitality
and well‐being of nearly every gay neighborhood.

6.5. Cultural and Research

Cultural and research organizations (CROs) endeavor
to commemorate, investigate, and document LGBTQ+
history and to advocate in the intellectual sphere for
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equality and recognition (Poynter & Washington, 2005)
while maintaining an expansive historical record of
LGBTQ+ history and achievements. In general, CROs
include LGBTQ+ cultural groups, LGBTQ+ libraries and
archives, LGBTQ+ history organizations,museums, aswell
as student—and university‐focused groups. Examples
include LGBT Historical Society, Consortium of Higher
Education LGBT Resource Professionals, LGBT+ Archives
Project of Louisiana, and the American LGBTQ Museum.

At the onset of the HIV/AIDS pandemic, CROs helped
to memorialize the stories of generations of people that
were being lost to a terrifying and deadly disease, along
with the progression of the disease, and how others
came to offer help.

Social historian Robert W. Fieseler meticulously
recounted the horrific arson on June 24, 1973 at the
Upstairs Lounge in New Orleans (Fieseler, 2018). His
book is a snapshot of not only the largest mass mur‐
der of LGBTQ+ individuals in the US until the Pulse
Nightclub shooting in 2016, but also a snapshot of how
LGBTQ+ people were marginalized and shunned in the
early 1970s. Fieseler’s work would not have been possi‐
ble without the meticulous records kept at New Orleans’
LGBT+ Archives Project of Louisiana. These histories and
events long faded into the collective LGBTQ+ experience,
are important to remember and commemorate.

During the Covid‐19 pandemic, CROs helped to docu‐
ment the Covid‐19 pandemic and also offered innovative
online programming, lectures, presentations, and discus‐
sions via Zoom and other digital platforms, bringing new
awareness to the important and unsung work CROs do
every day. The reach and impact of the archives, cul‐
ture, and scholarship are pervasive and are becoming
increasingly less place‐based, serving a wide and inter‐
national audience of LGBTQ+ scholars, researchers, and
curious minds.

CROs chronicle the genesis and evolution of gay
neighborhoods. This critical function helps researchers
to discern the driving factors that help gay neighbor‐
hoods form and dissolve and how gay neighborhoods
change over time.

6.6. Human Service (Including Age‐Specific
Organizations)

HSOs are, along with BNOs, perhaps the most closely
related to the livelihood of gay neighborhoods. HSOs
ensure access to food, clothing, shelter, and neces‐
sary human services for LGBTQ+ individuals of all ages
and income groups and in so doing ensure the dig‐
nity and sustenance of LGBTQ+ individuals that live in
those neighborhoods.

HSOs ensure access to critical services—food, cloth‐
ing, and shelter—to members of the LGBTQ+ commu‐
nity, alongside acting as a single point of contact for
important referrals to other CSOs. LGBTQ+ individuals
experience greater exposure to stressors than the gen‐
eral population (Snapp et al., 2015; Weinke et al., 2021),

and some subpopulations in the LGBTQ+ community—
especially youth (Fish et al., 2020)—experience an even
higher level of stressors including rejection from fami‐
lies (Snapp et al., 2015) and isolation among social peers.
In this way, CSOs often fill the need for LGBTQ+ individ‐
uals that heteronormative families might otherwise pro‐
vide for straight individuals. Similarly, as LGBTQ+ individ‐
uals age, many are childless and rely on CSOs to help
provide care for aging.

While CSOs indeed serve all members of the LGBTQ+
population, CSOs especially serve younger, older, and
at‐risk members of the LGBTQ+ community, including
those with addictions and those in financial distress.

Throughout the early days of the HIV/AIDS pandemic,
CSOs helped to organize medical care and treatment,
housing, and food delivery for people with AIDS. CSOs
stepped in when government and mainstream SSOs
would not. Similarly, during the Covid‐19 pandemic, CSOs
moved many programs and offerings online to ensure
housing security and food justice for members of the
LGBTQ+ community impacted by Covid‐19.

Through careful and considered ministry to LGBTQ+
individuals, CSOs help to make gay neighborhoods
both stable and inclusive by ensuring that everyone—
regardless of financial background—has the opportunity
to integrate into an inclusive and welcoming community.

7. Conclusions: Takeaway Messages

Throughout the Covid‐19 pandemic, each type of LGBTQ+
CSO played an important role in meeting the needs
of LGBTQ+ individuals and in many cases the broader
public. At the time, with an unprecedented number of
unknowns related to Covid‐19 and an overall lack of plan‐
ning and preparedness, government institutions scram‐
bled to focus on acute crisismanagement. In the absence
of pandemic management plans in place, governmen‐
tal organizations were overburdened or unable to ade‐
quately deliver services. During the Covid‐19 pandemic,
everyone—including businesses, human services, and
health organizations—had to cope with sudden closures
and lockdowns. This was not experienced during the
HIV/AIDS pandemic. But it was necessary to maintain
services delivered to the LGBTQ+ community—including
social services, acute and routine health services, etc.—
during the Covid‐19 pandemic, similar to the HIV/AIDS
pandemic (Miles et al., 2021).

Many LGBTQ+ community organizations, however,
had experienced during the HIV/AIDS pandemic deal‐
ing with the upheaval caused by sickness, disease trans‐
mission, and public health crises. Consequently, LGBTQ+
organizations were well‐positioned to maintain continu‐
ity of operations and services to some of the most vul‐
nerable populations—and not only LGBTQ+ populations
but the population in general—when public policy and
government efforts failed or could not keep pace with
the swift current of demand and necessity. Some LGBTQ+
HWOs played a vital role in accessible Covid‐19 testing
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and test processing, for example. This may have helped
to stem the spread of the pandemic.

The low‐rifle actions of the LGBTQ+ CSOs demon‐
strated that LGBTQ+organizationswere not only efficient
and capable but also resilient. This resilience is a hall‐
mark of LGBTQ+ CSOs. Just as with the HIV/AIDS pan‐
demic in the 1980s, during the more recent Covid‐19
pandemic, LGBTQ+ CSOs overwhelmingly accepted the
unprecedented challenge as a call to action. Nearly all
CSOs studied did not shut down, kept offering services,
and in many cases were pressed into special service or
took on additional responsibilities with little or no addi‐
tional resources. LGBTQ+ CSOs were unflappable at a
time when the world shut down. Undoubtedly this fear‐
less ability stems from the resilience of having done
this before.

Many currently working in LGBTQ+ CSOs were not
yet born or were very young in the days of the HIV/AIDS
pandemic. However, a “can do” spirit and attitude of
many LGBTQ+ CSOs underscore an enduring legacy that
stems from the grassroots actions of the early activists
and advocates decades ago. Even if the new generation
did not work in community service during the AIDS cri‐
sis, the legacy of the HIV/AIDS pandemic is so strong that
it acted as a beacon during Covid‐19 in supporting local,
regional, and state governments in battling the Covid‐19
pandemic, emanating from the LGBTQ+ community and
gay neighborhoods. We offer, in this context, the follow‐
ing six takeaway messages:

1. LGBTQ+‐focused CSOs provide an anchor for gay
neighborhoods:

The MAP data (MAP, 2021) on LGBTQ+ CSOs intro‐
duced earlier in this article, coupled with our explo‐
ration of CSOs in gayborhoods, combine to create a
vivid picture of the value of community supports on
the livelihood and well‐being of gay neighborhoods.

2. LGBTQ+ CSOs provide important and valuable ser‐
vices for all communities, not only LGBTQ‐focused
populations:

CSOs dramatically expanded their reach and efforts
throughout the Covid‐19 pandemic. We noted the
efforts of Evergreen to support needle exchange for
all residents (not just LGBTQ+ individuals), since the
beginning of the pandemic. Most CSOs broadened
service offerings from LGBTQ‐focused to inclusive ser‐
vices, helping everyone. This demonstrates, in part,
that the LGBTQ+ community reflects a remarkable
level of diversity and inclusion and is fearless in its sup‐
port of marginalized groups.

3. LGBTQ+ CSOs of all sorts stepped up to the plate:

For the LGBTQ+ population, Covid‐19 was not the first
pandemic, and learning from AIDS/HIV gave LGBTQ+

organizations time to hone their systems and opera‐
tions in order to quickly and adeptly respond in an
unflappable and uninterrupted manner. When the
rest of the world shut down during the Covid‐19 pan‐
demic, LGBTQ+ organizations kept soldiering through.
The LGBTQ+ community is a community of leader‐
ship (Miles et al., 2021). It is also a community that
is not afraid to confront challenges and helps itself
when no other organizations will (and it has done so
for decades).

4. CSOs continue to take responsibility for supplying com‐
munities with “Cinderella services,” or the functions that
no other organization undertakes:

Many services for LGBTQ+ people are not provided
by other organizations. Our research and the MAP
data (MAP, 2021) both find that there are underap‐
preciated organizations—working from a grassroots
model—engaged in “Cinderella” services for LGBTQ+
people that governments fail to provide due to a lack
of interest, a lack of capacity, or possibly discrimina‐
tion. Despite a structural inability or unwillingness on
part of the government, LGBTQ+ CSOs provide these
services and continued to do so throughout both the
HIV/AIDS and Covid‐19 pandemics.

5. There was a growing need for the digital service capa‐
bilities of LGBTQ+ CSOs during the Covid‐19 pandemic:

Although there is a perception that gay neighbor‐
hoods are declining, we find demand for commu‐
nity services (for both the LGBTQ+ and non‐LGBTQ+
community), and in LGBTQ+ neighborhoods, those
demands can be met by CSOs (Hess & Bitterman,
2021). Service adaptations by CSOs during the
Covid‐19 pandemic suggest that people were able to
satisfy their need for community by reaching out to
neighborhood‐embedded LGBTQ+ CSOs. This is evi‐
denced in modifications to LGBTQ+ events (such as
gay pride events becoming virtual during the pan‐
demic) and modifications to services of LGBTQ+ CSOs
(Miles et al., 2021). People turned to LGBTQ+ orga‐
nizations for connection in a community in the early
months of the pandemic, and for the most part,
LGBTQ+ organizations delivered and provided com‐
fort and continuity.

6. LGBTQ+ digital communities received a boost from
Covid‐19:

In the past, density and physical proximity equaled
community. Now, as people become more familiar
with digital connection, greater opportunities exist for
LGBTQ+ individuals to form supportive organizations
and communities that are not necessarily place‐based
(Knee& Anderson, 2021;Miles et al., 2021). For exam‐
ple, digital pride events replaced in‐person parades
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and became wholly inclusive and provided otherwise
excluded or marginalized LGBTQ+ individuals to par‐
ticipate and celebrate. This changed the paradigm
of how we communicate and connect. Digital events
may represent a change with lasting value in which
LGBTQ+ people in non‐metropolitan or remote loca‐
tions could readily connect to other supportive com‐
munity members and organizations from a distance.
These digital communities are an overlay for physi‐
cal communities and can “fill in” among communities
that have no significant LGBTQ+ place‐based presence
(i.e., rural areas), or in areas inwhich the LGBTQ+ com‐
munity is more difficult to consolidate because of dis‐
tance or isolation. Policy changes including commu‐
nity wi‐fi and rural high‐speed internet are important
to supporting LGBTQ+ individuals in this effort.
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1. Introduction

For 500 years, Acapulco has been shaped by colonial‐
ism, globalization, and socioeconomic disparity. A sig‐
nificant node in the Spanish colonial empire, a key des‐
tination during the 20th‐century rise of international
tourism, and a place now securitized as “violent,” in
recent decades this urban space is also the site of evolv‐
ing LGBTTTIQ movements and shifting patterns of queer
tourism. This article theorizes the place of sexual and
gender minorities in this southern Mexican city, a place
structured through various forms of violence, including
that of tourism, and a city where urban planning pro‐
cesses are driven by tourism and map into the lives and
bodies of queers in complicated ways. Drawing on the

life stories of nine people who identify as LGBTTTIQ and
live—or have lived—in Acapulco, this article provides a
queer mapping of this city of socioeconomic contrasts,
peripherally situated in the Global South yet with long‐
standing entangled transnational connections. For con‐
sistency, I have adopted the acronym LGBTTTIQ used
by Mexico’s National Centre for Human Rights (Donoso
Jiménez et al, 2018, p. 23), which refers to “lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender, transsexual, travesti, intersex,
queer.” Travesti (transvestite) is a term adopted by some
people who were assigned male at birth but develop a
feminine or transfeminine gender identity.

The frame for this analysis is the concept of “ter‐
ritorial inequality,” a term coined by urbanism scholar
Óscar Torres Arroyo, whose seminal work examined
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the emergence of this southern Mexican city as an
urban space formed through an anarchic process of hap‐
hazardly planned socioeconomic segregation driven by
tourism, itself shaped by market‐forces and corporate
goals (Torres Arroyo, 2017, 2019). This article also recon‐
siders proposals made by queer theorists Lionel Cantú
and Jasbir Puar regarding the complicated role of tourism
in shaping sexualities, urbanization patterns, and state
practices structured through colonial, neoliberal, and lib‐
erational processes, to theorize queer dimensions of
the development of this city (Cantú, 2002; Puar, 2002a,
2002b, 2002c).

