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ABSTRACT 

 

Philadelphia, like other major North American cities, has neighborhoods that are 

informally known as gay neighborhoods. This project examines how Philadelphia’s 

Gayborhood is mediated, and how representations and markings of the Gayborhood are 

shaped by different discourses, namely tourism and urban development. Marking 

Philadelphia’s Gayborhood justifies the presence of LGBT individuals in the city by 

linking LGBT lives to economic activity and “positive” urban change. 

This dissertation reads media texts about Philadelphia’s Gayborhood against 

participant observations of everyday life and events in the Gayborhood, with particular 

emphasis on the activities of the Philadelphia Gay Tourism Caucus (PGTC). Starting in 

2002, the PGTC formed and produced specific tourism materials targeting the LGBT 

community, including print and television advertising campaigns, the rainbow street 

signs, and a dedicated map of the Gayborhood. These products highlight the Gayborhood 

as evidence of Philadelphia’s gay-friendliness. Philadelphia’s attractiveness for LGBT 

travelers is rooted in the visible presence of the city’s LGBT community; Philadelphia’s 

established LGBT everyday life allows LGBT travelers to come and already belong in 

the city. To support this message, the PGTC and the Greater Philadelphia Tourism 

Marketing Corporation market the city to both visitors and locals. New media platforms, 

namely social media, help promote events, both supporting local organizations, as well as 

creating visible LGBT everyday life to attract visitors. 

The meanings of the Gayborhood are then explored through its physical markings 

and LGBT events that emphasize its location. First, Philadelphia’s Gayborhood is placed 
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in the context of visibly and symbolically marking a “gay” city. While visual markers 

may provide indication of LGBT presence, certain symbols become stereotypical and 

caricatured, limiting the possible meanings of being LGBT-identified in public. Events 

such as the Pride Parade also serve to define the boundaries of belonging in the LGBT 

community. A central tension is the distinction between belonging and access, which are 

often conflated by an emphasis on legal, anti-discrimination discourses. 

LGBT history is also a central theme of Philadelphia’s LGBT tourism promotion. 

By examining LGBT history walking tours, this project argues that not only do historical 

projects highlight stories that might otherwise be unseen, they also produce visibility of 

absences in contemporary discourse. The Gayborhood also functions as an archive 

exhibit, ultimately supporting a liberal project of belonging through economic and 

political activities. Parts of the archive are currently present, but access to the LGBT 

archive requires further inquiry or participation. By considering the Gayborhood as an 

exhibit of the LGBT archive, we also can consider aspects of the archive as restricted 

from the public, or still impossible to articulate intelligibly to the public. 

This project ends with a reconsideration of what it means to articulate and 

communicate ideas about LGBT identity in space. Current representations and 

understandings of the Gayborhood still serve a homonormative and homonationalist 

project that privileges the activities and everyday lives of wealthy, white, gay men. 

Returning to thinking about gay men’s cruising and public sex, this project closes with an 

examination of how mobile communication technologies and methods allow for public 

sex to occur in new ways. Marked LGBT neighborhood spaces still have the potential to 

change how we understand the relationship between sexual lives and public space.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

In April 2007, the City of Philadelphia, working in collaboration with the 

Philadelphia Gay Tourism Caucus (PGTC) and the Greater Philadelphia Tourism 

Marketing Corporation (GPTMC) unveiled new rainbow street signs marking 

Philadelphia’s gay neighborhood, the Gayborhood. Placed at the intersections in the area 

bounded by Chestnut Street, Spruce Street, 11th Street, and 13th Street (northern, 

southern, eastern, and western boundaries respectively)1, the street signs marked the 

physical space as connected—even belonging—to the LGBT community. They visually 

formalized the designation of the Gayborhood, even though “the Gayborhood” is not an 

official city designation for the area. Although the area was already informally and 

popularly known as an LGBT neighborhood (MacDonald, 2004), response to the signs 

was varied. Some individuals found the signs aesthetically pleasing, simultaneously 

symbolizing diversity and an improvement to the neighborhood (Street Talk, 2007a; 

Street Talk, 2007b). Others found the signs trivial and they felt that the signs ultimately 

ignored the neighborhood’s diversity by highlighting one particular community (Street 

Talk, 2007a). There were also concerns that marking the Gayborhood ghettoized a part of 

the city, as if the signs literally establish physical boundaries that dictate who may enter 

                                                 
1 The technical boundaries of the Gayborhood actually extend to a greater area, one block further 

to the west (Broad Street) and one block further to the south (Pine Street). These streets, however, 

already have other neighborhood label signs (“Avenue of the Arts” and “Antique Row,” 

respectively). 
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and what activities may occur within the neighborhood, just as ethnic ghettoes once 

created physical boundaries for specific ethnic groups (Bittner, 2007; Cabrera, 2007). 

The installation of the rainbow signs brought a new form of visibility for the 

LGBT community. This project examines mediated markings of LGBT space, 

particularly through the construction of named LGBT neighborhoods such as 

Philadelphia’s Gayborhood. Ideas about citizenship—legitimacy in the eyes of the state 

and a feeling of belonging—are revealed by linking identity and space. Marking LGBT 

space suggests a basic form of political recognition and inclusion, and media discussions 

about the importance of LGBT spaces articulate and define the conditions of urban 

belonging. This project explores how discourses of LGBT belonging in the city are tied 

to how the Gayborhood is realized—the Gayborhood’s role in making LGBT lives visible 

as well as defining LGBT inclusion in public. 

The marking of Philadelphia’s Gayborhood can be interpreted as an act of visual 

recognition of the LGBT community by the state—the City of Philadelphia. Although the 

rainbow signs marked the Gayborhood as special for the LGBT community, they were 

also intended as a sign of diversity and welcome for all. The signs do not, after all, 

literally say “Tremble, hetero swine!2” or “Gays only!” The signs do, however, make 

visible and recognize an identity group that has a long history of being invisible and of 

                                                 
2 This is a line from Michael Swift’s satirical essay, “Gay Revolutionary” in the Gay Community 

News (February 15-21, 1987). Swift’s essay was used out of context—the opening line 

identifying the essay as satire was removed—by the radical religious right and re-titled “The Gay 

Agenda.” This line was later used as the title Cindy Patton’s essay—“Tremble, Hetero Swine!”—

in Michael Warner’s collection of essays, Fear of a Queer Planet (1993). Using the 

transformation of Swift’s essay from satire to propaganda, Patton argues that what is at stake is 

the power over discourse, the control over the meaning of LGBT identity, and how the state 

becomes involved in maintaining this meaning. 
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being in the closet. In 2007, just six months after the installation of the Gayborhood 

rainbow signs in Philadelphia, journalists and news bloggers questioned the role of the 

gay neighborhood in urban centers, suggesting that with growing acceptance and 

inclusion of LGBT identity in normative US society, the gay neighborhood becomes 

unnecessary and a historical artifact (Brown, 2007; Sullivan, 2007; Yglesias, 2007). 

Patricia Leigh Brown’s critique of gayborhoods in the New York Times (2007) calls them 

"gay enclaves" and questions their necessity and viability in US cities. Focusing on San 

Francisco's Castro District, and Los Angeles’ West Hollywood, Brown acknowledges 

that the neighborhoods are changing, but suggests that the designation of an LGBT 

neighborhood is passé. Brown argues that an increase in family culture—the presence of 

children with straight or gay parents—and expensive real estate in LGBT neighborhoods 

marks a loss of gay visibility and inclusion. One question remained for Brown: can we 

call it a "gayborhood" if we do not see the landscape as "gay"? 

This dissertation project looks at contemporary promotions of Philadelphia’s 

Gayborhood, and examines why the Gayborhood matters to Philadelphia’s LGBT 

communities. Media messages about the Gayborhood—journalistic coverage, tourism 

campaigns and marketing, as well as public LGBT events—describe LGBT lives in the 

context of Philadelphia’s existing cultural identity. The Gayborhood’s visibility in the 

city as well as its development are also told in relation to theories of urban development 

and contemporary political citizenship, namely anti-discrimination politics. 

Philadelphia: A Planned Landscape that Matters 

Philadelphia is one of several US cities known as a city of neighborhoods (others 

include San Francisco, New York City, Boston, Long Beach, and Chicago). 
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Pragmatically, this means that the city landscape is divided into subdivisions of distinct 

or unique areas. Labeling neighborhoods also inscribes space with meaning to local 

inhabitants and visitors. Neighborhood names provide people with a context through 

which to interpret and understand the landscape. LGBT neighborhoods mark urban 

spaces where LGBT folks can be found, and it is assumed that these are the 

neighborhoods where LGBT folks will more likely feel belonging in the city. 

Through this critical case study of Philadelphia’s Gayborhood, I consider how a 

gay neighborhood is not only defined by where LGBT people reside or congregate, but 

the link between LGBT folks and urban spaces is also imagined and made primarily 

through media. Media play an important role in identifying and defining LGBT spaces 

politically, culturally, and economically. Gay-owned and gay-friendly businesses provide 

state-approved claims to space, and are publicized within the LGBT community through 

internal networks such as LGBT business associations. Starting in the late 1990s, the 

promotion of LGBT neighborhoods became more publicly visible through the actions of 

the LGBT tourism industry. While LGBT tourism targets LGBT travelers, the industry is 

made up of non-LGBT-identified organizations as well, therefore making the interests of 

LGBT folks of broader, public interest. LGBT tourism promotions of Philadelphia also 

depend on the overall planning of the city and its physical infrastructure. 

Urban planning is an important part of Philadelphia’s history and Philadelphia’s 

role as the first capital of the United States of America. Philadelphia’s Center City was 

designed by William Penn with streets in a grid formation and five public squares (one of 

which is now City Hall). Starting in the 1800s, Philadelphia served as a tourist city, 

promoting a sense of ordered progress to elites from mainly smaller Southern cities 
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through William Penn’s design, and even through Eastern State Penitentiary (Kilbride, 

2006, p. 129-131). This early designation of Philadelphia as a city of American 

importance soon turned into an appreciation for its historical significance. 

In the 20th Century, City Planner Edmund Bacon instituted city plans that would 

shape Philadelphia’s development into the 21st Century. It is impossible to ignore 

Bacon’s contribution to Philadelphia’s urban landscape. From 1949-1970, Bacon was the 

executive director of the Philadelphia Planning Commission (Pearson, 1990, p. 65). 

During the 1960s, Bacon held a great amount of power in the city in terms of urban 

development, as head of the Philadelphia Planning Commission, which was treated as an 

important advisory body for the administration (Ferrick, 1997; Salisbury & Boasberg, 

2005). Bacon favored his interpretation of Penn’s original plan for Philadelphia, which 

included broad sight lines and wide pedestrian malls (Bowden, 2002). Even after he left 

his position as city planner, Bacon still openly gave his opinion to various projects in 

Philadelphia, including Penn’s Landing (Pearson, 1990, p. 65). So strong was his 

conviction to his original plans, that he publicly criticized new city developments that did 

not fall in line with his original visions (Ferrick, 1997). 

Bacon’s vision for the city centered on the city’s attempt to host the 1976 

Philadelphia World’s Fair in conjunction with the United States’ BiCentennial. Bacon’s 

1959 essay, “Philadelphia in the Year 2009” (1959/2009), and the 1963 City Plan 

(Philadelphia Department of Commerce, 1963) presented what Bacon thought was a 

cohesive city plan that would encourage social activity and community-building (Wilson, 

2000, p. 174). Hosting the World’s Fair not only attracted tourists (and their dollars), but 

it would also unify the image of Philadelphia (Wilson, 2000, p. 175). Although many of 
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the ideas presented by Bacon in his 1959 essay and later in the 1963 City Plan did not 

come to fruition (for reasons explained later), there were others that did come true, such 

as a return of upscale homes within Center City, namely the Rittenhouse Square area and 

Washington Square East—now known as Society Hill. 

Bacon (1959/2009) strongly suggested that tourism plays a vital role in urban 

development and the creation of the Philadelphia community. His city design presented 

Philadelphia as a new city of progress while still commemorating its historical features 

(Wilson, 2000, p. 176). In Center City, Bacon focused on developing Independence Mall, 

Penn’s Landing, and Society Hill (Wilson, 2000, p. 175, 182), eventually creating a 

downtown area that sold Philadelphia as a site of national heritage (Grant, 2005, p. 852). 

The physical layout of Center City also served to funnel tourists through the historic 

sites—first through William Penn’s convenient grid street system and then furthered by 

the Benjamin Franklin Parkway (Grant, 2005, p. 855-856). Philadelphia’s transformation 

into a historic city demonstrates how tourism shapes the identity of the city itself. The 

attempt to have a World’s Fair reframed Philadelphia’s identity into one of renewed 

progress and revival (Wilson, 2000, p. 176). The tourism rhetoric also conveniently 

justified a development model of growth. 

Bacon’s approach to Philadelphia blends together two popular theories of urban 

development: developing a city with attractions, and developing a city through a cultural 

identity. First, Bacon’s 1963 plan focused on building destinations within the city, spaces 

that could house events that would draw people back into the city. Bacon saw the 

economic development of the city as linked to the city’s identity and the identity of its 

citizens, thereby creating community. Although Bacon (1959/2009) describes the 
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building of attractions—such as Penn’s Landing festival space—in cultural terms, the 

development plan ultimately hinged upon urban building and growth. Eventually, many 

of Bacon’s plans did not succeed because of resistance from citizen groups, namely 

African Americans, who were concerned about how Bacon’s proposals to change 

Philadelphia’s physical landscape would impact their communities’ daily lives (Knowles, 

2009). The approach to urban change in Philadelphia throughout the 20th Century, 

however, was still based upon large-scale projects like Bacon’s (such as a proposed 

baseball stadium), even though most of them have not come to fruition. 

Sociological Approaches to Urban Development 

Some urban sociologists would define Bacon’s overall approach to urban 

development as the “growth machine.” The growth machine model highlights the role of 

entertainment attractions in urban development: stadiums, amusement parks, shopping 

malls, casinos, etc. (Shlay & Giloth, 1987, p. 306). Drawing upon Marxist ideas, scholars 

studying the growth machine suggest that urban change reveals power dynamics between 

groups in cities. Logan & Molotch (2007) argue that in addition to examining the 

inequalities that are present in urban environments, the growth machine suggests a 

different ideological goal: instead of vying for resources, the growth machine frames all 

resource allocation in terms of the ability for the city to “grow” (p. 50-62). The major 

players are groups: politicians, local media, and utilities (civic structures). Auxiliary 

players can include universities, theaters, museums, expositions, sports teams, organized 

labor, business groups, and corporate capitalists (Logan & Molotch, 2007, p. 50-98). The 

growth machine model focuses on building profit, not on building community. It requires 

that the public believe that growth has meaning, and that this meaning is deeply 
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connected to economic gains for everyone in the city, although not in equal proportions. 

Community is built through the promise of development, where residences, 

entertainment, and employment opportunities provide self-actualization of individuals 

and participation. 

Cultural urban sociologists see the growth machine as ignoring how communities 

are already present and argue that growth machine projects eliminate pre-existing 

neighborhood-based communities. Critiquing the capitalist approach to community and 

urban development by models such as the growth machine, theorists interested in culture 

look more at the everday activities of urban space. While some scholars look at culture 

from the perspectives of ethnic demographics and global movements of capital and 

people (e.g. Sassen, 2000), other scholars take a more ethnographic approach and 

examine how public spaces are used and shared. 

Drawing from Jane Jacobs’s The Life and Death of American Cities (1961), 

scholars have considered how cities have character and everyday meaning. In particular, 

these approaches consider the cultural meaning of different types of spaces and examine 

how spaces are used—even if unintentionally. Scholars considering the cultural 

characteristics of neighborhoods argue that everyday uses of spaces, especially by ethnic 

communities that do not necessarily fit into capitalist models of use and citizen 

participation are suppressed and eliminated by public policies. These authors argue that 

capitalist models of urban change—of “development”—create infrastructures that support 

economic activity over cultural activity. These include building cities emphasizing cars 

over pedestrian pathways that encourage small businesses and interpersonal interactions 
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(Speck, 2012), and instituting methods of political engagement that privilege private 

property and a specific form of civility and civic engagement (Zukin, 2010). 

Somewhat accommodating the cultural urban sociological approach, Richard 

Florida (2002; 2003) describes a model of urban development that highlights how 

particular groups of people, through their cultural character and cultural capital, 

transform urban spaces. Rather than simply identifying groups in specific urban spaces, 

Florida argues that “revitalized” urban spaces are part of a linear narrative that require 

groups of people known for their “creativity,” and for their cultural capital in everyday 

life. Florida argues that the development of urban centers, and urban renewal, is 

dependent upon the “Creative Class.” Artists, bohemians, and the LGBT community 

(although primarily gay men) move into underperforming areas and bring economic 

interest into them through the arts (e.g. art galleries) and service industries (e.g. coffee 

shops, restaurants, and bars). The Creative Class is valued because it represents 

transition—specifically, upward economic change and gentrification. 

Florida’s work is not without its criticisms. Some scholars point out problems 

with his sample size and his methods (e.g. Markusen, 2006). Other scholars also note 

how his work essentializes groups of people based on their vocations and identities, 

ignoring the specific histories that shape how these communities (namely artists and gay 

men) interact with one another (Kratke, 2010; McLean, 2014). Florida’s ideas reduce 

groups of people to functions of urban development, ignoring political and social forces 

that shape urban environments. In other words, unlike Sharon Zukin’s (2002; 2010) 

assertion that contemporary urban development appropriates culture, where the symbolic 
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meaning of specific cultural products is commoditized, Florida’s theory commoditizes 

the occupational and identities-as-lifestyles categories themselves. 

Although scholars critique Florida’s work and the idea of the Creative Class, the 

role of gay men in urban development is commonly referenced in journalism, advertising, 

and educational folklore told by community projects or activities such as history walking 

tours. Ideas about gay men’s involvement in urban change also pre-date Florida’s 

published work. Philadelphia’s contemporary Gayborhood, as well as its past gay 

neighborhoods, have been discussed in the popular press as symbols of urban change and 

positive development (Killinger, 1983; Smith, 2013; Thompson, 2013). In earlier writings 

about gay neighborhoods, however, the focus was on neighborhoods of residence, rather 

than on gay businesses (Killinger, 1983). This project will highlight how a simplified 

form of Florida’s ideas repeats throughout contemporary discourses of LGBT visibility in 

the city. The gay neighborhood is a part of the narrative of urban economic growth. 

Philadelphia’s Gayborhood, like other gay neighborhoods, is a place—it is set 

apart from the notion of space. Sociologist Thomas Gieryn (2000) argues that places are 

specific and particular spaces. For Gieryn, there are three components to place: First, 

place has a unique geographical location. There are different scales of place (i.e. a 

neighborhood versus a city), but they have distinct and elastic boundaries (p. 464). 

Second, places have material form. Meaning making through social interactions and 

communication are dependent upon the material forms that make up the setting, or that 

are props to the interaction. Place is “stuff” (p. 465). Third, place involves an investment 

with meaning and value. Space becomes place “when it ensconces history or utopia, 

danger or security, identity or memory” (p. 465). These meanings and values can change 
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over time, and the imposed boundaries of places are malleable and subject to contestation 

(p. 465). This social attention, however, is integral to the concept of place. 

Gieryn (2000) makes clear that media spaces (e.g. the Internet) are not places 

themselves: these communication-based networks may use geographic or cartographic 

metaphors, but these do not operate in the same way as physical space (p. 465). Gieryn 

notes that place is “remarkable, and what makes it so is an unwindable spiral of material 

form and interpretive understandings or experiences” (p. 471, italics original). This does 

not suggest that there is a notion of a pre-social space (a waiting to become place), but 

rather that physical locations are place because we articulate them to ourselves and to one 

another (Zukin, 2002). Gieryn’s work goes against the popular sociological trope of space 

having meaning based on use (e.g. Gans, 2002). Gieryn’s assertion that social meaning is 

important works well with the gay neighborhood, for gay neighborhoods are not defined 

by singular use. Gay neighborhoods are places where LGBT individuals reside, where 

they spend their leisure time, where businesses welcome them (either because they are 

gay-owned or gay-friendly), and where they gather for socio-political action. It could be 

argued that gay neighborhoods are special because they are used predominantly by LGBT 

individuals, but this is not consistently the case, such as the examples of less visibly gay 

neighborhoods described by Brown (2007). The gay neighborhood is particular because 

of Gieryn’s third category: social meaning and value. 

Making Meanings of LGBT Space and Place 

Building upon Gieryn’s work, my focus on the gay neighborhood also extends the 

work of cultural geographers who argue that an important way to understand sexuality 

and citizenship is to consider how sexualized individuals and behaviors are mapped in 
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space (e.g., Bell & Valentine, 1995; Brown, 1997; Knopp, 1995). By mapping out 

sexual(ized) activities, it is possible to examine how identity is implicated in defining 

space, namely private versus public spaces. Cultural geographers have argued that 

identity politics are also important to thinking about the politics of urban growth and 

development, linking sexual identity-based citizenship to greater issues of citizenship, 

such as economic and political participation (Knopp, 1995). Finally, physical space can 

connect individuals to the memory of past events and of collective identity rooted in 

everyday life (Foote, 1997; Glassberg, 2001). 

In North American scholarly work, the history of the LGBT community has 

followed several theoretical trends. First, history is used to contextualize and legitimize 

LGBT civil rights movements by providing evidence of the presence of LGBT peoples in 

cultures across time (Fausto-Sterling, 2000; Feinberg, 1996; Halperin, 1990). After the 

1969 Stonewall Riots, several scholarly LGBT histories highlight cultural and historical 

milestones of the LGBT community, including actions and events that contest the 

conventional understanding that the Stonewall Riots started gay liberation in the 20th 

Century (D’Emilio, 1983; Eaklor, 2011). Films and oral history projects also have 

effectively constructed notions of LGBT history, in that they construct a historical record 

of the presence of queerness, or non-normative sexuality, in the past (for example, see 

Stryker, 2005; Holsten & Lazin, 2004) 

A second way LGBT history has been studied is by mapping the LGBT 

community over time and space. These historical projects not only examine the 

representations of LGBT lives, but they also challenge identity categories themselves in 

everyday life (i.e. challenging definitions of identity labels). Many US-based studies 
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follow a tradition of historical area studies, studying single locations over time to 

understand the role of queer lives in the US (see Chauncey, 1994; Boag, 2003; Stein, 

2000; Brown 1997; Kenney, 2001). These works remind us that even in the contemporary 

context, the LGBT community is not a monolithic group, but that many of the factors that 

surround understanding LGBT rights and representations are historically and 

geographically bound. 

While this project does consider Philadelphia’s Gayborhood over time, it is not a 

social history. I look to media discourses about LGBT urban spaces—gay 

neighborhoods—to better understand how LGBT identity is made visible in the public 

sphere. Media play a large role in community-building: media such as magazines, 

newspapers, and television identify for society important historical events and people. 

From a contemporary standpoint, LGBT-targeted media function as evidence of change 

for the community over time and produce a type of community memory. Media also 

produce memory-based material culture: commemorative issues of magazines and 

newspapers become literal devices that can trigger memory about the events and people 

described within; or, even about the events around the item itself (Kitch, 2005). In this 

way, media are also part of a commoditized system of memory devices, a system that 

may only invoke certain memories, and intentionally leave out others (Kitch, 2005). 

Again, physical space can function in a similar way, and the commoditization and 

objectification of this memory is often manifested in the production of souvenirs 

(Sturken, 2007). Walking through space, however, does not always involve a keepsake, 

but instead, memory is invoked through contemporary engagement and performance in 

the space (Foote, 1997). 
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Belonging and the Public Sphere 

Again, this project examines how media discourses about LGBT urban spaces 

shape understandings of citizenship and feelings of belonging. By examining 

Philadelphia’s Gayborhood, I consider how citizenship is tied to notions of publics, or 

what is frequently framed as the public sphere, and the role of media in understanding 

how LGBT folks can understand and feel belonging in urban spaces. Citizenship is often 

written about in terms of civic rights. Toby Miller (2007) broadly defines three forms of 

citizenship: political (the right to reside and vote); economic (the right to work and 

prosper); and cultural (the right to know and speak) (p. 35). This form of definition 

assumes that citizenship is about possessing rights. 

The right to participation, particularly the right to being present is a central theme 

in the work of Henri Lefebvre. For Lefebvre, “the right to the city is like a cry and a 

demand… a transformed and renewed right to urban life” (1996, p. 158). While Lefebvre 

cautioned against bureaucratic political systems as evidence of citizen participation 

(Lefebvre, 1996; McCann, 2002), he did argue that citizens should have access to 

decision-making. Before decision making, however, citizens require representation, and 

in spatial terms, this requires spaces where all citizens can be visible and heard (Mitchell, 

1995; Purcell, 2002). Public space, however, is defined first by discourse—it is a 

discursive definition that distinguishes public from private space. 

In communication theory, the work of Jurgen Habermas is frequently cited as a 

framework through which to imagine the public sphere. For Habermas, the public sphere 

provides a space, or a conceptual area, where individuals come together to express their 

interest in governance; individuals debate over the governance of the public and the rules 
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for how it is to occur. In an ideal form, Habermas characterizes the public sphere “as an 

intermediary system of communication between formally organized and informal face-to-

face deliberations in arenas at both the top and the bottom of the political system” (2006, 

p. 415). In particular, Habermas argues that this political public sphere developed 

historically from the bourgeois public sphere, which also served to regulate civil society 

(1989, p. 52). Habermas’s approach assumes that the interests of the public sphere are the 

interests of society, and requires that the issues pertinent to the public receive the most 

publicity (Warner, 2002, p. 170-171).  

Habermas argues that mass media formally brought the private sphere into the 

public sphere. Early newspapers, or mercantile “news letters,” were the private 

correspondences of individuals, organized by news dealers, that eventually were copied 

and sold to the masses, commoditizing the information found in them (Habermas, 1989, 

p. 16, 21). These published opinions later became political messages, identifying and 

shaping groups of individuals that constitute contemporary civil society (Calhoun, 1992, 

p. 19; Habermas, 1991, p. 415). Part of the appeal of Habermas’s theory is his 

imagination of the public sphere as dialogic; what constitutes the public is that which is 

common, and constructed by participants. In other words, the public sphere is not simply 

a massive, listening-only audience. The responses of the audience--the public—are part 

of the decision-making processes of society. 

Analysis of the public sphere allows for critical insight into the use of mass 

media. By contemplating distortions to the effectiveness of the public sphere, the role of 

mass communication in society emerges; the published opinions that are present can 

frame how information is processed by society—whether public information is relevant, 
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required, or appropriate (Habermas, 2006, p. 418). Because the public sphere is to behave 

as a filter for opinions from civil society, an analysis of the published forms of these 

opinions give an idea as to how ideas, and the citizens that produce them, are treated and 

will eventually be presented to the state authority. The function of the public sphere, 

therefore, is defined by communication. This perspective views the public sphere as a 

space of dialogue, where conversations about what is relevant to the public is worked out 

before the messages reach the state (Curran, 1997, p. 31; Habermas, 2006, p. 415-416). In 

this mode of the public sphere, communication and engagement with mass media are 

fundamental to thinking about citizenship, participation, and belonging. 

Feminist Response to the Public Sphere 

Feminists critics note that Habermas’s theory lacks consideration of identity 

issues. Nancy Fraser (1990) famously wrote about the “subaltern counterpublic,” 

addressing how Habermas’s analysis neglected several lenses through which to examine 

politics, namely gender and race. For Fraser, counterpublics are arenas of deliberation 

defined by the subordination of identities, interests, and needs (1990, p. 67). Although 

she does not link counterpublics directly to specific communities, Fraser notes that 

counterpublics (i.e. communicative arenas) are identifiable in part because of specific 

groups, such as women. Fraser suggests that because of the style of deliberations 

happening in the public sphere (i.e. the presence of counterpublics that exist within the 

public sphere, but may go unnoticed), there are strong and weak publics. Strong publics 

have deliberations that lead to decision-making, while weak publics have deliberations 

that help form opinions, but do not necessarily lead to decision-making at the state level 

(1990, p. 75). Here, she opens up the possibility of multiple publics, of which 
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counterpublics are systematically relegated to the role of weak publics—if they are 

recognizable/visible at all. 

Feminist interventions in public sphere theory mirror feminist debates addressing 

identity and difference. Habermas (1996) conceded to thinking about the public sphere as 

being made up of a multitude of smaller publics, an argument that was welcomed by 

some feminists—even though the motivations behind his concession were still 

unsatisfactory (Benhabib, 1996; Wolin, 1996). Dialogue and deliberation highlights 

difference and ultimately allows for difference (including gender) to become part of the 

public sphere (Benhabib, 1996). Difference may exist provided that deliberation extends 

the boundaries of democracy and the topics that may be discussed in the public sphere 

(Wolin, 1996, p. 40-41). 

Other feminists argue that this type of inclusion is not enough: the public sphere 

itself is too inherently gender-biased as it is currently theorized. Jean L. Cohen cautions 

against the entrance of identity politics in the public sphere, for this could mean a loss of 

particularity, where the point of representation becomes lost (1996, p. 187). Iris Marion 

Young also argues that difference and the private sphere need to be more fully theorized, 

for even the speech and communicative abilities of women (and by extension, other 

subaltern groups) are not the same as the speech patterns used in the public sphere (1996, 

p. 127). Young’s assertion that there needs to be acknowledgement of different speech 

patterns also challenges the notion of a public sphere that has equal intentions and equal 

levels of respect for all members (1996, p. 126). Her argument that rhetoric is more 

important in discussion suggests that there is difficulty in achieving understanding on all 

sides of difference. This contributes to postcolonial feminist arguments that challenge the 
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rhetorics of difference, such as Gayatri Spivak’s argument that the subaltern cannot even 

speak (1994), and if this is the case, then the public sphere is an impossible place for 

boundaries to be challenged. 

Queer Interventions: A Discursive Counterpublic 

One might wonder about the validity of Fraser’s initial conception of the subaltern 

counterpublic—what is its role/purpose if it still cannot enter into the public sphere? 

Michael Warner takes a slightly different approach to counterpublics. Warner identifies 

the public sphere not as a conceptual space, but as a discourse. This argument sees 

publics manifested through the attention and action of its members (2002, p. 87-88). 

Warner describes counterpublics as discourses that occupy subordinate status in society. 

This, however, is not limited to the subaltern (as in Fraser’s more politicized argument), 

rather, its status is granted to discursive publics that are conscious of their subordinate 

status overall in society (2002, p. 119). 

What is distinct about counterpublics for Warner is that while publics are made up 

of strangers who imagine themselves into a collective through communication (2002, p. 

74-75), the counterpublic is made up of strangers who are aware that others in society 

might not want to recognize its particular discourse (2002, p. 120). In other words, the 

connection between individuals in counterpublics is through a common recognition of 

being disapproved of by the rest of society; individuals come together not of their own 

recognition of collectivity, and because of this, it is difficult to fully imagine their 

entrance into the political public sphere. Counterpublic discourse moves beyond 

subaltern culture in that the discourse itself calls for a redefinition of how public 

discourses are defined and shaped (2002, p. 121). Their entrance into the public sphere 
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may actually strip away what made them necessary in the first place and the challenge 

that they would have otherwise provided (2002, p. 122-123). The goal here is not for 

recognition, but rather, for disruption to the ability to recognize difference through 

normalizing forces. 

Warner (1999) contests the attempt to fit into a “normal” public. Similar to 

Cohen’s fear that marginalized groups lose their particularity when they gain recognition 

in the public sphere, Warner argues that counterpublic discourses cannot fit into 

mainstream publics and be legitimized, for the defining features of the counterpublic 

were likely established by the mainstream public. He reminds us of the homophile 

movement in the 1950s, where activists presented themselves as “normal” citizens, 

visually erasing any suggestion of homosexuality during protests. By dressing 

conservatively and protesting quietly, homophile activists allowed for the mainstream to 

maintain their dislike of homosexuals because there was no need to confront aspects of 

sexual difference (1999, p. 46-47). Warner argues that the homophile movement failed 

because it did not challenge mainstream discourses of sexual citizenship. 

Queer interventions argue that it is discourse that establishes the conversations 

that construct the public and private spheres. Eve Sedgwick (1990) discusses 

homosexuality through the lens of the closet, arguing that the closet is a discursive 

moment/place that is constructed by the mainstream in order to avoid the homosexual. 

The need for LGBT individuals to “come out” is a legibility requirement for 

heterosexuals—i.e. LGBT individuals may participate in the public sphere, but only after 

acknowledging a difference that is established by someone else. The marking of this 

difference is therefore for the public, not for the LGBT individual. Cindy Patton (1993) 
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argues that what is protected is the mainstream public. Suddenly what is in question is not 

the right to privacy (the ability for the counterpublic to exist), but rather, the right to 

publicity (p. 174). Part of this struggle is also the result of intentional misreadings of 

LGBT identities (sometimes in the form of satire) by the mainstream—in this case the 

“New Right”—disallowing LGBT participation in the public sphere (p. 144-145). 

Trying to imagine Warner’s publics and counterpublics can, however, easily slip 

into reified concepts. Robert Asen (2000) cautions against falling into the trap of 

reducing the counterpublic into people (specific subaltern groups), places (specific places 

where dialogue “can” occur), or topics (specialized subjects). The most effective way of 

understanding the counterpublic is that it is a set of discourses that changes the 

boundaries of the public sphere itself. This does not mean that the boundary between 

public and private shifts: the counterpublic allows for slippages in the boundary of public 

and private and therefore of how deliberation occurs. In other words, thinking about 

counterpublics as discourses requires rethinking the rules of deliberation from multiple 

sides, not just from the particular to the general. 