Once the international sun city destination of
Hollywood stars and international tourists, Acapulco has
transformed into a place now known for violence (see
Figure 1). While a steady flow of tourists going from
Mexico City for weekend jaunts is carefully protected,
internationals are advised to stay clear because of the
homicide rate, at least 110 per 100,000 (Statista, 2023).
Between 2007 and 2021, Acapulco was consistently
ranked among the top ten Mexican cities in terms of
homicide rates (Calderón et al., 2021). I seek to examine
the place of sexual and gender minorities within contem‐
porary Acapulco, and its unfolding froma small port town

to one of Mexico’s most popular tourist locations, even
amidst high rates of homicide.

Following this introduction, Section 2 provides a
re‐examination of scholarly literature about queer
tourism in relation to the study at hand. In Section 3,
I summarize Torres Arroyo’s analysis of the unfolding
of Acapulco from a small port town to one of Mexico’s
most popular tourist locations, even amidst high rates
of homicide. Section 4 provides a selection of reflections
drawn from a set of interviews concerning the dynamics
of sexual and genderminorities in historic and contempo‐
rary Acapulco, contemplating the high level of violence
and impunity that impacts sexual and gender minorities.
These complicated stories of exploitation, violation, and
at times liberation combined with those of emergent
dominance of organized criminality, illustrate the effect
of socioeconomic segregation on the intersectional lives
of members of the LGBTTTIQ community (cf. Irazábal
& Huerta, 2016). These interviews, a subset of a larger
set of conversations that are part of a project examin‐
ing violence against queer and trans persons in the state
of Guerrero, help illustrate the relationship between
tourism, queerness, and the socioeconomic segregation
that Torres Arroyo (2017, 2019) describes.

Figure 1. Scenes from the tourist zone of Acapulco in the present day.
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In the analysis (Section 5), I consider how the nexus
between queerness and tourism results in troubling out‐
comes at the interface between the interpersonal and
the urban (Cantú, 2002; Puar, 2002a, 2002b, 2002c).
I pay attention to the sharp increase in physical vio‐
lence related to the international drug trade and orga‐
nized crime, exploring how the social inequality created
by tourism has provided the context in which organized
crime has encountered fertile soil in which to flourish,
where the most marginalized members of the LGBTTTIQ
community are further exposed to harm. This article
exposes specific examples of these processes, grounded
in material experiences and a particular place, and thus
tries to provide another response to the longstanding
scholarly question posed by Cantú, Puar, and others, one
that also considers other transnational processes well
beyond tourism: Which queers benefit from tourism?

My conclusion offers some preliminary thoughts
regarding the implications of this study’s results for
urban planning in Acapulco and beyond.

2. Towards a Queer Theory of Tourism’s Impact on
Urban Spaces

In 2002, Jasbir Puar published the article “A Transnational
Feminist Critique of Queer Tourism,” in which she
lamented the “celebratory tone of queer visibility poli‐
tics” that ran through many of the submissions to a spe‐
cial issue on queer tourism that this scholar had then
recently initiated (Puar, 2002a, p. 935). Puar (2002a,
p. 935) was concerned that considerations of gay and
lesbian tourism generally failed to recognize their neo‐
colonial context and that the focus on the celebration of
“liberatory disruptions of heterosexual space” failed to
consider simultaneous “racial, class, and gender displace‐
ments.” In this foundational piece, Puar (2002a, p. 936)
called on scholars to do two things: to recognize that
claims of space, even “queer space,” are always also pro‐
cesses that are “informed by histories of colonization,”
and to “think about queer tourism and space through
some kind of theory about intersectionality.”

In places formed through transnational tourism and
other colonial processes, sexuality itself is a tool of power
that maps differently onto the bodies of individuals who
are included under a rather fictitious umbrella called
LGBTTTIQ (or other variations) in ways that reinforce
other exclusions such as race, class, nationality, and gen‐
der. Puar (2002b, p. 1) says that there has been a certain
resistance to scholarly considerations of queer tourism
because it “intrudes on many of our personal and pro‐
fessional desires for mobility and travel.” Puar proposes
that scholars need to take seriously the relationship
between queer tourism and processes of neocolonialism
through which sexual identities are both shaped by and
in turn shape economic and cultural patterns. Puar also
laments that “less has been written about the impact
of such tourism on the sites visited…[and how] local
homo/sexual cultures are affected by queer tourism”

(Puar, 2002c, p. 104). In this call for greater consideration
of those who are “touristed upon,” Puar (2002c, p. 126)
also points out that in the present context of increased
border vigilance for some, “gay tourism functions as an
ironic marker of a cosmopolitan mobility available to a
very few bodies.”

Scholars have also considered the roles of sex
tourism and sex work in contexts marked by same‐sex
sexual activity in tourist destinations, noting the fluidity
between the two constructs. They have paid attention to
how sex tourism is integrated into economies of the sale
of sexual services, and to how sex work encompasses
a range of relationships, among them ones framed as
romance and friendship (at least by one party). Cantú
(2002, p. 140) offers a look at the development of gay and
lesbian tourism in Mexico and its effect on Mexican sex‐
ualities, observing that “dimensions of both sexual colo‐
nization and liberation are at work.” Cantú proposed that
tourism is itself a form of migration that shapes the polit‐
ical economy of sexuality in Mexico in a context in which
identity and practice are often delinked.Mendoza (2013)
points out that characterizations of the motivation for
tourists to engage in sexual activity with locals are too
often focused on the (often international) tourist and
thus decenter the experiences, motivations, and identi‐
ties of the non‐tourist or to some extent the domestic
tourist. In their consideration of Acapulco, Vargas Rojas
and Alcalá Escamilla (2013) conclude that, in the con‐
text of tourism, sex work by male‐identified persons has
become part and parcel of the life of the gay commu‐
nity in that city such that it becomes an employment
possibility for a range of people seeking greater income.
These authors also uncover a range of forms of violence
to which those who take on the role of a sex worker are
often exposed, including physical violence, robbery, ill‐
ness, sexually transmitted disease, and extortion by pub‐
lic officials. In this article, I take this one step further by
exploring some of the troubling ways in which tourism is
part of the processes of subalternity related to sexuality
and gender diversity in Acapulco in the context of orga‐
nized crime.

In an innovative consideration of the political econ‐
omy of sexuality in Mexico, Cantú (2002, p. 141)
argues that Mexican sexual identities should be “under‐
stood as multiply constituted and intimately linked to
the structural and ideological dimensions of modern‐
ization and development,” and more specifically that
Mexico’s so‐called “homosexual subculture” has been
transformed through queer tourism. Writing at the
beginning of the 21st century, Cantú (2002, p. 159)
observes that, “while anthropologists working in Mexico
in the 1970s and 1980s asserted that ‛gay’ identities did
not exist as they are understood in an American [i.e.,
US] context, this is no longer so.” He argues that queer
tourism has expanded the space related to commodifi‐
cation, leading to the creation of simultaneously liberat‐
ing and exploitative sites. Cantú (2002, p. 161) links this
change to the Mexican government’s late 20th‐century
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tourism development project to redirect urban migra‐
tion from its largest cities to other parts of the country
“although the rise of gay and lesbian tourism in Mexico
was not a planned outcome of the nation’s tourist devel‐
opment project, it has caused important sociopolitical
reverberations.” This author argues that this action con‐
tributed to Acapulco’s popularity as a queer vacation des‐
tination in the 1980s and early 1990s, though this city
was later supplanted by Puerto Vallarta.

Recent scholarly literature regarding the linkage
between queerness, tourism, and territoriality provides
further insight into the implications for non‐tourists:
so‐called “locals” in Mexican tourist destinations (Bailey,
2022; Monterrubio, 2021). In a study based on field
research in Acapulco, Monterrubio (2021) draws atten‐
tion to the significance of gay spaces in tourism destina‐
tions for “locals,” those who call the destination “home.”
This author outlines how gay tourism spaces provide
locals with opportunities for escape, building identities,
socializing, cruising, and learning:While the spaces often
exist because of tourism, in many cases the key interac‐
tions for local queers are with other locals. In a recent
study of international gay tourism in Puerto Vallarta,
Bailey (2022, p. 478) also asks: “How does gay tourism
affect the destination site itself?” This author pushes
us to go beyond the purported acceptance and inclu‐
sion asserted by marketing campaigns and tourists and
to also consider “larger systems of inequality such as
class, gender, and race” (Bailey, 2022, p. 480). The study

at hand builds on this scholarship by considering addi‐
tional spatial, temporal, and institutional dimensions of
these questions.

3. The Genealogy of a Segregated City

For nearly eight decades, the principal promoter of
tourism in Acapulco has been the federal government,
though over time the state and local governments
have also played increasingly important roles (Sackett,
2022; Torres Arroyo, 2017). Starting in themid‐twentieth
century, this led to what Sackett (2022, p. 443) calls
“the partition of Acapulco into tourist resort and
Mexican city…[because] the public funds that poured
into Acapulco promoted displacement and heightened
inequality.” Torres Arroyo (2017) outlines how tourism
has left its imprint on this city’s infrastructure through
the creation of a service‐based local economy that prior‐
itizes tourism establishments at the expense of working‐
class neighborhoods and has resulted in the deterio‐
ration of the natural environment due to ill‐planning.
Figure 2 provides a map tailored to the data included in
this article. The reader is encouraged to consult the map
regularly to better conceptualize the spatial and territo‐
rial dimensions of this study.

Over time Acapulco’s population has grown rapidly,
substantially through the arrival of so many impover‐
ished people in search of work in the tourist economy.
As such, Acapulco’s urbanization is intimately tied to the

Figure 2. Places in Acapulco referenced in this study.
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story of its working‐class neighborhoods, many of which
have been established through large‐scale squatting sup‐
ported by social organizations, sometimes in complicity
with government officials (Sackett, 2022; Torres Arroyo,
2017). The largest and most successful “land invasion”
was established in the La Laja neighborhood in 1958
(Sackett, 2022). However, processes of segregation con‐
tinued to reinforce the partition of Acapulco, such that
nowmore than half of the residents live in poverty, face a
precarious labor market, and live in substandard housing
in peripheral neighborhoods that lack basic infrastruc‐
ture and services (Torres Arroyo, 2019).

Experiences of social exclusion are shaped through
the intersection or blending of discrimination based on
race, gender, sexuality, and class (Irazábal & Huerta,
2016). These socially and economically disadvantaged
sectors in Acapulco are made up of various social groups
including women, youth, people living with HIV, peo‐
ple living with disabilities, the elderly, and others, who
become the target of practices of systematic discrimina‐
tion (Torres Arroyo, 2009). The initial disadvantaged and
precarious conditions for these people are subsequently
reproduced as a sort of inheritance throughout their lives
(Torres Arroyo, 2009, p. 14). Thus, the study of socioe‐
conomic segregation and discriminatory practices in the
city of Acapulco is key to understanding the precarious
exercise of rights of particular social groups (Bailey, 2022;
Torres Arroyo, 2009, 2019).

Segregation needs to be understood not only as the
unequal distribution of social groups in space but also
as a temporal process (Rodríguez Vignoli, 2001). Torres
Arroyo (2009, 2017, 2019) outlines that the segrega‐
tion of Acapulco, itself a sociospatial manifestation of
inequality, is also constantly transformed because of seg‐
mented citizen action. As such, this author sees terri‐
tory as a material and symbolic resource inherent to
social reproduction whose appropriation reflects exist‐
ing inequalities related to resources, opportunities, and
rights. Therefore, an analysis of the spatial dimensions of
the life stories of members of the LGBTTTIQ community
associatedwith Acapulco can provide further insight into
how tourism matters to queers.

While Acapulco’s history goes back many centuries,
as late as the 1920s it was still a small population cen‐
ter where less than 10,000 people lived in what is now
called the “old town,” the area adjacent to the city’s
main square, the “Zocalo” (Sackett, 2022; Torres Arroyo,
2019). Until then, distinct socioeconomic sectors of soci‐
ety lived interspersed with one another. However, as
geopolitical events led to restrictions on international
tourism in Europe in the 1930s, US companies started
building tourist facilities in Acapulco. This set off changes
led by the federal government that included a large
tourism campaign, the promotion of infrastructure and
service development, waves of migration from other
parts of Guerrero, and the establishment of the first
subdivisions, residential zones, and working‐class neigh‐
borhoods (Torres Arroyo, 2019). From the beginning,

public authorities at all three levels of government set
a precedent of privileging private sector development,
starting with the expropriation of nearby ejidal (com‐
munally owned) lands for tourism development, justi‐
fied based on “public interest” (Torres Arroyo, 2019).
This established a pattern of private concentration of
landownership and price speculation that continues to
the present day.