The counterpublic is a concept that almost invites its misuse. It is easier to 

conceive the counterpublic if it is reified/reduced to a group, place, or topic. Echoing 

Asen’s sentiment, scholars ought not forget that groups, places, and topics provide a 

platform on which to imagine publics and counterpublics, but it is the discursive practices 

themselves that occur that shape counterpublics. Counterpublics are also not simply a 

bridge between public and private spheres. Instead, the counterpublic reveals the 

movement of the boundary between the public and the private. Michael Warner himself 

suggests that understanding counterpublics is difficult because of a lack of available 
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language that can move beyond binaries (2002, p. 123-124). While the notion of the 

discursive counterpublic may seem threateningly retrospective, it is important to keep in 

mind that this is an analytic of intervention. In other words, it is difficult to use the notion 

of the counterpublic as a predictor, because it makes itself visible through reading. By 

believing in Patton’s suggestion that queers “are nothing if not good readers” (1993, p. 

174), we can see the possibility of carrying on the debate, and living with one another as 

a public, as a collective of strangers. 

A Focus on Tourism 

Bringing ideas of media articulations of citizenship and the public sphere back to 

the local, I return to Philadelphia’s urban development. Even if Bacon’s plans followed 

the growth machine model, he still wrote with the idea that Philadelphia has a character. 

Again, Bacon wrote with tourism in mind, and his plans in the 1950s and 1960s followed 

the growth machine model to draw in visitors and develop the city. The attractions in the 

growth machine model, such as stadiums, become tourist sites—their sustainability 

depends upon the participation of individuals from different areas of the city (e.g. 

wealthier neighborhoods) or from outside of the city entirely (classic notion of tourists). 

The intended audience of urban development then, is the tourist, for the attractions are 

designed for people who are not involved in their construction. This has led to what John 

Urry (1990) calls the “tourist gaze,” where development and policies in cities are 

constructed with tourists in mind, rather than the residents themselves. Urry argues that 

urban development and urban planning ultimately serves the tourist; we imagine our own 

cities through a “tourist gaze.” 
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Urry’s theory is driven and evidenced by communication and media use. Urry and 

Larsen (in The Tourist Gaze 3.0 (2011), the third edition of Urry’s work) emphasize how 

the physical makeup of places (e.g. buildings) and the performance of tourism (e.g. 

walking tours) establish the tourist gaze which seeks difference between tourism and 

“regular” everyday life. Urry and Larsen (2011) also note how tourism photography has 

shaped how people see landscapes. Not only are tourists looking for the types of spaces 

that were either previously seen in photographs or that can become tourism photographs, 

but photography has also become part of the performance of tourism. 

Again, the idea of the tourist gaze draws upon a philosophical assumption that 

tourism is a remarkable activity, that tourist activities are not the same as everyday life 

(Urry & Larsen, 2011). MacCannell (2011) notably critiques this perspective, arguing 

that the distinction between tourist and everyday life is unclear and that sight-seeing is a 

search for authenticity, not remarkableness. Daniel Boorstin (1971) argues that the 

tourism industry and media industries create “pseudo-events” in order exaggerate 

moments, to make everyday life seem remarkable and authentic, even when it is not. In 

other words, representations of everyday life for locals and tourists may not be 

remarkable or authentic. Regardless of whether tourism is something different from 

everyday life, or part of everyday life, the act of gazing—looking for something 

remarkable or even just notable—drives how urban spaces are defined and planned.  

Sociologists frequently consider neighborhoods as spaces where people reside 

(Florida, 2002; Ghaziani, 2010), or at least use (Gans, 2000). The tourist gaze does not 

assume that presence of certain identity groups will lead to meaning. Instead, the 

neighborhood is positioned as specific spaces that create niche markets that make the city 
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unique (Pine, 2002). The promotion of neighborhoods outside of the downtown area 

encourages economic and cultural development in different areas of the city (Pine, 2002, 

p. 104) and many neighborhoods are redeveloped with their presentation to non-locals in 

mind (Caffyn & Lutz, 1999; Pine, 2002, p. 53). From the tourist perspective, the notion 

of the neighborhood provides uniqueness to the city—neighborhoods are read as 

authentic because they are supposedly less developed for tourism than downtown areas 

(Pine, 2002, p. 91). The neighborhood concept also allows for a neatly packaged space 

for representations of cultural diversity (Grant, 2005, p. 857). Also important are the 

physical pathways that lead the tourist through different neighborhoods in the city: the 

visible shift from “main downtown areas” into identity-based neighborhoods complement 

the rhetoric of neighborhood/identity difference, particularly that of the difference 

between the mainstream and the margins (Grant, 2005, p. 864). Based on its use of 

different neighborhoods, and in particular the Gayborhood, Philadelphia presents a model 

where identity, space, and history intersect through tourism. 

A tourist gaze that shapes the city for LGBT travelers is dictated by what LGBT 

travelers supposedly want, the reasons for their travel and vacationing. There are several 

different ways of considering how LGBT individuals travel. First, gay travel is often 

considered in terms of the framework of the holiday, or the escape. This holiday can be 

an extension of normative holiday escapes, where individuals seek to leave their home 

locales for an exotic location, but for the LGBT community, this is also implicated 

socially, where individuals may seek the holiday as a method of going to a place where 

they can be themselves (Pritchard et al., 2000, p. 276). The construction of gay tourist 

sites also applies pressure to cities seeking gay tourist dollars, for not only must there be 
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a space viable for the LGBT community (i.e. hiding homophobia), but the physical space 

must also fit into the design of a holiday destination (read: exotic). Some queer scholars 

argue that cities playing host to gay tourists must not only be gay-friendly, but also offer 

a certain level of luxury to satisfy the requirement of being an escape that has high value-

for-money (Pritchard et al., 2000, p. 277; Puar, 2002; Visser, 2003). What results is a 

colonial structure, where gay tourism (largely a construction of “Western” industries) 

imposes its rhetoric upon cities in need of tourist dollars. In order to attract tourists, many 

tropical countries otherwise known to be homophobic, construct gay enclaves where the 

country is “civilized” by Western standards (Murray, 2007). 

Thinking about locations for LGBT travelers, places can be categorized in two 

ways: the gay destination, and the gay-friendly place (Waitt & Markwell, 2006). Gay 

destinations come in two forms: the gay Mecca, and the gay resort. Gay Meccas are cities 

that have historical and cultural significance to the LGBT community, such as San 

Francisco, New York, and Vancouver in North America, or Paris and Berlin in Europe 

(Howe, 2001). Gay resorts are constructed havens of safety for LGBT individuals 

(usually gay men) such as Palm Springs, Fort Lauderdale, and Provincetown in North 

America, or Ibiza in Europe (Markwell, 2002; Waitt & Markwell, 2006, p. 241-242). 

Circuit styled events, such as circuit parties (large dance parties targeting gay men), also 

function to create temporary gay Meccas in the cities that host the parties. The gay-

friendly city, on the other hand, is one where the attractions to tourists are not necessarily 

LGBT directed or related, but the cities make a conscious effort to be visibly accepting to 

LGBT tourists. In the US, cities such as Philadelphia advertise as such because they do 

not actually have any events or histories that justify them as intrinsic gay destinations 
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(Vallis, 2004). The significance of these cities to the LGBT traveler, and to the LGBT 

community in general, is often brought up through tourism campaigns. 

Again, I am arguing that the Gayborhood is a more than just a place with meaning 

for queer Philadelphians. In particular, this dissertation argues that the Gayborhood is a 

counterpublic that is mediated by mass media and physical manipulations to the place 

itself. These mediated discourses together form a framework through which to understand 

citizenship and gain a sense of belonging in the city. 

Dissertation Outline and Chapters 

This dissertation project describes how Philadelphia’s Gayborhood is represented 

and promoted, establishing a framework through which LGBT folks can feel a sense of 

belonging in the city. Media texts not only allow identity-based groups to describe 

themselves to the public, but they also demonstrate the limits of visible difference in the 

public sphere. Chapter 2 describes my methods, primarily readings of media texts and 

participant observations. This project presents descriptions of situations, focusing on 

interactions between individuals, organizations, physical spaces, and the media products 

that connect them. 

Following Urry’s ideas that cities are set up to appeal to tourist gazes, I then 

examine the symbols and visual codes used to indicate LGBT identity and LGBT space 

in Philadelphia’s LGBT tourism organizations. Chapters 3 and 4 examine the advertising 

and marketing campaigns of the Greater Philadelphia Tourism Marketing Corporation 

and the Philadelphia Gay Tourism Caucus. These chapters highlight the limits of 

representing LGBT identities in Philadelphia, and the narratives and discourses used to 

incorporate LGBT identities into the city’s existing tourism discourses. These campaigns 
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emphasize LGBT community as a method of connecting locals and visitors in the city. 

By making Philadelphia’s LGBT community visible, these campaigns suggest that the 

city is gay-friendly and therefore desirable for LGBT travelers and potential residents. 

Chapters 5 and 6 examine the physical contents and events inside the 

Gayborhood. This reading considers everyday life in the Gayborhood, as well as non-

everyday events that highlight the LGBT community, such as Pride Parades, that suggest 

a feeling that LGBT lives are an active part of the city’s landscape. These chapters also 

explore how definitions of “belonging,” “access,” and “welcoming” are deployed in 

debates about marking and participating in the Gayborhood. In particular, the LGBT 

community is described as having an active role in constructing the Gayborhood, and the 

Gayborhood’s inclusion—and by extension, LGBT people—improves the City of 

Philadelphia’s public image. 

Philadelphia’s Gayborhood and tourism advertising heavily emphasize the notion 

of history, a tourism theme established in Philadelphia’s own identity and tourism 

materials. Chapters 7 and 8 consider how presentations of LGBT history in Philadelphia 

both make visible and obfuscate LGBT lives. By considering the Gayborhood and its 

promotion as an archive exhibition, I identify how existing discourses about the 

Gayborhood support homonormative and homonationalist projects, but also suggest that 

these are not necessarily permanent. The current Gayborhood is a staged space. 

I close this dissertation project with a return to thinking about whether LGBT 

neighborhoods can fulfill a promise of indicating a sense of belonging for LGBT folks. 

Locating Philadelphia’s Gayborhood as representing primarily a gay male space, I 

reconsider the role of cruising and the neighborhood. In particular, I close this project by 
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questioning whether belonging is something that can be represented, staged, or even 

articulated through a named and marked neighborhood. 

Finally, throughout this dissertation are additional tales from my own 

observations of the Gayborhood. These are not meant to be explanatory anecdotes, but 

they reveal different moments of belonging and being for LGBT individuals (and in these 

cases, me). In this project, I hope to convey that LGBT belonging is defined by bringing 

together different discourses, such as urban development and tourism promotion. 

Representations of LGBT urban spaces attempt to tell how LGBT lives fit into the city. 
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Illustration 1: Center City Philadelphia, with Gayborhood Label (map 

from Google Maps, retrieved March 30, 2014.) 
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FIRST INTERLUDE 

 

A REAL NICE CLAMBAKE 

Summer, 2009 

“So what is your research going to be about?” 

Ever since beginning my doctoral program, everyone asks that question. I guess 

that it’s fair: “doctoral student in media studies” is still rather unspecific. And yet at this 

BBQ party in Ewing, New Jersey, I just didn’t want to talk about it. 

“I’m studying gay neighborhoods and how media portray them. I’m really 

interested in what formal gay neighborhoods mean to understandings of citizenship. I’ll 

probably focus on Philadelphia and its gay neighborhoods.” 

“Oh yeah? I work for [major LGBT organization in Philadelphia]. You know it? 

“Of course. You guys do great work. I wasn’t able to attend your last event—did 

it go well?” 

“Yeah, thanks. So your topic, do you think that the Gayborhood is even relevant 

anymore?” 

While I love my topic, I sometimes cringe at the types of conversations that I’m 

stuck in because of it. Specifically, I’ve found that it’s a topic where everyone else seems 

to want to be their own expert in my field. Even when they ask what I’ve found, it often 

feels like a test to see if what I’ve found matches up to their opinions. And if what I have 

to say doesn’t match up, then it’s as if I’m at my defense, having to explain my research 

and all of my findings—even before I’ve really had a chance to think about them. 
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“I think that the Gayborhood means different things to different people. That’s 

what I’m trying to figure out. I’m looking at the tourism campaigns in particular—I think 

that they may be important since gay neighborhoods have really been promoted by gay 

tourism.” 

“Yeah, Philadelphia is so much better now. Actually, I don’t even think that the 

Gayborhood is that important. I mean, you can go anywhere now. If I’m going to go on a 

date, I don’t have to go to a restaurant in the Gayborhood. I can go anywhere for it and 

no one bothers us. I also don’t bother going to gay bars—there are much nicer bars than 

the gay bars. Philadelphia is such a gay-friendly city. We don’t see homophobia in 

Center City.” 

“I guess things are different from before, but I’m also interested in ways that gay 

neighborhoods are also important to businesses. I’m curious about how the tourism 

organization works with businesses to make the Gayborhood stand out. I get that you 

don’t have to go to a gay restaurant or a gay store, but sometimes I like that there are gay 

restaurants and stuff. But aside from where people are today, I’m also going to do some 

historical research and check out the trends of how things have changed over the years.” 

“Well, I think that it’s different because today’s youth don’t care. It doesn’t 

matter to them. I mean, I’m in my 40s, so I was part of that generation that needed these 

places. Like Giovanni’s Room. But today, young people just go online to buy stuff.” 

Mental note: this man thinks that I’m in my 20s and that we’re in two different 

generations… 

“Oh, I love that Giovanni’s Room is still around. You’re right—there are fewer 

gay bookstores around these days. And Oscar Wilde in New York just closed.” 
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“Yeah, well, again, if we don’t support these places, they won’t survive.” 

“Yeah. So when were you last at Giovanni’s Room?” 

“Oh, I haven’t been there in a while. But I admit, I get my books online. I guess 

I’m bad. But everybody does.” 

“Actually, I go at least once a month to buy something.” 

“Oh.” 

End scene. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

METHODS 

Introduction 

This dissertation project examines media representations of Philadelphia’s 

Gayborhood, a place that is important because of its identification with the LGBT 

community. Thomas Gieryn’s (2000) notion of place focuses on cultural meanings of 

physical spaces which are not strictly determined by use. Other urban sociologists, such 

as Jane Jacobs (1961) and Sharon Zukin (2010) also recognize that understanding the role 

and importance of physical spaces requires more than simply defining space technically 

by use, but effectively, by reading space. The urban sociological perspective, however, 

still largely determines meaning by examining how use of space shapes the relationships 

between individuals and groups and the definitions of cultures and citizenship. 

This project focuses on the production of media discourses about gay urban 

spaces in Philadelphia—specifically, Philadelphia’s Gayborhood. The meanings of place 

are not necessarily determined only by individuals themselves. Media describes society 

as well as perpetuates and fixes particular ideas that are already present. Media also play 

an important role in US American LGBT community development and political visibility. 

Since the 20th Century, several mediated discourses converged, highlighting the LGBT 

community as a medical, criminal, moral, and social issue. To counter negative 

representations as well as ensure that discussions about LGBT issues were available to 

community members, LGBT individuals produced their own media messages (Baim, 

2012). This project looks at media messages about Philadelphia’s gay urban spaces, 

created by both LGBT and non-LGBT (read: mainstream) organizations and presses. 
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Many academic projects about LGBT spaces conduct historical or sociological 

analyses, focusing on the visible or self-identified presence of LGBT folks (see 

Chauncey, 1994; D’Emilio, 1983; Fellows, 1998). Media texts, however, suggest 

meaning about identity and space differently. Several projects about media texts focus on 

issues of identity (see Halter, 2000; Sender, 2004). This project builds upon both of these 

bodies of work by methodologically connecting them, focusing on the role of media texts 

in making LGBT lives visible in urban spaces. This project focuses on how media 

discourses both identify and construct LGBT spaces as well as define how we understand 

belonging in the city and society. 

Urban experience has often been examined through ethnographic work as well as 

analyses of physical urban change. Starting with Jane Jacobs (1961), cultural urban 

scholars read the city, focusing on the experiences of people who use the space (see 

Zukin, 2010 and Speck, 2012). Using Gieryn’s (2000) definition of place, this project 

focuses on the role of media texts in describing and defining the meanings of space. 

Analyzing Discourse: Queer(ing) Readings 

This project is a discourse analysis of media representations of the Gayborhood as 

well as the physical structure of the Gayborhood itself, focusing on themes that connect 

ideas and images of the Gayborhood to notions of citizenship and feelings of belonging. 

Critics questioning the relevance of gay neighborhoods today (for example, see Brown, 

2007 and Ghaziani, 2010) focus primarily on the meanings of visible markings of LGBT 

identity in space. This focus on gay neighborhoods’ visibility exposes the potential 

impact of this project: the political stakes of Philadelphia’s Gayborhood lies in our 

recognition of its presence. Methodologically, discourse analysis can provide a nuanced 
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examination of what “presence” or “visibility” of an LGBT community means for 

Philadelphia’s urban landscape. 

The power of this method of inquiry is through the reading of discourse. This 

project follows a tradition of queer readings. Queer reading can be both expository—

exposing symbols as queer or normative—and active—disrupting expected 

interpretations of symbols. These uses of queer readings often, however, still rely upon 

binary understandings of reading: we define what is being read through binary 

relationships such as present/absent, heterosexual/homosexual, marginal/center, 

public/private. These binaries unfortunately usually result in readings that produce 

conclusions of “positive”/“negative” understandings of visible queerness. 

Methodologically, these binaries are popularly maintained through doing queer readings 

that are rooted in making symbols and images “gay,” or homoerotic. Queerness is 

identified as visible through “sneaky” codes of homosocialism-as-homoeroticism (such 

as men in a pit shower together), non-sexually-explicit homoerotic images (such as 

women embracing intimately), or symbolic icons (such as the rainbow flag, or the pink 

triangle) (Branchik, 2007; Guaracino, 2007; Oakenfull & Greenlee, 2005). Going slightly 

further is queer deconstruction, which involves a re-imagination of images as “gay,” but 

then also questions whether the resulting “gay-ed” images are queer, or rather, non-

heteronormative (Kates, 1999). Many queer scholars do queer deconstruction—if not 

literally (i.e. readings of images or texts), they do so rhetorically. 

My own critique of queer deconstruction is that it maintains the binary 

relationships that it sets out to deconstruct. Cindy Patton (1992) argues that the trouble 

with “gay readings”— readings with the intention/intervention of finding homoerotic 
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relationships—is that while they challenge heterosexual erotic expectations, they still 

maintain and stabilize the nature of the homosexual/heterosexual binary. Gay/queer 

readings today move beyond explicit erotics (i.e. thinking about sex), but often replace 

actual sex with intellectual eroticism. It is “sexy” to find and read that which is 

marginal/queer, and there is still (erotic/intellectual/political) pleasure in pointing out the 

stifling quality of normality. Let me be clear: I want to point out that which is queer, but I 

do not want to privilege it in such a way that individuals/concepts/spaces that do not 

completely embody “queer” suddenly become problematic and “bad.” I use the binary 

system as a starting point in my analysis and reading, but I resist falling back on a 

heteronormative/queer dichotomy when thinking about the interactions and relationships 

between individuals, groups, and the state. 

Queer theory’s intervention in theory and in method, much like the legacy of 

feminist theory, is the insertion of the queer body into the worldview. As the queer 

readings described above suggest, we can learn about citizenship—the legitimacy of this 

group, the conditions for belonging for these individuals—by reimagining non-queer-

identified spaces/concepts in everyday life through a queer lens, a lens that does not 

assume normality, privileged knowledge, or access. The trouble with studying formalized 

gay spaces (i.e. gay neighborhoods) is that the discourse is already LGBT-identified. 

Much of the theoretical work about gay neighborhoods, LGBT tourism, and LGBT 

consumer culture since 2000 has challenged the visibility of LGBT identity in the 

marketplace, namely a visibility that couples gay rights with neoliberal and capitalist 

notions of individuality, privacy, and consumption (see Duggan, 2002; 2003; Sender, 

2004; Puar, 2002; Rushbrook, 2002). This work foregrounds my approach to discourse: 
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the insertion of an LGBT body seems to have failed in practice, producing what Duggan 

calls homonormative politics (2003). Analytically, therefore, the LGBT body—the 

person—is no longer the embodiment of the queer lens. 

This project is a queer reading of what might be thought of as already queer. I do 

not analyze if signifiers are queer, but how they may and may not be queer. I resist a form 

of queer analysis that seeks to chase the margins, reading and rereading only to validate 

that which might still be subordinated. I do not rely upon binaries such as normative/non-

normative, for such readings risk simplifying queer lives and motivations in everyday 

life. While consumption and business are obviously major aspects of the Gayborhood’s 

construction, this project also does not consider the Gayborhood only on these terms. By 

examining how discourses of history/memory, performance, and urban 

development/change are deployed in describing the Gayborhood (both physically and in 

media representations), this project explores the discursive systems that dictate how 

bodies may or may not participate in “the” public sphere. 

Examining the Philadelphia Sample 

This project primarily relies upon a style of discourse analysis outlined by 

Norman Fairclough (1995). Fairclough’s overall approach to media texts deals with three 

levels of action and reading: text, discourse practice, and sociocultural practice. The first 

level of reading is most easily applied to the discussion above, where texts are examined 

for the discourses that support, or are supported by the denoted messages. The second 

level of Fairclough’s discourse analysis—discourse practice—involves an intertextual 

reading, with heterogeneous texts (or communicative events) placed at the level of 

discourse and read together and against one another. This level also involves the 
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production of discourse. The third level of discourse analysis for Fairclough is that of 

sociocultural practice. This level of discourse analysis considers communicative events in 

relation to the social contexts in which they are produced. 

This project draws upon Fairclough’s approach to discourse analysis to define its 

sample and to highlight how different forms of data connect together. Fairclough’s first 

level of discourse, the texts, refer to media texts about the Gayborhood and about 

Philadelphia as a gay destination, or a gay-friendly city. The texts that I examined are 

divided into two major groups: first, tourism products (especially gay tourism) and 

marketing campaigns of Philadelphia; and second, journalistic accounts of the 

Gayborhood and other gay neighborhoods. 

In Philadelphia, tourism products involving the LGBT community have been 

produced by the Philadelphia Gay Tourism Caucus (PGTC) and the Greater Philadelphia 

Tourism Marketing Corporation (GPTMC). Philadelphia’s gay tourism campaigns began 

in 2003, when the PGTC and the GPTMC launched the “Get Your History Straight and 

Your Nightlife Gay” (GYHSYNG) campaign. Formed in 2002, the PGTC is a mostly 

business-membered LGBT organization with a mission to encourage LGBT tourists 

(read: tourism dollars) to visit and return to Philadelphia. With the GPTMC, the PGTC 

has been involved in two advertising GYHSYNG campaigns in print and on television: 

first in 2003 and a second wave (We Your People) in 2008. The PGTC also held public 

events promoting itself and Philadelphia’s Gayborhood, including the 2010 celebration of 

the 40th Anniversary of the Gayborhood. Since 2008, the PGTC has produced its own 

map of the Gayborhood. Finally, the PGTC partnered with Temple University’s Tourism 
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and Hospitality program to create and conduct a gay sensitivity training program for 

tourism-oriented businesses. 

While the GPTMC initially partnered with the PGTC to create the GYHSNYG 

campaigns, it has also created its own materials targeting the LGBT community. These 

materials include LGBT-targeted webpages on the GPTMC website—pages that 

eventually led to the creation of the Visit Gay Philly campaign in 2010. The GPTMC 

now creates its own LGBT-targeted print and television advertisements as part of its 

“Love, Philly” campaign, a campaign that was created without any direct involvement of 

the PGTC. GPTMC also manages blogs and events that sometimes feature LGBT-

specific materials or at least are also promoted as LGBT-interest. 

In addition to the PGTC and the GPTMC campaigns and activities, Philadelphia’s 

LGBT-targeted tourist materials can be found through maps and guides produced by 

different for-profit and state-funded organizations. Navigaytour and FunMaps are LGBT-

specific tourist map-makers that produce Philadelphia tourist guides. There are locally 

produced LGBT History walking tours and blogs that produce and promote 

Philadelphia’s LGBT history. Non-LGBT-specific publications and organizations also 

mention or feature the Gayborhood, such Where Magazine’s Gayborhood special inserts 

and the Philadelphia Convention and Visitors’ Bureau’s inclusion of the Gayborhood in 

all of its maps, including in the Philadelphia Official Visitors Guide, starting in 2012. 

While LGBT tourism materials literally sell the Gayborhood, journalistic accounts 

range from promoting the Gayborhood (e.g. through press releases for events or in travel 

coverage) to stories about different subjects that take place in the Gayborhood. 

Journalistic texts were found in two ways for this project. First, articles about 
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Philadelphia’s Gayborhood and gay neighborhoods were found through database 

searches. Using databases such as LexisNexis and All Access News, I examined news 

articles from major US and Canadian publications such as The New York Times, The 

Philadelphia Inquirer, The Globe and Mail, and The San Francisco Chronicle and local 

Philadelphia newspapers such as CityPaper and Philadelphia Weekly. I also examined the 

following publications, looking for references to Philadelphia’s gay spaces and the LGBT 

community: Philadelphia region-based LGBT publications – Philadelphia Gay News 

(1976-2013), DRUM (1964-1967), The New Gay Life (1977-1978), The Gay Alternative 

(1972-1973), Visions Today (2001-2004), Qp (1995), Q International (1978); national 

LGBT-specific publications – PASSPORT (1993-2013),The Advocate (2002-2013), OUT 

(2005-2013), Curve (2007-2013); Philadelphia-based publications – The Philadelphia 

Evening Bulletin (1920-1982), Philadelphia Magazine (2000-2013), Pennsylvania 

Legacies (2002-2012), Where Magazine (2008-2012). Current magazines were examined 

in both paper and online formats, as many of them have different content between their 

online and in–print editions.3 

Fairclough’s second level of analysis, discourse practice, reads heterogeneous 

texts with and against each other to examine how singular discourses emerge despite 

different forms of communicative events, or how different texts reveal contradictions in 

discourse. In addition to reading the above-mentioned texts together, this project reads 

the physical structure and symbols of the Gayborhood itself as a text. This includes 

structures such as the rainbow signs, historical monuments and markers, and the 

                                                 
3 See Appendix B for a list of locations (archives and repositories) where I found print materials. 
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buildings and streets themselves. A major theme of inquiry in this project is the notion of 

belonging in the landscape. To examine this further, I looked at city plans and policies 

and business development plans for Philadelphia’s Center City. Journalistic accounts also 

help contextualize these texts and determine definitions and symbols of LGBT identity in 

space. For example, Brown’s (2007) suggestion that LGBT neighborhoods are passé is 

based upon her anticipation of LGBT symbols in space – Brown expected performances 

of specific types of queer sexuality (e.g. leather gear, nudity, drag queens). In other 

words, in terms of city planning, or even the decoration of an LGBT neighborhood, the 

symbols chosen are part of a conversation about finding symbols/décor/design (i.e. the 

communicative event) that will resonate with the public.  

Fairclough’s third level of discourse analysis, sociocultural practice, examines the 

social context for media on three levels: the economy of the media; the political and 

ideological power of the media, and the cultural issues and values where the 

communicative events are taking place (1995, p. 62). While all three of these levels of 

discourse are inter-related, I am particularly interested in this third level. While I began 

by looking at maps, city plans, and journalistic texts to determine what spaces and places 

are important, I also conducted participant observation in the Gayborhood and at different 

LGBT events. I attended events such as the Philadelphia Pride Parade, street fairs/parties 

such as OutFest, the Midtown Village Fall Festival, the Gayborhood Games (a talent 

competition), and block parties in conjunction with events such as the PGTC’s 40th 
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Anniversary Celebration. I took several history walking tours in Philadelphia, including 

three LGBT history walking tours and a virtual Gayborhood tour/slide show.4 

To understand the development of the physical structures and media messages 

about the Gayborhood, I did historical research on gay spaces in Philadelphia and 

Washington Square West. Because of the importance of history and heritage in selling 

Philadelphia to tourists, the history of the Gayborhood, or at least how individuals once 

imagined the Gayborhood (or other neighborhoods that were identified as “gay”) prior to 

its current status in the city provided insights into the development of Philadelphia’s 

Gayborhood, the importance of labeled neighborhoods and tourism in Philadelphia, and 

how LGBT communities in Philadelphia experienced the city. This research was done in 

archives and repositories in Philadelphia, namely the John J. Wilcox Jr. Archives 

(Philadelphia’s LGBT archives housed in the William Way LGBT Community Center), 

the AIDS Library Collections (at the AIDS Library and at Temple University’s Urban 

Archives), the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, and the City of Philadelphia Archives. 

I also watched interviews from the Robert Rosenbaum Oral History Project. This oral 

history project, housed at the William Way LGBT Community Center, contains 

interviews of LGBT-identified individuals who lived in Philadelphia from 1950-2000 (I 

will discuss how I used these interviews later in this chapter). 

Doing Participant Observation 

To better understand the social context of these media texts, my analysis also 

considers the roles of and interactions between different community organizations in 

                                                 
4 See Appendix C for a list of public events and talks that I attended. 
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Philadelphia. These organizations either make media messages about the Gayborhood, 

are physically based within the Gayborhood (regardless of being LGBT-oriented or not), 

or are LGBT-community organizations that maintain a visible presence in the 

Gayborhood. As mentioned earlier, several queer theorists question the role of neoliberal 

politics and capitalism in relation to the LGBT community, and particularly in the 

formation of gay urban spaces. Especially in the US, LGBT “civil rights” have gained 

various meanings, and the LGBT community is not unified in defining what these rights 

are or ought to be. The rising popularity of gay tourism for urban centers highlights how 

these discussions are currently framed. It is at this level of analysis that I will consider the 

difference between gay liberation and gay rights activism: in a post-AIDS society (i.e. 

AIDS is no longer defined as a panic-inducing epidemic), with many legal rights being 

granted, the question of what constitutes queer visibility and social change once again 

becomes important. The first group of organizations examined in this project are those 

that produce media images/texts about the Gayborhood: the PGTC and the GPTMC. I 

was able to observe these two organizations from the inside; I became an active board 

member of the PGTC from 2011 to 2013. Participating on the board gave me an inside 

look at discussions that might not be revealed in interviews. My role on the board as 

secretary allowed me to understand different aspects of the organization, but at the same 

time, my involvement in specific PGTC activities was limited. For example, I helped 

copy-edit the map of the Gayborhood, but I did not work on the overall concept and 

design of the map. This position also gave me insights into how different groups and 

individuals within Philadelphia’s LGBT community interact. The GPTMC is a partner 
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organization with the PGTC, so I was similarly able to access information about the 

GPTMC’s activities. 

The organizations in the second group are physically located in the Gayborhood. 

These four organizations (two LGBT-identified, two non-LGBT-identified) regularly 

hold events in the Gayborhood and/or are important LGBT grassroots community 

organizations: the William Way LGBT Community Center (WWCC), Philly Pride, the 

Washington Square West Civic Association (WSWCA)5, and the Midtown Village 

Business Association. These organizations are also very publicly known – both in the 

LGBT community and the Philadelphia community at large. The WWCC is the main 

LGBT center of Philadelphia and has been in the Center City area (although not always 

in the current Gayborhood) since the 1970s. Philly Pride is responsible for the annual 

Philadelphia Pride Parade and Outfest – a street festival in the Gayborhood each October. 

These two LGBT-identified organizations also have representatives/staff in close contact 

with mainstream media and city organizations, such as the mayor’s office. 

The other two organizations are not LGBT-identified, but they are 

geographically-based organizations that physically overlap with the Gayborhood. The 

Midtown Village Business Association is a business organization made up of businesses 

in Midtown Village. This is the organization whose branding created the minor stir in 

2007. The Washington Square West Civic Association is a residents’ association 

governing Washington Square West. It is a volunteer organization that oversees more 

                                                 
5 The WSWCA minutes and newsletters were retrieved on November 13, 2013 from 

www.washwestcivic.org. I also attended the public portions of their board meetings in 2011. 
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localized levels of governance, such as minor zoning/permit issues, and street cleaning. 

The organization also liaises between residents, police, and the City of Philadelphia. 

Although my primary focus will be on organizations and media texts producing 

the discourses of the Gayborhood, I am interested in some level of engagement with these 

discourses by citizens, particularly queer folks. In addition to doing participant 

observation in party-type events, I also attended public events designed for individuals to 

express their opinions directly. To get a sense of public opinions about Philadelphia’s 

neighborhoods in general, I attended several public panel discussions hosted by 

organizations such as Temple University, the Encyclopedia of Philadelphia, the William 

Way Community Center, and the Historical Society of Pennsylvania6. These panels were 

not strictly scholarly, although at each talk, at least one panelist was an academic. I also 

participated in small group discussions after these discussions to listen to participants’ 

questions and comments about Philadelphia, many of which were related to 

neighborhoods. While many of these discussions were not specifically about gay spaces, 

they did provide information on how citizens generally frame their understandings of 

Philadelphia, its history, and the role of places and neighborhoods (I will discuss this 

further later). 

This project also draws upon observations from my own travels and my own 

everyday interactions in the city. I recount and reflect upon these observations in 

interludes through this project. As a gay male living in the Gayborhood, many of my 

everyday activities overlapped with my research. I have a personal understanding of the 

                                                 
6 See Appendix C for a list of public events and talks that I attended. 
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activities in the Gayborhood and the impacts that different organizations and events have 

on the use and experience in the neighborhood. Much of my analysis is driven by my 

own experiences in the city and questioning my own motivations to live and participate in 

Philadelphia’s Gayborhood. Because a large part of this project focuses on gay spaces in 

the context of traveling, I also question my own experiences as an LGBT traveler going 

to places such as Key West—a popular gay resort destination. My overall analysis draws 

upon themes that emerged from conversations and experiences while traveling.  