Tourist development then shifted to coastal areas fur‐
ther away from the traditional port area, though the
constant tension between these forces led to haphaz‐
ard urban development. The 1940s were characterized
by tourism dominated by international hotel chains and
uncontrolled development up the slopes of the hills that
surround Acapulco Bay (referred to as the amphitheater),
without regard to the environmental impacts (Torres
Arroyo, 2019). Already, the physical distancing of differ‐
ent socioeconomic sectors paralleled unequal access to
public services. This city’s tourist boom took off in 1950
and continued into the early 1970s, a period charac‐
terized by “jet set” national and international tourism
(Sackett, 2022). However, the rapid expansion of the
city was shaped by anarchic market‐led development
countered by popular mobilizations rather than by any
organized development plan. Many peasant and popular
groups were successful in gaining practical access to land
and services in this period, though often without formal
recognition of tenure or guarantees.

The tourist zone expanded to encompass the entire
Acapulco Bay, including the Traditional area and the
Dorada (golden) area, while land invasions established
many irregular neighborhoods and settlements inland
from the coast. This urban expansion was marked by
large‐scale public and private investment in tourism,
though the Mexican state played a lead role in financing
and administering this expansion (Sackett, 2022; Torres
Arroyo, 2019). Specifically, the state fulfilled the tourism
industry’s demand for consistent utilities and services, to
the detriment of the local community and the natural
environment (Torres Arroyo, 2019). This pattern contin‐
ued to produce greater territorial inequality, environ‐
mental contamination, and a deficit of urban infrastruc‐
ture and services, issues that especially impacted those
living in the squatted neighborhoods on the periphery.
At the same time, the availability of employment did not
keep up with the increase in demand due to new arrivals
from the countryside.

Starting in 1972 and shaped by the deterioration
of the natural environment, a period of stagnation set
in, marked by a reduction in both national and interna‐
tional tourists (Torres Arroyo, 2019). The state tried to
reassert control: In 1980, the national government estab‐
lished El Veladero National Park adjacent to Acapulco
and then compelled about 120,000 people to move
from their informal communities to the then newly
established (and ironically named) Ciudad Renacimiento
(Renaissance City), located on the leeward side of the
amphitheater, far from the tourist zone. Five decades
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later, this peripheral part of Acapulco, infamous for social
exclusion and violence, also continues to be character‐
ized by a paucity of services and infrastructure (Sánchez
Huerta, 2018). Neoliberal relaxation of development reg‐
ulation in the 1990s in the context of the signing of
the North American Free Trade Agreement, including
the dismantling of legal protections afforded to commu‐
nally held lands such as the former ejido of El Llano
Largo, also led to the haphazard profit‐motivated devel‐
opment of both the Diamante luxury resort area as well
as low‐income private sector housing further inland in
areas especially vulnerable to weather events. By 1990,
Acapulco’s population had passed the half‐million mark
and informal settlements covered more than 70% of the
urban area (Torres Arroyo, 2019). To facilitate the further
expansion of the tourist zone, aggressive government
action sought to regularize landownership by continuing
to move those living on squatted lands to more periph‐
eral areas.

According to Mexico’s National Commission for
Human Rights, nearly 70% of Acapulco’s residents now
live in poverty in a city that is among the most danger‐
ous in the world, thus producing an unprecedented level
of vulnerability to both structural violence (poverty and
inequality) and physical violence (Donoso Jiménez et al.,
2018). This government body accuses the state of creat‐
ing a divide between first‐class and second‐class citizens
in what is otherwise a very wealthy city. Lower‐income
residents are trapped in tiny, poor‐quality housing iso‐
lated from the rest of the city and with poor access
to urban infrastructure and services. Poor public tran‐
sit and deterioration of roads have added to the isola‐
tion of lower‐income residentswho have no other option
than to live far from the city center in neighborhoods
lacking cultural and recreational facilities and with sig‐
nificant limits to access to public education and health‐
care. In contrast, Acapulco’s municipal government has
created many regulations related to urban planning that
prioritize municipal services for exclusive zones catering
to national and international tourists to the detriment
of working‐class and middle‐class areas. Since 2007, this
segregated landscape has been further compromised by
the infiltration of organized crime at all levels of society, a
circumstance that creates unacceptable levels of vulner‐
ability for most people outside of the tourist zone, and in
particular ways for sexual and gender minorities.

4. Queers in Space: Ethnographic Data as Points on
a Map

This section relies on the grounded analysis gained
through interviews with nine individuals with knowledge
of the dynamics of the LGBTTTIQ sector in Acapulco (six
identified as gay men, two identified as trans women,
and one identified as lesbian), as well as participant
observation in Acapulco during six research trips that
ranged from twodays to twoweeks in length. These inter‐
views form part of a larger project that looks at violence

experienced by sexual and gender minorities across the
state of Guerrero. When taken together, the story these
selected interviews tell is not a singular narrative of gay
liberation but is rather a demonstration of the layered
ways in whichmany of those whose sexuality and gender
marks them as marginal to mainstream society are also
formed by other dynamics including class, race, and citi‐
zenship. These ethnographic sketches are meant to pro‐
vide points on the queer map of a segregated Acapulco.
Continue to use the map provided to locate the places in
these stories (see Figure 2). To protect the confidentiality
and anonymity of the informants who agreed to partici‐
pate in this study, names and other identifying markers
that could be linked to them have been changed.

Scholars have documented public homoerotic activ‐
ity in Acapulco as far back as the colonial period when
the port was the site of encounters among military
men, sailors, and prisoners from across the globe (Vargas
Rojas &Alcalá Escamilla, 2013). However, while Acapulco
has been a globally renowned tourist destination since
the early 20th century and even had an internation‐
ally known gay scene before Mexico City, the territo‐
rialization of space by queers has always been weak.
Following Cantú (2002), contemporary Acapulco can be
understood as the nexus of a range ofmigration patterns,
including Mexican and international tourists who come
for a few days or months at a time and stay in a vast array
of hotels and vacation homes targeted to a spectrum of
budgets, as well as tens of thousands of Mexicans who
have emigrated from other parts of the state or of the
country in search of employment. Of course, sexual and
gender minorities are found amidst all these groups and
thus are fully part of the social and geographic diversity
thatmarks the city of Acapulco. For example, while there
is a recognized “gay zone” in the coastal neighborhood of
Condesa where a few gay bars are located (several kilo‐
meters east of the “old town” historical center), these
venues and this neighborhood do not constitute the only
or even the primary geography relevant to sexual and
gender minorities. One informant estimated there are
at least fifty establishments across the city where men
connect with other men to arrange sexual encounters,
though most of these venues are not explicitly gay.

I met with Arturo in his spartan fifth‐floor walk‐
up apartment, near the city’s Zocalo. Our interview
took place on his balcony, with its expansive view of
Acapulco Bay. Arturo was a charming Mexican middle‐
class proudly gay man in his late seventies who, after
five decades living and working elsewhere in the coun‐
try and the US, retired to the historic district of Acapulco.
Neighbors called him “grandpa.” When he was five years
old, his father was appointed chief of Acapulco’s cus‐
toms office, and the family moved from Mexico City to
this same neighborhood. He recalled that at the time—
the 1940s—the coastal highway was a dirt path, and the
beach came right up to the Zocalo of what was then little
more than a fishing village. Arturo has known he was gay
since his first sexual experience with a male cousin as a
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nine‐year‐old, something he said was later confirmed by
a love affair with another student in his teen years. After
attending university in theUS, he returned toMexico City
where he had a career as a bureaucrat before retirement.

As a young man in the 1950s, Arturo developed
a strong platonic friendship with an older man who
allowed him the use of part of his home in an afflu‐
ent area of Acapulco called Costa Azul as a pied‐à‐terre
when Arturo could get away from work. Arturo fondly
remembered the Acapulco of those days as “a city of
the big American movie stars, the place where the
Kennedys honeymooned andwhere jet setters and politi‐
cians rubbed shoulders.” He said that there was little vio‐
lence: “Therewas no organized crime in that time period,
those sorts of things didn’t happen here, and you could
bring whoever you wanted to your house [for a sexual
encounter].” Arturo also recalled that there were regu‐
lar drag shows at a venue just outside the historic center
in the Aguas Blancas neighborhood, attended by interna‐
tional and national tourists alike. By 2021, this corner of
Acapulco once known for its bordellos and cabarets had
become a ghost town and a no‐go zone due to upwards
of 30 homicides per month in what is roughly a ten‐block
area (Castro, 2021).

Svend was a US citizen in his early seventies from
California who first lived in Acapulco in the late 1960s
and was revisiting old haunts in Acapulco at the time
of this research project. When he first came, many of
the big hotels that now line the coast were not yet built,
and the coastal highwaywas a single‐lane road alongside
an open beach. He commented that Acapulco has had a
long tradition of young men becoming sexually involved
with foreigners at least as far back as the 1930s, a phe‐
nomenonhe said coexistedwith a high level ofmachismo
and homophobia. He recalled bringing his “first ‘boy’ ”

(his terminology) back to his hotel in the historic center
(near the Zocalo) for a sexual encounter during his first
visit to the city in 1969. Several other informants also told
me that until a few years ago, La Placita restaurant (see
Figure 3) on the main plaza had been a key hangout for
teenage sex workers, including minors.

At the time, Svend said the historic center “wasn’t so
rough” but in the mid‐eighties it started to deteriorate,
a phenomenon he linked to the increasing numbers of
Mexican national tourists: “We had villas and we had ser‐
vants. It sounds very colonial but it’s true.” His blatant
celebration of inequality is noteworthy. Svend said that
he began living full‐time in Acapulco in the early eighties
because his sexuality had made his life “unmanageable”
in the US. He described a high‐risk lifestyle that he found
invigorating, including constant brushes with danger at
a time when a public gay life oriented towards interna‐
tional tourists existed in the interstices of the law: “There
were always raids and police pay‐offs with all the bars.
I mean constantly.” Svend said that soon after first vis‐
iting Acapulco he bought a home near the historic cen‐
ter of town in the upscale Quebrada neighborhood, and
later lived in the high‐end Las Brisas neighborhood on
the east side of Acapulco Bay. He lived there for many
years before moving to Southeast Asia in 2000 (certainly,
to escape the increased policing of the sexual exploita‐
tion of minors in Acapulco at the time).

In her fifties, Pati identified as both trans and gay,
though added that she used to identify as a woman but
no longer wanted to bother with the effort involved in
dressing the part. At the time of our interview, Pati man‐
aged a brothel in the nearby state capital Chilpancingo,
though had lived in Acapulco for several years in her
youth. Originally from a small town north of Acapulco,
at age 15 she fled to Mexico City to escape her “macho”

Figure 3. Decrepit sign above La Placita restaurant adjacent to Acapulco’s Zocalo.
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father. While working as a dishwasher in a restaurant
there she met a young man who offered to take her to
Acapulco by airplane. Jumping at the opportunity, she
quickly abandoned her patron and soon moved in with
her older gay brother who had moved to Acapulco many
years earlier. Her brother worked as a quartermaster in
the Acapulco port area (east of the Zocalo), and she lived
with him for several years, on and off.

During her brief stay in Mexico City, Pati began a
career as a travesti sex worker, something that she
continued in Acapulco and Chilpancingo: “I worked
the street for about ten years.” She recalled finding
clients in the bathrooms of the Rios cinema and other
movie houses in the downtown Capire neighborhood
of Acapulco where she and her brother also lived. She
recalled that travesti sex workers warned each other
about dangerous clients: “They call them faggot‐killers
[mataputos]” She remembered the same police raids as
Svend, which also led to her decision to leave Acapulco.
At one point in the interview Pati mixed up the terms
“raid” and “operation,” the latter a reference to violence
committed by organized criminal elements in the present
day, though then noted that the distinction is largely
insignificant since somany of those now involved in orga‐
nized crime previously worked as police officers. Pati also
recalled that drag shows were a much more elaborate
experience in the 1980s in Acapulco and other tourist
destinations, so she joined up with a group of other trav‐
estis to create a drag show that they took on the road for
several years.

Bobby was a Canadian in his sixties, whose connec‐
tion to Acapulco began in the 1970s, and who perma‐
nently relocated to this city in the late 2000s. He lived
in the Americas neighborhood until his death—he was
murdered two months after being interviewed for this
project (Payne, 2019). While Bobby had only lived in
Acapulco permanently for a few years, he said that
he had been visiting Acapulco regularly since the early
1990s. He lived in what he described as a villa in a
wealthy‐class enclave at the end of the Playas peninsula
that extends south from the historic center. Bobby char‐
acterized the young men involved in sex work as “obvi‐
ously gay,” disregarding the impact of dynamics of socioe‐
conomic class. He said that until the mid‐2000s, older
foreign gay men came to Acapulco in pursuit of sexual
activity with adolescents as young as fifteen years of age:
“It used to be in the Zocalo at night therewould bedozens
and dozens of guys trying to get you to go with them for
money.” Bobby said these youth, many of them minors,
came from elsewhere in Mexico, in search of these con‐
nections. Bobby dismissed arguments he had heard that
the foreigners were compelling naive young men into a
way of life thatwas not of their choosing: “These guys…at
fifteen…are wiser sexually than a Canadian at twenty‐
one,” thus buying into an age‐old colonial trope. Bobby
said that this pattern of street‐based sex work involv‐
ingMexican adolescents and older tourists ended after a
series of high‐profile arrests of foreign tourists, accused

of exploiting minors. This brief look into Bobby’s seg‐
regated life illustrates the colonial dynamics of queer
tourism in this city.

In his mid‐thirties, Ignacio owned a small stand on
Condesa Beachwhere he sold clothing and refreshments,
though he lived in Las Cruces, a more affordable neigh‐
borhood located about an hour from the tourist section
of the city. He was born and raised in another periph‐
eral neighborhood far from the tourist zone. For several
years, Ignacio moved back and forth between Acapulco
and California, staying in the US for a year or more each
time, though because he did not have a visa it cost him
as much as $3000 United States dollars to cross the bor‐
der using the services of a “coyote” (smuggler). Ignacio
discussed the street‐based sex trade that had operated
in the Zocalo area a few years earlier. He said that at
its height about fifty Mexican male youths from across
the country had worked in that neighborhood, paying
$200 pesos per week (about $15 United States dollars
at the time) to the organized crime group that controlled
that area, though this number had dwindled to two or
three youth.

Ignacio told me about his deceased lover Brandon,
a 17‐year‐old who had been involved in drug trafficking
and had been killed a year and a half earlier, by the orga‐
nized crime group that he had worked for, because of
a bad debt. Ignacio said that Brandon’s short life had
been marked by deprivation. As a small child, Brandon
had also lived in the Las Cruces area with his parents,
though they separated, his mother moved to another
city, and for a while, Brandon lived with his grandmother
in the La Sabana area, known for flooding, poor infras‐
tructure, and homicides. After that, he was in the care of
the government agency responsible for child welfare in
the Renacimiento neighborhood and then in a privately
run youth shelter located near Acapulco’s Zocalo.

While Brandon lived with Ignacio in Las Cruces,
Ignacio encouraged him to enter a residential addic‐
tion treatment program located near Ejido, a process
that initially seemed to show some signs of success.
But Brandon felt unable to resist the draw of the tradi‐
tional area of Acapulco. Ignacio said that Brandon’s life‐
less body was found in a hilly area above the Miramar
neighborhood.With help from friends, Ignacio organized
a funeral service and burial for Brandon, though none
of Brandon’s family members were present. Ignacio also
commented that at least four other young men Brandon
knew from his time in the group home had died under
similar violent circumstances.

Eva, a transgenderwoman in her late thirties, worked
as a male stripper and sex worker in her youth in
Acapulco before living in several cities elsewhere in
Mexico and the US for many years. She described her‐
self as a restless and hyperactive person who does not
like to stay in the same place for too long: “I have lived in
many different places, Mexico City, Zihuatanejo, Ciudad
Obregon, Puerto Vallarta, the US, and of course Acapulco
where I am from.” For financial reasons she has not yet
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gone through gender‐affirming surgery but said that if
she had the money she would do so.

Eva grew up in Hogar Moderno (“modern house‐
hold” in English), a working‐class neighborhood in cen‐
tral Acapulco not far from the historic zone. “When I was
fifteen, I told my parents that I was gay,” she said. She
talked about being bullied in school and about violence
at home: “When I came out to my parents…my father hit
me a lot.” A short time later, she left school (she had com‐
pleted grade 10) and found employment working in sev‐
eral poorly paid service positions: “When I was 18 years
old, I worked as a [male] stripper in a bar, dancing. That
waswhere I first got to know the gayworld.” Eva said that
her clients were tourists, mostly Mexican though there
were some American clients as well. She said she started
dating a man who worked in the same bar: “He was the
love of my life, my first boyfriend, he loved me, and he
also made me suffer….I was very young and innocent,
and I didn’t know anything about life yet.”

At age 21, Eva moved out of her parent’s home and
into a guesthouse in Condesa that catered to foreign
gay men, exchanging her labor for tips and housing. She
accepted an invitation from an older gay couple to join
them in the US and stayed in California for about four
years, where sheworked doing drag shows. She returned
toMexico because her parents were both ill and because
things had worsened for undocumented immigrants in
the US after 9/11. For about a year, she worked as the
head waiter of a restaurant in Acapulco’s tourist zone.
Then she moved to Puerto Vallarta for several years,
doing drag shows and occasional sex work. At the time
of our interview, she had again returned to Acapulco to
be closer to her recently widowed mother.

At the time of the interview, Eva worked as an assis‐
tant in a hair salon and performed in drag shows. She did

weekly performances in a pozoleria‐style family restau‐
rant in the Zapata neighborhood, far from the tourist
zone (see Figure 4 of a similar performance by another
artist in the Renacimiento neighborhood). Pozolerias,
named for the famous Mexican soup that they usually
(but not always) serve, commonly employ drag perform‐
ers on Thursdays to draw customers. Eva said that she
still traveled by public transit due to the cost of taxis,
“even though people say that it is dangerous.” At the
same time, she noted that she drinks very little and has
become a homebody apart from the shows, evidence of
her prioritization of personal safety. Eva is HIV positive
and thinks she was likely infected by an American client
as an adolescent when she was first involved in sex work,
at the aforementioned Condesa guesthouse.

Nanci was a psychologist who grew up in Morelos, a
working‐class neighborhood adjacent to the traditional
area of the city. While she held several professional posi‐
tions, she also encountered significant employment dis‐
crimination based on sexual orientation. As a university
student, she came out as lesbian and initially experi‐
enced familial rejection, though she noted that this reac‐
tion was soon dampened because she has taken on the
role of economic provider for her divorced mother.

She recalled being cautioned as a child by her father
to avoid the Zocalo area because of child exploitation
by “gringo and Canadian tourists.” Nanci identified two
places where trans and male sex workers now oper‐
ate, including in the Condesa neighborhood around
the bars, as well as along the coastal road that runs
alongside the downtown beaches (including Condesa
beach). She referred to the trans sex workers using the
derogatory term vestida, using the term interchange‐
ably with travesti. Nanci also distinguished between
chichifos and mayates. She explained that both are

Figure 4. Drag performance in a pozoleria‐style restaurant in the Renacimiento area of Acapulco.
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straight‐identifiedmales but that chichifos (oftenminors)
usually restrict their services to receiving oral sex, while
mayates enter long‐term economic relationships with
trans women who have some degree of economic sta‐
bility through steady employment such as hairdressing.
While the clients of the three categories of sex work‐
ers she described are largely local Mexican men, she
explained that these subjectivities are a product of the
societal inequality produced in the context of tourism
and that these identities would likely not persist in a
society marked by greater equality and opportunities for
these people.

While in university, Nanci became close with another
woman. After a rocky relationship, they eventually went
their separate ways. Sadly, this friend’s own economic
and familial circumstances were especially unstable,
something that led her to drug addiction and to being
forced into prostitution by an intimate partner who
pimped her to whoever was willing to pay. A fewmonths
after they haddrifted apart, Nanci learned that her friend
had been brutallymurdered in a hotel room, a crime that
has not been solved. Nanci insisted that her friend died
because of her vulnerability as a woman, as a lesbian,
and as someone without economic resources. She also
explained that organized crime impacts the LGBTTTIQ
community precisely because of the elevated levels of
vulnerability that members of this community experi‐
ence in Acapulco. Nanci is working with others to estab‐
lish a community organization that will provide support
to sexual and gender minorities who find themselves in
difficult straits.

At age 15, Juan’s father reacted violently to the news
that Juan identified as gay, and so this young person
left home. The place he fled was a working‐class neigh‐
borhood in Pie de la Cuesta, several kilometers west of
Acapulco, a town where his grandparents and extended
family also lived. He counts himself fortunate to have
had a friend in nearby Acapulco who was able to take
him in. Prior to leaving home, Juan had already started
performing as a drag artist, and so was soon able to
rent a room for himself. After about a year, the relation‐
shipwith his parents significantly improved because they
reconsidered their attitudes towards Juan’s sexual iden‐
tity, and so he returned to the family home. These experi‐
ences led Juan to engage with LGBTTTIQ activism and he
has been involvedwith local and state campaigns against
discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender
identity. He has also worked as a housekeeper in several
different tourist hotels including the Twin Towers in the
Condesa neighborhood. He completed junior high school
as an adult.

Juan lamented the many cases he knows about in
which gay men and travestis have been subjected to
extreme violence, sometimes fatal. He outlined three
emblematic examples that illustrate the sort of violence
that sexual and gender minorities in Acapulco need
to worry about. One case involved a 40‐year‐old gay
man brutally beaten to death in the El Coloso neighbor‐

hood. Another involved the murder of a travesti found
dead in the La Laja neighborhood. She was involved in
street‐level drug trafficking and so the assumption is
that she was killed concerning that connection. The third
involved the disappearance of a gay man in Luis Donaldo
Colosio’s neighborhood, someone who was known to
sell cocaine and marijuana in the area. Neighbors saw
armed subjects enter his home and take him away. Juan
explained that people who identify as travesti, transgen‐
der, transsexual, or lesbian in Acapulco have reduced
employment opportunities, even more restricted than
gay men, and that the result is that they are more
likely to become embroiled in organized crime as petty
actors, a circumstance that too often leads to dan‐
ger, violence, and death. He lamented that LGBTTTIQ
activists are especially wary of becoming involved with
cases that involve organized crime precisely because of
the added risk and uncertainty. Juan identified Zapata,
Renacimiento, Vacacional, and Central de Abastos—all
located in the northern part of the city far away from
the tourist zone and widely known to be captured terri‐
tory of organized crime—as the most dangerous for the
LGBTTTIQ community.

Gustavo, a gay man from a middle‐class Acapulco
family, also found himself involved in LGBTTTIQ activism
from a young age. He explained that in the late 1990s, a
group of 10 government workers began tomeet because
they were concerned with the municipal government’s
regular arrests of travesti, transsexual, and transgender
persons. They sought out meetings with various munici‐
pal leaders, including the Secretary of Public Security as
well as the city’s mayor. Gustavo recounted how this led
to the development of LGBTTTIQ activist spaces that con‐
tributed to the establishment of annual pride marches
and other political and educational campaigns against
discrimination (see Figure 5). In 2014, in face of discrimi‐
natory action against the public display of the Pride flag
by students in the Faculty of Tourism of the Autonomous
University of Guerrero, located in Acapulco’s Hornos
neighborhood, activists were able to provide organized
support for the students.

5. Analysis of a Contradiction

According to research conducted by Mexico’s National
Institute of Statistics and Geography (INEGI, 2021), 7.4%
of Guerrerans identify as LGBTTTIQ, a higher percentage
than all but three ofMexico’s 31 states,much higher than
the national capital, and well above the national average
of 5.1%. This is a striking result that does not obviously
correspond with other socioeconomic markers that are
usually associated with these identities and thus sug‐
gests the need for further research. This relatively high
level of LGBTTTIQ identity in Guerrero is likely related to
a combination of longstanding cultural patterns of toler‐
ation of so‐called non‐normative expressions of gender
and sexual identities in this state, coupledwith themigra‐
tory and identity‐related processes related to tourism.
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Figure 5. Acapulco’s annual Pride march.

At the same time, Guerrero is cited as havingmore killings
of sexual and gender minorities than any other political
entity in Mexico except Veracruz and Mexico City, which
both have populations nearly triple the size. The compli‐
cated stories told by the research subjects of this study
and indicated by other experiences suggest three frames
that together help us understand the set of dynamics
that matter for members of the LGBTTTIQ community in
Guerrero: liberation, exploitation, and violation.

Queer tourism has led to liberation experiences
for many LGBTTTIQ‐identified persons, such as Svend
and Bobby who sought to escape the constraints of
social exclusion in the US and Canada. This seeking
of liberation through opportunities for identity forma‐
tion has contributed to the constant flow of interna‐
tional tourists to destinations such as Puerto Vallarta
and Acapulco (Bailey, 2022). At the same time, tourism
has also led to experiences of liberation for many
queer Mexicans through the mechanisms identified by
Monterrubio (2021). The range of spaces and businesses
that provide LGBTTTIQ persons with places whereminor‐
ity identities are welcomed has been augmented by over
seven decades of tourism in Acapulco attracting mil‐
lions of visitors from other parts of Mexico and beyond.
The Mexican informants who contributed to this study
showed that their identities have been built through
the possibilities afforded to them by a city created by
tourism. Locals have opportunities to socialize and seek
sexual encounters that would likely be less available
elsewhere, and this context certainly contributes to the
notable level of LGBTTTIQ activism in Acapulco and in
the state of Guerrero (Payne, 2020). Monterrubio (2021,
p. 50) concluded that LGBTTTIQ tourism spaces are key to

providing locals with opportunities to “be gay at home,”
and this study reinforces this assertion. As well, some
LGBTTTIQ individuals, including Nanci and Juan among
so many others, have advanced in educational attain‐
ment and employment in ways that are tied to the
tourist economy.