Method Trouble: Interviews and Getting It Right 

As part of my participant observation and sort-of ethnographic methods, I had 

intended to conduct interviews with community leaders who had what I defined as 

interest in a marked gay neighborhood in Philadelphia. These included members of the 

PGTC and the GPTMC, as well as several prominent community activists and journalists 

in the city. Quickly, however, I found that the discourses of gay neighborhoods, and in 

particular the Gayborhood, could not be explained simply through interviews. Especially 

for these individuals, making sense of the relationship between LGBT identity and space 

was motivated not only by their own actions, but by their vocations and political interests. 

I watched many of these individuals provide stock answers when giving interviews; these 

are individuals who are familiar with the world of public relations. I do not allege that 

these individuals are untruthful when speaking to journalists and other interviewers; 

rather, I argue that these interviews would not get me a better understanding of if and 

how media messages matter. 

Rather than continue with conducting formal interviews, I opted instead to listen 

differently. I eavesdropped constantly during public events and took notes from my own 
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conversations with people. I often got pushy, soap-box-type opinions about gay 

neighborhoods pitched at me from people who learned about my research topic7, so I 

found myself telling fewer people about my work. Rather than assume that I needed to 

ask more clarifying questions if interesting comments were made, I considered these 

moments as the limits of people’s tales about themselves and LGBT neighborhoods or 

tourism. I paid close attention to mentions of place or situations that are place-specific. 

This dissertation project relies heavily upon my own readings and descriptions of 

media texts and everyday life. My participant observation does not focus only on media 

texts; the way we act, what we do, is not necessarily dictated by media messages, but 

rather, “helped along” by media texts. My approach to participant observation was not to 

look for a causal or direct relationship between media texts and “real life” in the 

Gayborhood, or even to determine whether media texts “get it right,” but rather, to 

juxtapose observations of what can constitute life in gay neighborhoods with reporting 

and promotions of them. I looked to public events and secondary source interviews to 

provide additional texts (tales) for this project. 

Particularly notable public events and situations that provided secondary source 

information were my volunteer activities for the Encyclopedia of Philadelphia panel 

discussions and the Robert Rosenbaum Oral History Project (the oral history project 

                                                 
7 I purposely left my research topic vague for a few reasons. First, I often wanted to avoid 

detailing all of my research and how far along I was in my research with people (i.e. questions 

about when I would graduate). Second, I found that being too specific about my research would 

often limit conversation: if people perceived that I was too political (read: radical queer left 

politics), or that I was simply doing market research, they would try to speak to my research, 

rather than about the topic itself. I usually introduced my research as “studying media messages 

about gay neighborhoods, especially in the context of LGBT tourism.” 
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mentioned earlier). I used these two volunteer opportunities to mimic focus groups and 

interviews for my own project. While the subjects of these two projects were not exactly 

on my own research topic, both involved aspects and understandings of community and 

geography, specifically Philadelphia. I wanted descriptions of how people related to the 

city, to their neighborhoods, without being self-conscious about being interviewed and 

without concern for my work. Initially, I had chosen participant observation in these 

contexts because I wanted to contrast “real life” opinions with media discourses; I wanted 

to “get it right” and demonstrate either a close connection between personal tales and 

media discourses or a conflict between the two. Methodologically, I found that these two 

situations useful because they afforded me the opportunity to ask for certain 

clarifications, but without permitting me to inadvertently go off on tangents that might 

lead individuals to answer questions as I suspected they should be answered8. 

The Encyclopedia of Philadelphia panel discussions followed a set agenda: first a 

panel discussion, then a Q&A with the audience, and finally small group discussions led 

by volunteer facilitators. Each discussion began with panelists—academics, journalists, 

and community leaders—responding to an essay previously written by one of the 

panelists. I volunteered to be a facilitator for the small group discussions, which 

continued the questions of the Q&A. The panelists sometimes joined the small groups, 

although I did not have any of the panelists join my groups. I also did not have people 

                                                 
8 This is not meant to be a self-deprecating comment about my abilities to interview people. This 

refers to my interest in thinking about different forms of texts, including the texts of everyday 

life. I did not want to make the idea of gay neighborhoods remarkable, but rather find different 

moments in which ideas about neighborhoods and perhaps gay neighborhoods would be simply 

brought up. I wanted to see if and why gay neighborhoods might be remarkable in the context of 

LGBT lives as well as Philadelphians interested in their neighborhoods. 
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who asked questions during the Q&As in any of my groups. As a volunteer, I was asked 

by organizers to continue the questions of the Q&A, perhaps even repeating them to see 

if people had comments of their own. Overall, however, I saw my role as simply carrying 

on a conversation and to ask questions that would continue discussion. 

The panel discussions provided three types of texts: the answers from the 

“experts” on the panel, the interaction between the audience and the “experts” during the 

Q&A, and the comments during small group discussions. In a way, these three texts 

moved from the more formal (panel) to informal (small group)9. During the small group 

discussions, I allowed the group members to steer the conversation roughly as they 

wished (maintaining the theme of the evening’s talk), and if discussion waned, I would 

refer to specific points of the panel discussion or questions asked during the Q&A. I 

could also ask participants for clarification on points that I found vague, points which 

other group members may have also found confusing. In the context of the small group, 

members were often willing to ask for clarification of one another, which I found helpful 

in figuring out what concepts were important, possibly contentious, or debatable. 

I examined interview data about everyday life from the Robert Rosenbaum Oral 

History Project at the William Way Community Center, a project about everyday LGBT 

                                                 
9 These different sets of texts were also present at other public events that I attended. One in 

particular, a Historical Society of Pennsylvania sponsored panel on Chinatown held on November 

8, 2012, included an audience member who told his version of Chinatown’s history during the 

Q&A. When asked for his question, he flatly remarked the he wasn’t trying to ask a question, but 

rather, presenting his own perspective to the discussion. His comments were not contrary to that 

of the panel; his comments coincided with those of the panelists, but added historical moments 

that he felt were missing from the panelists’ discussion. Paying attention to these moments 

informed my ideas about how discourses interact with each other. Noting these examples also 

made me question how my own interviewing would create a type of text or discourse that may or 

may not be useful. 
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life in Philadelphia from 1950-2000 (roughly), and for which I was also a volunteer 

interviewer. Although there was no set question schedule, volunteers were asked to cover 

issues such as coming out, relationships with family, finding one another for friendships 

and dating, as well as time spent in Philadelphia—including times spent moving in and 

out of the city. These interviews often provided me with information for this project; the 

goals of this oral history project overlapped with those of my dissertation project. 

Method Trouble: When Queens Collide 

One of the challenges I faced in doing this research, like other research on 

community-specific neighborhoods, was addressing my own role in the community. In 

particular, the idea of “getting it right” was quickly apparent when I conducted oral 

history interviews, sat in panel discussions, or during meetings of the PGTC. By “getting 

it right,” I mean community members’ suspicions of scholars and researchers being 

accurate when writing about their lives. Frederick Wherry (2011) notes in his research on 

Philadelphia’s Bloque d’Oro that when he went back to present his findings at a meeting, 

he was quickly interrupted by an audience member who argued that his work lacked the 

voice of a particular organization. Even though Wherry tried to suggest that he had 

attempted to contact that organization, the audience quickly shifted the conversation into 

an additional snowball sample for Wherry, suggesting that his work was not complete 

until specific organizations and individuals were included (2011, p. 160-168). 

Personal politics within Philadelphia’s LGBT community played a part in my 

decision to not pursue doing formal interviews. Because I live in the Gayborhood, am a 

member of different organizations, was a board member of the PGTC, and attended many 

local LGBT events, I was very aware of personal politics, friendships, and allegiances. 
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When I conducted oral history interviews for the Robert Rosenbaum Project, I tried to 

first briefly discuss off the record the topics that the interview could cover to help my 

subjects decide what stories they wanted to put on the record. Because I was doing these 

interviews not as a researcher, but as a community volunteer, my position was not read as 

“objective,” and participants were candid with me. During these chats, some participants 

asked about who else was participating in the project. While some would offer 

suggestions for additional participants, a few individuals actually suggested that I (and by 

extension, the project) skip over certain individuals; one person went as far as to suggest 

that certain prominent individuals were likely to lie about event details in order to come 

out looking good in the historical record. 

The personal politics involved in Philadelphia’s LGBT community are 

contentious, as with any group. Philadelphia’s LGBT community, however, has several 

interpersonal conflicts that have been well publicized over the years. For example, the 

Philadelphia Gay News (PGN) owner and editor, Mark Segal, has a public feud with 

Equality Forum’s Executive Director, Malcolm Lazin. This feud was even covered in 

non-LGBT press starting in the late 1990s (see Abbott, 2001 and Volk, 2011). I also 

heard several off-the-cuff remarks made about different LGBT publications and 

organizations in Philadelphia, suggesting distaste for the people involved, but not 

necessarily for their work. 

My involvement in the PGTC was not primarily as a researcher. Had I identified 

myself as a researcher first, my access to certain perspectives and knowledge would be 

limited. My role as a board member provided me with particular understandings about 

how things are done in Philadelphia’s LGBT community as well as practical information 
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about the tourism and marketing industries. I had originally wanted to conduct interviews 

with board members, but I soon realized that many of the individuals who I wanted to 

interview were more likely to give me slightly exaggerated stories, and that my own 

participant observation around the city and at PGTC functions (including meetings) were 

sufficient. By focusing on participant observation as my primary method when dealing 

with the PGTC, I was able to learn about sometime conflicting perspectives about how to 

promote the city. I was not doing research on the PGTC, but rather learning about LGBT 

tourism activities by way of participating in the PGTC. 

One moment that I was trying to avoid was the situation of taking my research 

back to informants. Slightly different from Wherry’s (2011) situation, what I was 

concerned about were issues of confidentiality as well as maintaining my position as an 

insider, not a researcher. My initial research plan included interviewing community 

leaders on the record, but as I spent time at functions and worked with some of the 

individuals, the distinction between their stories when speaking to journalists and 

researchers and their stories during meetings/everyday situations became apparent. Most 

of the people who I wanted to talk to worked in advertising or similar industries, and they 

were all familiar with public relations and how to carefully frame their comments. In one 

meeting of the PGTC, after we had been approached for interviews by an academic 

researcher10, we discussed who would speak to the researcher and controlling the 

message. There was no hesitation to speak to researchers, but there was definitely a 

                                                 
10 As the PGTC’s secretary, I disclosed to the researcher—a graduate student—that I was also 

doing research on the PGTC advertising campaigns and chose not to participate. I did not want to 

unintentionally steer another researcher’s work in a direction that would align with my own. The 

researcher did not respond to my offer and worked instead with another board member. 
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consensus that the message given to researchers should be consistent for the 

organization—most of the other board members saw participating in research as an 

additional promotional opportunity. Similarly, several PGTC board members also wanted 

to create materials that could be used in academic settings, further establishing a formal 

discourse that all members of the board would follow publicly. Therefore, speaking to 

researchers was approved provided that the research matched the board’s agenda. 

Thin Description: Situational Belonging 

My analyses drawing on participant observation, including my readings of 

comments and speeches made during public events, begin with thin description. Here I 

want to consider what Geertz (1974) calls thin and thick description. Heather Love 

(2013) notes that the humanities have often ignored thin description, whereas the social 

sciences assume that thin description occurs in preparation for thick description. Thin 

description is what is present (the details that are observable), whereas thick description 

is what is interpreted (what cannot be seen). Thick description, described by Geertz 

(1974) as the gathering of information that can be read as having cultural meaning, 

involves semiotics and the reading of intention and emotions. 

Love (2013) explores the uses of thin description and advocates for more 

interdisciplinary work from the humanities. Even though Geertz may seem to 

disciplinarily be located in the social sciences, Love cautions the assumption that thin 

description is simply something to be done quickly in order to get to thick description. 

Love reconsiders Goffman’s descriptive work in his 1963 book Stigma: On the 

Management of Spoiled Identity, noting that Goffman reads texts as social situations that 

themselves reveal issues, rather than require further thick description (2013, p. 426). 
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Love reads Goffman’s work as looking for effect rather than affect—situations that exist, 

rather than cultures and identities that then produce situations. Love does not argue to 

ignore interpretation; she calls for empirical methods that do not assume that there is 

something unseen, something that requires understanding individuals’ intentions. 

Love argues for a different type of reading in the humanities, which she suggests 

relies too heavily on psychoanalytical approaches, rather than empirical observations. 

Love argues that psychoanalysis is sometimes imperfectly and improperly equated with 

Geertz’s thick description. Love’s argument, however, also is directed to the social 

sciences, as she turns to the work of Goffman to think about how texts can be read as 

situations that are not determined by issues of culture or identity. This approach is 

important to this project: I want to be careful to not simply rely on identifying something 

as part of “an LGBT culture” to do my reading, to not assume that culture will be the 

only driving force in situations. 

Much of my work is textual analysis and readings of different texts. Many of 

these texts, including physical articulations of identity during public events and in the 

neighborhood, are visual. Drawing from Love’s arguments, I reconsider the interpretive 

gaze. Barthes (1981) examines photography in Camera Lucida by differentiating between 

studium and punctum. In an attempt to explain the meanings behind photographs, Barthes 

argues that studium is that which can be systematically analyzed, the codes within 

images, the known myths and ideologies that viewer uses to understand the image. 

Punctum, however, is an aspect of the image that strikes the viewer and for unknown 

reasons, is important and makes the image powerful. Drawing on Love’s type of thin 

reading, we can consider punctum when reading the situation. Rather than attempt to 
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explain punctum, a thin reading would describe the situation resulting from punctum, the 

interaction between the image and the viewer. As Barthes (frustratingly) concludes 

Camera Lucida with no clear explanation to the punctum or “air” of his mother’s 

photograph, what is left is the impression that the situation is the interaction between 

Barthes, the image, and his memory of his mother. The meaning and impact of the 

image—the situation—is the intellectual exercise which is the book. The thin description 

that I do in this dissertation serves to examine the relationship between media discourses 

and everyday life. Rather than rely on the intentions of individual media message 

producers, or the feelings of media consumers, I will draw mostly from descriptions of 

social situations, as well as the situations presented in texts. This is particularly important 

in my participant observation work while working on the board of the PGTC. Rather than 

expecting to do interviews with board members and other people, I paid attention to 

board member interactions during meetings. 

My approach to participant observation and thin description was also informed by 

the work of Laud Humphreys. While Humphreys’s Tearoom Trade (1970) is regularly 

criticized for his methods of finding interview subjects, less attention is spent on his 

careful description of encounters in the tearooms. Humphreys’s interviews seemed to 

emphasize learning about what makes “deviants,” but his careful descriptions of the 

encounters already read the different intentions within the specific places. The interviews 

conducted by Humphreys serve to label all of the tearoom encounters as deviant; they 

supposedly link life experiences to deviant behavior. If we consider his analysis of the 

tearooms themselves, however, we see a system of community, networks and 

communications that exist only in those situations. 
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Tearoom Trade (1970) also raises questions of insider research. Later scholars 

have argued that Humphreys himself was a participant in the tearooms, that he simply 

described himself as a researcher to prevent homophobic discrimination (Galliher, 

Brekhus, & Keys, 2004). I also argue that there are certain situations where knowledge of 

an outsider disrupts the space. While my observations and participation with the PGTC 

was in no way as legally or ethically risky as the work done by Humphreys, I will draw a 

parallel to the type of people with whom I worked. Again, the board members of the 

PGTC were always aware of public perceptions of their work. When I became a board 

member, there was another researcher (another graduate student) who also became an 

“honorary” board member in order to attend board meetings11. Even though this person 

volunteered to help with board activities, I noticed quickly that many board members 

ignored the offer. The board members saw this person as dedicated to research rather than 

the organization. Even after I disclosed to the Executive members that I was doing 

research on the PGTC’s campaigns and that I wanted to learn more about how they were 

made, I was treated differently because to them, I was a board member first and a 

researcher second (and also not researching them). 

Finally, I close this section by describing my actual actions during data collection. 

Rand opens The Ellis Island Snow Globe (2005) by recalling her own experiences going 

to Ellis Island and collecting and buying the ephemera and products that would later 

become the starting point for her analyses. Like Rand, I found that part of my research, 

                                                 
11 The PGTC held monthly board meetings which were only open to board members. Every other 

month, General Assemblies were held in addition to the board meetings. The General Assemblies 

were open to members and the public. 
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my process of simply collecting ephemera and documents at public events made me look 

like a certain type of participant: a scavenger hunting for “swag” (free gifts). Especially 

at events such as OutFest, the Philadelphia Pride Parade, and at parties hosted by the 

GPTMC or Philadelphia Magazine, I was the person carefully gathering gift bags, every 

pamphlet, and every give-away item. 

To my friends, my gathering of materials was for my research. If I were to 

compare myself to other people around me, however, I strangely did not seem out of 

place. Also knowing that I was doing research was Bob Skiba, co-author of Lost 

Philadelphia (Mauger & Skiba, 2013) and archivist at the William Way Community 

Center, who also diligently collected ephemera for the archives. Another group that 

seemed to also collect materials like us were individuals who seemed to just want free 

items—these individuals pick up printed material if it means that they can also collect a 

gift of some sort. As a volunteer at the PGTC table during Equality Forum’s 2012 

SundayOUT!, I saw that these individuals’ willingness to pick up materials depended on 

what could be gotten (i.e. either a gift item or entering a contest). After several years of 

collecting ephemera at events, I was a bit self-conscious that my collecting resulted in my 

appearing greedy—feigning interest only to get a prize. 

While my role as a collector at these events itself may not be terribly important 

(although it did affect how I moved through the spaces), I must consider how the 

materials that I collect might be treated after I get them home. Items for the “official” 

queer archive (collected by Skiba and other volunteer archivists and collectors) are read 

and kept for their ephemeral value. I took items home and wrote about them for my 

research. Most of the materials handed out at these functions, however, were likely 



 

57 

thrown away. The percentage of media texts and ephemera carefully read after collection 

is likely low if at all (especially by individuals primarily interested in gifts such as 

condoms, flash drives, and tote bags). In other words, I may be over-emphasizing the role 

of media texts distributed during public events simply by analyzing them carefully. Their 

audiences may be much smaller than I can predict or measure accurately. 

Telling Tales Like I Know Them 

The title of this dissertation speaks of tales to be told. Because many of my 

findings and data collection involved participant observation, I have included several of 

my own tales to inform the theoretical ideas of this project. In his book The Ethics of 

Sight-Seeing (2011), Dean MacCannell philosophizes about the act of sight-seeing and 

questions how these ethics affect the field of tourism studies. MacCannell begins by 

arguing that his book does not use conventional methods; its methods do not fit in 

Anthropology, Sociology, or even Cultural Studies. In addition to his analysis, 

MacCannell includes short personal anecdotes that introduce the reader to ethical issues 

that he faced as a researcher of everyday life. They do not serve as direct examples for his 

analyses, but instead they raise questions that shape his theoretical ideas. 

In a similar way, I insert a few of my own tales about the Gayborhood. These are 

not meant to be titillating distractions or case studies for the chapters. Instead, I add these 

to the media-based tales that I analyze to further demonstrate the relationship between 

media texts and everyday life. I close this chapter by also acknowledging that this 

dissertation project itself will produce a tale that will contribute to the discourses already 

out there. Ann Cvetkovich suggested that her book, An Archive of Feelings (2003) itself 

is part of the archive which it studies—the interviews conducted for the book have 
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actually been archived. Her writing about the archive is methodologically as important 

has her readings of archives themselves, for she has produced texts to subsequently be 

placed in the archive. Here, I recognize that I am adding an academic tale of gay 

neighborhoods, that my own text will potentially shape how future scholars and readers 

understand the relationship between media texts and urban belonging. 
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SECOND INTERLUDE 

 

BY THE SEA (I DREAM OF A SOCIETY WHERE A CHICKEN CAN CROSS 

THE ROAD WITHOUT ITS MOTIVES BEING QUESTIONED) 

Since 2010, I have been going to Key West, Florida each winter. Key West, one 

of North America’s gay resort cities appeals for several reasons: it is still warm during 

the winter months, it has a history and identity as a place that is unlike the rest of the 

United States of America, and it’s simply beautiful. As a youth, I mocked the idea of 

snowbirds—Canadians who spent summers in Canada, but who flew or drove down to 

places like California and Florida for the winter months—yet here I am now, someone 

who for the past 3 years has fled the Philadelphia winter for one week in Key West. 

For my first trip to Key West, in January 2010, I stayed at a gay men’s resort. My 

previous travels had always been at “regular” (e.g. chains or simply not identity-marked) 

hotels/accommodations, with one time in an LGBT-owned, but not LGBT-labelled, 

boutique hotel in Philadelphia. My other stays in Key West have been at Alexander’s 

Guesthouse, an all-welcoming resort that still identifies as “a Lesbian and Gay 

Guesthouse.” The resort is top-rated on TripAdvisor and regularly has guests of all self-

identities. What seems to matter to the staff is that the resort maintains an atmosphere of 

comfort and sexual freedom—Alexander’s Guesthouse includes clothing-optional 

decks—without promiscuity or public sex (spaces that are “sexually-charged” and open 

to semi-public sex tend to be the clothing optional male-only resorts). 

2012 

Even without my mentioning my work (most guests just knew that I was a 

doctoral student in media studies), questions about the resort’s LGBT labeling came up in 
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conversations amongst the guests. Three gay men-only resorts a few blocks down were 

sold and becoming all-welcoming, or as some staff and resort guests called it—“going 

straight.” 2011 also saw Pearl’s, the island’s only women-only resort, become all 

welcoming. What set these resorts apart from Alexander’s Guesthouse was simply the 

LGBT label: all the resorts are co-ed, do not select their guests based on sexual identity, 

and are not spaces for public sex. So did the label matter? 

Several people liked that the LGBT label was still in the name—it not only 

marked a history, but an expectation. For a few people, it was not the staff that made the 

atmosphere of a resort or bed and breakfast—it was the guests. A few had been to a resort 

that at one point was a gay men’s resort (although not clothing optional) that later “went 

straight.” While the owners and staff were very welcoming and hospitable, the same 

could not be said about the guests. In fact, the people now staying at Alexander’s 

Guesthouse had made the switch because one of their friends had had a poor experience 

at the now “all-welcoming” location, where other guests had made him and his boyfriend 

feel uncomfortable when they kissed or held hands around the grounds. The two gay men 

simply felt outnumbered, and chose to not stay at the resort anymore. No one felt that 

going to a gay guesthouse would guarantee pleasant interactions with other guests, but 

there was at least a base expectation that non-heterosexual relationships would be 

accepted and a certain level of campy humor was acceptable in everyday conversation. 

While we were at a happy hour one evening, I overheard a conversation between 

one of the staff members and an editor from an online gay travel magazine: 

Magazine Editor: I love how you guys are all-welcoming. It’s not 

about being gay anymore, it’s about everyone together but not caring 
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whether gay people are there or not. It’s also great that there’s still 

clothing optional decks so that straights and gays can all be together. 

Resort Staff Member: That’s exactly what we hear, especially 

from guests from Europe. They say that we’re more like a European hotel. 

We’re like the progressive United States that they think the US should 

become. 

Magazine Editor: Oh, absolutely. We just want a fabulous, well-

kept place where we can all be open. It’s better to be mixing and not be in 

segregated spaces. 

Well, this I expected. I had been hearing about Key West and its “One Human 

Family” slogan and how the LGBT label does not matter anymore. But to hear from one 

of the staff that even for the resort, they didn’t think that it was that important? Was the 

conversation with the other guests just our nostalgia for identity politics? 

A staff person told me later that the LGBT label does deter some straight people. 

Because of the resort’s high rating on TripAdvisor, many call and decide against staying 

when they hear that it is an LGBT guesthouse. This is even despite the staff letting them 

know that the guesthouse is all-welcoming. The clothing-optional areas are another 

deterrent for heterosexuals who are uncomfortable with sex and sexuality. One 

unanticipated response to the clothing optional areas is that several heterosexual couples 

assume that because there are clothing optional areas and that the resort is LGBT-

identified and all welcoming, that the resort is an ideal space for swingers. In other 

words, they misread the LGBT-identification along with the clothing optional areas as 

code for promiscuity and public sex. We were told of an example of a straight couple 
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(swingers) who came and the man hit on a woman staying at the resort. Unfortunately, 

her girlfriend did not take kindly to it and nearly punched the man out. The man did not 

consider the layers of meaning in his actions – not only was the woman being hit on, but 

she was being hit on by a straight male, leading to complicated dynamics of men wanting 

to sexually engage with more than one woman as well as the image of men simply 

impressing themselves upon others. Again, the label means something, and unfortunately, 

not the same thing to everybody. 

2013 

In 2013, I met Trey, who identified as a dyke (lesbian) who has had top surgery, 

who was staying with her girlfriend. Some of the men (myself included) were worried at 

first about how to refer to Trey (re: pronouns) since we were aware of trans politics, but 

nervous about how to confront them without being read as transphobic or simply 

ignorant. Needless to say, Trey’s self-identification as a dyke quieted all discussion. Our 

“confusion” came mostly from the top surgery, which allowed Trey to be topless on the 

first floor of the resort, which was not a clothing optional level (i.e. women needed to 

keep breasts covered on this level and everyone needed to wear some form of bottoms—

jockstraps and thongs are not sufficient for men). 

Trey told us about how she went on a boat cruise one day and how she was 

excited about seeing the Blu Q sailing by. The Blu Q, a popular gay-identified boat, holds 

regular cruises in Key West and most of the time, it operates as a clothing optional, gay 

men-only boat. Although the Blu Q does sometimes have all-welcoming sailings (usually 

the sunset sails, but occasionally some daytime sailings as well), most sailings are men 

only. Trey mentioned that she was not on the Blu Q because the Blu Q didn’t allow “our 
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type” on their sailing, specifically referring to their bodies (read: not having penises), 

rather than their membership in the LGBT community. That said, Trey said that she 

excitedly waved to the Blu Q from the boat that she and her girlfriend were on (a 

“regular” boat cruise company); Trey still saw the Blu Q as “family.” 

The talk of family got us at happy hour talking about inclusiveness and Key West 

guesthouses (in three years of going, I find that the guests often will bring up the subject 

of gay guesthouses, especially those who have been to Key West before). Most noted that 

Alexander’s Guesthouse’s “Lesbian and Gay” label meant something to them. Other 

“All-Welcoming” guesthouses readily remove the “LGBT” labeling and the assumption 

is that they’ve gone straight (Pearl’s and Big Ruby’s being the most recent examples, 

both of which have also been sold again after their change). More importantly, however, 

the notion of all-welcoming is more like an allegedly apathetic approach to identity, a 

“we don’t care how you identify since we’re all-welcoming establishment” approach. The 

difference is whether the other guests also share in that philosophy, or if it’s merely a 

tolerance for it. 

At Alexander’s, the LGBT is still “family.” Trey noted that she liked that the label 

still marked something queer about its guests, that rather than starting from a place of 

sensitivity, the guesthouse starts from a place of “we are LGBT” and that the all-

welcoming label extends from that. The starting point matters. In fact, Alexander’s tends 

to market that they are all-welcoming because they are open to men and women, so 

unlike the other LGBT guesthouses on the island, they were not segregated by sex. 

Therefore, when guests came to stay, they could invite friends to the guesthouse, and the 
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“all-welcoming” aspect of it grew out of not caring how these friends identified. Again, 

this still doesn’t remove the fact that the guesthouse is still LGBT-identified. 

Key West uses the slogan “One Human Family.” Souvenir shops along Duval 

Street sell t-shirts bearing the slogans “We’re gay, get over it!” or other similar LGBT-

coded phrases. But as we walk down Duval Street, I notice that my new vacation friends 

and I limit ourselves to the gay side (south of Fleming Street). The straight tourist bars 

close to Mallory Square and near the cruise ship docks are too often filled with tourists 

whom we can’t help but instinctively avoid. Key West may be the city of One Human 

Family, but perhaps we don’t want to spend time with our entire family. This might be 

one holiday dinner that we choose to avoid if it means sitting with “those” relatives. 

  



 

65 

CHAPTER 3 

 

ADVERTISING IMAGES OF GAY PHILADELPHIA 

Introduction 

Since the 1990s, the LGBT tourism industry has become a multi-billion dollar 

industry: today it is worth over $65 billion in the United States alone, and the LGBT 

community is now recognized as a lucrative niche market (Community Marketing, Inc., 

2012; Guaracino, 2007). Because of the profitability of this industry, several cities in the 

US have entered into the arena of LGBT tourism advertising. Cities not historically 

known as LGBT destinations, such as Philadelphia, Baltimore, Santa Fe, and Phoenix, 

market themselves a gay-friendly places, places with tourism-worthy attractions (non-

LGBT-specific), and that are also culturally progressive. 

In this chapter, I do a reading of Philadelphia’s LGBT tourism advertisements, 

identifying how LGBT identity is represented in the context of the landscape. 

Philadelphia is presented to tourists as a City of Neighborhoods, and its general 

campaigns are careful not to focus solely on its downtown area, Center City, even though 

the majority of promoted attractions take place there. All of the campaigns by the 

GPTMC—including the advertisements created with the PGTC—promote “Philadelphia 

and its Countryside.” Although “Philadelphia and Its Countryside” suggests that the area 

being promoted is larger than the city itself, the image of Philadelphia in tourism is still 

primarily focused in the city’s Center City and its immediately surrounding 

neighborhoods. The “Countryside” is largely ignored in most descriptions, and usually 

only brought up in moments when individuals working in the tourism industry discuss 
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Philadelphia’s tourism slogans. Attractions outside of Philadelphia-proper are promoted, 

but not necessarily featured in most sample travel itineraries. 

The cultural imagery of Philadelphia shifted in the 1990s with the launching of 

new tourism campaigns. While Philadelphia developed its identity in the US as a city of 

historical importance starting in the 1800s, this identity had diminished by the 20th 

Century. By the latter half of the 20th Century, Philadelphia had gained a reputation of 

being inhospitable and dirty. To counter this image, an outside assessor was hired and in 

1994, three suggestions were made for the city: that Philadelphia build a new Visitors’ 

Center (today the Independence Visitors’ Center), that Philadelphia create an 

organization focusing on tourism (what is now the GPTMC), and that the city re-examine 

the “psyche” of Philadelphia, its cultural character. These efforts highlighted existing 

ideas about Philadelphia, but reframed them to fit into contemporary forms of tourism 

messages and marketing. 

After forming in 1996, the GPTMC launched a tourism campaign that 

repositioned the city not only as a place to visit, but a place that is special to the traveler. 

Focusing initially on marketing the city to the immediate region—namely to New York, 

New Jersey and Pennsylvania—the GPTMC knew that the city did not have the 

reputation of being a destination city like New York, Washington DC, or Boston. To 

establish Philadelphia, the GPTMC created a slogan that highlighted the relationship 

between the city and the traveler (or person in general). Unlike slogans such as New York 

City’s “I  New York” or Virginia’s “Virginia is the Place for Lovers,” the GPTMC was 

careful to frame the slogan so that it was the city that was calling and inviting people to 
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it, rather than try to present Philadelphia as a city with a character that potential travelers 

and locals may not believe (i.e. that Philadelphia is a city that people already love or 

associate with good feelings). The resulting slogan for the city was “Philadelphia, the 

Place that Loves You Back” (Philadelphia: The Place that Loves You Back, 2012). 

While some might think that this slogan is confusing because of Philadelphia’s 

then-existing reputation of un-friendliness (Dilworth, 2012), the slogan makes one claim 

clear: the city actively tries to make an impression on the visitor/local. In fact, that is the 

focus—Philadelphia’s claim is not its particularity, but its action/treatment towards 

citizens, both locals and visitors. The contrast between the slogan’s message about 

Philadelphia and perceptions of Philadelphia also worked in terms of marketing strategy: 

the slogan created press discussion (Belden, 2005; Philadelphia: The Place that Loves You 

Back, 2012) and this buzz also encouraged the city to make tourism a priority. In a similar 

way, this explicit call for tourist attention to Philadelphia echoed the ideas written by 

Edmund Bacon in the 1950s and the urban development strategies that built (or plagued, 

as some might argue) Center City and Penn’s Landing throughout the latter half of the 

20th Century. 

To support Philadelphia’s slogan, the GPTMC’s first two major advertisement 

campaigns, “This is My Philadelphia” (launched in 1997) and “Philly’s More Fun when 

You Sleep Over” (launched in 2001) use taglines that invite travelers to the city. 

Discursively, the Philadelphia slogans and campaigns differ from New York’s or 

Virginia’s campaign slogans in that they present Philadelphia as a place that is a 

character, not just a setting. Philadelphia’s campaigns claim that actual interaction 
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between the visitor/local and the city is of central importance. Philadelphia is not a place 

or setting to visit—it is a place with which to engage. 

Campaigning to “the Gays” 

Advertising to the LGBT community in the US requires the use of visuals and text 

to denote queer identities. Particularly for advertisements that may have exposure beyond 

LGBT publications (or at least publications that are easily accessed by the greater public), 

symbols and coded text (e.g. the use of terms like “out”), rather than images of 

individuals in homoerotic postures, are used in order to not offend US cultural 

sensibilities (Guaracino, 2007; Oakenfull & Greenlee, 2005). Common symbols include 

rainbows, the color pink (sometimes the pink triangle), and fe/male symbols entwined 

together (Guaracino, 2007, p. 69). Even if mainstream society accepts LGBT individuals, 

their visibility may still be problematic in advertising, where while advertisers want to 

push the envelope, they do not want to push away consumers. 