Bailey (2022, p. 489) underlines that queer tourism
contributes to the availability of acceptance and inclu‐
sion, but that this is restricted to those who can
afford it, and that the related forms of consumption
“create stratification within the LGBTQ+ community.”
In Acapulco, tourism has long been and continues to
be the occasion of a range of experiences of exploita‐
tion that impacts people in different ways, something
made evident through the experiences of those inter‐
viewed for this study. The extreme economic inequal‐
ity produced through this often unplanned urban space
marked by segregation and exclusion allowed many
tourists and locals opportunities to sexually exploit
young people who lack adequate economic resources
or social support. The circumstances of spatial segre‐
gation have contributed to the vulnerability of many
LGBTTTIQ‐identified persons, including Eva, Ignacio, and
so many others.

However, what stands out in this examination of the
experiences of LGBTTTIQ persons in Acapulco is that
the rapid expansion of the power and territory of orga‐
nized crime here and across the state of Guerrero has
aggravated and accentuated pre‐existing conditions that
already led to adverse outcomes for some sexual and
gender minorities due to segregation and the related
production of vulnerability. It is important to recognize
that the shift of organized crime towards Acapulco has
been part of a continental realignment of drug traffick‐
ing provoked by transnational shifts such as 9/11, the
2007 financial crisis, the “war on drugs,” the opioid cri‐
sis, and border dynamics. Somany of the informants told
sad but very common stories of lethal outcomes. While
the successivewaves of organized violence have certainly
impacted all sectors of Acapulco’s population, LGBTTTIQ‐
identified persons are more likely to be exposed to the
violence fomented by organized criminal entities that
seek to maintain their expansive economic and political
power. The mapping of the stories included in this arti‐
cle shows us that queerness is not in itself a corrective
for other forms of marginalization. Instead, we are left
to notice the multiple ways in which the nexus between
queerness and tourism results in troubling outcomes at
the interface between the interpersonal and the urban,
including the sexual exploitation of minors, the amplifi‐
cation of the harmdoing of international borders, and
at least in the case of Acapulco, links between a tourist
economy and violent death.

6. Conclusion

Which queers benefit from tourism? In different ways,
this is the central question that both Puar (2002c) and
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Cantú (2002) ask us to consider. Puar (2002c, p. 113)
observed that “the specter of the native, the other, the
‘third world’…encourages a continuity of colonial con‐
structions of tourism as a travel adventure into unchar‐
tered territory laden with the possibility of taboo sexual
encounters, illicit seductions, and dangerous liaisons,”
something sadly reflected in the lives of the people inter‐
viewed for this project. Cantú (2002, p. 147) showed that
Mexico has been marketed as a place that is both “just
like home” and at the same time “exotic,” that tourists
have been sold a sort of homoeroticism that is in equal
measures a raw or pure form of sexuality but also danger‐
ous. The stories included here demonstrate that this view
has been purchased, and that tourism tends to repro‐
duce and amplify existing inequalities between queers.
Torres Arroyo (2019, p. 317) insists that poverty and
social exclusion are the manifestations of a century of
tourist policy and related urban planning in Acapulco
and that the territorial inequality produced inhibits the
full exercise of the social rights of those impacted in
spatially evident ways. The infiltration of an already dis‐
torted social fabric by organized crime has further aggra‐
vated the harm experienced by some sexual and gen‐
der minorities.

What are the implications of this study for urban plan‐
ning? To start, there is no evidence that planning and
tourist development decisions have taken into serious
consideration queerness or its related subjectivities in
Acapulco. Unlike in Puerto Vallarta, there has been no
significant promotion of LGBTTTIQ tourism, something
that several informants identified as a missed opportu‐
nity given the cultural patrimony of this city as a place
that represents sexual liberation. It is interesting to note
that Acapulco was the site of the International Lesbian
and Gay Association’s 1991 Annual Conference (Brito,
1991), though none of the informants of this study indi‐
cated knowledge of that event. In 2022, the municipal
tourism office did sponsor a Pride fest, though it seems
to have been designed as a decidedly apolitical cultural
event that competed with the annual Pride march orga‐
nized by activists the following week.

Elsewhere, scholars and activists have called on plan‐
ners to “consider an intersectional analysis of oppressed
populations with multiple markers of alterity to increase
its understanding and recognition” ofmarginalizedmem‐
bers of the LGBTTTIQ community “to be better posi‐
tioned to plan spaces and services with and for them”
(Irazábal & Huerta, 2016). Nowhere is this more impor‐
tant than in Acapulco, where a queering of the urban
planning of this city built on tourism and corrupted by
cartel violence could take into consideration how the
city’s planning and development to date have facilitated
the violation of so many sexual and gender minorities.
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Abstract
Planning has historically been used as a tool to regulate queer people in urban space and parades have long been a vibrant,
yet overlooked, practice for resisting such municipal regulation—although parades themselves require spatial planning
practices. We analyze the 50‐year history of the Los Angeles Pride parade through archival materials, asking to what extent
and how the historical planning of LA Pride demonstrates a radical planning praxis, especially in relation to policing.We find
that LA Pride was initially (a) a ritual of remembrance and (b) a political organizing device. In contrast to heteronormative
readings of Pride as an opportunity to “come out” and transform the “straight state,” we argue that the early years of
Pride demonstrated intersectional and insurgent planning wherein heterogeneous queer people claimed agency through
collectively expressing joy as an act of resistance to municipal governance. Based on theories of Black joy and the feminist
killjoy, we conceptualize this experience as a “spatialized queer joy.” This concept is particularly germane given ongoing
debates regarding the relationship between queer and BIPOC urban life and policing. We suggest that spatialized queer
joy complicates conventional readings of Pride and queer urban space, offering instead powerful tools for radical queer
planning praxis.
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1. Introduction

How did Pride celebrations, forged as a radical protest
against unjust policing some 50 years ago, turn into
corporate‐sponsored parties in which police took part?
In 2020, Los Angeles (LA) celebrated the 50th anniver‐
sary of Pride though its narrative had shifted dramat‐
ically from its earliest years. In 1971, the first year of
the parade was organized as a one‐year memorial event
for queer people who were harmed by police violence
during the Stonewall Uprising in New York City (NYC).
Fifty years later, however, the event had evolved from a
struggle for queer recognition and freedom from police
violence to a space of commodified celebration, with
corporate sponsors eager to brand the event with their
names. Given the 2020 uprisings following the death of

George Floyd, LA Pride leadership attempted to orga‐
nize a Pride march in solidarity with Black Lives Matter
(BLM) LA. This partnership, on its face, makes perfect
sense: much like the origins of Pride 50 years earlier,
BLM came out of a protest led by queer Black women
against state violence. The implementation, however,
was fraught from the start: an event producer from the
LA Pride organizing body, Christopher Street West (CSW,
named after the street that the Stonewall Inn is situated
on in NYC), sent a letter to the LA Police Department that
highlighted “a strong and unified partnership with law
enforcement” (Consoletti, 2020). When this action was
revealed, it threw the event planning into chaos. CSW
withdrew from co‐organizing and a board of queer Black
leaders took over, re‐branding the protest as “All Black
Lives Matter.”
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Similar issues have arisen in Pride events elsewhere,
highlighting the tension between Pride’s origins as a
Black‐led protest against state violence and its recent
manifestation as a largely state‐supported endeavor. For
example, BLM Toronto was given a symbolic role as Pride
marshals in 2016 which they leveraged to highlight the
problem of incorporating police into Pride and ultimately
managed to bar police from appearing in uniform. Even
so, as Atluri and Rodríguez (2018, p. 160) describe, this
action was met with derision by the largely white gay
men who dominated Pride planning at the time:

BLM‐TO’s successful campaigns to demilitarize Pride
and remove visible symbols of racist state power from
queer spaces led to many deeply racist comments
online and publicly. The occupation of white queer
space and white queer archives by Black transgen‐
der and queer activists is met with constant hostility,
revealing the un‐homely racism that shapes a white‐
supremacist society.

Beyond the policing of Pride, numerous white queer and
queer of color scholars have pointed toward the myr‐
iad ways in which policing has harmed queer and BIPOC
communities, as well as the limitations of inclusion mod‐
els for social change that might reduce harm (Hwang,
2019; Spade, 2020). We add to this discourse by consid‐
ering the role of planning, itself, as amanifestation of the
statemonopoly on violence, which emerges through zon‐
ing, land use, and other forms of planning enforcement
rather than through the actions of conventionally under‐
stood police departments (Burke, 2002; Weber, 2015).

Despite repeated failures with Pride, parades more
generally have long been a vibrant yet overlooked prac‐
tice for racial, gender, ethnic, and class minorities to con‐
solidate and express grassroots power in public space
(S. Davis, 1986; Hayden, 1997). They have been a pri‐
mary tactic for contesting municipal governance exclu‐
sions by making community solidarity visible in public
space. The early years of LA Pride were revealing of
structural power dynamics, such as interactions between
grassroots activity fromqueer actors and the governmen‐
tality represented by the LA Police Department, which
held the power to grant or deny parade permits. These
power structures can affect individual actions, expres‐
sions, and senses of belonging. As radical planning the‐
orists propose, for those without social power to lib‐
erate themselves, they can use collective action as a
contested terrain for collective identity building to real‐
ize their counter‐hegemonic power (Friedmann, 1987;
Miraftab, 2009). In this article, we analyze if and how the
planning of LA Pride might be recuperated as a radical
spatial practice that resists a long history of state power
over queer life.

Throughout this article, we refer to queer organiz‐
ing as the collective action and mobilization tactics
used by the 2SLGBTQIA+ community. We use queer as
an umbrella term for anyone who does not fall inside

of normative heterosexual, cisgender identities. This
includes but is not limited to gay, lesbian, bisexual,
transgender, two‐spirit, pansexual, genderqueer, agen‐
der, or intersex people. We also use radical planning to
describe planning practices which emanate from grass‐
roots mobilization to effect systemic change (Beard,
2003; Friedmann, 1987). Radical planning owes much
to Black feminist thought, incorporating community par‐
ticipation, dialogue, and epistemologies of lived experi‐
ence toward intersectional activism against oppressive
state structures (Jacobs, 2019).We draw inspiration from
Ella Baker’s definition of radical as “getting down to
and understanding the root cause” (Ransby, 2003, p. 1).
Radical planning thus borrows from insurgency, center‐
ing grassroots movements against systems that do not
meet human needs, and strategies to change such sys‐
tems (Miraftab, 2009). In her theory of insurgent plan‐
ning, Miraftab (2009) critiques “inclusion” as neoliberal
“tokenism,” especially through participation, that dis‐
tracts from systemic change. Miraftab thus prescribes
insurgent tactics as necessary for disrupting relation‐
ships sterilized through inclusion models. In this sense,
radical planning stems from a long history of the failures
of rational planning models, offering an alternative for
planning just and equitable futures through oppositional
practices like C. Cohen’s (1997) queer politics rather
than the formalistic, participatory inclusion espoused by
neoliberal regimes. C. Cohen’s (1997, p. 438) proposal
for a queer politics beyond sexual orientation destabi‐
lizes queerness based on singular identity categories and,
instead, recognizes manifestations of power across and
within intersecting systems of oppression to “create a
space in opposition to dominant norms, a space where
transformational political work can begin.”

To better understand the complex history of LA Pride
and the insights it provides on how we plan for queer
people and spaces, we ask: To what extent and how does
the historical planning of LA Pride demonstrate a rad‐
ical planning praxis, especially in relation to policing?
To answer this question, we examine historical artifacts
from the CSW collection in the ONE Archives. Despite
LA’s long history of Pride, and its radical origins con‐
testing police violence, its recent iterations have empha‐
sized corporate advertising and consumer culture over
political protest. Pride began as an invented space, but
it became an invited space as historically marginalized
queer subgroups needed to assert oppositional practices
as a way of creating their own terms for engagement
and joy. We argue that the historical struggle to develop
Pride parades has been a key arena for radical planning,
intervening in the urban imaginary to create spaces for
queer bodies to flourish in the city. Furthermore, we
draw from theories of the feminist killjoy (Ahmed, 2016)
and Black joy (Bonilla‐Silva, 2019; Lu & Steele, 2019) to
see Pride marches as a reflection of a spatialized queer
joy. In this kind of joy, queer people have agency to
express joy in LA public spaces that demonstrates ritual
and resistance.
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We begin with a historical overview of urban plan‐
ning’s relationship to queer people, highlighting the
importance of studying LA queer space. We then demon‐
strate how early LA Pride artifacts indicate a spatialized
queer joy through (a) ritual opposition to police and
(b) political organizing toward justice in the city. Our
discussion of joy as radical queer planning builds on
queer of color interventions into urban justice (Cullors,
2018; Haritaworn et al., 2019) to chart how LA Pride has
turned toward a neoliberal inclusion model that fits into
existing municipal governance structures. We conclude
with reflections on the how LA Pride’s radical organizing
model offers new insights for radical planners.

2. Methods

Through archivalmaterials from the CSWcollection in the
ONE Archives, we foster collective remembrance of miss‐
ing stories that can reshape dominant narratives (Burns,
2019). The artifacts offer an opportunity to compare past
planning practices with those of today. Though the arti‐
facts we have analyzed might not be generalizable, our
findings reflect how engagement with the past is a key
element of queer space (Reed, 1996) and queer the‐
ory’s focus on partial, locally‐situated knowledges (Bailey,
1999; Browne & Nash, 2010). Given how white, gay male
narratives have often dominated queer histories, we
focus on unearthing and analyzing materials that center
people of color, women, and transgender people as an
act of archival justice (Rawson, 2015). These narratives
point toward the contours of a radical, queer planning
praxis as one which can create spaces for people who
have historically been excluded from urban planning.

This is also true in the geographic dimension of our
work. Though patrons of a gay bar in LA, the Black
Cat, resisted against police violence two years prior to
Stonewall, the organizing body of LA Pride sought to
make explicit their solidarity with Stonewall by naming
their organizing body “Christopher Street West” (CSW).
CSW became the “West Coast” group organized in com‐
memoration of the Stonewall Inn’s location in NYC on
Christopher Street. The origins of LA Pride were symbol‐
ically connected to the Stonewall actions in New York,
and subsequent national organizing, despite local grass‐
roots efforts around the world that happened indepen‐
dently of New York’s primacy in recorded histories (e.g.,
S. Cohen, 2005; White, 2008). We also see the social
networks, community, and activism unfolding in LA dur‐
ing this period as reflective of LA’s own role as a locus
for queer activism within these lesser recorded histories.
In this sense, our examination of the CSW collection in
the ONE Archive, also located in LA, is both an act of
archival as well as spatial justice, reorienting queer his‐
tories away from a linear narrative of progress centered
on an origin point in New York and toward their messier,
diverse, and even joyfully unexpected realities.

For our analysis, we surveyed the CSW Collection
in the ONE Archives located in LA. The Collection con‐

tained, per the ONE Archives records, “Agendas, min‐
utes, clippings, correspondence, fliers, parade, and per‐
mit applications, press releases, souvenir programs, pho‐
tographs and slides of the CSW Association parade and
festival. The collection documents the pride parade and
festivals held in LA and later West Hollywood, California,
1970–2009.” The Collection included nine linear feet of
materials, including two archival boxes, four archival car‐
tons, three binder boxes, and one flat box. Each item
in the collection was reviewed, including hundreds of
photos, negative sheets, slides, notes and letters, legal
documents around permitting and lawsuits, publicity
materials, organizational flyers and materials, and other
ephemera. These items were then coded and organized
into themes, starting with materials that focused on
planning‐related activities and materials centering peo‐
ple of color, women, and transgender people in Pride
planning activities. After a second round of coding and
organization, we noticed additional themes emerge from
thematerials, includingmany items that related to police
and policing, religion and ritual, and acceptance of queer
individuals within broader societal norms. From these
themes, we used close reading and content analysis to
analyze these groups of materials. We noted changes
over time as archival materials were organized by year,
pointing toward shifts in the topics and tones seen in
materials from Pride’s earliest planning to today.

3. Los Angeles and Queer Planning History

The planning profession has historically played a major
role in developing and enforcing regulations and policies
that police bodies. Municipal planning heavily depends
on policing to shape urban built environments, land‐use
regulations, and budgets that “establish a spatial and
social order” (Simpson et al., 2020, p. 133). Although the
norms that planning generated have evolved over time,
telling the same planning histories through everyday rep‐
etition can give amask of permanence to them (Foucault,
1971, pp. 145–172).

Feminist and queer planning scholars have critiqued
planning as a colonial project rooted in heterosexist
norms to control what is believed to be disorder, includ‐
ing immoral sexuality (Bain & Podmore, 2021; Doan,
2015; Frisch, 2002; Greed, 1994; Hayden, 1981; Winkler,
2017). Gail Dubrow (2012) demonstrates the impor‐
tance of preserving queer history in the built environ‐
ment through the recognition of places of homopho‐
bia (e.g., military bases) and places of gay liberation
(e.g., Compton’s Cafeteria). Recognition through historic
preservation can prevent misrepresentation and erasure
as an act of archival justice (Rawson, 2015). However,
Agyeman and Erickson (2012) propose that recognition,
alone, is not sufficient in planning for social justice:
To pursue just futures means not only recognizing but
also understanding and engaging with difference, as well
as redistributing power and resources toward histori‐
cally underserved groups. We thus see the need for
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queer planning as one that is inextricably linked to the
development of a radical planning approach that cre‐
ates space, as C. Cohen (1997) argues, for opposition
and transformation.

LA’s history as one of the first locations for Pride
(along with NYC, Chicago, and San Francisco), a celebra‐
tion that has since been adopted in cities around the
world, is justification for needing greater examination of
LA’s queer history. As Moira Kenney (2001) explores in
Mapping Gay LA, queer people’s experiences in LA are
representative of many non‐urban landscapes across the
United States. Unlike the enclave cultures of gay neigh‐
borhoods in San Francisco and NYC, LA’s size and sprawl
generates a decentralized queer community and thus a
greater fight for visibility. LA is at once a confederation
of neighborhoods in search of a queer center, even as it
is home to the incorporated City ofWest Hollywood, one
of the few political bodies in the US borne out of a fight
for queer representation and belonging. Conversely, we
note that the history of West Hollywood as an incorpo‐
rated city within Greater LA is tied to its queer residents’
desire for the right to the city, and the sense of belonging
that comes with having a clearly defined place in the city.

4. Pride as a Ritual of Remembrance

In the early years of LA Pride, the organizers framed the
event as one of remembrance for and solidarity with the
Stonewall Uprising of 1969 by targeting both police and
religious institutions. The march centered a commemo‐
ration of the June 28th event when a group of queer
people resisted the NYPD’s routine raid of the Stonewall
Inn, a gay bar located on Christopher Street. Queer the‐
orist Jose Esteban Muñoz (2009, p. 322) described the
Stonewall Uprising as “a manifestation of pent‐up ener‐
gies that erupted on the streets of Greenwich Village.”
This eruption is often cited as the symbolic starting point
of the modern gay and lesbian movement, as well as the
“formalizing and formatting” of queer identities (Muñoz,
2009, p. 323).

The initial CSW planning materials for LA Pride
describe the “purpose” of the event as “a statement of
gay solidarity with our homosexual brothers and sisters
of Christopher Street, New York, who on June 27, 28,
and 29, 1969, fought back in rage, resentment, and frus‐
tration in their powerlessness” (CSW, 1970). Organizers
used religious imagery to create a march that became
a memorial, a living ritual, to remember and reflect on
the Stonewall rebellion as a revolutionary demonstra‐
tion against police brutality. In doing so, people could
protest both police violence as well as religious persecu‐
tion and exclusion, which was another major issue dur‐
ing the time. Like the Stonewall Uprising itself, Pride as
a ritual of remembrance involved the performance of
queer bodies in public space, marching down streets,
highlighting the collective power and voice of queer com‐
munities in solidarity with one another. The shared and
embodied repetition of queer people moving through

public space constituted a key element of Pride as a ritual
of remembrance.

Public ritual to develop a collective identity and pur‐
pose coexistedwith associated activities to stage alterna‐
tive visions for gay liberation in the streets of LA, includ‐
ing organizing meetings, private parties, and resource
sharing. Like many communities that marched for rev‐
olution, these public displays of solidarity suggest an
attempt to assert a queer public interest. Religious insti‐
tutions and healing through ritual were central to plan‐
ners, according to documentation from the early years of
LA Pride. Additionally, religious imagery and faith‐based
congregations were often found in Pride parade floats
and at stands (Figures 1 and 2).

Figure 1. Parade float connecting Christ’s crucifixion
to police violence suffered by queer individuals at
Stonewall. Source: Mason (1970).

We use the notion of “ritual” to highlight the impor‐
tance of faith‐based and religious practices to emotion‐
ally, mentally, and physically process the emerging col‐
lective queer identity of the time, and the trauma and
oppression felt by queer communities (Ben‐Lulu, 2021;
Drinkwater, 2019). The term also suggests the impor‐
tant role that familiar symbols play as they are appro‐
priated and utilized to confer legitimacy, pleasure, and
belonging—much in the same way that Payne (2021)
has identified in his analysis of Pride rituals in Mexico.
The ritual aspect of Pride suggests the importance of pub‐
lic grieving as a form of resistance (Sandercock, 1998;
Schweitzer, 2016). Figure 1 shows crucifixion imagery
that contested queer people’s experiences of violence
and exclusion from both the Church and police. The cen‐
trality of ritual in Pride demonstrates its importance as
well as the deep grief that queer people experience from
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Figure 2. Stand at Pride showing the presence of a Jewish congregation. Source: Photograph of Beth Chayim Chadashim
[ca. 1975].

being excluded from such faith‐based spaces. In con‐
trast, Figure 2 depicts congregants from Beth Chayim
Chadashim reaching out to LGBTQ+ people at an early
Pride march. Metropolitan Community Church, founded
in 1968, and Beth Chayim Chadashim, founded in 1972,
were some of the world’s first congregations established
explicitly for the queer community. Both groups began
in LA and served as important organizing grounds for
efforts such as LA Pride.

Religious institutions seemed to play a foundational
role in fostering connection and social cohesion in early
Pride planning. Eboo Patel (2016), a sociologist and the
founder of the Interfaith Youth Core, notes the role of
interfaith leadership in strengthening social cohesion,
reducing the chances for identity‐based conflict, bridg‐
ing social capital, and creating binding narratives for
diverse societies. Drawing on Bakhtin’s (1984) concept
of the carnivalesque, which decodes underlying, trans‐
formative purposes of the festival, Santino (2011) devel‐
ops the notion of the ritualesque as a central element of
Pride. Though there are festival elements in early Pride,
he argues that Pride differentiates itself from other large
gatherings in public spaces through the centrality of for‐
mal rituals. Such rituals disrupt the status quo, unite peo‐
ple, and ultimately affect social change using performa‐
tive symbology, such as images and movement (Santino,
2011). In the carnivalesque fashion, marchers display a
joyous festiveness in their public ritual. We see Pride’s
early formation, through ritual practice linked to faith‐
based organizing of the time, as a public and collective
experience for processing trauma and building solidarity.

In the early years of Pride, the march was a heal‐
ing ritual to process the contested relationship between

the queer community and police. Policing has long been
a tool for exclusion and regulation of queer people in
the US (Chauncey, 1994; C. Cohen, 1997; Delany, 1999;
Hanhardt, 2013; Martinez, 2015; Turesky, 2021; Warner,
2002) and LA, specifically (Ellison, 2019; Faderman &
Timmons, 2006; Hwang, 2019; Quin, 2019). In Jeanne
Córdova’s (2011) memoir, she explains that CSW lead‐
ers, such as Morris Kight, spent months begging for
a permit but ultimately were denied and, instead, got
“qualified permission” to stay on sidewalks and with
“one misstep the cops would be all over us” (Córdova,
2011, p. 46). LAPD Chief, Edward Davis, wrote at the
time to Councilman Art Snyder “it’s one thing to be a
leper; it’s another thing to be spreading disease” and
“giving a permit to homosexuals would be like giving
one to robbers and rapists” (Córdova, 2011, p. 46).
According to Córdova, the organizers chose to march
on Hollywood Boulevard’s especially wide sidewalks as
a tactic in response to the police mandate that partici‐
pants stay on sidewalks. LAPDmandated how queer bod‐
ies could exist in public space by refusing to grant per‐
mits and regulating the physical parameters of where
marchers could exist. Hollywood Boulevard remains a
key part of the LA Pride route today.

This antagonizing relationship between the LA queer
community and the LAPD was one factor in why the first
Gay Rights Chapter of the American Civil Liberties Union
was established in LA, led by Dick Caudillo. The initial
Pride parade permit was at first denied, then provided
with the qualification that organizers acquire an amount
of insurance that was not required for any other group
and was so onerous as to all but deny granting of the
permit. Ultimately, it was only after the ACLU filed a
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lawsuit that the permit was granted with reduced insur‐
ance requirements. When CSW filled out applications
during subsequent years, they even noted in a space for
additional information, “We hope we don’t have to chal‐
lenge the Police Commission in the courts as we did last
year” (CSW, 1971). Douglas made this struggle visible
and central in their flyer by adding the celebratory line
“Parade permit granted!” (Douglas, 1970).