Past research about LGBT images in advertising has focused on representations of 

LGBT people in the advertisements. Representations of men engaging in domestic and 

affectionate activities in couples—situations that can today be coded as gay—in 

advertising date back to 1917. In this early time period, there were also advertisements 

that today read as homoerotic, where situations that feature only men in a single space 

(such as a pit shower) are appropriate to cultural norms at the time of publication, but still 

suggest a level of sexuality that today would be considered very suggestive (Branchik, 

2007, p. 41). By the 1990s, representations were more explicit (although not sexual), with 

text anchoring and confirming the content of the pictures (Branchik, 2007, p. 45-46). 
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In 2003, the PGTC partnered with the GPTMC to create the “Get Your History 

Straight and Your Nightlife Gay” (GYHSYNG) campaign. The first wave of the 

GYHSYNG campaign, from 2003-2006, consisted of five print advertisements and one 

television commercial. The first two print advertisements, released in 2003, placed 

rainbows into classic paintings depicting Philadelphian historical figures: Betsy Ross 

knits a rainbow flag instead of the first US flag (original painting by Jean Leon Gerome 

Ferris), and Benjamin Franklin flies a rainbow kite for his electricity experiment (original 

print by Currier & Ives). Two other print advertisements released in 2006 and the 2005 

television commercial presented colonial-attired individuals in same-sex couplings, 

although without any physical contact. The fifth advertisement juxtaposed an image of 

Philadelphia’s Constitution Center with an image of two men in a coffee shop. The 

second wave of the GYHSYNG campaign, the “We Your People” (WYP) 

advertisements, was released in 2008 and consisted of four print advertisements featuring 

images of PGTC members and openly gay Philadelphia business owners. The 

advertisements also featured small images of Philadelphia-specific buildings, such as 

Independence Hall and the Philadelphia skyline—images widely used in Philadelphia’s 

tourism campaigns as well as in popular media, such as establishing shots for television 

shows and films. 

In 2010, the GPTMC combined the GYHSYNG tagline and concept with its 2009 

“Love Letters” campaign. The campaign presented “hand printed” postcard-style letters 

to different types of people, each ending with “With Love, Philadelphia XOXO.” These 

advertisements were the first done by the GPTMC without the PGTC’s involvement, and 

seamlessly incorporated LGBT audiences into its existing advertising campaign. The 
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campaign was also designed to be quickly produced: because it was text based, new 

advertisements could be easily and quickly customized for local events—Philadelphia 

Phillies (baseball) games, Independence Day Parade, and LGBT events such as OutFest, 

Equality Forum, and QFest—and distributed online through social media. 

While many LGBT tourism advertisements focus in some way on romance and 

sex, the PGTC and GPTMC produced advertisements for LGBT audiences that were 

“clever” and that fit into the GPTMC’s existing tourism campaign style. The campaign 

had to address two issues: first, the call for travelers to come to Philadelphia; and second, 

the invitation for LGBT travelers to believe that Philadelphia is a destination specifically 

for them. While the appeal of the GYHSYNG slogan is its catchy and clever phrasing, it 

also fits into the framework of GPTMC’s slogans. Even though the slogan does not 

mention Philadelphia, its use of the imperative calls upon travelers to interact with the 

city. The city is the unspecified speaker calling out and inviting travelers to the city. 

Again, Philadelphia’s slogans mark the city as more than just a setting for the 

tourist. “Get Your History Straight and Your Nightlife Gay” calls the traveler to do 

something with the city itself. The slogan does not assume that there are already warm 

feelings for the city from the traveler. This worked well since Philadelphia was at the 

time not a well-known LGBT travel destination. Therefore, the slogan needed to be a 

phrase that didn’t assume that there would be a connection between Philadelphia and the 

LGBT community and at the same time, suggest that this connection would be the 

attraction for LGBT travelers. Again, the slogan presents an invitation, rather than a 

declaration to the traveler: Philadelphia is a place where these activities can occur if the 

traveler allows it. 
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One of the initially suggested slogans, “Freedom Started Here,” still appeared as a 

tagline in several of the print advertisements of the first wave of the GYHSYNG 

campaign from 2003-2006. In terms of maintaining consistency with the GPTMC’s 

existing slogans—and by then most advertisements were part of the “Philly’s More Fun 

When You Sleep Over” campaign—GYHSYNG fits better. While “Freedom Started 

Here” ties Philadelphia’s LGBT tourism to Philadelphia’s identity as the birthplace of the 

nation and its Constitution, it does not feature the idea of experiencing Philadelphia. 

“Freedom Started Here” focuses more on Philadelphia’s status as a setting—a city where 

something happened, rather than a place that involves experience and activity. Even 

though GYHSYNG mentions Philadelphia’s history, the phrase actually focuses on what 

the traveler will do. The focus on activity in the slogan, however, also shapes how 

identity is shaped through the Philadelphia advertisements. 

Coding and Reading LGBT Identity 

The images used in the GYHSYNG advertisements (both the original set and the 

2008 WYP advertisements) target the LGBT community by featuring LGBT visual 

symbols rather than feature individuals in sexually suggestive and homoerotic poses or in 

non-gender conforming attire (specifically drag queens). In terms of marketing, this 

strategy allows the Philadelphia advertisements to remain acceptable to mainstream 

audiences while still targeting the LGBT community. Jeff Guaracino, former board 

member of the PGTC and vice president of communications at the GPTMC argues that 

“[a]stute gay and lesbian travelers will recognize these codes and understand that it is 

intended to communicate your gay-friendliness. The upside of codes is that, in general, 
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they tend to not alienate other customers who may not notice these or understand their 

meaning” (Guaracino, 2007, p. 69). 

Visually, the building of an LGBT community comes through the merging of US-

nationality and identity-based civil rights discourses. The two most well-known 

GYHSYNG advertisements—paintings featuring Betsy Ross knitting a rainbow flag and 

Benjamin Franklin flying a rainbow kite—both subvert paintings depicting US-American 

images by replacing key pieces with LGBT symbols. In the Betsy Ross painting, we see 

Betsy Ross making a flag, originally an American flag and a symbol of national identity. 

The additional tagline “Freedom Started Here” anchors and links the image to the idea of 

forming a nation, forming a community of like-minded individuals—in this case, for 

LGBT individuals. The image and story of Betsy Ross sewing the flag during the War of 

Independence establish a history of group identity expression and community, where US 

citizens separated themselves from Britain, and LGBT individuals are also free to 

identify as not straight. 

Similarly, the image of Benjamin Franklin flying a kite during a storm should feel 

familiar in US-American culture. The image is again anchored with text, but in this case, 

“You can still feel the electricity.” Benjamin Franklin not only represents a piece of 

history in the United States, but he also represents progress, an important discourse in 

Philadelphia tourism (Kilbride, 2006, p. 129-131). The text in the advertisement again 

refers to freedom for the LGBT community, but under the label of exciting. The 

advertisement therefore reminds the viewer that Philadelphia is still a city of innovation; 

Philadelphia is a city of quality, not just quantity. More importantly, the invitation is for 

the traveler to join in and feel and be a part of Philadelphia’s excitement. 
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The clever and understated approach12 to marking LGBT identity in these 

advertisements is what calls upon a notion of LGBT community: if you understand these 

symbols and have affinity with them, then you are part of the intended audience. Simply 

knowing that the flag is an LGBT symbol is not sufficient, just as the Betsy Ross image 

only promotes US national identity to those who identify with the US flag. To others, the 

painting simply describes the forming of US identification and citizenship. This 

cleverness, however, also plays on the LGBT community’s relationship to the closet, to 

being hidden in society. The insertion of the rainbow flags suggests that there is an LGBT 

presence, but it is not necessarily explicit. Even if reading the Betsy Ross image as a 

female figure making a rainbow flag for a group of (perhaps gay) men to be flown 

publicly, the image still depicts a gathering—one that the traveler can join. 

These two images also demonstrate the limits of compatibility between US-

American and LGBT symbols. Obviously in both images, the rainbow flag cheekily ties 

queerness and US history. Applying queerness to the flag is acceptable because the flag is 

an accepted symbol of communities: flags may represent multiple communities. 

Therefore, in this image, Betsy Ross is indeed sewing a flag of freedom – while the US 

flag suggests a particular understanding of freedom, the symbolic nature of flags in 

general also suggests a form of community building and identity expression. Along a 

similar line, Benjamin Franklin’s kite is also permitted a queer status because of the lack 

of importance of the style of the kite to the painting’s significance. The malleability of 

                                                 
12 Overall media response found the GYHSYNG advertisements clever, presenting LGBT 

symbols in a subtle and safe way (Reed, 2004; Gelbart, 2003). Even though the advertisements 

were placed in locations targeting the LGBT community or with an established LGBT audience, 

they were designed to be inoffensive to heterosexual audiences (Vallis, 2004). 
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the meaning of the flag is not random: the PGTC rejected an early proposal to apply the 

rainbow to the Liberty Bell. The image of the Liberty Bell was determined to be too 

specific to modify – the application of queerness to the Bell was deemed as messing with 

something too sacred (J. Guaracino, personal communication, October 15, 2008). 

Presented as the first LGBT tourism television commercial for a city in the United 

States, Penn Pals (2005), begins with a man in colonial dress writing a letter by 

candlelight, his voiceover inviting his “beloved” to “please journey to Philadelphia, 

where [they] will be at liberty meet” at Independence Hall. As the man waits with 

flowers, we see a woman walk by looking at him, but in a classic switch, we see a man 

approach, clearly the “beloved,” and the two men smile and start chatting. As the 

voiceover states the GYHSYNG tagline, specifically during the line “and your nightlife 

gay,” we see the two men walking together, with the second man holding the flowers. 

The commercial relies on and makes fun of the audience’s assumption of the 

characters’ heterosexuality while watching the colonial romance unfold, and the visuals 

only subtly display LGBT intimacy. There is no explicit sexual or erotic behavior. The 

romantic gesture of the bouquet of flowers is produced through symbols. The flowers are 

supposed to be romantic based on the voiceover text, and we only see the success of the 

romantic gesture at the very end, when we see that the second man is carrying the 

flowers—we do not, however, see the exchange. The advertisement also is simply in 

period time – the viewer can enjoy the joke and enjoy the familiar narrative of a romantic 

costume drama/fantasy without imagining the situation as reality. 

The initial GYHSYNG advertisements reveal the need to constantly read for 

LGBT identity, that markers of LGBT identity are conventionally targeted, coded, read, 
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and interpreted. The history in the first GYHSYNG advertisements is aesthetic only: 

Penn Pals can even be viewed as a campy costume melodrama. The function of the 

historical images is not to show actual LGBT identity, but rather, to invoke discourses of 

American progress and civil liberties – discourses that characterize American identity and 

the LGBT community’s continued struggle for visibility. They also shift the expectation 

of LGBT visibility from homoeroticism to identity symbols, allowing for LGBT identity 

and LGBT community to later be associated with urban, everyday activities. 

LGBT-Identity as Activity Based 

In addition to our famous historic sites, Philadelphia and Its Countryside 

has scores of gay-friendly restaurants, clubs, theaters and shops where you 

will feel warmly welcomed. We invite you to have a great time in the place 

where all people were given the freedom to live life as they choose. To plan 

your next trip, reserve a hotel package, or download a brochure, visit 

gophila.com/gay 

(text from 2003 GYHSYNG print advertisements, personal collection) 

 

Travel tourism that focuses on the experience of the traveler of course highlights 

activities. Philadelphia’s GYHSYNG advertisements do not focus on presenting images 

of these activities (as do many other cities in their print advertisements), but they do 

focus on activities in the copy. These activities, however, are not limited to the travel 

experience. The copy instead suggests that activity is an important part of LGBT life, and 

that these activities are physically situated in certain locations. The activities listed are 

predominantly urban activities and generic to all cities. In other words, the 

advertisements sell Philadelphia’s gay-friendliness more than Philadelphia itself. 

Like the overall GYHSYNG slogan, we see a distinction between Philadelphia’s 

character as a destination city and its character in relation to the LGBT community. Both 

the slogan and the first wave of GYHSYNG advertisements separate Philadelphia’s 
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character as a city with a well-known history from the urban activities that supposedly 

draw in tourists by providing “modern” conveniences. The first wave of GYHSYNG 

makes a distinction between straight and LGBT travelers: While the ad copy suggests 

that gay-friendliness is an added bonus feature, the distinction also reminds the reader of 

the need to mark the places that are actually gay-friendly and that this is an issue 

specifically for the LGBT traveler. The previously released GPTMC advertisements, 

particularly the video advertisements, incorporate historical imagery as part of the fun, 

urban experience. The GYHSYNG advertisements, however, acknowledge the historical 

sites as part of the tourist experience, but separate these experiences from what could be 

interpreted as everyday experiences of LGBT individuals. 

The text in the ad copy lists going to restaurants, clubs, theaters, and shops as 

activities that matter for the LGBT traveler. By highlighting the locations as part of 

activity, the text reminds the reader that these everyday acts are where identity-based 

difference can be experienced. These activities are first set apart because they are not 

necessarily “tourist” activities—the character of the city is marked by how it treats its 

local residents. In the GPTMC advertisements, these activities contribute to the “fun” that 

is advertised in the “Philly’s More Fun When You Sleep Over” advertisements. In the 

GYHSYNG advertisements, however, these activities are not meant to make Philadelphia 

more fun, they are meant to define Philadelphia as a suitable city for LGBT folks. 

Whereas the GPTMC advertisements position these activities as fun, the GYHSYNG 

advertisements list them like a test: everyday places are fun if they are indeed gay-

friendly and while there are “scores” of these places, there are some places that may not 

be gay-friendly. There are gay bars and gay stores (e.g. Philadelphia’s LGBT bookstore, 
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Giovanni’s Room), but these are not presented as attractions or interest for the LGBT 

traveler. Historical or cultural sites are placed in a separate category in that they are 

places where the traveler learns something—the traveler can passively listen to 

information about history or view cultural artifacts. These are also traditional hospitality 

industry locations (e.g. museums)—their staff members are expected to be welcoming in 

some way. Activities that are everyday, however, even if they take place in the service 

industry (e.g. restaurants), are treated differently here, particularly in terms of their 

relationship to the LGBT community. 

For a place to be gay-friendly, it must not simply identify as such—it must allow 

for experiences to demonstrate that it is accepting and welcoming of LGBT folks. While 

the place can be labeled as LGBT, there are few products that can really be described as 

LGBT-identified. LGBT folks do not eat “gay” food, for example. The GYHSYNG 

campaign, however, lays out plainly that LGBT life is marked by behavior and 

experience. Just as the visuals are not explicitly sexual, nor are the activities that mark 

LGBT identity here. LGBT identity is marked through interactions that arguably are 

based on perceptions and interpretations of identity. The GYHSNYG slogan and ad copy 

reference the presence of LGBT-specific attractions in the city to indicate the anticipated 

interactions between LGBT travelers and service providers. In the GPTMC 

advertisements, these activities are part of having “more fun” (italics mine) whereas the 

GYHSYNG advertisements highlight these activities as method of ensuring a basic level 

of comfort (i.e. gay-friendly versus anti-gay and discriminatory). 

Another distinction made in the GYSHYNG advertisements is the difference 

between types of activities: activities that highlight the city as historical are “straight” 
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whereas everyday activities, notably “nightlife” are “gay.” This distinction produces two 

possible discursive effects: one, attraction-worthy Philadelphia history is of general 

interest and therefore straight; and two, LGBT-identity is experienced through activity 

and not predominantly presented through objects or attractions. I will discuss the first 

effect regarding the “identity” of history later in this chapter and focus on the second 

effect here. While the GYHSYNG advertisements are certainly suitable for a general 

audience, they reserve visual codes that are explicitly LGBT-identified to those in the 

LGBT community. LGBT-identity for the Philadelphia traveler is expressed through the 

activities of LGBT individuals. Unlike attractions for ethnic communities, what makes 

Philadelphia resonate for LGBT individuals is supposed to be a type of activity, although 

not explicitly those activities—i.e. identity-defining sexual acts or explicitly political 

activities relating to LGBT issues such as protests, rallies, and conferences.  

While an obvious reading of the advertisements highlighting everyday activities 

would be that the advertisements show that everyday activities are where LGBT politics 

are really located—at the points of interaction that blur public (urban living) and private 

(visible non-normative gender and sexual lives) activities—these advertisements present 

something more complex. The focus on gay-friendliness in contrast to “straight” 

attractions where travelers simply learn (i.e. are passive) suggests that LGBT identity for 

members of the LGBT community (both locals and visitors) is something that is 

performative—and in contrast to conscious, intentional performance. 

In the GYHSYNG slogan, we also see that “gay” is attached to nightlife, again an 

activity that is not tied to any specific attraction. Also, even if we consider nightlife as an 

attraction, then we see that the attraction is only successful if the traveler contributes to 
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the action—the traveler is expected to be a participant. “Getting” one’s “nightlife gay” 

means more than watching: being a spectator has nothing to do with identity. Also, if 

only heterosexuals are inside a gay bar and no homoerotic behavior occurs, then can one 

even call it a gay bar anymore? Therefore, the nightlife is actually “gay” (which requires 

participation) in contrast to daytime and “conventional Philadelphia tourist” activities 

(which allows only voyeurism). This dichotomy between these activities also suggests 

that there is a distinction between LGBT life and non-LGBT life and that “gay” travel 

requires some form of action. Even though the advertisements released in 2006 promote 

the Gayborhood, they promote it as a setting for gay-friendly places and gay activity, not 

as an attraction to simply see. The 2008 wave of advertisements—We Your People 

(WYP)—take this further and mimic the later GPTMC advertisements simply advertise 

that “Philly’s More Fun” (truncated from the 2001 “Philly’s More Fun When You Sleep 

Over” tagline) and only advertises everyday activities for the LGBT traveler to enjoy, 

removing mention of Philadelphia’s historic sites. 

These different approaches to communities of identity are notable as they mark 

both how identity is defined and how identity matters in the context of urban tourism. 

The texts of GYHSYNG advertisements demonstrate that LGBT identity in tourism 

matters in terms of experience instead of knowledge. The advertisements do not sell 

aspects of Philadelphia that intellectually interest LGBT folks, but they sell the 

experience of living in a city that does not discriminate—a social escape vacation. By 

highlighting everyday (service/business-oriented) activities, the GYHSYNG 

advertisements not only fit into the GPTMC’s existing advertising discursive framework, 

but they also focus on activities that build the city’s overall economy rather than only on 
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tourist attractions. The advertisements also present Philadelphia as a place for the LGBT 

community and they resonate most with the LGBT community despite being designed to 

be “acceptable” in mainstream media environments. 

Appealing to an LGBT Community 

The words of the GYHSYNG advertisements describe visible LGBT identity and 

tourism as activity-based—words and descriptions that were not necessarily matched up 

in the images presented. When considering the images, the GYHSYNG advertisements 

target more than LGBT individuals who happen to identify as non-heterosexual or non-

gender conforming; the GYHSYNG advertisements invite LGBT folks to join 

Philadelphia’s LGBT community. In particular, the use of LGBT visual symbols and 

language about US-American freedom and liberty connect the LGBT visitor with LGBT 

Philadelphians and with US-Americans—even if the traveler is not a US citizen. Much of 

the praise lavished upon the GPTMC was not about the GYHSYNG advertisements, but 

about the move to target the LGBT community for tourism. From the community 

research commissioned by the PGTC, LGBT travelers are characterized as high-spending 

tourists and therefore valuable to the economy (Sharp, 2003; Editor, 2005). But are 

LGBT tourists only individuals with money, or does the identity label of LGBT mean 

more than a source of economy13? 

Part of the link between LGBT identity and economic activity is expressed 

through a dichotomy of tourist activities: attraction-based activity versus everyday 

                                                 
13 Another way to think about the “nightlife gay” slogan is to remember that the campaign 

debuted during the GPTMC’s “Philly’s More Fun When You Sleep Over” campaign (Grote, 

2004). By participating in the (gay) nightlife, it is more likely that visitors will require hotel 

accommodation, and therefore support the GPTMC’s funding through the hotel tax. 
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activity. The major dichotomy set up by the GYHSYNG campaign is that between 

straight (attraction) and gay (everyday) as defined by history. While it is possible to 

consider LGBT identity in Philadelphia through its own particular history, the 

GYHSYNG campaign purposefully omits any mention of gay liberation in its campaign. 

Mention of gay liberation in Philadelphia is reserved for supplementary materials 

produced by the PGTC (Philadelphia and Its Countryside, 2004). Although some 

journalistic coverage mentioned the role of the history of Philadelphia’s gay community 

(Grote, 2004), only Margaret Webb (2004), of Canada’s The Globe and Mail, considered 

the “straight” in the campaign to refer to something other than “heterosexual.” In other 

words, Philadelphia does not completely ignore its LGBT history, but as a topic of 

promotion, history is for attractions, whereas everyday activities are what indicate LGBT 

identity and community. 

In addition to the text of the GYHSYNG advertisements framing LGBT identity 

as activity-based, the text also uses the idea of a singular LGBT community to connect 

LGBT travelers with LGBT Philadelphians. The first wave of print advertisements invite 

traveler to “the place where all people were given the freedom to live life as they 

choose,” a claim that invites visitors to live/be like Philadelphians as opposed to traveling 

and being amongst Philadelphians. This is later reinforced in the 2008 WYP 

advertisements which highlight particular LGBT Philadelphians and a final invitation to 

“[m]eet me and my friends” in the city. Again, the invitation here calls upon the traveler 

to personally respond; to meet, and not simply to see other Philadelphians requires 

participation from the traveler. This invitation, which begins with the words “We Your 

People,” not only mimics the US Constitution, but it also links the LGBT traveler to the 
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LGBT Philadelphian: it assumes that the locals and visitors will already relate to one 

another because of LGBT identity and community. The Philadelphia advertisements 

suggest an LGBT community on two levels: first, the community between the 

advertisement producers and the readers; and second, the community of LGBT 

individuals who are already connected prior to any travel to Philadelphia and who are 

assumed to understand the LGBT specificity of the advertisements.  

In the 2008 We Your People (WYP) advertisements, the call to community is 

explicit. Similar to the GPTMC’s later Philly’s More Fun advertisements, the WYP 

advertisements only highlight Philadelphia as a fun city, eliminating mention of historic 

attractions (although some of the advertisements still feature images of historic buildings, 

but these are not the focal point of the advertisements). The WYP advertisements link 

LGBT travelers with LGBT Philadelphians. Even the tagline “We Your People—

modifying the US Constitution’s opening phrase “We the People”—invites non-

Philadelphian LGBT individuals to identify with Philadelphia’s LGBT community 

through a civil legitimization of LGBT identity. This message presents locals and tourists 

coming together to form and support a unified LGBT community. The focus on business 

interests and equating tourists with locals also suggests that efforts to develop and 

promote Philadelphia as gay-friendly, with a visible Gayborhood, view Philadelphia from 

the perspective of the tourist, rather than in the interest of locals—even though local 

LGBT folks also benefit from said efforts. 

The WYP advertisements promote Philadelphia by featuring members of its 

LGBT community as attractions. As previously mentioned, there are few LGBT 

“attractions” in Philadelphia, and certainly none of these are promoted in Philadelphia’s 
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tourism advertising. The focus of the advertisements, even visually, is to connect the 

potential traveler with Philadelphia’s LGBT community, in this case, prominent LGBT 

business owners and PGTC members. Philadelphia’s LGBT community is also not 

promoted as different from any other LGBT community in an urban center, but the 

advertisement suggests that part of the appeal in Philadelphia is for the LGBT individual 

to participate in the good life experienced by the LGBT community in Philadelphia. In 

other words, identification with the group matters more than activities, even the activities 

that define identity such as homoerotic behavior and non-conforming gender identity. 

Even though the corresponding WYP videos that appeared on the GPTMC website 

mentioned attractions and activities, they focus on connecting the viewer with members 

of Philadelphia’s LGBT community. Done as interviews, these videos serve as personal 

perspectives on Philadelphia, similar to the celebrity commercials produced by the 

GPTMC in 1997 (featuring celebrities such as Kevin Bacon, Bill Cosby, and Oprah). 

In 2009, the GPTMC launched a new tourism campaign that in 2010, included 

versions of the advertisements targeted towards LGBT travelers. The “Love Letters” 

campaign’s LGBT-targeted advertisements had no involvement from the PGTC in their 

design. The campaign is predominantly text-based and fits Philadelphia’s theme of 

making the city a character that reaches out to travelers, that “loves [them] back.” The 

advertisements each address a particular person (or group) and then give a brief message. 

The advertisements that target the LGBT community feature a signature in rainbow 

colors so that even if the addressee does not seem LGBT-specific (e.g. “Dear Movie 

Buff” or “Dear Hot Date”), the audience knows that the message is meant to be for the 

LGBT consumer (e.g. the Movie Buff advertisement mentions QFest, the LGBT film 
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festival in Philadelphia). This campaign succeeded on different levels: first, its structure 

could easily address different groups within the same campaign; second, its structure 

allows for quick changes to the messages; and third, it was easily distributed through 

social media in addition to traditional forms of mass media and advertising. These 

advertisements also promoted events and attractions to not only tourists, but also to 

locals. This also ties into the idea that for the LGBT community, the focus for the LGBT 

traveler is on everyday activities—the events promoted are of LGBT interest for both 

visitors and locals. In fact, the success of the events relies on attendance by locals, which 

then make them events that are attractive to visitors. 

These advertisements form community through their mass call out to a defined 

audience (the addressee of the “letters”). The major difference from previous 

advertisements is that while some directly refer to LGBT identity and community (e.g. 

“Dear Girls who like Girls” or “Dear Guys who like Guys”), others create connection and 

community through symbolic references of LGBT identity (e.g. “Dear Fan of All Things 

Fierce” or “Dear Cocktail Connoisseur”). The messages also suggest that the LGBT 

community is linked through activity, as many of the advertisements center around events 

in the city. For example, the advertisement “Dear Fan of All Things Fierce” also tells the 

audience “Don’t miss the fiercest of them all – Sandra Bernhard – at the Painted Bride 

Art Center, January 10-14.” While using textual codes (“fierce”), the copy presents 

identification with the LGBT community through participation in a particular activity, 

this time a cultural event—Sandra Bernhard’s one woman show. 
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LGBT Identity and Place as Attraction to Visit 

The only LGBT “attraction” that is eventually marketed is the Gayborhood. In the 

GYHSYNG 2006 print advertisements, the Gayborhood is identified as the specific 

location of the gay-friendly businesses and places: 

In addition to our famous historic sites and cultural attractions, Philadelphia 

and Its Countryside boasts a gay neighborhood with scores of gay-friendly 

restaurants, clubs, theaters and shops. You are warmly invited to spend a 

few days where all people were given the freedom to live life as they choose. 

(text from 2006 GYHSYNG print advertisements, personal collection) 

 

By 2006, the PGTC was beginning their next major project, working with the City 

of Philadelphia to install rainbow street signs in the Gayborhood. This, however, only 

suggests a reason for including the Gayborhood in the text copy, and does not provide 

answers to whether and how the Gayborhood actually affects the advertisement. As 

mentioned earlier, the focus on the GYHSYNG advertisements is on everyday activities 

and events that cater to the LGBT community, not on specific attractions. These 2006 

advertisements are the closest that the GYHSYNG advertisements come to promoting the 

Gayborhood as an attraction itself, but by not actually naming the Gayborhood, the 

advertisements only refer to the Gayborhood as a setting—a host destination—for 

activities rather than an attraction. The gay neighborhood in the advertisement contains 

the gay-friendly places mentioned in earlier advertisements meaning that these places are 

concentrated in a single neighborhood, rather than all throughout Philadelphia. 

Promotions of the Gayborhood occurred mostly in the production of maps and 

journalistic accounts starting in 2007 and especially after rainbow signs were installed in 

the Gayborhood, and the naming of Midtown Village, a business association-based 

designation of an area that nearly completely overlaps with the Gayborhood. By 2008, 
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the GYHYSNG campaign no longer promoted the Gaybohood in its print advertisements: 

the WYP advertisements do not mention the Gayborhood and focus only on activities for 

the LGBT community: 

We Your People are making history every day and every night. With 

inspiring sights, snazzy shops and action-packed bars, clubs and restaurants, 

Philadelphia is full of fun. Isn’t it time you joined us? Meet me and my 

friends and plan your next visit at gophila.com/gay. 

(text from 2008 WYP print advertisements, personal collection) 

 

Although outsiders who only view the GYHSYNG advertisements may have lost 

a sense of the role of the Gayborhood, Philadelphia’s LGBT locals were still aware that 

the GPTMC and the PGTC were invested in having a marked, visible Gayborhood space. 

In other words, the Gayborhood itself is important for visitors once they arrive in 

Philadelphia, but the marked space is not itself the attraction. Instead, the WYP 

advertisements continue the message from the original GYHSYNG advertisements: 

Philadelphia is a place for LGBT individuals to be, and the WYP advertisements show 

what we can become and be in this particular place. 

The WYP advertisements do, however, remind travelers that their connection to 

local community members is through activities that take place in semi-public places 

(counting private businesses as semi-public since they are publicly visible). They tie 

LGBT (political) visibility to business interests, again making the LGBT vacation 

experience performative. By promoting places such as nightclubs, restaurants, and shops, 

the WYP advertisements do more than suggest activities; they suggest that one can 

experience Philadelphia’s progressive nature through activity, rather than passively 

viewing and learning about attractions. “Nightlife” amenities, such as restaurants and 

nightclubs, serve as primary markers of LGBT neighborhoods in urban centers (Reuter, 
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2008; Trucco, 2005; MacDonald, 2004; Webb, 2004; Reed, 2004). The Philadelphia Gay 

News even suggested that contemporary political action lies in spending money: 

community support comes from economic investment in the Gayborhood itself (Segal, 

2009). Experiencing the Gayborhood is not only a current act of activism, but it is also a 

form of engagement not unlike work of the LGBT activists in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Even as an attraction, the marketing of the Gayborhood, or LGBT-identified 

urban activities (i.e. restaurants, bars, and nightlife) promotes a sense of everyday 

comfort for the traveler. The Gayborhood’s character is not defined by specific 

landmarks within it, nor is it defined by a specific style or aesthetic. Instead, it is simply 

cosmopolitan. This is in contrast to ethnic-identified neighborhoods in Philadelphia, 

which usually mention either landmarks (e.g. the gate in Chinatown) or distinct aesthetics 

(e.g. the Italian Market in Bella Vista) to visit and see. For ethnic-identified 

neighborhoods, even everyday activities are incorporated as part of the attraction—e.g. 

eating like Chinese people by trying Chinese food in a Chinese restaurant. There is not 

Gayborhood equivalent, no offer to start a homoerotic encounter while having a coffee at 

the coffee shop. 

In addition to advertisements, maps and guides targeting LGBT travelers limit 

their descriptions of the Gayborhood to places within it that provide activities such as 

restaurants and bars. More importantly, the Gayborhood, although publicly marked, is 

really only marketed and promoted to the LGBT community. Until 2012, the Gayborhood 

was not put on maps and materials about Philadelphia. Even if activists try to argue that 

marking LGBT identity is about economic development, one must question why the 

business association notation of “Midtown Village” (which overlaps with the 
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Gayborhood) was placed on maps and guides before the Gayborhood. In other words, the 

Gayborhood may be visibly marked, but its character is still largely defined by the 

community that uses and identifies with it. 

Keeping Your Life Dichotomized: “Real” History is Straight 

The use of history as a theme in all of Philadelphia’s LGBT tourism 

advertisements is both specific to Philadelphia, and yet mimics and reflects larger 

discourses of the role of history and marginalized communities. History is a common 

theme in tourism discourses—when traveling, tourists want to find out what was once 

there. Every city has history, yet Philadelphia is known for its history, its status as a 

historical city. Philadelphia is known for being the first capital city of the United States, 

and the place where the United States Constitution was signed. Iconic historic moments 

such as these lead Philadelphia’s historic aesthetic to remain in the colonial era and also 

frame much of Philadelphia’s historic narrative around the notion of constitutional 

citizenship and nationhood. Philadelphia is also known as a “City of Firsts,” a city where 

several cultural and scientific moments occurred for the first time in the United States 

(e.g. the first public library, the first hospital). 

In a city so attached and identified with the idea of history, it is no surprise that 

the content of promoted history is highly debated. Even though history was not the only 

message of the GPTMC’s earlier advertisement campaigns, once cannot deny that 

Philadelphia’s identity and status as a historical city is supposed to be important for the 

tourist experience. Even Ed Bacon’s design of Philadelphia’s physical layout took how 

tourists move through the city into account, ensuring that Olde City was built such that 

tourists could easily go from one historical site to another. The main historical sites, 



 

89 

however, are limited to buildings that were not torn down and museums that carry 

artifacts of certain types of history, namely history from the colonial era and the founding 

of the nation (see chapter on historical walking tours for more discussion). Philadelphia is 

also known, of course, for history outside of that era, but in terms of an identifiable 

brand, a character, Philadelphia is most known for the colonial era when it became the 

“home of American democracy.” Overall, this particular branded history is one that does 

not explicitly include or mention the LGBT community. 

Although Philadelphia has a place in US LGBT history, the city does not hold the 

status of gay mecca or even gay resort. From 1965-1969, the homophile organizations the 

Mattachine Society and the Daughters of Bilitis held the Annual Reminders in 

Philadelphia, protest marches demanding civil rights for the LGBT community (Stein, 

2000; Holsten & Lazin, 2004). Because, however, the Annual Reminders are not 

popularly known as part of the dominant LGBT historical timeline in North America, the 

PGTC chose to market Philadelphia as a gay-friendly city (Vallis, 2004). The PGTC’s 

campaign uses Philadelphia’s existing tourism discourses that are not LGBT-specific and 

presents the city as friendly towards its own LGBT community and therefore to LGBT 

tourists as well. The PGTC and the GPTMC chose history as the primary theme rather 

than sexualized imagery. 