LAPD was not the only institution seeking to limit the
LA queer community’s rights. In 1970, the LA chapter
of the Gay Liberation Front led one of the first acts of
resistance against the medical establishment’s classifica‐
tion of homosexuality as a mental illness. This classifica‐
tion was widely used by governments to justify discrimi‐
natory policies and by medical institutions to legitimize
the practice of sexual conversion therapies. In 1970,
Gay Liberation Front leaders stormed the International
Conference on Behavioral Modification, located at the
Downtown LA Biltmore Hotel. By 1973, the American
Psychiatry Association removed homosexuality from the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual. Nevertheless, a few
years later in 1975, CSW leadership invited Chief Davis to
participate in Pride and he replied on official LAPD letter‐
head: “I wouldmuch rather celebrate “GAY CONVERSION
WEEK”which I will gladly sponsorwhen themedical prac‐
titioners in this country find a way to convert gays to
heterosexuals” (E. M. Davis, 1975). It is no surprise that
anti‐police signage and performance flooded the early
Pride events (Figure 3). Queer participants even used
BDSM imagery to reclaim police symbology as connected
to queer sexual practices, diminishing police control, and
making fun of police behavior through the public celebra‐
tion of their own sexual experiences.

5. Pride as Political Organizing

Through this ritual of remembrance, archival pieces also
demonstrate how Pride operated as a joyous space for
diverse queer communities to mobilize in urban land‐
scapes. The earliest archival artifacts from LA Pride
demonstrate its potential as a site for radical planning.
The first LA Pride poster was designed by Angela Douglas,
an early white trans woman activist, and founder
of Transvestite/Transsexual Activist Organization. Her
poster decenters the cisgender, white male figure that
has come to dominate LA Pride, featuring instead a
gender ambiguous figure whose headpiece resembles
Pharoah‐like iconography (Figure 4). Despite being orga‐
nized by CSW from its earliest years, the first LA Pride
flyer lists numerous queer organizations, suggesting a
role for Pride as a bridging organization to build grass‐
roots political power across heterogeneous groups, as
well as to develop social capital among queer people.

In exploring Fanon’s theories of decolonial resistance,
Pile (1997, p. 23) reminds us that in this postmodernist
era, “themap of resistance is not simply the underside of
the map of domination.” Rather, resistance charts a new
course toward transformational space that brings peo‐
ple and groups from the margins to the center (hooks,
1984). From this, we see an opportunity for destabi‐
lizing power dynamics as social movements reinscribe
the streets as sites of cultural production on their road
trip toward social, economic, and political capital. As a
vehicle for developing a collective identity, early Pride
flyers demonstrate general demands that the queer
marchers and organizers sought from public institu‐
tions. Like many other gay liberation groups at the time,

Figure 3. A “Pride float” in the form of a re‐tooled “police car” that incorporates BDSM imagery to protest police violence.
Source: Photograph of Pride marchers [ca. 1975].
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Figure 4. 1970 LA Pride poster designed by Angela Douglas. Source: Douglas (1970).

the Lavender People demanded abolishing homophobic
laws and police harassment, obtaining rights to employ‐
ment and child custody, and releasing people who were
incarcerated because homosexual acts were criminalized
(Figure 5). Betty Friedan, the President of the National
Organization forWomen, first used the phrase “Lavender
Menace” in 1969 to demonize lesbians as a threat to

the women’s movement, effectively banning them from
the organization. The term was here reclaimed and used
by many lesbian groups. Other demands centered crim‐
inal justice reform, aligning with our observation of this
repeated policing theme within archival materials.

By 1974, artifacts show less uniformity in demands
andmore fragmentation. Though groups ofwomen, such

Figure 5. Flyer from The Lavender People listing their political demands. Source: The Lavender People (1972).
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as the Gay Sisters’ Christopher Street Coalition, called for
an end to police harassment, they also developed femi‐
nist goals since independence as women was essential
to their sexual liberation. They called for rights to eco‐
nomic equity and houses, as well as child custody. Family
courts became a key site for criminalizing lesbians dur‐
ing the 1970s and 1980s, ruling that lesbians were unfit
mothers and granting full custody to fathers or extended
family (Gutterman, 2019).

By 1980, planning rosters show that over 100 groups
participated in Pride. It is unclear whether having a float
necessarily signifies any meaningful engagement with
the larger queer rights movement, but they at least
needed to contribute money, time, and their own visibil‐
ity to collective efforts of the parade (Figure 6). There is
substantial variety in the types of groups thatwere partic‐
ipating: groups hailed from different universities, ethnic‐

ities, religions, and geographies.While these groupsmay
not have all shared political demands like in Pride’s ear‐
lier years, the annual act of planning Pride nevertheless
acted as a joyous space of community organizing where
disparate groups came into discursive interaction with
one another, building social and political capital as they
demonstrated a shared, public identity.

Only a few of these groups had participated in the ini‐
tial Pride parade. The radical political elements of early
LA Pride manifested in joyful, spontaneous, and infor‐
mal kinds of participation with less cooperation from the
LAPD. This radical political space created an opportunity
for heterogenous political groups to gather and express
joy. We see the radical and queer planning represented
in Pride’s earliest days as demonstrative of the kind of
spatialized queer joy that might offer potential for politi‐
cal and spatial justice in the city.

Figure 6. Alphabetical list of participating organizations for 1980 Pride. Source: List of march participants (1980).
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6. Inclusion vs. Queer Joy

Political theorists have long cited a politics of recogni‐
tion as critical for gaining social and political inclusion
(Taylor, 1992; Young, 2002). Normative interpretations of
Pride are often limited to themarch being a “coming out”
for queer people, an expression of desire for inclusion in
dominant society. Only focusing on inclusion decenters
the radical potential of a queer politics, favoring a limited
vision for heteropatriarchal institutions to accept queers
into dominant society. This has certainly become the pri‐
mary goal for Pride in recent years, but this goal appears
to have generated some tension during Pride’s earliest
days. The very first CSW newsletter hints at the other‐
ing of non‐white, non‐male identifying people, listing
“women” as a separate agenda item. Though our mod‐
ern interpretation suggests this to be indicative of amale
hegemony, gay men and lesbians were distinctly differ‐
ent groups during the start of Pride; meanwhile, Angela
Douglas’ contributions are the only artifacts to reflect
trans involvement. The notion of a broader umbrella
group had not yet developed. These early archival mate‐
rials reflect a reality that Pride organizers may not have
fully realized the potential in Audre Lorde’s (1984, p. 111)
perspective that people’s differences offer a “creative
function” for social movement work.

What else, then, does Pride offer as a political prac‐
tice apart from inclusion? Our reading of early Pride
marches centers the agency of expressing public joy as
an act of resistance. What is the power that lies in one’s
agency to choose joy in light of oppression? SarahAhmed
(2016) offers the theory of the feminist killjoy whose
everyday practice is to speak uncomfortable truths, dis‐
rupting the comfort of the dominant, patriarchal culture.
We offer queer joy as a complimentary practice to the
feminist killjoy: By taking joy in one’s own identity, an
identity constituted from all that is antithetical to het‐
eropatriarchal culture, one also disrupts the comfort of
that culture. The queer joy of Pride also holds tight to

the feminist killjoy within its performance. Thus, Pride
demonstrates a powerful message to “the straight state”
(Canaday, 2009) precisely because its central purpose is
for queer pleasure.

In addition to Ahmed’s work, our formulation of
queer joy owes much to scholarly theories of Black joy.
Jessica Lu and Catherine Knight Steele (2019, p. 824)
have examined Black “rhetorical arguments in pursuit of
freedom,” tracing a line from the “hidden transcripts” of
enslaved people found in music and oral cultures to dig‐
ital cultures of today, citing author Alice Walker’s line
that “resistance is the secret of joy.” Bonilla‐Silva (2019,
p. 7) has noted that there is a “racial economy of emo‐
tions” that spans all races and both positive and nega‐
tive feelings, serving to construct shared subjectivities
and “affective interests.” Where dominant racial groups
can use animosity and exclusion to reinforce supremacy,
subjected groups can use pleasure and joy as a form of
resistance, maintaining some degree of protected space,
freedom, and humanity. Bonilla‐Silva cites Stephanie
Camp’s (2002, p. 552) scholarship on enslaved women
in the plantation south, who notes “pleasure gotten by
illicit use of the body must be understood as impor‐
tant and meaningful enjoyment, as personal expression,
and as oppositional engagement of the body.” Cohen’s
“queer politics” intersects neatly with this joyful practice,
borne out in the presence of intersectional contingents in
Pride since its earliest days, such as queer Chicanos and
Latinos, or queer Black performers (Figures 7, 8, and 9).

By the mid‐1970s, however, queer social groups that
formed around LA Pride began to fracture and peo‐
ple formed more varied groups with different goals.
Ironically, the emerging inclusion model from the earli‐
est days exhibited tensions between Pride leaders’ goals
and the heterogeneity within the queer population. One
organizing flyer of the time proclaims, “Speak up for
inclusion—and be heard!!!” (Lavender & Red Union
[L&RU] [ca. 1975a]). Yet as some groups questioned the
limits of Pride’s inclusion, particularly for racial, gender,

Figure 7. A contingent of “Gay Chicanos and Latinos” marches in an early Pride parade. Source: Photograph of Pride
marchers [ca. 1975].
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Figure 8. A trio of queer Black performers joyfully play tambourines in an early Pride parade. Source: Photograph of Pride
marchers [ca. 1975].

and class minorities, leaders doubled down on a version
of inclusion that privileged a focus on being “included”
within broader society rather than including diversity
within Pride planning itself.

The 1975 strike against the LA Gay Community
Services Center (now the LA LGBT Center, colloquially
referred to as “the Center”) demonstrates how radi‐

cal politics was expunged from Pride and its organiz‐
ing in favor of identities that were more palatable to
mainstream capitalist society. Archival materials from
1975 show how a socialist contingent in previous Pride
parades, The L&RU, helped launch a strike for work‐
ers at the Center. The managers were infringing on
employees’ rights, so they went on strike. Management

Figure 9. Dykes on Bikes rides in the Pride parade, accessorized with balloons. Source: Photograph of Pride marchers [ca.
1975].
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fired about 20 staff within one week, mostly women
and working‐class white people. Because the organiz‐
ers of LA Pride publicly sided with management, Pride
organizers banned militant gay groups, including L&RU,
from marching in the 1975 Pride, saying they were
likely to create violence and disrupt the commemoration
(Quin, 2019). Among those banned from Pride was Ron
Grayson, an LA activist who was regarded as the “dean
of the black gay community in Los Angeles” (Quin, 2019,
p. 227). One flyer for “The Liberation Contingent,” which
L&RU leaders like Ron Grayson created, contested Pride
organizers’ “neutrality in the face of a strike [and] police
violence” and called for an alternative march in opposi‐
tion to Pride (Figure 10).

With their banishment from any Pride events, the
Liberation Contingent marched separately along the
parade route on Hollywood Boulevard and invited
Grayson to speak. As depicted in the flyer, he
weaponized the theme of that year’s parade, “It’s a Gay,
GayWorld” to alert the crowd “it’s Not a Gay, Gay world.”
His speech reflects his “sustained antiracist and anticapi‐
talist critiques of the political and economic gains of gay
liberation” (Quin, 2019, p. 234). Other archival materials
from L&RU detail an ideological split between:

Those people who want nothing to do with revolu‐
tion and whose primary interest is to continue to
make a profit from the Gay sub‐culture (for exam‐
ple the pimps, bar owners, bath owners, government
sponsored Gay projects, many professionals, etc) and
those people who want to overthrow the system that
oppresses them. (L&RU [ca. 1975b])

Yet another flyer notes the hypocrisy of CSW’s call for
Pride participants to remain “non‐political” despite its
radical, anti‐police origins. This strike shows not only how

Pride began to transform into what it is today, but it also
shows how radical planning might be reintegrated into
Pride activities: through the incorporation of participants
and organizers who pursue grassroots action.

Miraftab (2009, p. 41) argues that citizens’ percep‐
tions of inclusion are critical to neoliberal governance:
“Insurgent planning recognizes, supports and promotes
not only the coping mechanisms of the grassroots exer‐
cised in invited spaces of citizenship, but also the oppo‐
sitional practices of the grassroots as they innovate their
own terms of engagement.” Some 25 years later, the
inclusion model focusing on “gay rights” within existing
legal structures became dominant, contrasting gay liber‐
ation models from Pride’s earliest days (e.g., Bernstein,
2016). In one LA Times article from 1990, for example,
a white businessman promoting CSWA’s $30,000 adver‐
tising campaign is showcased. Nothing in the advertise‐
ment explicitly tells readers that themodels are gay. Even
the verbiage is diluted for mainstream readers’ comfort:
“With pride in yourself, you can appreciate the differ‐
ences in others” (Figure 11).

7. Conclusion: Pride and Joy Moving Forward

Bacchetta et al. (2015), in their work on queer of
color formations, have posited that queer urban justice
requires dismantling market‐driven violence and racial
and colonial capitalisms. Telling critical histories about
who has been allowed to take up space and be remem‐
bered is one strategy for doing so. During the first few
years, Pride seemed relatively radical, featuring trans
women and women of color in its promotional mate‐
rials and offering space for queer groups and individu‐
als to resist loneliness by building community and joy.
In our analysis, we highlight how the importance of ritu‐
als and political resistance manifested in queer people’s

Figure 10. Flyer from “The Liberation Contingent,” calling people to join a parallel march in opposition to Pride. Source:
Liberation Contingent (1975).
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Figure 11. Article celebrating the “Take Pride” ad campaign, and a sample of the ad. Sources: Horovitz (1990, p. D6; left)
and “Take Pride” (1990; right).

expressions of joy in public space. The use of imagery,
symbols, and movement might have affected the social
attitudes, but such change was not the only transforma‐
tive result of early LA Pride space making. This spatial‐
ized queer joy marks a kind of radical planning because
it expressly centers queer pleasure. The freedom to find
and express pleasure in one’s queer identity in public
space disrupts heteropatriarchal cultures.

Some principles of radical planning practice that we
derive from our analysis of the history of LA Pride are
as follows. We urge urban planning scholars, educators,
and practitioners to center affective experience, joyful
expression, and emotional labor in meaningful ways as
“a mode of relationality [that] redefines care or mutual‐
ism by its ability to reorient ourselves to one another,
that is, beyond an assertion of capitalist extractive pro‐
ductivity” (Hwang, 2019, p. 570). Such a reorientation
aligns a radical queer planning with existing movements
to repair histories of harmful policing and caging (Cullors,
2018). Today, BLM holds space for collective healing and
political rituals (Farrag, 2018), suggesting that abolition‐
ist organizing and the queer politics of early Pride hold
similarities.We also observe that Pride has been its most
powerful when themostmarginalized are empowered to
lead, enabling an intersectional approach to organizing
and resisting state violence.

Future research must investigate questions to
improve our understanding of how to sustain radical
projects: How might planning redistribute resources

toward abolition and reparationmovements, and toward
marginalized individuals and communities more gener‐
ally? LA Pride’s example suggests that a radical origin
is not enough to sustain a justice‐oriented practice into
the future. Instead, a radical planning praxis requires
continuous and ongoing evaluation and disruption to
ensure that the state power embedded into planning is
not captured, coopted, or otherwise utilized by empow‐
ered interests, let alone used to reify and justify the
expansion of police power into planning practices and
institutions themselves.
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In the West, urban planning is often seen as a mod‐
ernist tool for improving cities through interventions at
the local and municipal level. Unfortunately, many such
efforts have had “unintended” consequences for low
income and other marginalized communities (Thomas,
1994). When planners and municipal decision‐makers
seek to establish “City Beautiful” style improvements,
the results may be attractive for some of the popula‐
tion, and disastrous for others. Urban renewal destroyed
many low‐income African American communities when
attempts to “clean up the slums” tore down existing
housing and replaced it withmore expensive apartments
or other urban land uses, like highways and parks. Paul
Davidoff (1965) highlighted the failures of urban renewal
that was driven by top‐down urban planning and called
for advocacy planning in which planners were encour‐
aged to be advocates for marginalized populations.

Unfortunately, the LGBTQ+ community is often
treated in similar fashion by planners and local officials
whose actions are colored by heterosexist bias (Frisch,
2002). Too often planning practices fail to seek input
from queer populations about whether redevelopment
plans are needed and if so what types of reforms might
be of greatest use to those communities (Doan&Higgins,
2011). In the face of outright bias, advocacy is neces‐
sary but clearly not sufficient. A reframing of planning

practice is required to overcome heteronormative biases
(Doan, 2011). There are important lessons to be learned
from the struggles to overcome the colonial legacy of
planning across the global South where planning was
a tool used by colonizers to control of urban spaces.
The failure of colonial planning authority to consider
indigenous populations as citizens with valuable input
effectively silencing their voices in the planning process
has led to what some have called insurgent planning
(Miraftab, 2009). The articles in this collection illustrate
the importance of re‐orienting planning towards amodel
of practice that not only recognizes LGBTQ+ populations,
but makes them central to the process.

The first two articles in the collection deal with the
issue of housing which can be challenging for LGBTQ
households in the context of traditional heteronormative
expectations of family structure. Forsyth’s (2001) review
of planning issues for non‐conformist populations high‐
lights the importance of housing for LGBTQ families in
the US context. The housing articles in this collection
add a global dimension to this understanding by includ‐
ing case material from South Asia and Southern Africa.
The article by ChanArun‐Pina (2023) explores the difficul‐
ties of LGBTQ+ higher education students in Mumbai to
find adequate housing. The author describes the growth
of the Deonar Campus of the Tata Institute for Social
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Sciences in Mumbai that has led to increasing studen‐
tification, resulting tensions between town and gown.
These struggles between traditional family household‐
ers and increasing numbers of young unmarried students
cause special difficulties for LGBTQ+ identified students
forced to rent rooms and apartments from more conser‐
vative families in the surrounding area who are resistant
to this community. Housing for students is a kind of in‐
between zone between the parental home and the pre‐
sumedmarital homeof adulthood, but for LGBTQ+ identi‐
fied students this pathway ismuchmore convoluted. The
author also suggests that planning could be substantially
improved with a greater focus on listening to the sto‐
ries of queer community members as a means of gaining
greater understanding of the difficulties that they face.

In the Southern Africa context, the second housing
article by Delgado et al. (2023) explores the nature of
housing policy and its impact on the queer population in
Namibia. They highlight Sylvia Tamale’s concept of colo‐
niality in which the persistence of colonial power struc‐
tures is ensured by the knowledge production processes
created by those ex‐colonial authorities. This patriarchal
framework influences housing policy in Namibia because
policy‐makers are unable to grasp the critical needs of
queer individuals for housing not based on traditional
family structures. In the city of Walvis Bay they find that
queer peoplemust hide themselves to survive, and hous‐
ing is essential to these strategies, providing essential
safe spaces for the community. The authors also note
that their informants consider that supportive human
relationships are essential for ensuring safety. In short,
the authors argue that queer decolonial thinking is crit‐
ical in challenging modernist planning assumptions that
have enabled such long standing patterns of discrimina‐
tion in housing.

LGBTQ+ bars are often a source of noise complaints
and loci of concern from gentrifying neighbors about
trash on the ground as well as the “trashy people” who
go there. Loud gay bars are NOT beautiful, but they are
a critical element in queer spaces. Community centers
that attract queer youth of color displaying a wide range
of gender expressions are not creating “an attractive nui‐
sance,” but serve as insurgent spaces for organizing and
building activist community. Sarah Gelbard (2023) pro‐
vides an insightful analysis of the overlap between punk
spaces and queer spaces, arguing that in spite of popu‐
lar conceptions of punk as dominated by young white
males, queer women and queers of color may find accep‐
tance in punk venues. However, just like some gay bars,
punk venues are often loud and grungy and neo‐liberal
gentrifiers often attempt to erase them. In the case of
the Ottawa Music Strategy, the requirement that music
venues feel safe for all people was problematic for punk
places that are coded by outsiders as crumbling and
decrepit environments, even though this ambiance is
what makes the place feel punk.

In the next article, Karine Duplan (2023) explores
the question of whether LGBTQ+ identified individuals

can influence policy from within. In this piece Duplan
interviews LGBTQ+ staff in Geneva, Switzerland in the
municipal and regional levels of government to explore
whether they are able to transcend “pink‐washing” and
make meaningful contributions to improving the lives of
the wider LGBTQ+ community. She argues that her infor‐
mants played a kind of in‐between role that was both
difficult for them, but also at times was a kind of Trojan
Horse in one informant’s words through which these
insiders could use their ties to community groups and act
as undercover lobbyists for progressive policy changes.

Trans individuals, especially trans people of color, are
among the most highly marginalized groups in the city
(Doan, 2007). Smith et al. (2023) suggest that most plan‐
ning activities in Brighton and Hove in the UK use a
kind of choreographing approach that although it makes
trans people more intelligible to the wider population,
also results in policies that fail to grasp the innumerable
sources of heteronormative harm to trans individuals.
The idea of planners trying to choreograph a community
as variable as the trans and gender diverse community
provides useful insights. While some drag routines can
be carefully choreographed, the idea of a single dance
routine working for the wide range of identities shelter‐
ing under the transgender umbrella (Doan & Johnston,
2022) is frankly ludicrous and might be more accurately
conceptualized as a wild dance party in which each per‐
son’s individual display of gender adds to the glorious
swirl of identities. Trying to choreograph any part of this
vibrant and yetmarginalized group seems doomed to fail
in terms of grasping the realities of discrimination faced
by many trans and gender diverse people.

The article by Julie Podmore and Alison Bain (2023)
uses the concepts of civic “rainbowization” and “festi‐
valization” to describe the ways that suburban munici‐
palities in the Vancouver metro area attempt to make
neighborhoods more aesthetically pleasing and serve as
advertisements for inclusivity, but in reality do little to
provide more than face value recognition. Rainbows can
be readily co‐opted by neo‐liberal developers in urban
and suburban areas with a focus on revitalizing commer‐
cial areas and creating spaces for public festivals. These
token efforts at recognition often fail to address critical
needs of LGBTQ+ people. Painting rainbow crosswalks is
not a sufficient means of planning for a broad range of
LGBTQ+ community members. In fact, for many queer
folks a grittier city may allow the diversity of community
to gather and heal from the twin traumas of heteronor‐
mativity and homonormativity.

Tiffany Muller Myrdahl (2023) provides a contrast‐
ing framework for trans inclusion policies in the City of
Vancouver, finding that a careful focus on equity over
equality results in a more effective strategic framework.
A critical element in this approach was the explicit inclu‐
sion of trans community members in a group called
the Trans and Gender Diverse Two Spirit Working Group
(TGD2S) that produced a working paper and provided
input on a variety of policies of concern to the broader
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community. Muller Myrdahl finds that the local plan‐
ning effort revolved around a co‐design process with
trans communitymembers that addressed issues such as
accessible washrooms, training of municipal staff, and a
rethinking of the ways that the city collected data on this
diverse community.

In another article in this collection, Daniel Hess
and Alex Bitterman (2023) analyze the importance of
LGBTQ+ community groups in sustaining LGBTQ+ spaces.
Their contribution examines the wide variety of commu‐
nity service organizations that are critical elements in
reaching out to LGBTQ+ residents and providing them
with needed services. They develop a typology (the
Hess‐Bitterman taxonomy) of LGBTQ+ organizations that
seems useful for planning agencies wishing to connect
with this marginalized community. The 227 community
service organizations from across North America reach
an estimated 40,000 LGBTQ+ clients every week suggest‐
ing that these groups are a very important pathway to at
least some of the hard to reach LGBTQ+ community.

In his article on queer urban space in Acapulco,
Mexico,William Payne (2023) provides a useful historical
analysis of the evolution of municipal governance and its
support of international tourism. While Acapulco’s rep‐
utation as a place for the Hollywood jet set did gener‐
ate significant economic and associated urban growth,
it has also developed a reputation for violence due to
the rise of organized crime and narco‐trafficking that falls
more heavily on the spontaneous settlements around
the fringe of the more developed downtown near the
famous beaches. At the same time, the city’s planing
focus on making a place attractive for tourism, also
created a city that happened to be equally attractive
to both LGBTQ+ tourists as well as LGBTQ+ Mexicans.
Unfortunately, these planning policies were explicitly ori‐
ented to the LGBTQ+ persons with the result that a num‐
ber of the LGBTQ+ individuals interviewed in this article
reported increasing levels of vulnerability and economic
instability suggesting that overall, tourism has not been
helpful to this community.

In the final article, Marisa Turesky and Jonathan
Jae‐an Crisman (2023) explore how the radical and
insurgent potential of traditional Pride parades has
been transformed into neo‐liberal corporatization. They
describe the healing and restorative nature of early Pride
marches as spaces for LGBTQ+ individuals suffering from
the trauma of discrimination and exclusion to experience
a kind of “queer joy.” The authors argue in fact that it
is the “ritualesque” nature of some of the more overtly
queer symbols and images that disrupt the status quo
and allow healing from the traumas of discrimination
and exclusion. They argue that a more radical planning
practice is needed that centers “affective experience, joy‐
ful expression, and emotional labor in meaningful ways”
(Turesky & Crisman, 2023, p. 273) allowing for a realign‐
ment of planning with movements to heal those harmed
by policing and red‐lining practices in poor neighbor‐
hoods. They call for a radical planning praxis that seeks

to disrupt efforts to co‐opt planning and use the police
power to undermine efforts by marginalized groups to
be seen and recognized by municipal decision‐makers.

Traditional planning practice does not adequately
serve the LGBTQ+ community. The authors of the arti‐
cles in this collection provide detailed evidence of the
need for a more activist and engaged planning practice
that seeks out and identifies marginalized individuals
from the LGBTQ+ community, and then actively incorpo‐
rates those voices into an authentic co‐design planning
process. Only by ensuring more meaningful engagement
with a broad range of LGBTQ+ people can planning hope
to promote positive change on issues that are of central
concern to this community.
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