The advertisements created by the GPTMC and the PGTC (both the GYHSYNG 

and WYP advertisements) do not highlight Philadelphia’s history to promote Philadelphia 

the city, but rather, assumes that Philadelphia’s history is already a reason to come to the 

city and that activities for the LGBT community are the attraction. In other words, 

Philadelphia’s character as a historical city has little to do with LGBT identity, and 
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therefore, this is “straight” history, history about heterosexual people—as far as we know 

or agree upon. Knowledge of any counter-history, for example by including LGBT 

individuals, is supplemental and not the main reason to visit, as it would if Philadelphia 

were a gay mecca like New York City or San Francisco. LGBT history can be learned as 

part of the nightlife, the part of the travel experience that is not necessarily visible to the 

public. The GYHSYNG tagline itself reminds us that LGBT lives were once invisible in 

public society. Additionally, highlighting nightlife actually aligns with historical 

narratives about LGBT lives; in the late 20th Century, LGBT lives were often only 

publicly visible through journalistic accounts linking homosexual behavior to 

Philadelphia’s nighttime seedy and hedonistic underbelly (Doherty, 1973; Green, 1977). 

As mentioned earlier, only Margaret Webb (2004), of Canada’s The Globe and 

Mail, interpreted “straight” in the GYHSYNG tagline as meaning “sorted out” or 

“conventional,” While acknowledging Philadelphia’s status as a historical city, Webb 

informs potential LGBT visitors in her article of LGBT-specific history in Philadelphia 

before the tourist sets foot in Philadelphia (“straightening” out the history). Webb then 

considers “straight” as conventional history, where history is based upon stories and 

events associated with facts. This establishes a dichotomy between cognitive versus 

embodied knowledge, where one learns about “straight” history, but experiences “gay” 

through nightlife. 

While Webb (2004) provided an insightful look at the meaning of the GYHSYNG 

campaign, overwhelmingly, the campaign is interpreted as differentiating gay life 

(nightlife) from straight life (conventional US history as found in Philadelphia). In other 

words, the advertisements rely on an understanding that queerness is unintelligible: 
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publicly known history is straight and queer life is hidden in nightlife. That Webb was the 

only author to interpret the advertisements in this way suggests that audiences expect to 

read for conventional/heterosexual messages and LGBT symbols remain coded (even if 

the codes are relatively known and public). Taken further, this could suggest a 

problematic moment where LGBT individuals understand their role in cities in a similar 

manner, with LGBT lives being separately understood from the rest of the public’s. 

Another way to consider the history portrayed in Philadelphia’s LGBT tourism 

advertisements is by reading the historical images as mythological (i.e. possibly related to 

some form of the truth) rather than “historical” (i.e. most likely true). When we look at 

the colonial-themed advertisements of the first wave of the GYHSYNG campaign, the 

history presented is not rooted in any experienced reality. The history is re-enacted, 

literally with actors in the Penn Pals TV commercial and in the 2005 advertisements 

made to look like colonial paintings. History that is sold and promoted in Philadelphia is 

understood to be enhanced by performances—costumes and re-enactments—and while 

rooted in serious information (e.g. the founding of the nation), it is packaged as 

interesting pieces of information, as stories. If we consider history as presented in tourism 

marketing as light, campy, and focused on conveying a nice story, we also see how 

LGBT histories might not fit into such a mediated and representational space. In short, 

even if considered straight, the history presented in Philadelphia’s LGBT tourism 

marketing does not need to be LGBT-specific since the brand of history in Philadelphia is 

not the selling point that targets LGBT individuals specifically; LGBT identity through 

activities is what sells. 
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The WYP advertisements also use the concept of history to connect LGBT 

individuals, but instead of looking to a history in the past, these advertisements consider 

LGBT communities in the present as a past for the future. “We Your People are making 

history every day and every night…” the advertisement copy begins, temporally 

identifying LGBT activities as possibly historical. Philadelphia identifies as a city of 

progress, a “City of Firsts,” and its development history is one of its products. Since the 

1800s, Philadelphia has marketed itself as the home to innovators such as Benjamin 

Franklin, to the nation’s first hospital and medical school, and even to the nation’s first 

solitary confinement prison, Eastern State Penitentiary. Today’s progressive, tourist-

destination cities are marked by economic and urban development. Acceptance of the 

LGBT community—the city’s gay-friendliness—marks a social level of progress and a 

city’s journey to cosmopolitanism. Locating LGBT communities as part of a progress 

narrative, of being what will later be considered “history,” shifts the focus away from the 

campy colonial history of the previous advertisements. Instead, the WYP advertisements 

make all LGBT individuals historical; they are named as a group that can and will be 

identified in the future. 

Revisiting TV Advertising: Is There Still a Point? 

In 2013, the GPTMC celebrated the 10 year anniversary of the GYHSYNG 

campaign by producing a new TV commercial, Miss Richfield 1981’s Selfie Tour (2013). 

From 2003-2013, only one other US city made a television ad—Key West—making 

GPTMC’s second advertisement only the third TV LGBT tourism advertisement in the 

US. This advertisement was designed not only to continue the LGBT campaign, but also 

to commemorate the impact of the previous television advertisement and the original 
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LGBT campaign. The commercial’s style is like an LGBT version of the celebrity 

commercials produced by the GPTMC in the late 1990s. In those commercials, celebrities 

such as Oprah Winfrey and Ken Burns spoke about their favorite places to visit in 

Philadelphia. 

The 2013 commercial features US-based drag cabaret performer Miss Richfield 

1981. Miss Richfield 1981 is seen going through a day in Philadelphia; like suggested by 

the GYHSYNG campaign, Miss R explores historical sites and Philadelphia’s nightlife. 

Miss Richfield 1981’s voiceover does not mention the GYHSYNG tagline, but the 

structure of the entire commercial follows the GYHSYNG chronology: the first half of 

the commercial highlights Independence Hall, the Liberty Bell, and the Art Museum (the 

Rocky steps), while the second half shows Miss Richfield 1981 in a restaurant, a bar, and 

a nightclub before finally showing her in a hotel room. Throughout the commercial, Miss 

Richfield 1981 takes “selfies,” pictures of herself using her cell phone, with the resulting 

photographs becoming a digital scrapbook of her trip. 

In terms of geography and space, the Miss Richfield 1981 commercial (from here 

on referred to as Miss R) really only mentions Philadelphia symbols/landmarks that are 

already icons: Independence Hall, the Liberty Bell, and the Rocky steps (including the 

Philadelphia Center City skyline from the steps). These icons are also recognizable 

because they are mediated. The commercial presents images of Philadelphia as tourist 

photos, or reference media (i.e. the Art Museum steps to reference the film, Rocky 

(1976)) that may already be familiar to tourists. No other locations, such as the 

Gayborhood, are presented. None of the locations are LGBT-specific: no LGBT 

landmarks—contemporary or historical—are featured. Instead, Philadelphia is presented 
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as an overall gay-friendly and urban city, ignoring neighborhood diversity as well as 

spaces in the surrounding counties and countryside. The locations are also marked by the 

people who are already there. Miss R mentions “so many new Philly friends” and most of 

the photographs include other people, suggesting that local residents shape the gay-

friendly atmosphere of Philadelphia. 

The structure of the Miss R TV commercial blends the structures of the GPTMC’s 

celebrity-testimonial TV commercials from the late 1990s and Penn Pals. Like the 

celebrity commercials, Miss R highlights places for tourists to visit and also presents 

Philadelphia as a friendly, welcoming place where tourists can fit in. Like Penn Pals, 

however, the locations and historical moments featured are those iconic to Philadelphia—

iconic to the point of mythology. For the tourist, Philadelphia is a place to visit, but in 

terms of LGBT inclusion, Philadelphia is a place that with its locals, hosts inclusive 

experiences. Unlike Penn Pals, though, the Miss R commercial highlights contemporary 

tourist activities, the nightlife half of the GYHSYNG campaign. The advertisement also 

ends in hotel room, serving as a visual reminder of how tourism is defined and 

understood; cities and tourism marketing professionals still use hotel stays as the main 

evidence of tourism campaign efficacy and return on investment. 

Like Penn Pals, the Miss R TV commercial uses cultural symbols to convey its 

message. While Penn Pals featured a time period piece to introduce the idea of history, 

Miss R features actual historic sites. In Penn Pals, the suggestion of homoeroticism is 

explicit (the joke of the coupling of the two men instead of the man and the woman), but 

in Miss R, the LGBT community is represented suggestively—there are half-naked men 

and people eating in restaurants and drinking in bars. Miss Richfield 1981 herself is the 
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symbol, representing the LGBT tourist. The people featured in the advertisement are not 

visibly LGBT; they serve to visualize a sense of good social culture and nightlife. There 

are no homoerotic actions in the commercial, nor are the “friends” mentioned in the copy 

of the commercial specified as part of Philadelphia’s LGBT community (although to 

locals, several people featured in the advertisement are prominent figures in 

Philadelphia’s LGBT activist and business communities). 

Using language from the GPTMC’s press release, journalists (predominantly local 

TV news journalists and bloggers) reported that this new advertisement was 

“lighthearted” and found it fun. Few authors wrote about the advertisement itself, leaving 

most printed discussion about the advertisement found through comments left on internet 

posts. In particular, Philadelphia Magazine’s Victor Fiorillo and Fagabond (an LGBT 

travel website) co-owner Jim Werner, writing for The Huffington Post, both questioned 

how the commercial fit into current US debates about inclusion of the LGBT community 

and how the commercial represents both Philadelphia and its/an LGBT community. 

These two authors wrote about two main discourses about representation that were also 

introduced in online message boards and comment sections of blog posts and articles. 

On August 23, 2013, a day after the commercial was released at the National 

Lesbian and Gay Journalist Association meeting in Boston, Werner’s article (2013) used 

the commercial to question whether LGBT-targeted travel advertising is necessary. 

Following an assumption that North American society has changed during the first 

decade of the 21st Century, an opinion oft-repeated in user comments as well as in media 

discourses, Werner suggests that readers consider the advertisement in the context of how 

different cities in the world treat LGBT individuals—travelers and local residents. Citing 
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Russia’s threat to prosecute individuals promoting LGBT identities in public, going as far 

to extend this threat to travelers visiting Russia during the Sochi 2014 Winter Olympic 

Games, Werner argues that it is nice to know which cities are willing to spend money 

inviting LGBT individuals to visit: 

I do believe destinations should be marketing to LGBT travelers with 

targeted campaigns. The reason? We travel differently … There’s a 

difference between gay-tolerant, gay-friendly and, let’s call it, gay-

celebrating. We need to know: Where are the actual gay destinations, 

neighborhoods, restaurants, bars? 

 

Comments to Werner’s article, as well as on other blog sites and message boards 

also raised these questions. In these comments, the LGBT travel advertisement itself 

represents a political statement about LGBT-inclusion. Commenters discussed locations 

in which they felt safe to be visible, tips for travelling with partners, expectations of 

hospitality when travelling abroad (Werner, 2013). Some comments even went into moral 

and ethical debates about making one’s LGBT identity visible. More importantly, 

comments such as these suggested that there were types of travel and that there is a need 

for a vacation that does not involve worrying about one’s identity (i.e. the gay escape). 

Werner’s article and comments echoing Werner’s opinion also attempt to shift 

understandings of economy. Rather than think about advertising solely as a method of 

making money off of an LGBT market segment, advertisements like Philadelphia’s TV 

commercials can be read as political statements. In other words, the advertisement sets up 

a standard that Philadelphia must meet for its LGBT tourist guests. 

While Werner used the commercial to consider the idea of LGBT travel, Fiorillo 

(2013) wrote from a Philadelphia perspective, examining the commercial as a 

representation of Philadelphia and of LGBT identity. Arguing that the commercial fails to 
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either celebrate the GYHSYNG campaign or acknowledge the state of LGBT-inclusion 

in the US, Fiorillo’s article reminds readers of the limits of visible representation in terms 

of LGBT identity, marketing messaging, and history. Fiorillo notes that the commercial 

really showcases Miss R over the residents of Philadelphia, that the commercial failed to 

mention—let alone commemorate and celebrate—the success of the GYHSYNG 

campaign, and also failed to mention any history or landmarks that are specific to 

Philadelphia’s LGBT community. 

Similarly, and not limited to direct comments to Fiorillo’s article, online 

commenters also criticized the advertisement for the same three reasons. In a time of 

alleged acceptance and inclusion of LGBT individuals, online commenters debated 

whether a drag queen was a “good” representation of the LGBT community—whether 

campy, drag culture was “over the top,” stereotypical, or helpful to LGBT political 

causes14. In terms of the political climate, some commenters noted that Pennsylvania still 

does not allow marriage for same-sex couples, although others noted that Philadelphia 

has a history of non-discrimination (even though this fact was not mentioned in the 

commercial). The comments also read the commercial against current events; several 

commenters mentioned that their readings of the commercial would have been more 

positive if Pennsylvania granted same-sex marriage or if the commercial more seriously 

and “realistically” portrayed Philadelphia’s LGBT community. 

                                                 
14 This discomfort also included comments that criticized the stereotypes because they omit other 

aspects of LGBT identity. In response to Fiorillo’s article (2013), “Morgan” (ref) writes: “I 

disliked the ad. Anyone can be a drag queen - even straight men can be one. The people who the 

actor hangs out with can pass for any sexuality. The ad is also not very culturally diverse- with 

mostly white actors and no actors with visible disabilities. Finally, what about people who are 

transgendered? This ad forgets about them.” 
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Rather than feature representation of LGBT identities, the people in the Miss R 

commercial present gay-friendliness, a sense of welcome and inclusion of LGBT 

individuals—in this case represented by Miss Richfield 1981. In other words, rather than 

present Philadelphia as a “gay” or LGBT-identified city, the commercial emphasizes that 

Philadelphia is a place that makes tourists feel welcome, that it is gay-friendly, or to 

quote the GPTMC’s earlier tagline—“the place that loves you back.” The “place” of 

Philadelphia is marked by iconic and mediated images, images that show travel, how to 

visit the sites. Visiting Philadelphia is further represented by images of people interacting 

with Miss Richfield 1981. In other words, instead of representing a community, the Miss 

R commercial presents a place for a community—for individuals who identify with Miss 

Richfield 1981. Unlike the WYP print advertisements, which featured a community of 

individuals as attractions for visitors, the Miss R commercial focuses even more on 

activity, on visitors actually mixing and participating with locals. The WYP 

advertisements identifies the traveler with Philadelphia’s LGBT community, whereas the 

Miss R commercial connects the traveler with Philadelphians in general. In the 

commercial, as long as Miss Richfield 1981 enjoys herself, then viewers can believe that 

Philadelphia is a friendly, worthwhile place to visit. 

A Place for Community 

Philadelphia’s LGBT tourism advertising campaigns continue the message of the 

GPTMC’s major rebranding in 1996, that Philadelphia is “the Place that Loves You 

Back.” These campaigns emphasized a city that would readily host visitors. The 

GYHSYNG campaign, in particular, was instrumental in constructing Philadelphia for 

the tourist gaze. Because Philadelphia was not identified as a gay destination, the 
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GPTMC and PGTC’s GYSHYNG campaign focused on integrating LGBT content into 

the pre-existing discourse of Philadelphia tourism. Tourism campaigns shape cities for 

the tourist, as opposed to the local (Urry, 1990). A dichotomy is therefore constructed, 

marking the tourist in contrast to the local. Although this theory usually refers to cities of 

attraction, Philadelphia’s example of gay-friendliness instead of gay destination can still 

be seen as following this model. By being a gay-friendly city with no LGBT-specific 

attractions for LGBT travelers aside from what is already available to locals, the 

Philadelphia’s LGBT tourism marketing campaigns suggests that there is a collapse 

between the categories of local and tourist. Philadelphia is welcoming to LGBT visitors 

because Philadelphia’s LGBT community is already present and visible, and through 

activity, the visitor can fit into the city’s existing social landscape. 

This collapse between the tourist and the local, however, is deceptive, for while 

the campaign suggests that the LGBT tourist may enter, the ideal tourist will adapt to the 

framework of visibility that locals tolerate—a setting where LGBT life is dichotomized. 

What is important is the ability to participate in activities that are read both as inclusive 

of the LGBT community and as contributing to overall urban life and citizenship in 

Philadelphia. Philadelphia is promoted through everyday activities for LGBT tourists, not 

through attractions that specifically target the LGBT community. 
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THIRD INTERLUDE 

 

STEPPIN’ TO THE BAD SIDE 

Holding my invitation, I approached the building at 10 Rittenhouse—an 

apartment/condominium building. The location for this magazine (G Philly) issue launch 

party was a departure from the party spaces of the magazine’s previous parties. The first 

party was in a party room on a high floor of the Loews Hotel, a popular Gayborhood 

hotel. The second party was in the lobby of the Wells Fargo Bank on Broad Street, on the 

border of the Gayborhood, and while that party was an interesting location (it was strange 

to drink and mingle amongst the teller windows), it was still spacious and featured 

beautiful architecture. This party, however, was west of Broad near Rittenhouse Square, 

west of the current Gayborhood, although inside an area once known for gay men 

loitering about. This area, however, was definitely more upscale than what one would 

likely find in the Gayborhood itself (in a traditional sense—there are many amazingly 

lovely homes in the Gayborhood, although I would venture to say that most of them are 

less outwardly ostentatious). 

As I entered the building, past a concierge, a registration/guest list table, and then 

into the elevator, I suddenly wondered—is this going to be in a club/party room (which 

was my assumption)? Getting out of the elevator, it hit me: I’m going into an apartment; 

this is like a house party. Is this a public party in a private residence? For a daytime 

event, I also suddenly felt underdressed, seeing men in suits and women in business-

appropriate outfits also walking into the apartment. The previous parties were evening 

cocktail parties, where I could get away with a trendy outfit that included jeans, whereas 
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this party, although also serving hors d’oeuvre and drinks, had a completely different 

feeling in terms of attendees and atmosphere. 

As I entered the apartment, I noticed the piles of fliers and giveaways—typical 

swag from the sponsors. A bit surprising to me, however, was the first item that I got – a 

brochure for the apartment building itself. The apartment that we were in was actually a 

display suite—all of the 3 bedrooms and 4.5 bathrooms within 3693 square feet worth 

$3.2 million—and not actually available for sale (as noted on the 1-page flyer). Moving 

into my researcher/collector mode, I grabbed the brochures and began skimming them 

before putting them into my bag in the coat check area. Coincidentally, the cover story of 

the issue of G Philly being launched was about couples—most of whom lived together. 

Maybe this was an issue about nesting and the location of the party was like a theme 

party (gays love a theme party!); the party’s location and atmosphere were all about the 

drive to buy/rent property and live together, to plan parties such as weddings that require 

event planners and caterers. 

Now, I know that these events are advertising moments for sponsors, but at this 

party there seemed to be brochures (especially for Stephen Starr Events) in every room, 

reminding party-goers that they too could have a party like this or be part of this 

audience. The products seemed more prominent than the drinks at the bar (usually the 

star of such events). Even the location itself was potentially for sale; the atmosphere was 

thick with the feeling of needing to make business connections with others, like this party 

was more economic than social. Or maybe it was the higher concentration of perfume 

because of the smaller space (the previous locations did have higher ceilings). I headed 
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for an air conditioning vent near a window away from the food and clusters of people, 

alternating breaths of cool, recycled air with gulps of white wine. 

“You finding it warm in here as well?” 

I looked up. A woman in her late 30s was walking up with a glass of wine, 

probably also looking for that small pocket of space away from others, where the air was 

breathable. 

“Yes,” I answered, “I guess that I’m not the only one who’s sweating a bit. This 

place is beautiful, but once you cram a hundred people into it, it gets a bit stuffy.” 

“Yeah, but at least you’re wearing short sleeves. I just came from work.” 

She, it turned out, was just there as a guest of a friend and had no idea that the 

party was for a magazine issue launch, let alone an LGBT magazine. When I mentioned 

that it was a magazine launch party, she noted with recognition that her friend worked for 

(or was somehow connected to) Philadelphia Magazine, the parent magazine of G Philly. 

The minute she found out that I was with the Philadelphia Gay Tourism Caucus, she 

steered the conversation to ideas about the Gayborhood and how there were now so many 

more great restaurants in Philadelphia. We chatted idly about how she lived in the 

suburbs, but how she now had more reason to come into the city. We also talked about 

the design of the apartment, which allowed me to segue into an escape by asking about 

the number of bathrooms, and then for the location of one of said bathrooms. 

The crowd just felt, well, straighter and whiter than the previous parties. While I 

recognized a few people from different organizations that I had come to know, there 

seemed to be fewer LGBT “movers and shakers” at this party. Or maybe the layout of the 
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apartment made seeing/finding people more difficult. And every room in the place had 

some form of brochure, outnumbering the magazine itself. 

Usually at these parties, I would run into friends and we’d go out afterwards. This 

time, I simply left within the first hour. Frankly, aside from two conversations, I found it 

boring. Not even the drinks were enough to keep me there—perhaps I wasn’t drinking 

enough. I even got lost several times trying to find the right kitchen area to get the drinks 

(I kept ending up in the prep area with the servers—perhaps a signal to my station in life 

and ultimate sense of with whom I belonged at this affair). I had confirmed my 

suspicions: I shouldn’t have crossed Broad Street for a gay party. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

MARKETING LGBT PHILADELPHIA: PEOPLE, PAST, AND PLACE 

Introduction 

In 1997, the Greater Philadelphia Tourism Marketing Corporation (GPTMC) 

branded Philadelphia as “The Place that Loves You Back.” The slogan was part of a 1994 

recommendation from an external assessment of Philadelphia’s tourism image and 

campaigns. In addition to creating the GPTMC and the Independence Visitors Center, the 

assessment suggested looking into and presenting the psyche of the city, to find a way to 

connect the city to individuals through its personification. While tourism in the 1990s 

was on the rise in North America (a post-recession, but pre-9/11 United States), 

Philadelphia did not have the infrastructure nor presentation to compete with cities such 

as New York City, Washington DC, or Boston. The overall goal of the slogan seemed to 

be to combat Philadelphia’s reputation as a hard and rude city, a goal that is still put to 

question today (Philadelphia: The Place that Loves You Back, 2012). 

On February 22, 2012, the impact of this slogan was questioned during a public 

roundtable discussion hosted by the Encyclopedia of Philadelphia as part of a series of 

Philadelphia-themed talks. Even after a long discussion about the history of tourism in 

the city, as well as commentary from the panelists15 about specific actions taken to 

improve tourism in the city, the question of whether Philadelphia is actually a “place that 

loves you back.” Of all the panel discussions in the series, which included the topics City 

                                                 
15 The panelists of the talk included Richardson Dilworth of Drexel University, GPTMC 

Executive Director, Meryl Levitz, and Association of Philadelphia Tour Guides President—and 

archivist of the John J. Wilcox Jr. LGBT Archives—Bob Skiba. Although Levitz and Skiba were 

on the panel, there was no mention of Philadelphia’s LGBT tourism campaigns. 
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of Neighborhoods and City of Firsts, this discussion raised questions about the 

perceptions of the city, and not only of lived experiences in the city. Discussion 

participants seemed to understand that not only was there possibility of a difference 

between tourism messages and actual experience, but also that the city has changed 

because of its tourism campaigns. 

While urban sociology and human geography theories examine how cities are 

used and how they are constructed, these theories do not consistently account for the role 

of media discourses. In addition to communications from city planners and developers, 

ideas and theories about urban and social change, as well as tourism promotions of cities 

change how citizens understand belonging in the urban landscape. Media discourses and 

materials frame how we understand and respond to urban changes. This chapter examines 

non-advertising tourism marketing activities and urban development plans, and how these 

lead to making a visible neighborhood for LGBT folks. 

Again, “Philadelphia, the Place that Loves You Back” was created in order to 

personify the city, to create an emotional connection between the city and potential 

visitors. Unlike slogans for New York City (I  NY) or Virginia (Virginia is the Place for 

Lovers), Philadelphia’s slogan describes the feelings of the city, rather than the tourist or 

resident. A major TV advertisement campaign featuring celebrities such as Bill Cosby, 

Kevin Bacon, Kevin Burns, Nicole Miller, Oprah Winfrey, and Senator Bob Dole, told of 

Philadelphia’s attractions as evidence of the city’s love for its residents and visitors. The 

campaign began an active attempt to both highlight Philadelphia’s existing reputation as a 

historic city—important because of its being the first capital of the nation and the place of 
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the signing of the US Constitution, as well as being one of the first major Northern cities 

in the US—and introduce Philadelphia as a city where people simply want to be. 

Promoting a City with (Gay) Character 

Founded in 2002, the Philadelphia Gay Tourism Caucus is an inclusive, 

regional organization that collaborates with all communities to promote 

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) tourism to the Greater 

Philadelphia Region. We are motivated by a desire to promote 

Philadelphia and The Countryside as a top destination for LGBT travelers. 

Open to anyone, gay or straight, we bring together a group of people 

dedicated to encouraging, developing, and promoting Philadelphia as a 

gay-friendly destination. Our primary goal is to ensure that LGBT visitors 

to Philadelphia have a wonderful stay and if possible, visit us again! 

(philadelphiagaytourism.com, retrieved November 1, 2013) 

 

The membership of the Philadelphia Gay Tourism Caucus (PGTC) is primarily 

made up of hotels, local business owners, and LGBT organizations. Its focus is on 

promoting Philadelphia for tourists and visitors, and not on Philadelphia’s LGBT-owned 

or LGBT-friendly businesses themselves. While Philadelphia has an LGBT Chamber of 

Commerce—the Independence Business Alliance—which produces a membership 

directory (like a “pink pages”) and holds networking events for Philadelphia’s LGBT-

business community, the PGTC produces programming such as a gay sensitivity training 

program and hold events that promote the city as an LGBT destination. 

In addition to creating advertising campaigns with the GPTMC, the PGTC 

worked on city-based projects that would ultimately support its campaign, its assertion 

that Philadelphia is a gay-friendly city with appeal to LGBT travelers. The PGTC focused 

on making it obvious that the city is an enjoyable place for LGBT visitors by marking the 

city with LGBT symbols that indicate LGBT presence and by extension, LGBT 

acceptance, since the city allows the signs and symbols to exist. Initial programs included 
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a sticker program in 2003, a program where member businesses would post a sticker 

indicating that they were gay-friendly, similar to “safe space” programs started in the late 

1990s. Many of the participating businesses, however, were spread throughout the city, or 

were part of larger corporations with rules against posting content on company property 

(namely large hotel chains), prompting the PGTC to strategize methods of marking the 

city’s gay-friendliness without depending only on private businesses. 

The installation of rainbow signs in the Gayborhood in 2007 both marked the city, 

as opposed to individual business spaces, as having LGBT space as well as fixed the 

neighborhood as being a place for LGBT communities. So while the PGTC created a 

merchant guide, listing its membership, in 2003, it was its Gayborhood map—first 

published in 2008 after the installation of the neighborhood’s rainbow signs—that tied 

together its membership with a place within the city. The marked space also became an 

identifiable product that could be used to promote the city for tourism-related activities. 

In each of its activities, the PGTC relies on its membership overall, but it also 

created key partnership relationships, such as with Temple University’s School of 

Tourism and Hospitality Management for its gay sensitivity training program. Its 

partnership with the GPTMC was most visible through the co-produced advertising 

campaigns. A less prominent relationship is that with the Philadelphia Convention and 

Visitors Bureau (PCVB), which works closely with the hotels in Philadelphia and works 

at bringing meetings and conventions to the city. In 2011, the PCVB created a position of 

LGBT-liaison to facilitate bringing LGBT-identified meetings to the city. The PGTC’s 

relationship with the PCVB then became particularly close and shifted the PGTC’s 

actions. Instead of reaching out to individual tourists, the PGTC-PCVB relationship 
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emphasized collecting data demonstrating that Philadelphia is a city that people and 

organizations (through conventions) want to visit. 

Although tourism drives economic activity in the city in general, the main marker 

of “return on investment” (ROI) is the occupancy rate of the city’s hotels. While the 

GPTMC receives some of its operational budget from the State of Pennsylvania (i.e. 

public funds), much of its funding comes from private fundraising and the city’s hotel tax 

(Dilworth, 2012). The PCVB’s mission is directly tied to hotel occupancy: “Our mission 

is to generate economic impact and job growth by increasing the region’s hotel 

occupancy and revenues, while concurrently affecting other diverse segments of the 

hospitality industry” (PCVB website, retrieved November 10, 2013). In other words, 

tourism is defined and measured by hotel bookings, not by tourists in the city. If a visitor 

comes into the city, but does not stay in a hotel, then that person does not count towards 

the ROI for these organizations16. Therefore, the PGTC focused on encouraging LGBT 

organizations within the city to bring meetings and conventions to the city. The visible 

Gayborhood is important as a product for it can be listed and packaged as an amenity for 

LGBT events17, i.e. if a meeting or convention takes place in Philadelphia, its attendees 

                                                 
16 While non-hotel accommodations are supported by the tourism industry, such as home sharing 

websites like airbnb.com or visitors simply staying with friends, they unfortunately take away 

from the data for ROI assessments. In Philadelphia, they also take away from the GPTMC’s 

budget, which comes from a special hotel tax. 

 
17 LGBT events were obviously happening in Philadelphia prior to the PGTC’s involvement. The 

link between the PGTC and the PCVB were important in bringing further awareness and 

resources to LGBT organizations. For example, while some organizations had staff that were 

already knowledgeable about how to create a Request for Proposal (RFP)—a document looking 

for hotels and meeting spaces, many others did not. The PCVB helped facilitate these 

administrative activities. The PGTC also helped organizations with creating bids for national 

LGBT events, including writing and gathering letters of support. 
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not only benefit from a city with many general amenities, but also LGBT-specific 

amenities, and even a marked space where a concentration of such amenities exist. 

Identity-Friendly City: Defining Character’s Audience 

In imagining “ideal” urban spaces, cultural urban sociologists emphasize a 

neighborhood’s character, and this character is usually associated with particular identity 

categories. While many of these categories are simply “not rich,” they are also associated 

with ethnic identity. LGBT identity, however, has a less clear history as well as spatial 

structure from which to analyze character. Here, I consider the character of Philadelphia’s 

Gayborhood, or at least the character that is supposed to be applied to the place. 

The launching of the GYHSYNG campaign was a major moment because it was 

one of the few tourism campaigns targeting the LGBT community from US cities (as 

opposed to companies in the US). A rich tradition of advertising and marketing practices 

on targeting different identity-based groups (Halter, 2000; Sender, 2004) mostly focus on 

addressing cultural codes of the particular group—either in terms of representational 

images or even through linguistic and discursive coding strategies. Philadelphia’s 

GYHYNG campaign cannot only be read as a campaign simply targeting an identity-

based group; the campaign targeted the LGBT community. This is a community that is 

visible in certain ways, that is stereotypically assumed to be wealthy, and also part of a 

contentious debate with regards to socio-political inclusion in the United States. By 

November 2003, when the GYHSYNG campaign launched, the US had just declared war 

on Iraq, the US tourism industry was still recovering from air travel limitations after 9/11, 
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and marriage equality was part of public debate in the US18. The GYHSYNG campaign 

named the LGBT community as an identity-based group worth special notice, especially 

in terms of its role in the city’s social and economic development. 

While identity politics have shaped the US public sphere starting in the 20th 

Century (drawing from the marginalized-group-initiated actions of the civil rights 

movement, women’s liberation, and gay liberation), not all are granted the same role or 

visible representation in tourism, and particularly by the GPTMC. (Visibly) Ethnic 

communities—specifically African Americans, Asian Americans, and Latino 

Americans—also have a strong presence and history in Philadelphia, but they do not have 

a similar special tourism campaigns in Philadelphia. Philadelphia’s Italian, Jewish, and 

Irish communities are also prominent in Philadelphia, but these communities are not 

necessarily read as visibly different because of their members’ abilities to more likely 

pass as “simply” white in society. This distinction granted to the LGBT community and 

visible communities of color is notably marked by the GPTMC’s web-based itineraries. 

Before 2009, the GPTMC’s website (www.GoPhila.com, retrieved October 3, 

2008) featured webpages under the heading “Your Philadelphia,” which included 

information targeting different identity-based groups: Asians, African Americans, 

Latinos, and the LGBT community. The underlying assumption was (and still is) that 

                                                 
18 Public debate about marriage equality was growing throughout English-speaking and European 

countries by 2003. Before the GYHSYNG campaign launched in November 2003, the 

Netherlands, Belgium, and Canadian provinces Ontario and British Columbia had legalized same-

sex marriage (in 2001, June 2003, June 2003, and July 2003 respectively). Massachusetts later 

became the first US state that legalized same-sex marriage in May 2004. Debate about marriage 

equality was also part of scholarly debate, with prominent queer scholars such as Michael Warner 

(1999) and Lisa Duggan (2003) questioning the political fight for marriage. 
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people who identify with an identity group will be interested in representations of their 

own group in a different city. In 2009, however, the GPTMC changed its website and the 

LGBT community became the only identity-based community with a dedicated section 

and itinerary (www.GoPhila.com, retrieved March 30, 2009). The exceptions to this are a 

section titled “Philly 360°” (a section that is “[y]our guide to Philly’s diverse creative 

scene, nightlife, music, food & more”) and an itinerary about the Underground Railroad. 

Neither section, however, explicitly target the African American community, but their 

visual content predominantly features African Americans and attractions listed in them 

do not mix with any of the other content in the GPTMC website. All other “ethnic” items 

in the website are listings for ethnic-specific attractions that can be found listed as 

“Multicultural Attractions” under the “Plan Your Trip” Menu and under the “Find an 

Attraction” and “Special Interest” submenus. These attractions, however, are not 

prominently promoted in the main itineraries, meaning that attractions about non-white 

communities are less likely to be visited (www.VisitPhilly.com, retrieved April 1, 2010). 

The major difference between the materials targeting ethnic groups and the LGBT 

community is the type of representation suggested for the tourist. The itineraries and 

materials for ethnic communities (before Philly 360° was launched in 2009) included 

mostly historical identity-based attractions. The materials targeting the LGBT community 

do not focus on a city with specific attractions, but rather, they present a city that includes 

general attractions that are not identity-specific, and are places for both tourists and 

locals. Travel to Philadelphia is positioned for LGBT travelers as a place where they will 

be welcomed; Philadelphia is welcoming to LGBT travelers because it already treats its 

LGBT residents well. Treating Philadelphia LGBT citizens well by having everyday 
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activities that LGBT individuals supposedly enjoy—restaurants, shopping, and bars in a 

“cosmopolitan” setting or style and a gay neighborhood—is supposed to indicate that 

travelers can focus on other tourist attractions and not worry about being LGBT-

identified. In other words, the advertisements and marketing materials suggest that 

identity will not be the primary issue for LGBT travelers when selecting Philadelphia as a 

place to visit. 

Philadelphia’s LGBT tourism campaigns shift from promoting Philadelphia as a 

city that is welcoming to one that invites and includes a particular community. As 

described in the previous chapter, the PGTC’s advertisements blur the boundary between 

local resident and visitor. The distribution methods of the GPTMC’s and PGTC’s 

campaigns also shifted to facilitate this blurring by reaching out not only to travelers, but 

locals as well. The GYHSYNG advertisements (2003-2008) focused on the traditional 

media forms available at the time: print and television in select target areas with tourists 

mostly likely to travel to Philadelphia—namely by land (car, bus, or train). The print 

campaign initially targeted the primary feeder markets of Philadelphia, including 

Harrisburg, Washington D.C., Delaware, and New York (Philadelphia’s Gay-Friendly 

Advertising Focuses on History, 2003). The television spot was aired by Comcast on 

Bravo, MTV, VH1, and the Style Network in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and New York 

(Gay Tourism, 2004; Dickman, 2005; Guaracino, 2007). The GPTMC’s “Love Letters” 

campaign, starting in 2009, on the other hand, was designed to be easily distributed 

through digital social media, reaching both locals and potential visitors. 

The Love Letters advertisements use a structure (a white background, a logo, and 

text) that can be easily changed and can be quickly used to promote events through 
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digital social media platforms, such as Facebook. The advertisements appeared on the 

Visit Gay Philly Facebook page—a page liked by many local LGBT organizations, 

organizers, and residents. The visibility of the advertisements within Philadelphia was 

also increased by the production of Love Letters bar napkins distributed at local gay bars 

in the Gayborhood. Philadelphia’s tourism organizations are also part of overall LGBT 

media production: media platforms/texts such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram 

promote the city to potential tourists as well as present an LGBT tourist-friendly version 

of the city’s everyday life and activities to locals. The strength of the “gay-friendly 

Philadelphia” brand relies on locals participating in local LGBT-activities. 

Showing Off Character 

One of the major themes addressed by urban sociologists interested in culture and 

public spaces is whether landscapes look approachable for citizens. Even though the 

appearances that these theories discuss are supposed to target local residents, they still 

describe a certain type of visibility in public spaces that allow for visitors to recognize, 

access, and participate in neighborhood cultures. While those socialized within the 

neighborhoods may learn about codes of behavior, develop relationships, and understand 

how to access both formal and informal economies over time, new residents must 

somehow learn this same information through participation or by being guided by either 

locals or media accounts. Visitors and potential residents interpret the landscape by 

reading and examining tourism literature and materials. 

While LGBT travel guides have been around for years, gay-friendly 

neighborhood guides became more prominent in the late 1990s and into the 2000s. These 

guides provide information about cities so that individuals can decide what aspects of 
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“LGBT life” matter to them and thereby make informed decisions about the best places to 

live or visit. Most of these guidebooks target gay men over other members of LGBT 

communities, an emphasis that is most apparent when reading the descriptions of “gay 

life,” which mostly identify gay bars and cultural institutions and parties that are mostly 

associated with men. While guides such as 50 Fabulous Gay-Friendly Places to Live 

(Kompes, 2005) attempt to address individuals looking to move by including information 

about real estate and average incomes, the guides are almost the same as tourist guides. 

The Gayborhood is, however, simply one of many supposedly distinct 

neighborhoods in Philadelphia. Philadelphia has long been known as a city of 

neighborhoods, a type of identity that became widely used in North American cities 

starting in the 2000s—especially for tourism campaigns and literature19. Because the city 

is not homogenously represented by multinational corporate culture (as Zukin (2010) 

critiques because of the introduction of fast-food restaurants and large chain stores), 

promoted neighborhoods mark the city as authentic and diverse. 

In 2013, the GPTMC launched its “Philadelphia Neighborhoods” campaign that 

promoted neighborhoods outside of Center City (which includes the Gayborhood, Old 

City, Rittenhouse Square, Chinatown, and the Benjamin Parkway and Art Museum 

area)—neighborhoods that are distinct to locals, but usually unknown to tourists because 

they do not necessarily contain the types of attractions usually used to attract tourists. 

Each neighborhood is presented as distinct, but through similar means: each description 

                                                 
19 All urban centers in North America have neighborhoods, but this refers specifically to applying 

the label of “city of neighborhoods” to cities as part of their character. Such promotions highlight 

neighborhoods that would otherwise go unnoticed by tourists. 
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outlines public spaces, restaurants and bars, and key festivals/events. Images are used to 

show the differences between the neighborhoods—visual differences that are less 

apparent in text. 

While mostly appearing online through the GPTMC’s website, blogs, and social 

media, the campaign was also featured in a feature article format in US Airways 

Magazine (Lazor, 2013)20. What this campaign suggests is that even with the city’s 

strong tourism-oriented identity as a historic city, the city is distinct because of its 

diversity. This distinction is not necessarily in contrast to other cities; this distinction 

instead serves to make different parts of the city into different products for visitors (and 

arguably for locals as well). The diversity distinguishing the neighborhoods was not 

ethnicity, history, or attractions. Instead, neighborhoods were marked by the types of 

restaurants, retail shops, and architecture. 

In addition to a basic descriptive campaign of the neighborhoods, the GPTMC 

also promoted Philadelphia’s neighborhoods through digital social media. While social 

media can arguably reach a large audience, one that is not restricted by geography nor by 

access to stores carrying LGBT publications, much of the GPTMC’s social media 

audience is local—even its target markets are limited to the northeastern states of the US, 

namely Pennsylvania, Delaware, New Jersey, New York, and Washington, DC. 

Attracting visitors to different neighborhoods was not limited to non-Philadelphian 

                                                 
20 Philadelphia International Airport is a hub for US Airways. Philadelphia has been featured in 

three issues of US Airways Magazine: two extended feature articles (Greater Philadelphia 

Tourism Marketing Corporation, 2013; Lazor, 2013) and one dedicated issue (Greater 

Philadelphia Tourism Marketing Corporation, 2012). The GPTMC was directly involved in 

producing these features (Philadelphia: The Place that Loves You Back, 2012). 



 

116 

visitors, but also to locals who might be unaware of the city’s different neighborhood 

spaces. Digital social media platforms also allow the GPTMC to produce and/or share 

information, particularly images, at a much faster rate than traditional mass media 

advertising campaigns. 

In order to construct and promote ideas about the city’s different neighborhoods, 

the GPTMC used Instagram (www.instagram.com/visitphilly) and Facebook 

(www.facebook.com/visiphilly) to engage its audience as well as use images to suggest 

the remarkability of the different places. Using Instagram (a photo-sharing social media 

platform), the GPTMC created photo montages of the different neighborhoods. The 

character of each of these neighborhoods, however, was not simply chosen and created 

by GPTMC staff members and marketers. In order to convey a sense of insider 

knowledge, the GPTMC invited “Guest Instagrammers” to take photos of their respective 

neighborhoods and post them to the GPTMC Instagram account21. Starting in April 2013, 

the Guest Instagrammers posted photos to the GPTMC’s Instagram account for two days, 

“showing off” the different neighborhood spaces. The images tend to focus on the aspects 

of the neighborhood that are visible to the public, aspects highlighted by the tourism 

campaign (i.e. shopping, restaurants, and architecture). At the same time, however, by 

using Guest Instagrammers who are locals, the photos and their descriptions provide 

viewers an opportunity to see and understand the landscape through an insider’s 

                                                 
21 I do not assume that Instagram is used without any intervention by GPTMC staff. The Guest 

Instagrammers provide the GPTMC account with photos, but these are likely vetted by GPTMC 

staff. Also, Instagram, like most digital social media platforms, allows account owners to edit the 

comments sections, so that inappropriate comments are deleted from the visible, public record. 

Therefore, methodologically, I do not assume that there are no dissenting comments—the 

GPTMC staff can simply delete them. 
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perspective—supposedly. Unlike photographic projects about neighborhoods, these 

Instagram images usually do not feature people, nor do they ever reveal the image of the 

Guest Instagrammer. 

The use of social media platforms such as Instagram and Facebook is vital to the 

success of the GPTMC’s Neighborhoods Campaign (pages retrieved January 20, 2014). 

Many of the comments left on the Instagram images verify and validate the 

photographers’ choices. These comments are just as important to the campaign as the 

images themselves, since they allegedly provide support for the Guest Instagrammer’s 

perspective as well as further anchor the images as representing the character of the 

neighborhoods. The campaign also suggests a specific form of tourism discourse—the 

images present “authentic” images for potential visitors to seek out. These potential 

visitors also include Philadelphia residents who live in other neighborhoods. 

Another method of audience participation and engagement through social media 

was Instagram photo contests. Starting in February 2013, the GPTMC held contests 

where individuals took their own Instagram photos and simply tagged the GPTMC’s 

account to enter the contest. These photographs were then published in Facebook, and 

Facebook users could vote on their favorite images. Linking neighborhoods with visual 

spectacle, the GPTMC held three public art photograph contests. These photographs 

portrayed “public art,” which was not closely defined by the GPTMC, resulting in 

photographs of formally defined pieces of public art as well as images of what some 

considered “art,” such as beautiful architecture or informal public art such as graffiti. 

After the first public art photo contest (August 22, 2013 to September 12, 2013), 

the GPTMC presented two identity-based public photo contests: a “Gay Public Art Photo 
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Contest” (September 12, 2013 to September 26, 2013) and a “Philly 360° Public Art 

Photo Contest” (October 7, 2013 to October 24, 2013), the latter targeting African 

Americans. There was no indication in the contest descriptions as to how these more 

specific contests differed from the general one—the identity/community label in the 

contest title was left for audience interpretation. While the contest promotion on 

Instagram for the gay contest used a similar image as the regular public art contest 

advertisement (both used images of public art along the Ben Franklin Parkway—Rodin’s 

“The Thinker” for the regular contest and an image of the fountain in Logan Square for 

the gay contest), the Philly 360° contest used an image of African American artist Ivben 

Taqiy. The tagline for the Philly 360° contest was also different from the other two 

contests. While the general and gay contests simply stated for contestants to “Take Your 

Philly Public Art Photos,” the Philly 360° promotional image stated “Spot public art in 

Philly. Snap a pic. Get your friends to vote.” 

All three contests featured a prize of a two-night stay in a Philadelphia hotel and 

museum/attractions pass. The gay contest also included a $250 gift certificate to 

restaurants in the Gayborhood and the Philly 360° contest included a portrait by Taqiy. 

As imaginable, the images for the Gay Public Art Photo Contest did not necessarily read 

as being imprinted with LGBT identity. Only 5 of 60 images featured the Gayborhood, 

and most of the images made no visual reference to LGBT-identity—of the art or of the 

photographer. The winning image, by Stephanie Haynes, was of City Hall taken from 

Broad and Walnut taken at dusk—sunlight is visible on the top of City Hall, but at street 

level, it is darker and the street lamps are lit. These contests, particularly the two identity-

based contests, were designed to build interest amongst locals. Even though the prize was 
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a hotel stay in the city, many of the entrants were Philadelphia locals, not tourists who 

happened to be in the city at the same time as the contests. 

Specifically linking the LGBT community with different neighborhoods, the 

GPTMC created a Facebook quiz for LGBT travelers in 2012: the “Which Philadelphia 

Neighborhood will you find Gay-tastic?” quiz (www.facebook.com/visitgayphilly, 

retrieved November 8, 2012). Similar to popular culture-based online multiple-choice 

quizzes, popularized by websites such as Buzzfeed.com, this quiz playfully suggests that 

different Philadelphia neighborhoods will suit different personalities, and that there are 

neighborhoods with LGBT-association that will also suit quiz-takers’ personalities. 

Through four questions, the quiz inquires about how the quiz taker travels: what kinds of 

activities, what kinds of restaurants, what kinds of bars and nightclubs, and what kinds of 

shopping, are enjoyed. For each question, at least one answer referred to LGBT identity. 

The results were 5 neighborhoods: the Gayborhood (of course), Rittenhouse Square and 

the Benjamin Franklin Parkway, East Passyunk, Old City, and New Hope (New Hope is 

about a one-hour drive from Philadelphia). 

For each of the results, some link to LGBT life is described, such as East 

Passyunk’s increased identification as a gay neighborhood, the Annual Reminders held 

across from Independence Hall in Old City, and an image of the Pride Parade in New 

Hope. Also, even if the result was not the Gayborhood, each result page mentioned that 

“No visit to Philadelphia is complete without a trip to the Gayborhood, marked 

appropriately by 69 rainbow street signs.” While these results are fun, and the quiz is 

perhaps silly, they perpetuate the idea that Philadelphia neighborhoods have distinct 

characters. More importantly, these advertisements suggest that even if an individual’s 
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personality may match up with the public image of a non-Gayborhood neighborhood, 

ultimately, the Gayborhood is supposed to be for all LGBT-identified individuals because 

of its relationship with the identity label. 

Focusing solely on the Gayborhood and other gay neighborhoods, the GPTMC 

later created a Facebook contest (December 2013, www.facebook.com/visitgayphilly, 

retrieved January 20, 2014) that had its Facebook followers answer the prompt, “I love 

the Gayborhood because…” While many of the entries explicitly mention LGBT identity 

and activities that are directly associated with the LGBT community (such as HIV/AIDS 

services), the winning entry did not. At the same time, however, the winning entry’s text 

refers to the neighborhood’s character by describing the feeling resulting from being in it: 

As a student, resident, and community supporter I live and breathe the 

atmosphere that is my neighborhood, the Gayborhood. I cherish the 

warmth of its streets, its shops, its people. I appreciate more than anything 

the acceptance it has afforded me in a time of self discovery and social 

exploration. (Paris, 2013) 

 

Other entries also mention feelings of belonging, welcoming, and happiness 

because the neighborhood is the “Gayborhood” and that it represents diversity in the city. 

There were also references to “home,” again demonstrating that the GPTMC’s 

campaigning not only reaches potential visitors, but also creates media spaces for locals 

to confirm and perpetuate the messages produced in the GPTMC’s tourism promotions. 

Several comments mentioned businesses such as restaurants and bars, but overall, the 

descriptions suggested that what gives the neighborhood character is the ability to have 

visible identity—i.e. “to be yourself:” 

The Gayborhood allows everyone to express themselves freely. Whether 

you're looking for a fine dining LGBT friendly restaurant for the evening, 

want to get great drinks at a lively atmospheric bar, or you're looking to 
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make new friends within the community, there is a place for you. 

Everyone is so accepting of one another and we all support one another. 

That's why so many of the events that take place in the city are generated 

from our use of free expression. (Matt O'Neill, 2013) 

 

The messages sent by the GPTMC, even if not solely about the Gayborhood, still 

present gay neighborhoods as a positive aspect of the city, a reason for living in it. While 

the messages from the GPTMC and the PGTC (and LGBT tourism organizations in 

general) suggest openness and diversity, they are still within the bounds of urban 

“respectability.” Also, the messages assume a certain class level amongst LGBT 

travelers. 

While one could argue that the tourism industry caters to those who can afford to 

travel for pleasure (i.e. at least middle class), the GPTMC campaigns listed above are 

presented through social media methods that are not as class-specific. Facebook and 

Instagram may require access to technology, but they are both easily accessed (although 

Instagram really only works with mobile technologies, specifically iOS or Android 

devices. This includes smartphones and tablets). As mentioned earlier, the audience of 

campaigns such as the Instagram photo contest and the quiz also includes locals. The 

class of LGBT travelers, regardless of ethnicity (although this seem simply absent—read: 

white), is also apparent by the methods of reaching them. Again, the GPTMC and PGTC 

campaigns use a mixture of media forms, from traditional (print and TV) to new digital 

platforms (digital social media and placed Internet advertisements). Some publications, 

such as PASSPORT, exist in print, but other LGBT travel media use digital-only formats, 

such as online magazines, or mobile applications. 
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ManAboutWorld, for example, is a gay men’s travel publication that is only 

available for the iOS operating system (by Apple) and is specifically designed for the 

iPad. The company’s website argues that it only designs its product for iOS, excluding 

Android, Kindle, and Nook operating systems, because when it was developed in 2011, 

the iPad was the dominant tablet in the market. Today, the website suggests that 

ManAboutWorld is still only available for the iPad because there is insufficient demand 

from other users of other platforms (ManAboutWorld.com, retrieved January 20, 2014). 

The relationship between the LGBT community, particularly gay men who travel, and 

Apple products is supported by market research. Community Marketing Inc’s 2011-2012 

LGBT community survey found that LGBT individuals were more likely to use new 

digital technologies than the national average, and iPhone and iPad use was higher than 

other platforms. Because ManAboutWorld emphasized the travel of gay, English-

speaking men, it is unsurprising that it does not spend money on developing its product 

for different platforms. At the same time, however, it means that its target audience will 

not necessarily expand either (to people of color or to a larger class base—Apple 

products are more expensive than smartphones or tablets using other operating systems). 

The images of these neighborhoods are images of waiting—again, most of the 

photographs are landscapes, buildings, and rooms without people. They invite viewers to 

travel to them and fill those voids. The Gayborhood, however, is particular in that it is a 

neighborhood that has a character because of its invitation to others. By promoting it as a 

place to “be yourself,” the GPTMC and PGTC tourism campaigns suggest that part of the 

Gayborhood’s character is that the people within it do not need to conform to a norm, that 

its norm is that it is just accepting. It provides public spaces for self-identifying as one 
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chooses during public activities, such as eating at fine restaurants, attending fine arts 

events, or enjoying some fine nightlife. In short, travelers can “be themselves,” if they 

can afford to participate in the public places that make up the neighborhood’s character. 

A Historic Gayborhood 

As noted above, the Gayborhood is not the only marketed gay neighborhood in 

Philadelphia, and yet it still receives prominence over the other spaces. While the 

Gayborhood is most prominent because of its visibility, it is also culturally important 

because it has been granted historical legitimacy as an LGBT space. The Gayborhood’s 

character is found not only through the people and businesses within it today, but through 

its fitting into a particular narrative of urban development and change. Other gay 

neighborhoods in Philadelphia are sometimes attached to this framework, but not as 

consistently and rigidly as the Gayborhood. 

Local archivist and president of the Association of Philadelphia Tour Guides Bob 

Skiba regularly describes the Gayborhood’s transition as one of LGBT identity and urban 

change. In his history walking tours and presentations about the Gayborhood, including 

his blog, The Gayborhood Guru (thegayborhoodguru.wordpress.com), Skiba describes 

the Washington Square West area as having been “seedy” and filled with “bohemians,” 

which then transitioned to LGBT visibility and today’s Gayborhood. Without actually 

citing Richard Florida, Skiba’s description—which also influenced descriptions by other 

tour guides as well as other tourism materials—draws directly on a simplified form of 

Florida’s theory. Skiba’s use of Florida’s ideas as a framework through which to 

understand the development of Philadelphia’s Gayborhood gives more prominence to 
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LGBT communities in Philadelphia (gay men), but at the cost of examining how urban 

redevelopment has impacted Philadelphia’s landscape. 

Before being named the Gayborhood, the area was known as the “Gay Ghetto,” 

only this area had more flexible boundaries. In particular, much of Philadelphia’s LGBT 

history is told through cruising areas, where men looked for other men primarily for sex 

in public. Philadelphia’s known cruising park spaces within Center City were 

Washington Square until the 1950s and Rittenhouse Square until the 1970s. Rittenhouse 

Square was also coupled with the Merry-Go-Round, which was just southwest of the 

Square, around Spruce, Locust, 20th, and 21st Streets. The park spaces along the Schuykill 

River were also known cruising grounds until about the 1990s. The area closer to Center 

City (between Pine and Market Streets) was known popularly as Judy Garland Park and 

was where mostly white men engaged in public sex. African American men also cruised 

along the river, but were mostly further north, near the Art Museum (Bartlett, 2011). 

In the 1950s, Edmund Bacon created Center City redevelopment plans for the 

city. These included projects that we recognize today with varying levels of success, 

namely Old City, Independence Mall (which includes Independence Hall and the 

Constitution Center), Society Hill, the Gallery on Market Street, and Penn’s Landing. 

Washington Square West’s assessment and redevelopment plan was published in 1964, 

and while it did not proceed with the voracity of Society Hill’s redevelopment, the ideas 

in the plan look similar to what the Gayborhood has become today. The city’s plans 

relied on private purchase and rehabilitate residential buildings, and applying new 

controls over liquor licenses and concentrate commercial activity around the theaters. The 

only mention of criminal or less-desirable activity is in reference to bars in general. 
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Bacon’s ideas and plans were inspired at the time, but their execution 

demonstrated power struggles within Philadelphia’s social makeup, including racial 

tensions as well as class tensions. In the 1960s, Bacon and the city put forth 

redevelopment plans that harnessed federal urban redevelopment funds, as well as 

included a bid for Philadelphia to host the 1976 World Fair as part of a Bicentennial 

Celebration. Plans such as a highway along South Street or a stadium in Center City were 

stopped because while they were part of a particular style of imagined city, they would 

have harmed the communities within the areas (Italian and Chinese neighborhoods 

respectively). In other words, Center City neighborhoods are not simply driven by the 

people within them, but also in relation to Philadelphia’s plans for them to be part of city 

planners’ visions of a metropolitan city. 

While the “Gay Ghetto” was a playful name, it referred to a system of LGBT 

spatial organization that suggested pockets of belonging, where the rules of interpersonal 

interaction were defined by the group. Within the confines of its boundaries, whether a 

neighborhood boundary or even just a building, LGBT ghettoes have allowed for 

different politics, or even a feeling of no politics. There has been, however, an over-

representation of bars and nightclubs as LGBT spaces. Bars and nightclubs were debated 

as uncomfortable symbols of LGBT life even in the 1970s; LGBT authors and activists 

noted that the over-emphasis on bars and nightclubs contributed to the idea that even 

radical identity politics were limited spatially to “deviant” spaces (Demarco, 1977, April; 

Grzesiak, 1977, April). While activists did not want bars and nightclubs completely 

ignored as places that could host queer events (such as radical drag performances), they 

also acknowledged that bars and nightclubs were sites of violence against LGBT 
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individuals as well. In other words, these were not consistently safe spaces where LGBT 

individuals felt belonging. 

The success of applying the Creative Class concept in Philadelphia has been an 

emphasis on gay white middle-class male uses of space. References to shifts in cruising 

locations between Washington Square and Rittenhouse refer to men. Journalistic 

coverage of the murder of John S. Knight III in 1975 sparked a type of sensational 

journalist coverage of gay men’s activities (i.e. “nightlife”) that included cruising (see 

Doherty, 1973; Green, 1977; Beale, 1979). Even though the men who were charged with 

killing Knight were men of color, the emphasis and concern in the story was on Knight’s 

position as a wealthy white man who was killed while engaging in gay activities, 

activities which included men of color (Begley, 1975). Most of the figures remembered 

in Philadelphia’s LGBT history are white men, which is also supported by the 

remembering of former activists who were part of the homophile movements, which 

featured white men more prominently22. Also, references to bars and nightlife more 

satisfactorily meet the discourse of urban change and development. Instead of 

emphasizing LGBT participation in cultural events such as the fine arts, or theater and the 

opera (which also take place in the same area and fit more easily into ideas of “socially 

acceptable” activities), the focus on bars makes for a more dramatic suggestion about 

LGBT inclusion (i.e. what was once “seedy’ is now celebrated) and urban “progress.” 

Discussions about the shifting of gay men’s presence between Washington Square 

and Rittenhouse Square were also framed as the city’s “cleaning up” the parks, making 

                                                 
22 There are notable exceptions to this, such as Kiyoshi Kuromiya and Barbara Gittings. In most 

descriptions of Philadelphia’s LGBT activism, however, the figures are white men. 
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the spaces culturally appropriate for mostly white people in the different neighborhoods. 

The settling in what is now the Gayborhood was not solely about seeking space, but 

rather, was about settling in spaces after being forced out of other public places. The 

emphasis on residences also points to a certain class: even though Bacon’s original 

redevelopment plans for Washington Square West were somewhat stopped, housing costs 

in Center City Philadelphia continued to rise, particularly in the late 2000s, and the 

neighborhood catered to higher-income, predominantly white individuals. The emphasis 

on bars and nightclubs in contemporary discourses as well as nostalgic retellings of the 

past highlighting bars and nightclubs is problematic and ignores debates about the 

relationship between the LGBT community and nightlife as its places of public visibility. 

Although aspects of Florida’s model of urban development exist in Philadelphia’s 

history—a neighborhood that has had a rise in property values, a presence of LGBT 

individuals, and a history of bars and arts industries—the reason for LGBT presence in 

Philadelphia does not necessarily match up to the model. In a way, those following 

Florida’s model of urban development re-imagine the history of Center City are 

attempting to make Philadelphia’s LGBT community responsible for urban change, the 

heroes of the story of Philadelphia’s neighborhood change. The LGBT community is 

asked to feel included in Philadelphia’s history and physical makeup. Its political validity 

is tied to being “responsible” for what is perceived as positive change in the city. 

Conclusion: The “Good” of Gentrification? 

This recounting of the shifts in Washington Square West’s makeup, alongside a 

description of the efforts to make Philadelphia a tourism-friendly city, is not designed to 

confirm nor completely discredit Florida’s ideas about the Creative Class and 
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cosmopolitan development. Florida’s ideas about the Creative Class and how cities 

change and develop have been continually taken up in popular media, to a point where 

they are mixed with US-American ideologies of meritocracy, change, and social mobility. 

It may seem that I am putting too much emphasis on Florida’s theory and I must admit—I 

agree. Florida’s work is not taken up as enthusiastically in academic fields, such as urban 

sociology, but his framework is part of popular understandings and assumptions about 

urban development, including attempts to examine and understand how Philadelphia’s 

Gayborhood grew and developed in Center City. Not only is the discourse of 

neighborhood change important to tourism promotion, it is also important to larger 

political campaigns to change cities for their residents. 

Especially in urban areas, discussions about neighborhood change are closely 

intertwined with discussions about gentrification. Gentrification (the term), however, 

means different things to different people depending on the context. Gentrification is a 

process in which neighborhoods shift economically and culturally. General trends tend to 

be increases in real estate values, an increase in private spaces alongside increased 

surveillance of public spaces, and an increase in formal and legal businesses. Culturally, 

gentrification refers to a shift towards “gentility,” or supposedly respectable society. This 

shift also refers to a shift in how normative etiquette is defined and enacted. 

Gentrification as a force and as a concept, however, has an uncomfortable social 

history. Gentrification has been cited as the main cause of displacement for ethnic 

communities throughout North America. Identity-based neighborhoods, particularly 

ethnic neighborhoods (read: non-white or immigrant, which includes Irish and Italian 

communities), have a history of transitioning into “cool” neighborhoods for younger 
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white middle and upper-middle class individuals and families to move into. During these 

processes, real estate prices rise, causing the ethnic communities that once lived there to 

no longer afford living there. Because of this, many Philadelphia neighborhoods 

undergoing processes of gentrification result in displacement of specific communities 

without directly going after the identity-based group in question. In other words, by using 

class and economics, processes of gentrification seem benign, and simply a capitalist 

project of improvement. 

As mentioned earlier, Philadelphia’s major redevelopment projects have been 

promoted as overall city plans that would improve the city, but many of them did not take 

into consideration the location of certain ethnic groups. Philadelphia’s Chinatown was 

impacted by the construction of the Vine Street Expressway, a highway that split through 

Chinatown, reduced available housing by 25%, as well as made public spaces less 

accessible and pedestrian friendly (Chinatown: Past and Present, 2012). The city’s plans 

for Washington Square West (following Bacon’s direction) were stopped in part because 

of the city’s losing bid for the World’s Fair, but also because of the political efforts of 

African American activists who fought against a redevelopment plan that ignored the 

impacts of the plans on lower-income African Americans already living in the 

neighborhood (Knowles, 2009). Philadelphia’s two largest universities, University of 

Pennsylvania and Temple University, also have reshaped their respective neighborhoods 

by aggressively purchasing real estate and developing it, or by providing staff and faculty 

incentives to purchase and move into the neighborhoods. Student housing (both provided 

through the school or by private landlords, some of which are affiliated with the schools) 

also change the makeup of the neighborhoods near the campuses, as the student 
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population shapes the types of businesses present as well as the relationships between 

public and private space. 

With these activities, Philadelphia is regularly a site of debate and discussion 

about gentrification. Articles about neighborhood change frequently appear in local press 

(Saffron, 2013; Smith, 2013) and there are many instances of residents banding together 

to combat being pushed out from their neighborhoods through increases in property taxes 

or rent prices (Jones, 2014). In 2014, a public debate was held to discuss gentrification 

occurring in North Philadelphia (Russ, 2014; Williams, 2014). This debate 

complemented public discussion about gentrification also occurring in New York City, 

notably when Spike Lee publicly spoke out against the role of white people and 

gentrification in places such as Harlem (Coscarelli, 2014). Response to the Philadelphia 

debate raised complicated feelings about neighborhood change, with some at the debate 

linking affordable housing and staying in specific neighborhoods a human right, whereas 

critics argued calling affordable housing and place-specific belonging were not 

synonymous, and in particular, suggesting that neighborhood change is also good for the 

existing groups (Jones, 2014; Russ, 2014; Smith, 2014; Williams, 2014). The main 

challenge is trying to discuss neighborhood change and gentrification in a way that does 

not separate the issues of class with those of (ethnic) identity. 

The link between class and other forms of identity when discussing gentrification 

does not really work when considering gay neighborhoods. As discussed earlier, the 

PGTC and the GPTMC, along with the City of Philadelphia and other tourism 

organizations, argue that having notable and visible LGBT-identified or associated 

neighborhoods is good for the city, as well as for the LGBT individuals who would live, 
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work, and visit these places. Discussion and debate about contemporary changes to 

Washington Square West are complicated by ideas that the “gay neighborhood” itself 

should be part of the city’s urban and social progress. Instead of remembering the African 

Americans that were largely displaced during the 1970s, the Gayborhood represents a 

group that is supposed to move with gentrification. 

LGBT folks, and namely gay men, occupy an odd place in discussions about 

gentrification. If discussing their history and contemporary political struggles, they are a 

group with ties to non-normative and non-conforming society. If discussing 

contemporary urban spaces, however, LGBT folks (and again, really gay men) are 

considered part of cosmopolitan and normative progress. In order to fit into a discourse of 

urban renewal and development, we must “forget” about aspects of LGBT history linking 

the community to disadvantaged groups. What is remembered and promoted is an LGBT 

community seeking normality, conformity, and “respectability.” Promotion of the 

Gayborhood presents an “acceptable” LGBT community, one that is marked as different 

in name, but normative in politics and social image. Not only are LGBT folks part of 

urban development, but they are also supposed to be active and good citizens: their 

visibility starts with the homophile movement in the 1960s, leading to an anti-

discrimination ordinance in 1982, moving onto open discussion about marriage equality 

linking back to the homophile movement—not radical gay liberation movements in 2005, 

and finally being represented as good economic citizens by participating in cosmopolitan 

urban change and travel. 

Through Florida’s ideas, the LGBT community can be interpreted as beneficial 

for urban development because its members are described without ethnicity and without a 
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clear class definition. The Gayborhood is one of the few identity-based neighborhoods 

that are still marked and visible in Philadelphia. Chinatown, the Italian Market, and the 

Bloque d’Oro are the only other areas of the city that are named by ethnicity. That the 

Gayborhood is being marked with more frequency today than in the past suggests that 

this is an identity-based group that can be thought of as either class-less or as 

“appropriately” classed. The Italian Market and Chinatown are represented in guides and 

magazines less frequently than in the past. The Italian Market is officially named the 

Ninth Street Market—the name used on the sign marking the neighborhood (Hartmann, 

2007). Chinatown, which is even physically marked by its Friendship Gate, is 

inconsistently named in media, particularly tourism media. Philadelphia Magazine, in its 

2013 and 2014 issues, does not mention Chinatown in its regular lists of restaurant 

recommendations, although it does point it out in its special restaurant issues. The 

Philadelphia Convention and Visitors Bureau includes Chinatown as part of the 

“Convention Center District,” which is defined as a neighborhood “booming with ethnic 

diversity, museums and dining hot spots” (A Global Village, 2014, p. 34). Finally, the 

GPTMC does not list Chinatown as one of the neighborhoods in the Neighborhoods 

campaign because it is technically part of Center City. The GPTMC does, however, call 

the area just north of Vine Street the Callowhill Neighborhood: the Loft District, which 

prior to the construction of the Vine Street Expressway was part of Chinatown. The 

“Callowhill neighborhood” is currently home to the FACTS Folk Arts-Cultural Treasures 

Charter School—which lists “Chinatown” as its location on the school’s website, and was 

previously home to ASIAC (AIDS Services in Asian Communities). 
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Ethnic neighborhoods were usually built out of a necessity to form enclaves (read: 

quarantine or social segregation), whereas the contemporary Gayborhood does not clearly 

reference such a history, nor do contemporary politics suggest that there is a need for 

such identity-exclusive space. LGBT individuals are interpreted as moving into less 

expensive areas, but with cultural and economic capital. Therefore, even though the 

LGBT community is not homogenous and once associated with a disrespected group in 

society, its inclusion in a city attempting to appear progressive and growing is technically 

acceptable and beneficial. 

Marketing and LGBT identity in Philadelphia continue the challenge outlined by 

Katherine Sender in her book Business, Not Politics: The Making of the Gay Market 

(2004). Sender decodes marketing and advertising images of LGBT folks, focusing on 

representation as a marker of inclusion. The Philadelphia case study, however, 

demonstrates that while representation of characteristics still matters, overall campaigns 

and missions consider inclusion and belonging of the LGBT community in a broader and 

physical context. Through predominantly media tourism campaigns, images of an LGBT 

community are transmitted not only through representations of people, but also 

representations of the landscape. Images of people, even people in the landscape, 

themselves are not all that matter in the scheme of constructing and representing some 

form of LGBT community in the city. 
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FOURTH INTERLUDE 

 

BEFORE THE PARADE PASSES BY 

Coming from Vancouver, I eagerly anticipated Philadelphia’s Pride Parade when 

I first moved to the city. In 2008, my friends and I decided to watch the parade from the 

Judges’ Stand, in front of Independence Hall on Market Street (between 5th and 6th 

Streets). The parade started in the Gayborhood (at 13th and Locust) at noon. We chose to 

watch at the Judges’ Stand because there would be more space to sit and we could hear 

the comments made by the judges. Being from Vancouver, where there is no judges’ 

stand, I had no idea about the purpose of the judges’ stand, but figured that my friends 

(who had lived in Philadelphia longer than me) would know where to be close to the 

action and comfortable. 

Before moving to Philadelphia, I had only been to Pride Parades in Vancouver 

and Seattle. In both places, I watched in sections of sidewalk at least 6 spectators deep 

(i.e. I watched from well behind the sidewalk), and the parades usually lasted between 45 

minutes or longer. I had also never marched in the parade itself (not counting the one 

year in Vancouver when I, along with most other spectators, simply marched after the last 

float down the street together towards the festival area). 

The morning of my first Philadelphia Pride Parade, I woke up early and planned 

to leave early not only to secure a good spot with my friends, but also to sneak a little 

preview peek in the Gayborhood. As I reached 12th and Spruce (one block south of the 

parade route, along Locust Street), I was confused because 12th Street was still open and 

the streets were empty (it was about 11:00am). Where was everybody? Why wasn’t the 

street closed off yet, when the parade was just about an hour away? 
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I walked all the way to the Judges’ Stand – no streets were closed, I didn’t see any 

police officers (to prepare for the street closures), and I didn’t see any crowds—not even 

as I looked down Locust Street. There were a few people out, but not the numbers that I 

was used to in Vancouver. I guess my friends were right – I didn’t need to worry about 

getting to the viewing site as early as I had originally wanted. I arrived at the Judges’ 

Stand which had about couple of hundred people, but there was plenty of room. 

I was surprised to see people protesting the parade off to the side, carrying their 

signs telling me that I was a sinner, that I needed to repent, and that I would go to hell 

since I was turning away from God. While I was prepared for this sight, having seen 

similar protesters at OutFest the previous October, I was glad to see that these protestors 

did not have megaphones—I had to walk up close to them to hear the protesters insult 

me. And yes, I did feel like they were insulting me, raining on my parade, and working 

very hard to be unwanted. 

The parade started, and ended—all in what felt like 15 minutes. At the Judges’ 

Stand, parade marchers would suddenly stop and do a short performance (which seemed 

reminiscent of the Mummers Parade structure that I had seen earlier that year). Condoms 

and beads were passed out, as well as trinkets from business/corporate participants. The 

commentators made lame, “family-friendly” comments about each group,  

It felt unlike any other parade that I had ever seen, and just much shorter than I 

anticipated. My friends didn’t want to pay for the festival area, so instead we just went 

for drinks in Old City, which was crowded with some parade watchers, but also many 

people who were probably also just trying to get in a late Sunday brunch. 
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In 2009, I had the opportunity to march in the parade. Marching with ASIAC—

AIDS Services in Asian Communities (which dissolved in 2013)—I was nervous: we had 

no presentation prepared for the Judges’ Stand, nor did we have anything to hand out to 

spectators. I quickly realized how ridiculous I was feeling—why should we have some 

pageant-like presentation for the judges and why should we hand out something for 

spectators? The point of the parade was to demonstrate that we existed, that we were a 

group. I tried to think of the purpose of the parade, including all of the debates about 

commercialism and politics that have become prevalent in LGBT media every year. I 

tried to think about how in the 1970s, these parades were not parades, but protest 

marches. And so it began. 

As we marched through the Gayborhood, marching was fun (it was also fun doing 

this with four people who were by then my close circle of friends). No, we were not as 

flashy as other parade participants, but we were there. And then we left the Gayborhood 

as we turned up 11th Street. Soon, there were no spectators and it suddenly seemed like 

we were simply walking down the middle of the street. As we walked down Market 

Street, I felt like people were watching, wondering what we were doing. It was 

uncomfortable. Rather than take up the entire street, my fellow marchers walked closer 

together—we took up less than the six lanes of road. We also felt more alone since the 

groups before and after us were far from us since we were asked to be spaced out to 

prevent heavy clustering at the Judges’ Stand. 

When we got to the stand, we did a short run-around kind of act—like follow the 

leader, but faster—and then just continued on. I couldn’t really hear the announcements 

or comments made about us, nor did I really notice the people watching. I wasn’t the one 
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passing out condoms, so I was one of the less conspicuous individuals in the group. The 

running around lasted only a minute, and just behind us, I could see the next group cued 

up, waiting their turn. 

After the Judges’ Stand, we continued walking down Market Street towards 

Penn’s Landing. While walking through Old City, there were a few spectators, through 

certain blocks, it was unclear whether the people were spectators or simply waiting for 

sidewalk seating at one of the several restaurants lining the street between 4th and 2nd 

Streets. Thankfully, that stretch was only 2 blocks, and when we reached Front Street and 

the overpass that would lead us to the Festival Pier area, we did what we had planned all 

along—we gathered and just walked down as a group of friends. We loved our friends 

who worked for ASIAC and asked us to volunteer, but at the same time, we also didn’t 

mind skipping the $10 fee to get into the Festival Pier. 

Once inside, there were many booths and tables, some of LGBT organizations 

that I didn’t see in the parade at all. How come all the LGBT sports teams seemed to have 

tables, but I didn’t remember them marching? Was the parade the public display, or was 

this festival area? And so what if there is a table in this area—this isn’t really public since 

there’s a $10 cover charge. After all, I did later see a man dressed as Jesus suddenly 

escorted out (we thought it was a joke at first—as did others, I’m sure—but he suddenly 

started becoming less “performance art” and more protester at the event). 

The closed-in area of the Festival Pier was getting crowded with parade marchers 

and people who I supposed had skipped the parade and just come for the party. After 

running into people we knew (and me gathering up materials for research and all of us 

getting condoms—well, you know…), we tried to watch a bit of the entertainment. Our 
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attention spans, however, had finished and we just wanted to eat somewhere air 

conditioned. And with that, we left and walked the 10 blocks back to the Gayborhood for 

the real partying to begin. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

READING THE GAYBORHOOD 

Introduction 

In October 2007, the notion of the “gayborhood” was challenged in the New York 

Times (Brown, 2007). Only two weeks earlier, Philadelphia's City Paper published an 

article contemplating the ramifications of a Center City neighborhood having two names 

simultaneously: “the Gayborhood” and “Midtown Village” (Creed, 2007a). At the launch 

party for the business association’s new name, “Midtown Village,” Jeff Guaracino of the 

Greater Philadelphia Tourism Marketing Corporation announced, “What’s in a name? 

Everything!” (quoted in Creed, 2007a). And three weeks earlier, (a week before the City 

Paper article), the Philadelphia Gay News (PGN) featured a two-page spread detailing 

the reasons that three gay male couples purchased new homes in “the Gayborhood”—two 

of whom in fact moved out of the Gayborhood and into a building in an adjacent 

neighborhood (PGN Staff Reports, 2007).  

While Creed (2007a) noted the overlapping boundaries of the Gayborhood (an 

identity-based neighborhood) and Midtown Village (a business district), this issue was 

ignored by the PGN, other newspapers, and organizations such as the PGTC. The two 

neighborhoods are the same size, with Midtown Village’s area simply shifted north by 

one block. Commenting on the same Fall Festival in 2007, the PGN mentions, “Center 

City’s newly christened Midtown Village (aka the Gayborhood)” (Midtown Hosts Fall 

Festival, 2007, italics mine). Tami Sortman, then president of the PGTC, also felt that 

having overlapping neighborhood designations did not diminish either group’s interests 

(the GLBT community or the business community) (Creed, 2007b). 
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Illustration 2: The Gayborhood and Midtown Village Boundaries (map 

from Google Maps, retrieved March 30, 2014. Labels by Byron Lee.) 

 

Creed, however, was dissatisfied, or at least uncomfortable, with this acceptance: 

for him, the “name [Gayborhood] elicits images of bar hopping, strong drinks and after-

hours encounters rather than home-decorating stores, Bugaboo baby strollers and iced 

mocha lattes” (2007a). While this statement can simply refer to what “gay” represents in 

contemporary terms, such an association is one that requires a memory of identity-as-
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behavior. Specifically, behavior that is not “normal.” We assume that LGBT individuals 

are “commonplace in some major cities. In places such as San Francisco and New York, 

gayborhoods are becoming passé, as gays and lesbians integrate into the mainstream” 

(Nipps, 2007). The tensions revealed in articles questioning LGBT neighborhoods 

(Brown, 2007; Sullivan, 2007; Yglesias, 2007) share a similar concern: what is the 

significance of naming a space "the Gayborhood" and how do we recognize it? 

Philadelphia is known as a city of neighborhoods, both in practice and in tourism 

literature; the “city of neighborhoods” concept is today used to describe several urban 

centers in North America, including San Francisco, New York City, Boston, and 

Chicago. While pragmatically, this means a division of the city landscape into 

subdivisions of distinct or unique areas, it also means labeling and inscribing space with 

meaning to local inhabitants and visitors. The naming of spaces also provides people 

(both locals and visitors) with a context through which to interpret and understand the 

landscape. This chapter examines the impacts of attaching and signaling LGBT identity 

onto the urban landscape. 

The contemporary boundaries of Philadelphia’s Gayborhood are Chestnut Street, 

Pine Street, 11th Street, and Broad Street (northern, southern, eastern, and western 

boundaries respectively). In the PGTC’s 2003 LGBT Merchant Guide, which was 

published in time for the launching of the GPTMC and PGTC advertising campaign, the 

Gayborhood’s boundaries were Chestnut Street to the north, Pine Street to the south, 

Broad Street to the west, and 11th Street to the east (Webb, 2004; Trucco, 2005). These 

boundaries were also set by the PGTC and GPTMC in tourist guides featuring maps 

highlighting this area as the Gayborhood (see Philadelphia Gay & Lesbian Tourist Guide 
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(2004), Navigator (2007-2013), Gay-Friendly Merchant Guide (2003 & 2007), PGTC 

Gayborhood Map (2010 & 2012)). Philadelphia-based journalists, on the other hand, 

were using a slightly modified set of boundaries: Juniper Street to the west, 11th Street to 

the east, Walnut Street to the north, and Pine Street to the south (Harris, 2004; Pompilio, 

2005; Slobodzian, 2005). In 2007, an initial 36 rainbow signs were installed: Chestnut 

Street to the north, Spruce Street to the south, 11th Street to the east, and 13th Street to the 

west. What has remained consistent over the years has not been the exterior boundaries of 

the Gayborhood, but the center: the “heart” of the Gayborhood is consistently reported as 

four intersections: 13th Street and Walnut, 13th Street and Locust Street, 12th Street and 

Walnut Street, and 12th Street and Locust Street (Harris, 2003; Hartmann, 2008, 

Pompilio, 2003). This area is the site of events such as OutFest and the starting point of 

the Pride Parade (Slobodzian, 2005; Granero, 2006; Passy, 2005). These intersections are 

also known for their concentration of gay bars and clubs (Hartmann, 2008). 

In terms of function, the Gayborhood’s main streets (Chestnut, Walnut, Spruce, 

Pine, 11th, 12th, and 13th) are each made up of a mix of business and residential buildings. 

Between these streets are smaller alley-sized streets. Most of these are residential, but 

some of them are also the locations of nightclubs, such as Camac Street (Tavern on 

Camac, and Venture Inn), Quince Street (Bike Stop), St. James Street (Voyeur 

Nightclub), and Chancellor Street (Key West until 2008 and Sisters Nightclub until 

2013). Most of the commercial activity is focused along Walnut and Locust Streets 

between 12th and 13th Streets. 

Walking through the Gayborhood, one will find some of the types of businesses 

that authors (such as journalists, academics, and travel writers/bloggers) describe as 
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visible markers of LGBT neighborhoods. Even when discussing gentrification, 

conventional descriptions of LGBT neighborhoods emphasize businesses open to the 

public as indicators of cultural and economic change. The only assumption about 

residences, which are private, are that they are renovated. The only way that this can be 

understood is through real estate listings and photographs that might be featured in 

magazines and websites. These, frankly, also transform private spaces into public spaces, 

for they become articulated, visible, and known to the public. Part of real estate demand, 

particularly within urban areas, however, is the amenities available to locals and those 

coming into the area either for work or entertainment. In other words, today’s urban 

spaces are notable because of visible public life, rather than only private spaces. 

Most LGBT bars and nightclubs in Philadelphia are found in what is now the 

Gayborhood: Woody’s, iCandy, Tavern on Camac, Tabu, Ubar, the Westbury, the Bike 

Stop, Voyeur, and Knock23. Another type of meeting space are sex spaces: the 

Gayborhood is home to a bathhouse, Club Philly (formerly Club Body Center until 

2012); Sansom Street Cinema, an gay men’s porn theatre and sex space; and Danny’s, a 

sex shop with video booths in a back room. The only other business that is specifically 

LGBT identified in the Gayborhood is Giovanni’s Room—Philadelphia’s LGBT 

bookstore, one of the few independent brick and mortar bookstores remaining in 

                                                 
23 During the course of my research, three LGBT bars closed: Key West in 2008 (after a fire), 

which was known as a bar for African American men, Sisters in 2013, the city’s lesbian bar, and 

the bar/restaurant/lounge space at 13th and Locust Streets—the location of Bump (closed in 2009) 

and Q Lounge (closed in 2011). There are regular lesbian parties, most notably the Stimulus 

parties, but these parties rotate locations. Three of the bars also changed ownership and names 

during my research: UBar, formerly Uncles, opened in 2012, iCandy, formerly 12th Air Command 

(which closed in 2010), opened in 2011, and Voyeur, formerly Pure, opened in 2009. 
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Philadelphia24. There are several other businesses that on any given day seem to serve a 

large percentage of LGBT clients, but these businesses do not identify as LGBT because 

the nature of their businesses do not require such labeling, such as coffee shops, 

restaurants, and gyms. Instead, these businesses sometimes have an informal LGBT label 

because of a mixture of their location and their clientele base25. In addition to the LGBT-

identified or associated businesses, the Gayborhood is home to LGBT-targeted 

community resources: the William Way Community Center (the center provides meeting 

spaces and is also home to the LGBT Archives) and the Wash West Project, a medical 

office run by the Mazzoni Center with an emphasis on HIV and STI testing. 

These places contribute to the type of LGBT neighborhoods that Brown (2007) 

refers to in her lament for visible LGBT symbols, a portrayal of urban LGBT spaces 

commonly found in both academic and non-academic work. The most typical business 

associated with LGBT neighborhoods are service businesses—places that serve as 

meeting spaces—and namely bars and nightclubs. Mention about LGBT individuals in 

journalistic media in the mid-20th Century emphasized places such as bars and certain 

streets because these were the locations that were most publicly identifiable and visible. 

Places of congregation, of meeting, not only provided opportunities for visibility through 

                                                 
24 On April 28, 2014, Giovanni’s Room announced in the Philadelphia Gay News that it would close on 

May 17, 2014 due to changes in the book-selling industry and low revenues (A. Thomas, 2014). 

 
25 There are several examples of this type of business. 12th Street Gym is located on 12th Street 

between Walnut and Locust Streets and is known as “the” gay gym in the city. Café Twelve 

(formerly Millenium Coffee until 2005 and Brew-Ha-Ha until 2011) is coffee shop next door to 

12th Street Gym and has a large LGBT clientele. Some restaurants are given a “gay” identifier 

because of location, such as the “gay” Tria at 12th and Spruce (in contrast to the “straight” Tria 

near Rittenhouse Square), and 13th Street Gourmet Pizza, which is more commonly known as 

“Gay Pizza.” 
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numbers, but also a type of visibility that initially disrupted cultural mores and 

expectations. The irony of the uptake of these images of LGBT folks—that they 

predominantly meet in bars and are part of a “deviant” lifestyle—is that these images are 

also consistently contested in media throughout the years. 

News reports about homosexuals identified locations in the context of identifying 

where gathering and activities were taking place. While LGBT publications listed 

businesses and locations of events, non-LGBT publications either identified LGBT 

spaces as places where homosexuals could be found. These articles described LGBT 

hangouts as secret places to be found and uncovered. Articles such as Tony Green’s “The 

Wild Side of Midnite” in Philadelphia Magazine (1977) were designed to both titillate 

readers and sensationalize LGBT lives (Letters to the Editor, 1977). And yet it was a type 

of tale of gay nightlife, one that “is invisible to the straight world” (Green, 1977, p. 148). 

The Philadelphia Magazine article (1977), however, followed a similar 

framework as Nancy Doherty’s Evening Bulletin article, “The Gay Scene in Center 

City—It all Starts to Happen Around 11” (1973), which presented LGBT life and spaces 

through an attempted expose. More everyday articles, such as articles about crimes 

involving LGBT individuals (the PGN includes a “Gayborhood Watch,” which lists the 

crimes that occurred within the neighborhood), space is mentioned such that the reader 

understands that there is something recognizably different about LGBT life, about LGBT 

space, and about a “gay scene.” One reason why the identification of clubs and cruising 

spaces is important for earlier non-LGBT journalistic accounts of LGBT life is that these 

were places and activities that were somewhat private. Some bars and clubs literally were 

private clubs, but they were still under public scrutiny through the law; police regularly 
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raided bars and clubs in Philadelphia for different reasons, but homosexual activity and 

non-conforming gender presentation (conflated with homosexuality) were also included 

as deviant reasons to go into spaces. Even if the articles were not intending to mark 

LGBT individuals explicitly as deviants, they could not help but do so because the only 

recognizable forms of LGBT identity that are visible are aspects of life that were already 

labeled as deviant (i.e. mob-run bars, excessive drinking and partying). 

This reading contemplates the function and structural importance of having a 

visible LGBT neighborhood in the city. This project reads the Gayborhood as a 

representation, a copy of LGBT everyday life that is made visible for people to articulate 

and understand LGBT lives. Baudrillard argued that the map is one of the simplest forms 

of simulacra; the map replaces actual territory when individuals seek to learn about the 

landscape (1981/1994, p. 1-2). The landscape makes sense, therefore, because of readings 

of the map, not because of the landscape itself. Baudrillard (1981/1994) was also 

particularly interested in mass media as a force that dissolves meaning: history and 

meaning are confused and conflated with myth (p. 47), and the system of media implodes 

such that history—or a clear grand narrative—is lost (p. 83). Following his idea that mass 

media create a system that changes how we understand and acknowledge the landscape, 

this chapter examines the simulacra—the copy, the representation—and its structures and 

discourses that then suggest and dictate how we understand urban, everyday life. 

Visible Stakes of Claim 

Philadelphia’s Gayborhood has allegedly been in its present location for over 40 

years. While Philadelphia has a history of neighborhoods and pockets of spaces that were 

known as gay neighborhoods, none of them were physically marked. After the success of 



 

147 

the Get Your History Straight and Your Nightlife Gay (GYHSYNG) campaign in 2003, 

the PGTC board sought to continue its mission to improve the gay-friendliness of the city 

itself. Again, in 2007, the PGTC and the City of Philadelphia installed 36 rainbow signs 

marking the Gayborhood (Creed, 2007a; Guaracino, 2007, p. 65-66; Smith, 2007a; Klein, 

2007; Sullivan, 2007). By 2010, this was increased to 72, marking the intersections from 

Chestnut to Pine Streets (North-South borders) and from 10th to Juniper Streets (East-

West borders). The signs themselves are street signs with a rainbow sticker underneath 

the street name. There is no additional text on the signs. Although the Gayborhood is not 

an official city-designated neighborhood, the signs physically mark the neighborhood as 

an LGBT space, similar to other major North American cities with visible gay 

neighborhoods, such as Boystown in Chicago, Davie Village in Vancouver; and the 

Castro in San Francisco. 

 

Illustration 3: Rainbow Street Sign (image by Byron Lee, October 1, 2012.) 
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Response to the signs overall was in favor of marking the neighborhood. 

Opponents of the signs were either conservative voices who objected to making LGBT 

lives visible or individuals who felt that a marked gay neighborhood was unnecessary and 

not actually inclusive of the diversity that the signs supposedly represented (Couloumbis, 

2005). The responses, however, all indicated that the popular assumption was that 

because the City approved the installation of the signs, the project was not only approved 

by the City, but that it was also completely executed by the City. Supporters assumed that 

the City of Philadelphia expressed its “friendliness” towards the LGBT community, while 

opponents assumed that the City of Philadelphia used taxpayer dollars to fund a project 

that they found objectionable. In a way, this forgetting of the role played by the PGTC 

was a success for the organization—the popular perception was that the city itself was 

making a statement about being gay-friendly by marking its gay neighborhood. 

The project was, of course, the PGTC’s with the City’s cooperation, as opposed to 

the City taking the initiative to mark the Gayborhood. To install the streets signs, the 

PGTC worked with the LGBT liaison of the city, Gloria Casarez, and the City Streets 

Department. To push the project forward, the PGTC also appealed to the Washington 

Square West Civic Association26 to sign the proposal in support of the project. While the 

WSWCA board ultimately approved signing the PGTC’s proposal for the City, it was not 

                                                 
26 The Washington Square West Civic Association is a resident association that deals with issues 

of zoning for residents and businesses in Washington Square West, the neighborhood in which 

the Gayborhood is situated. The WSWCA’s concerns focus on building and controlling the 

neighborhood with primarily the residents’ and business owners’ interests in mind, and in 

particular, the economic stability of the neighborhood. The WSWCA operates as a liaison 

between the City and residents for issues of zoning and development. It is also concerned with the 

aesthetics of the neighborhood, taking on projects such as planting trees, providing additional 

sidewalk and street cleaning, and installing additional street lighting. 
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without concerns. Even though there are popular assumptions about the role of the LGBT 

community and urban development, and the PGTC argued that marking the Gayborhood 

would help promote the city and the neighborhood to the LGBT tourism industry which 

would bring in tourism dollars to the neighborhood, several board members opposed the 

signs, arguing that they could actually de-value private property in the neighborhood. 

Ultimately, the WSWCA board voted to sign and support (8 in favor and 4 against) the 

PGTC’s proposal to the City’s Streets Department on September 13, 2005 (Minutes of 

the Board of Directors Meeting, 2005). 

Concerns over the rainbow street signs, and any other methods of marking the 

neighborhood as “LGBT” were expressed as concern over what that meant about the 

identity of the neighborhood. The PGTC’s downplayed involvement follows a trend 

where the public is largely unaware of the organizations involved in marking the city, 

particularly city street signs and the Pennsylvania Historic and Museum Commission 

(PHMC) markers. There are two LGBT-related PHMC markers in Philadelphia: a marker 

commemorating the Annual Reminder protests from 1965-1969 across the street from 

Independence Hall, and a marker commemorating Giovanni’s Room, the city’s LGBT 

bookstore. The markers are approved by the state-wide historic marker program, but they 

are purchased by sponsoring organizations. The Annual Reminders marker was 

sponsored by Equality Forum, while the marker for Giovanni’s Room was sponsored by 

the PGTC27. This information can easily be found, but it is not on any of the markers 

                                                 
27 The PGTC donated money as well as took in donations to pay for the Giovanni’s Room historic 

marker. I helped solicit donations at the PGTC’s table at the 2011 Pride Festival. During this 

time, several people expressed surprise that we were collecting donations; they did not realize 

that the markers were—or even could be—paid for by outside organizations. 
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themselves. Therefore, people simply walking through the streets do not necessarily 

realize which organizations are involved in marking the city. There is also no sense of the 

debate and deliberation that occurs before making decisions about putting up the markers, 

nor is there information about the organizations responsible for sponsoring the markers. 

So if the stories about the signs and markers’ installations can remain unknown, 

then how do we understand naming a space? While Philadelphia has several 

neighborhoods that are arguably “gay” or “queer,” none are formally or even semi-

formally marked as such28. Conflicted feelings were expressed in even positive comments 

about marking the Gayborhood because of a perception that these markings would 

determine and dictate belonging or even access to the neighborhood. The Gayborhood’s 

marking and publicity was read as a move backwards from progress, with progress 

defined as a post-identity form of diversity. Response also increased after photographs 

were published (noted in Cabrera, 2007). In published letters to the editor of the 

Philadelphia Inquirer, some individuals explicitly likened the marking and naming of the 

Gayborhood as an act of ghettoization, specifically comparing the Gayborhood with 

ethnic ghettoes (Bittner, 2007; Cabrera, 2007). These comments suggest that there is a 

                                                 
28 Often the informal gay neighborhoods in Philadelphia are based on residents. Social history 

projects such as Marc Stein’s City of Brotherly and Sisterly Loves (2000), track where people 

spend their time, mapping out concentrations of LGBT folks and naming those as LGBT 

neighborhoods. In Philadelphia, West Philadelphia is known for having concentrations of lesbians 

(particularly in Powelton Village) and today, queer-identified folks can be found west of 

University City. Northern Liberties has also been known to have an LGBT population living in it, 

and for a long time was promoted by the Philadelphia Gay News as a new gay neighborhood—

starting as early as 1983 (Killinger, 1983). The East Passyunk area—East of Broad Street and 

South of Washington—is also now known for a particular LGBT population and hosts a monthly 

gathering that takes place in various businesses, Queers On The Avenue. QOTA has been 

occurring since 2009. 
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deterministic quality to the signs and that all LGBT-identified folks would somehow 

eventually end up there. 

Ironically, prior to the uptake of the name “Gayborhood” in the 1990s, the area in 

Center City known as an LGBT neighborhood was called (informally) the “Gay Ghetto” 

(Hartmann, 2008). While “gayborhood” has been used in several cities as a generic term 

for an LGBT neighborhood, Philadelphia’s uptake of the term as a proper name occurred 

after Philadelphia City Paper journalist David Warner remarked during 1992’s OutFest 

that it was a “beautiful day in the gayborhood!” (Skiba, 2014). Although the earlier 

name—Gay Ghetto—was used symbolically, the misreading of marking the Gayborhood 

as similar to confinement and quarantine demonstrates underlying assumptions about 

marking a neighborhood with identity, rather than by market standards (i.e. a wealthy 

neighborhood that happens to be all white). There are primarily two methods of 

ghettoization: first, a group/community is confined to a specific location by external 

force; or second, a group/community voluntarily creates an enclave that is separate from 

the rest of society, yet still a part of the city. While the latter method does not mean that 

there are no external factors involved at all—i.e. similar people choosing to create an 

enclave because the rest of society is hostile or less accommodating towards (Abraham, 

2009, p. 238), common perception of enclaves, particularly ethnic enclaves, assume that 

they are an expression of community building. 

Negative responses to the rainbow signage do not really indicate homophobia in 

the city overall. While some of the responses were simply anti-LGBT, many negative 

comments are specific to the meanings of marking space with identity—homophobia 

intertwines with ideas about meanings of identity-specific spaces. Even though the 
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Gayborhood at most would operate as a community-driven enclave, assumptions are 

made about how one can exist in an enclave—specifically, fears that non-identifying 

individuals will be pushed out. Another feeling expressed is that the desire for identity-

based spaces is the same as wanting segregation—the exact action that “normal” people 

were once guilty of doing in when creating ghettos of confinement (e.g. Chinatowns, 

Black neighborhoods, and the AIDS quarantine territories that were often suggested in 

the 1980s) (Bittner, 2007; Cabrera, 2007; Saffron, 2014). The presence of LGBT folks is 

less threatening so long as there is no indication that there is a concentration of either 

LGBT residents or activity in a specific place. This type of tolerance mimics society’s 

alleged lack of knowledge that allowed gay men to exist and meet invisibly in public 

spaces, such as streets and parks, especially in the early to mid- 20th Century (Chauncey, 

2000; Stein, 2000). An “ignorance is bliss” approach, however, maintains a sort of urban 

“closet,” with LGBT individuals only visible so long as they “blend in” with the rest of 

society, i.e. appear normal (see PhiladelphiaSpeaks online forum (Can We Retire the 

Term Gayborhood. 2012) for a debate about the meaning of the Gayborhood name). 

Therefore, how do we consider gay neighborhood markings that are made visible through 

other means? 

Philadelphia also has several neighborhoods that either have a lot of LGBT 

residents or have businesses that are somewhat marked as LGBT because of target 

clientele. Areas such as Powelton Village, Northern Liberties, and East Passyunk have 

been identified as LGBT neighborhoods, but mostly as residential zones. Although each 

of these neighborhoods are identified as containing businesses that are frequented by 

LGBT folks, most of these businesses are not specifically LGBT-identified. LGBT events 
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and parties may occur in these neighborhoods, but they are only a part of the 

neighborhoods’ overall identities. These neighborhoods are LGBT-identified primarily 

through informal channels such as social media and LGBT-targeted media (such as in the 

PGN or G Philly). Because the neighborhood names do not reference the LGBT 

community, other aspects of the neighborhoods still dominate their public character (e.g. 

an immigrant-based neighborhood, or even a “hipster” neighborhood). 

Again, the name “Gayborhood” makes LGBT identity visible and is an informal 

name, so many of Philadelphia’s maps do not include the Gayborhood. Although LGBT 

publications readily feature maps that name the area as the Gayborhood, other maps 

produced in the city still reference the area as “Washington Square West.” In 2007, 

however, with the launch of Midtown Village’s new name, publications such as Where 

Magazine and Philadelphia Magazine quickly began labelling the neighborhood as 

“Midtown Village” on their maps and in their articles. For these publications, the label 

tied into their existing business-oriented tourist guides, promoting the area through 

businesses. Any identity-based character would be shown through the types of businesses 

found in the neighborhoods, but these characteristics were not consistently mentioned in 

neighborhood descriptions. At most, some descriptions might note that Midtown Village 

is “home to many gay and lesbian bars and activities”. The choice of “Midtown Village” 

over “Gayborhood” should not be interpreted as a strictly homophobic move, particularly 

from Where Magazine and Philadelphia Magazine. Both magazines had or still have 

representatives sitting on the board of the PGTC—by 2011, Where Magazine no longer 

had a representative sitting on the board of the PGTC, whereas Philadelphia Magazine is 
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still represented on the PGTC board. Jeff Guaracino, who spoke at the Midtown Village’s 

launch party, was also then the Vice President of the PGTC and worked for the GPTMC. 

The first tourist maps specifically of the Gayborhood were produced in 2008 by 

the PGTC and the GPTMC. These maps are made gay by adding a layer of LGBT 

importance to existing maps: sites of LGBT interest are identified on them, but they are 

legible because the maps are already familiar. The maps, however, were designed by the 

Center City District, while online maps for the GPTMC used Google Maps as the base 

map image. In 2010, the PGTC produced, with Philadelphia Magazine, Enterprise Rent-

A-Car, and the design help of the Center City District, a dedicated map of the 

Gayborhood. This was the first map of the Gayborhood that did not rely on another 

organization’s map. In 2012, the Gayborhood finally found itself on two mainstream 

maps. The new maps for Apple iOS systems featured the Gayborhood, and in November 

2012, the Philadelphia Convention and Visitors Bureau began labeling the neighborhood 

as both Midtown Village and the Gayborhood on its maps. 

The efforts of the PGTC to make the Gayborhood visible mostly serve to identify 

the neighborhood, not to represent all forms and aspects of LGBT communities or even 

of different neighborhood spaces. Obviously the PGTC is less interested in pushing 

tourists towards neighborhoods that are LGBT-identified because of their residents: 

LGBT tourists are unlikely to go see strangers’ homes (not counting if they are having 

sexual encounters with locals) and the PGTC is also part of an industry that is measured 

by economic activity, not interpersonal or cultural activity. 
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Simply the Best 

While maps and public markings identify the presence and place of Philadelphia’s 

Gayborhood, they do not signify much more than a suggestion that something “gay” is, or 

might be, there. Mapping projects in particular have existed before the contemporary 

tourist-oriented maps of the Gayborhood in the form of guides to LGBT life in the city. 

These guides, some with accompanying maps, mark pieces of the city as associated with 

parts of an LGBT community—they show the locations of LGBT everyday life that 

might otherwise go unnoticed. These guides were and are not only for tourists, but their 

audience is usually limited to the LGBT community (i.e. published in LGBT-specific 

publications and websites). These lists exist in three forms: general guides to LGBT life 

in Philadelphia, the Best of Gay Philadelphia, and the Best of the Gayborhood. 

Guides and “Best Of” lists create a link between descriptions of LGBT identity 

with economic practices. Not only do listed categories characterize some of the everyday 

interests of LGBT folks, they also make visible where LGBT folks can be found when 

not at their homes. Like non-LGBT journalistic coverage of LGBT lives until the late 

1980s, these lists describe lives that were previously invisible. To promote LGBT spaces, 

most of these lists only mention publicly-visible places. One list that was notably 

different because of its inclusion of private spaces was the New Gay Life’s feature, “The 

Three Best Places to Spend a Gay Evening in Philadelphia” (1977, August) in which 31 

individuals (including individuals who are today considered “elders,” such as Bill Wood 

(Woody), Tommi Avicolli, Arleen Olshan, and Kay Schroeder) identified places to spend 

an evening. The article suggests that “Gay people have always been good at finding the 

exciting places—public or private—that make life interestin [sic]” (p. 15). Of the 31 
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respondents, only 13 did not mention private spaces (such as at home, someone else’s 

home, or Avicolli’s #3 selection: “in the back seat of an automobile”), reminding readers 

that some of the best aspects of LGBT life take place in private, not because they cannot 

be public, but because life in general takes place in private spaces. This list is also notable 

because unlike most other lists, it presented options for unspecific public places, such as 

parks (e.g. “on the banks of the Schuykill by the Art Museum,” and “in the woods”) or 

streets (e.g. “walk the Parkway to the Art Museum and look back at the skyline of the 

city,” “on the corner of 15th and Spruce,” and “a walk through Society Hill to Penn’s 

Landing”). There were also references to cruising, most explicitly from the men—e.g. 

references to being on the streets – “the steps of the music school at 21st and Spruce 

watching the traffic go round” (this could either be the person participating in cruising or 

watching cruising take place—the article even includes an image of the street signs 

marking 20th and Spruce, one of the corners of the “Merry Go Round”), or going to the 

baths—although several women did mention places such as “her apartment” or women-

specific places such as “a women’s concert.” 

Again, most lists exclusively feature local businesses, many of which were 

LGBT-owned and operated, making up Philadelphia’s “pink economy.” In the 1970s, 

LGBT political activism was also tied to economic activity through protests such as the 

boycott on Florida orange juice in response to Anita Bryant’s anti-gay Save the Children 

campaign starting in 1977. Even some LGBT folks, who disliked the boycott, agreed that 

strengthening a pink economy would be a strong method of gaining political power for 

the LGBT community: “Buy Gay. Patronize those Gay sisters and brothers who are 

struggling to run a business. Gay power is Dollar power is Vote Power” (DeMarco, 1977, 
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December, p. 7). Patronage of businesses that did not discriminate became viewed as 

support for members of the LGBT community itself, an economic reward for businesses 

supporting anti-discrimination ideologies, and a method of creating a political group. 

Therefore, promotion of LGBT-owned and LGBT-friendly businesses through guides and 

directories serves several functions: it creates and promotes the pink economy; it 

highlights sites for other LGBT individuals to find similar people and then create 

community; it describes and defines a form of public face for LGBT folks, both 

enhancing and complicating stereotypes about LGBT folks and their communities; and it 

defines major geographical locations for LGBT folks, roughly shaping the boundaries of 

overall public LGBT spaces. 

The guides and directories of course do not create a “complete” representation of 

all individuals falling into LGBT identity categories. They do, however, shape and define 

the ways that LGBT folks engage in formal, public spaces. Early guides to LGBT life in 

Philadelphia were published around the same time that non-LGBT journalists were 

publishing exposes about LGBT life. Guides like DRUM’s “The Beginner’s Guide to 

Cruising” (Marshall, 1965) came out in during the 1960s and 1970s, often serving 

individuals who did not live in the city. Guides also present suggested codes of behavior 

for people within the LGBT community. 

While early journalistic coverage of LGBT folks (and arguably, predominantly of 

gay men) emphasized identifying homosexuals and their nightlife culture, some early 

LGBT guides attempted to move away from such images. New Gay Life’s August 1977 

issue presented places that LGBT folks like to go to, but only with the restriction that 

they were for spending an evening, therefore defining places as LGBT-related because 
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LGBT folks like them. Before that, The Gay Alternative published a guide in 1973 that 

attempted to work against stereotypes about the activities and locations of LGBT folks: 

“We have an alternative society; but it is kept “underground,” limited by the straight 

society within which it functions. To raise our society above ground, we must educate 

ourselves about it and expand its restricted boundaries” (The Gay Alternative’s 1973 Gay 

Guide to Philadelphia, 1973). In other words, the push to build a pink economy was also 

part of an attempt to define aspects of LGBT life in terms for the community, rather than 

in the terms of heterosexual society. The Gay Alternative’s guide mentions bars and 

places for cruising, but acknowledges that highlighting them is complicated because they 

continue stereotypes of gay men’s lives as deviant, are problematically over-important in 

LGBT lives, and yet are still popular and dominant spaces in which LGBT folks (gay 

men especially) congregate socially: 

There is a lot of strong objection to Gay bars, both within and outside of 

the Gay Lib Movement, for being sexually oppressive, economically 

exploitative, and socially degrading. In most cases, the bars amount to 

little more than “meat racks,” cruising spots for picking up sexual 

partners. The drinks are nearly always over-priced; the lack of lights and 

quiet aren’t very conducive to conversation. But bars are places to meet 

other Gays. In that respect, they fulfill an important function, but within 

uncomfortable limitations. (The Gay Alternative’s 1973 Gay Guide to 

Philadelphia, 1973, special insert) 

 

The resulting list reads similarly to other guides, but there is additional attention 

spent listing places like LGBT organizations and their meetings as places for community 

building—alternatives to cruising. The lists from different LGBT organizations also 

differed based on the publications’ overall style. The Gay Alternative and New Gay Life, 

for example, both produced lists that highlighted events and activities that included 

places like bars and cruising spots, but were also willing to point out when spaces were 
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not safe or inclusive, such as the Mummers Parade or Foster House—a gay bar that 

became known for “[h]assling blacks, women, and freaks, among others” (Sherbo, 1973, 

p. 25) and later more explicitly becoming a men-only bar (Rubin, 1973). In other words, 

these guides and descriptions not only identify and locate the scope of LGBT life, they 

also frame what they think is an ideal representation of LGBT life and community. 

A slightly more specific form of guides to Philadelphia’s LGBT spaces is local 

“Best of” lists. These lists allow audiences (usually locals) to vote for their favorite 

places or are put together by publication editors (which often produces interesting online 

comments referring to whether commenters agree with the editors’ decisions). These 

places are then interpreted as LGBT-friendly, since LGBT individuals like and patronize 

them. Although these lists are mostly editor driven, they still capture a sense of what is 

important within the neighborhood space and for the community. Only the Philadelphia 

Gay News “Best of the Gayborhood” list is vote-based. Although one could question 

whether the editors adjust the results, such as taking away votes for places outside of the 

Gayborhood, the idea behind the list is still that its contents reflect the community. 

From 2007 to 2013, two LGBT publications have published either “Best of Gay 

Philadelphia” or “Best of the Gayborhood” lists in print: the Philadelphia Gay News and 

G Philly (an LGBT-targeted publication published by Philadelphia Magazine). Like the 

earlier LGBT guides, these lists shape a public representation of Philadelphia’s LGBT 

community. In particular, these lists suggest what matters to the LGBT community, or at 

least what should matter. The lists do not only list businesses, but they also list non-profit 

organizations, important people (such as active volunteers, politicians, performers, and 

public figures), and social activities (such as “best girl party” or “best fundraiser”). While 
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these two publications alternate between “Best of Gay Philadelphia” and “Best of the 

Gayborhood” lists in name, the results often end up being the same or very similar. In 

other words, the Gayborhood—in name—is conflated with “Gay Philadelphia”. 

The lists today are similar to other “Best Of” lists around the city, namely 

highlighting key businesses, places, and organizations, only they allegedly identify either 

places of note in the Gayborhood or that matter to Philadelphia’s LGBT community. 

While these lists today seem like a form of marketing for well-connected businesses, their 

meaning for LGBT individuals in the past was not solely tied to market interests per se. 

The categories selected in these lists suggest activities that matter and are broken down 

such that even a category such as a bar is described in further detail—e.g. a “wine bar” or 

“happy hour”, or a place for “day drinking” or “dance floor.” In a way, such breakdowns 

of categories could be read as trying to demonstrate a diverse set of activities, or it could 

also be read as a method of increasing the number of places/businesses listed29. Even 

with so many categories, bars and restaurants are over-represented in the lists, suggesting 

that urban LGBT life is about eating and drinking (service industry businesses). 

While most of the businesses listed in these lists, particularly LGBT-identified 

bars and restaurants, are found in the Gayborhood, or very close to the Gayborhood, close 

attention is paid to how locations are identified. Even in the categories themselves, for 

                                                 
29 Some of the categories read as if they are included for the sake of including a particular 

business. Giovanni’s Room is mentioned in many of the lists as the best bookstore. It is the only 

LGBT bookstore in the city and one of the few bookstores in general. It is, however, an important 

landmark in the city, even having its own historic marker (installed in 2011), and therefore it is 

unsurprising that LGBT publications would find a way to include it in their lists of places that are 

important to the Gayborhood or LGBT life in Philadelphia. In April 2014, Giovanni’s Room 

announced in the Philadelphia Gay News that it would close on May 17, 2014 because of low 

revenues and inability to compete with retailers such as Amazon.com (A. Thomas, 2014). 
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example, bars may be divided by best bar in the Gayborhood versus the best bar outside 

the Gayborhood (or similarly, in the city versus the suburbs). These distinctions do not go 

unnoticed by readers: In 2013, G Philly named its list “The Best of the Gayborhood (and 

Beyond!).” Promoting the list on Facebook (www.facebook.com/GPhillyMag, retrieved 

November 18, 2013) and its online blog (G Philly Staff, 2013), editors initially shortened 

the title an only called it “The Best of the Gayborhood.” Within hours, Facebook 

followers and blog readers commented and questioned the list’s accuracy since many of 

the businesses and places listed were outside of the Gayborhood. G Philly quickly edited 

its posts and put the full name of the article into its posts. 

The lists also are similar to tourist publication listings. Again, the lists carefully 

outline different places, sometimes even dividing categories by location or even by 

straight versus LGBT identification. Linking activities with ideal places to do these 

activities, the lists guide LGBT folks through spaces that they may or may not already 

know about. Where Magazine produced two special inserts for “Gay Friendly 

Philadelphia” in 2009 and 2010. Following the format of their existing tourist-targeted 

magazine, these guides to the city identify events, locations, and businesses for LGBT 

tourists. In 2010, when the PGTC was planning its 40th Anniversary of the Gayborhood 

event, the Where Magazine “Gay Friendly Guide” insert included information about the 

neighborhood and its history. 

Like the LGBT guides from the past, these “Best Of” lists target the LGBT 

community: These lists are also only present in LGBT publications, and the Where 

Magazine lists came in special inserts of the magazine—not even in the issues 

themselves. These lists still serve as guides for the LGBT community itself, in a way 
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policing it by reminding it what types of activities matter and what defines the 

community. Even though many may disagree with the results, the impression of the 

particular representation is out for the public to see, and these publications are easily 

accessed should a non-LGBT person want to see them. More importantly, however, 

tourists can easily find them, and these categories and identified places are valuable in 

that they must be relatable to non-Philadelphians. They must be relatable as LGBT 

activities so that non-Philadelphians can recognize that Philadelphia is a city with 

contents (the people and the things) of interest to an LGBT community. 

Makings and Rankings of a Gay City 

Several LGBT publications and websites informally participate in tourism 

industry activities by producing “best gay cities” lists. These lists are sometimes specific, 

for example cities for vacations, cities for LGBT living, or cities for gay honeymoons, 

but usually they are listed simply as general “best” or “gayest” city lists. While only lists 

that specifically reference travel (e.g. from magazines such as Travel + Leisure) 

“officially” matter to tourism organizations such as the PGTC and the GPTMC, both 

organizations and local LGBT journalists readily cite these lists as demonstrations of 

Philadelphia’s gay-friendliness and social progress. LGBT journalists and bloggers also 

mention these lists, usually with comment about whether Philadelphia is included in the 

list. Since 2010, popular attention has been given to two lists: US Census data and the 

annual Advocate’s “Gayest Cities in America” lists (starting in 2010). 

In 2010, the US Census began accounting for households containing same sex 

couples. Research institutions and journalists began looking at the US Census reports to 

examine where same sex couples lived as well as other demographic information about 
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LGBT households, such as income distribution and ethnic makeup of reporting same-sex 

couples. Data was provided as percentages of cities’ population that were made up of 

same-sex coupled households and this in turn defined the “gayest” cities. The per capita 

method of reporting, as well as the requirement of a couple-based household, resulted in 

some larger cities, such as New York, Los Angeles, and Philadelphia not appearing on 

the lists. In particular, the lists showed statistics such as Seattle having a higher 

percentage of same sex households than San Francisco and Salt Lake City having the 

highest percentage of same-sex households with children in the 2012 data. The 2012 data 

about Seattle was announced in September 2013, not even one year after same-sex 

marriage was legalized in Washington State in December 2012. Although cities such as 

Fort Lauderdale and San Francisco do have a high percentage of same-sex coupled 

households, these were not reported on extensively as they are cities that people expect to 

be on the list since they are a gay resort and mecca (respectively). 

While this data allows researchers and research institutions to report on same sex 

couples, this information is limited as it only discusses households, not communities.US 

Census data also only includes individuals in couple-based kinship structures. Because 

the Census does not ask about sexual identity, there is no way of actually counting the 

number of gay, lesbian, and bisexual individuals. Bisexual individuals who happen to be 

heterosexually coupled throw off the Census data as well since these individuals are 

marked as not same-sex and therefore excluded from analysis allegedly about the LGBT 

community. The limited options for gender reporting also make transgender individuals 

invisible through the Census. 
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Although Census data may reveal demographic trends and residency, it does not 

describe cultural meaning and imagery. This data locates individuals, not communities, 

nor does it describe everyday life aside from what is assumed. We make assumptions 

about what demographics look like. In reports about LGBT families with children, 

journalists, bloggers, and researchers made assumptions about the priorities of these 

families, about how they spend their money and where they would want to live. If 

Philadelphia’s Mt. Airy neighborhood has a large concentration of LGBT families, for 

example, that neighborhood is assumed to have more single-family dwellings, parks, and 

schools. There are also gendered assumptions attached to demographics associated with 

families; regardless of the findings from the US Census, the assumption is that same-sex 

couples with children are more likely to be women. Census data may find similarities 

between individuals, but it does not show attractions and bonds between individuals. In 

other words, relying on demographic information assumes that similarities are the 

foundation and basis for community-building. 

With the US Census inclusion of same sex couples in 2010, as well as an increase 

in the number of states legalizing same sex marriage or same sex civil unions, the 

Advocate began producing “Gayest Cities in America” lists that attempt to incorporate 

LGBT cultural symbols. The Advocate’s lists do not emphasize whether LGBT folks 

have chosen these cities to live (i.e. Census data). Instead, the Advocate incorporates 

legal protections of LGBT folks along with visible cultural symbols. Unlike the HRC, 

which only uses legal policies as measurements to rank companies and cities, the 

Advocate includes what it counts as cultural criteria, visible aspects of LGBT life that are 

specific, and perhaps everyday for the LGBT community. The Advocate’s lists formally 
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address what journalists had previously referenced and that which most academics study 

as subculture studies: the lists attempt to quantify the importance of visible aspects of 

LGBT culture. 

The Advocate’s list criteria (6-10) change every year, allowing for different cities 

and types of cities to appear. The one criteria that has not changed is the number of 

LGBT-identifying elected officials in the city. Marriage equality in the state, transgender 

protection policies for city employees, and the number of companies that make the HRC 

Corporate Equality Index 100 appear in certain years, but not together—each year, there 

are only up to two legal or policy-based criteria. The remaining criteria are the LGBT 

cultural, or “subjective,” criteria. Each of these criteria are publicly visible (or at least 

easily discoverable) and address aspects of everyday life. These criteria include LGBT 

businesses (businesses with “gay” in the business name or description, LGBT bookstores, 

gay bars in OUT magazine’s top 100 gay bars), LGBT community organizations (LGBT 

sports teams, nude yoga classes, gay and gay-friendly religious congregations), women’s 

organizations (lesbian bars, women’s colleges, WNBA teams, roller derbies), and 

entertainment events that tend to draw a large LGBT audience (concerts for artists such 

as Mariah Carey, Lady Gaga, the Scissor Sisters, the Veronicas, and Tegan and Sara). 

By using criteria that represent community symbols, the Advocate’s “Gayest 

Cities in America” lists attempt to characterize cities in relation to LGBT identity (how 

people are in the city) as opposed to thinking about how cities treat LGBT folks (how the 

city allows people to exist). The lists are designed to both question whether cities are 

“gay” for the locals, as well as suggest that these are cities worth visiting for the LGBT 

travel market, that these are the economies that the LGBT community should support. 
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More importantly, the Advocate’s list highlights cities that are not either gay meccas or 

gay resorts—cities that are not conventionally associated with the LGBT community. For 

the first list in 2010, author Mike Albo notes that gay neighborhoods—he notes WeHo, 

Chelsea, and South Beach—were once the visible criteria for people to consider what 

constitutes a gay city. The Advocate lists, however, challenge assumptions about which 

cities are defined as “gay” by using a list of criteria that does not rely on conventional 

wisdom or cultural assumptions. In other words, a common assumption is that major 

cities will be more “gay” than smaller cities because of more nightlife, whereas the 

Advocate lists examine cities with populations of 150,000 or more, a much smaller 

population limit than most lists about cities. 

In each of the introductions to the lists, the authors (Albo, 2010, 2011; Breen, 

2012b, 2013, 2014b) acknowledge that expected cities such as Los Angeles and New 

York do not appear on the list—although San Francisco regularly appeared either just 

outside of the top 10 or as an honorable mention. Despite the editors’ attempt to describe 

its criteria as subjective, however, response usually focused on the role of stereotypical 

images of what constitutes LGBT representation and whether these mattered in the 

everyday lives of LGBT individuals. The Advocate editor Matthew Breen argues that 

“[t]he point isn’t just accuracy … The real goal is discussion, the conversations that 

happens in each of these places, and across our beautiful and incredibly varied country” 

(2014a, p. 2)—a point that is repeated later by the Advocate’s editor, Matthew Breen, in 

his Editor’s Letters (2012a, 2014a). Although it is a noble claim—to provoke 

discussion—the Advocate’s inclusion of such criteria does more than simply provoke 

discussion about what can define a gay city. The discussion provoked usually centers 
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around what constitutes visibility and representation—“rights” or LGBT-labeled “stuff”? 

Does it matter if the city hosts a pop star’s concert if its citizens cannot marry or be 

protected from being fired based on their sexual or gender identities? 

The results of the Advocate’s lists have been relatively consistent, with several 

cities appearing every year, such as Fort Lauderdale, Washington DC, and San Francisco 

(although again, San Francisco has only appeared in the top 15 once, with all other years 

being an honorable mention). What brought attention to the Advocate’s lists, and 

questions about its criteria, were that from 2011-2013, the top scoring cities countered 

popular expectations of “gayest” cities: Minneapolis, MN (2011); Salt Lake City, UT 

(2012); and Tacoma, WA (2013). Not as much attention was paid the first year (2010), 

which named Atlanta, GA as the gayest city. The naming of Minneapolis, however, had 

journalists and bloggers intrigued. The result even inspired a segment on Jon Stewart’s 

The Daily Show (2011). Tacoma was noted for simply being small as well as unexpected 

considering its proximity to Seattle—a larger city. Also controversial was Salt Lake City, 

which CNN’s Stephanie Siek (2012) explicitly labels as “not necessarily the most gay-

friendly” in her article’s title. Salt Lake City’s designation as the gayest city in the US in 

2012, as well as the 2012 list’s inclusion of Grand Rapids, MI, Knoxville, TN, and Little 

Rock, AR, raised questions about what could be considered a gay city. Each of these 

cities are in states that have strong conservative religious communities that actively fight 

against LGBT rights legislations, such as same-sex marriage. Siek (2012) describes even 

the cities’ respective LGBT community center organizers being surprised and “bemused” 

by the results. 
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G Philly, an LGBT magazine owned and operated through Philadelphia 

Magazine, also covered the Advocate’s lists, framing the responses around Philadelphia’s 

exclusion from the lists. In the reviews of the Advocate’s lists by Natalie Hope McDonald 

(2011 & 2012) and Josh Middleton (2013 & 2014), there is a sense of surprise that 

Philadelphia is not on the list, particularly in comparison to some of the named cities—

some of which are really unfamiliar as notable cities in general (let alone LGBT 

destinations or ideal places to live). The G Philly authors also begin first by considering 

the Advocate’s criteria, noting how their knowledge of Philadelphia suggests that the city 

should have scored higher, and then adding comments about other similar criteria that 

should have raised Philadelphia’s profile, such as a the Mummer’s Parade, which allowed 

a drag queen entry in the fancy division in 2013, the PGTC’s and GPTMC’s LGBT 

tourism campaign, and the different Pride-based street fairs. 

Online commenters also commented on the criteria, mostly critiquing them for 

being stereotypical or cliché. Rarely did commenters seem to acknowledge that the 

Advocate’s editors wanted to use changing and subjective criteria. Several commenters 

refer to the census instead in terms of finding gay people, suggesting that gay cities are 

where gay people are – implying that services and friendliness will increase with 

presence of LGBT-identified individuals. For this reason, several online commenters still 

suggest that legal protections should be the most important issue for the “gayest” cities. 

Because few of the criteria emphasize legal protections, some online commenters 

assumed that the lists are skewed against cities that have established protections for 

LGBT folks. Online response was overall more positive to a list developed by 

NerdWallet.com (Raghavan, 2013), which used HRC scores, the number of LGBT-
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related hate crimes per capita, and the number of same-sex partnered households for each 

city. This list included San Francisco (#2), Los Angeles (#6), Philadelphia (#8), and New 

York City (#10). The list did leave out cities such as Atlanta—a particular omission that 

one commenter noted as surprising since Atlanta had “been at the top on other lists that 

rank LGBT quality of life” (Nick, 2013), a comment most likely referring to the Advocate 

lists. 

Ultimately, however, the idea of the gayest city in the nation was read as a city 

that would have outward symbols of LGBT-friendliness, visible symbols of LGBT life 

and individuals. Even if the criteria were based on legal policies and protections, 

journalists, bloggers, and commenters still questioned whether a city could be defined as 

gay if visible gay activities and businesses were not present. Most writers acknowledged 

that cities other than New York were diverse (i.e. LGBT people live there) and they may 

have legal protections in place for LGBT individuals, but these criteria are insufficient to 

take away existing cultural assumptions about which cities are “gay.” The Advocate’s 

lists may spark discussion about whether the nation is becoming more accepting of 

LGBT individuals, but they do not manage to change assumptions and expectations of 

what makes a “gay” city. 

Both the US Census reports and the Advocate’s lists of gayest cities contribute to 

the LGBT tourism industry. Although the markers that seem to matter—the number of 

LGBT folks already living there and the types and amounts of legal policies in place that 

support or protect LGBT individuals—merely suggest whether cities are best for living 

in, they are all also markers that can appeal to travelers and tourists. McDonald (2011) 

even concedes that the Advocate’s lists make suggestions of cities that LGBT folks may 
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never have even considered visiting. Again, the promotion of LGBT spaces in LGBT 

tourism makes everyday activities into the attractions that supposedly draw in tourists, 

travelers, and new residents. Even cities that are not symbolically coded as “gay” can be 

appealing as “gay-friendly” to individuals looking for cities that are simply respectful of 

LGBT identity, but not for attractions and activities such as nightclubs, cruising, or more 

prominent LGBT-specific events. 

Conclusion 

Media texts may provide the visual codes and symbols that denote LGBT identity 

in places, but for what? The role of media today in identifying LGBT life no longer holds 

the same meaning as it did even ten years ago. As LGBT political rights seemingly 

increase, then will these cultural codes still be relevant? As Mike Albo (2010) wrote in 

his introduction to the Advocate’s 2010 list of Gayest Cities in America to describe 

increasing LGBT visibility in smaller cities, 

These cities where everyday gays live—towns and boroughs with a mix of 

baby carriages, gay bars, and B&Bs—signal the continuing movement of 

gay people into mainstream American life, which in turn also signals an 

eventual end to lists like this. In 10 years or so every Main Street USA 

will probably be too gay to measure. Won’t that be nice?” 

 

While this would suggest that the laments about the loss of semi-formal gay 

neighborhoods are inevitable, that we should be moving towards nostalgia for visible gay 

pasts since they reference a form of being that will no longer exist (i.e. alleged political 

inclusion), I argue here that no, it would not be “nice.” 

My caution against wanting all cities to just seem “gay” (i.e. where being “gay” is 

not remarkable) is not driven by nostalgia, nor by some belief that “mainstream” and 

“queer” can ideologically and theoretically never be reconciled. When Albo argues that 
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these forms of visibility “signal the continuing movement of gay people into mainstream 

American life, which in turn also signals an eventual end to lists like this” (2010), he 

suggests a utopian view that mimics postmodern arguments as well as 

psychoanalytically-based queer theory debates. My issue with this is that it relies solely 

on visible fixtures and ignores the actual interactions between these fixtures and society. 

Albo’s argument suggests that the visible symbol represents the entirety of meaning and 

possibilities for these places—a misread of how LGBT communities have used physical 

spaces in history and possibly in the future. 
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FIFTH INTERLUDE 

 

ALABAMA SONG (WHISKEY BAR) 

We got onto the trolley bus. My friends—Jose and Scott—and I were kind of 

excited, but at the same time, annoyed. This was like a field trip of necessity rather than 

one of fun. Sure, the destination was supposed to be fun, but was it worth it? Jose said 

surely there would be at least a few cute guys there, and at least none of us were driving, 

so we could drink once there. I sighed in agreement. My own attempt to think about the 

trolley ride as amusing stopped when I realized that there were no seats left in the trolley 

and that I would be standing the entire way. At least I got in. 

This was the first year that Equality Forum was having its SundayOUT! party in 

the Piazza. Last year, it was still in Old City, but torrential rains had stopped most people 

from venturing out. Scott had volunteered at a table last year and texted me miserably 

about being out in the cold. Because he didn’t want to risk doing that again (much to my 

relief, since I had chosen not to bother visiting him at the table since it was raining), he 

didn’t bother volunteering, but that also meant that he could hang out with us instead. 

And the weather was perfect. It was a bit cloudy, but it was warm and no chance of rain. 

Even though the Piazza really wasn’t that much further from Old City, it just felt 

far. What really made it apparent was that the subway station actually was several blocks 

away. I hadn’t even been there before—I knew that there were plenty of restaurants 

nearby, but there was never any reason to go when Center City was much more 

convenient for a larger number of us to get together. Thankfully the organizers arranged 

for the free shuttle service. Even though it was already almost 2pm (the event started at 

12pm), the shuttle was still full. I wondered how many people had gone at 12pm. 
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“Oh my god, I can’t believe I’m leaving Center City.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jose’s eyebrow raise. The three of us had 

mostly ignored the two twinky white boys seated near us. Their conversation was just 

shallow and it was the kind of slightly loud conversation that you cannot help but listen to 

because the gossip is terrible (in that suck-you-in kind of way), but you constantly regret 

that you’re listening to it. 

“Hopefully traffic is good and then we can start drinking to forget this,” I 

whispered to my friends. 

Both Scott and Jose rolled their eyes and smirked in agreement. 

“Whoa, there are so many more black people up here.” 

“I know—I hope it’s safe. I mean, we’re at, like, Girard. I hope we don’t get shot. 

Haha.” 

“Wait, why are we at Girard? I thought that this place was in Northern Liberties.” 

“We are still in Northern Liberties. I think that we’re going around.” 

“Oh.” 

I shot Scott and Jose several looks, hoping that they would not say anything. Wait 

until we’re off this bus. Hold it in. Don’t say anything. We’re in a confined space. I did, 

however, notice that another couple of men had clearly also been listening and were 

giving each other looks. One saw my gaze and we smiled awkwardly in 

acknowledgement of the conversation that we were desperately hoping would be over in 

a few minutes. 

Soon enough, the trolley had driven up to Girard to loop around down to the 

Piazza. As the trolley stopped, I noticed that there were no lines, but there were vendors 
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outside and a decent crowd of people milling about. We all got off the trolley, glad for 

the fresh air and glad to be at the destination. Jose ended our collective sigh first. 

“God, I actually wanted them to start talking about Britney again.” 

Scott and I nodded. It was time for that first beer to shake off the ride and get the 

party started. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

READING THE GAYBORHOOD, PART 2 

Introduction 

The Gayborhood is made visible in public by more than explicit visual and textual 

representations. Urry & Larsen (2011) argue that the tourism experience relies on a 

different experience, visiting a place that is not everyday life. Urry and Larsen try to be 

clear about this definition, noting that traveling from one neighborhood to another is not 

an act of tourism. The visual markings of the Gayborhood facilitate the tourist gaze, but 

for locals, these markings become part of the everyday. LGBT identity and the city, 

however, are still made remarkable through LGBT events. In this way, even for locals, 

the Gayborhood is potentially a remarkable place through performance, through 

participating in these events. The meanings of identity-based space are also articulated in 

moments of performance and interpersonal interaction, particularly in situations where 

access to spaces can be controlled. 

Proud Festivals and Events 

While cultural activities (not counting museums) may not be year round and 

therefore no placed on a map, they are still important parts of the city and the city’s 

tourism industry. Special events not only gather together local communities, but also 

attract community members who live outside of the city—from the suburbs, neighboring 

counties, or even from other cities entirely. Therefore, another method of reading the 

Gayborhood is to examine if and how the space is transformed for different events and 

festivals. Street parties occur throughout the year, and the most prominent festivals for 

the LGBT community in Philadelphia are Pride (mid-June), Equality Forum (May), and 
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OutFest (October). Also occurring in the Gayborhood, although not an LGBT-focused 

event, is the Midtown Village Fall Festival (October). Each of these events/festivals 

includes a street fair somewhere in the city. The street fairs themselves are not 

remarkable in their contents—each contains some food and drink (including alcohol) 

vendors as well as tables promoting community organizations. 

Philadelphia’s Pride festival, organized by Philly Pride, takes place prior to New 

York City’s Pride Parade. The parade route begins in the Gayborhood at 13th and Locust 

Streets, goes north along 11th Street, and then east along Market Street until Festival Pier 

at Penn’s Landing along the Delaware River. During the route, there are two “stops” 

where parade participants pause and perform: at the corner of 12th and Locust and on 

Market Street between 5th and 6th Streets—a judging and announcing station overlooking 

the National Constitution Center, the Liberty Bell Center, and Independence Hall. 

Between 2008 and 2013, spectators mostly concentrated in these two areas. Between the 

Gayborhood and the judging station, and then between the judging station and Penn’s 

Landing, many spectators tend to be accidental—random individuals walking by on the 

streets, or people eating at sidewalk seating tables along Market Street in Old City.30 

The Pride Parade ends at Festival Pier in Penn’s Landing, one of the few large 

festival areas in the city. There is a stage area with seating, and there is plenty of room for 

                                                 
30 This chapter does not provide a full history of Philadelphia’s Pride Parade and its locations 

over time. Philadelphia’s Pride Parade began in 1972. The last of the Annual Reminders occurred 

on July 4, 1969, one week after the Stonewall Riots, and the following year (1970), instead of 

holding another Annual Reminder march, members of the homophile movement, along with 

younger, more radical Philadelphia-based LGBT activists, joined in the memorial parades in New 

York (what would become New York’s Pride Parade). Philadelphia’s Pride Parade grew out of a 

combination of LGBT activism starting with the Homophile Movement’s Annual Reminders and 

commemoration of the Stonewall Riots in New York City (Holsten & Lazin, 2004). 
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organizations’ information tables. More importantly, the space is also easily closed off, 

making collecting entrance fees possible and crowd control easier. Even though the 

official festival takes place at Penn’s Landing, Tavern on Camac and Venture Inn hosted 

an afternoon street party on Camac Street between Locust and Spruce Streets. In general 

on Pride Sunday, the bars and restaurants in the Gayborhood remain busy after the parade 

even though the official festival takes place elsewhere. 

Like the Pride Parade, the Equality Forum’s main festival event—SundayOUT!—

takes place outside of the Gayborhood. Even though the Gayborhood is where the 

Equality Forum street banners are most prominent, the street fair component does not 

take place in the Gayborhood. Since 2010, SundayOUT! takes place in the Piazza, a large 

courtyard and festival space in Northern Liberties (before 2010, SundayOUT! took place 

on Market Street in Old City). Like Festival Pier for Pride, the Piazza also has a stage 

space and defined entrances/exits making crowd control and getting entrance fees easier. 

While SundayOUT! is not the only part of Equality Forum, it is the most public event. 

Equality Forum holds panel discussions and lectures, but these events are scattered 

throughout the city, depending on convention space availability and the locations of co-

sponsoring organizations. The William Way Community Center, for example, regularly 

hosts Equality Forum events, including an LGBT Travel Expo in 2012. SundayOUT! is 

the unremarkable part of Equality Forum—like the Pride Festival and OutFest, it is an 

outdoor community-based party. 

Many of these street fairs blend together in terms of form. While attendees and 

journalists are more than prepared to respond appropriately when asked about the 

purposes and meanings of the different parties (particularly for the LGBT events), the 
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event experiences ultimately resemble one another. Yes, the LGBT events tend to focus 

more on community organizations, but for many of the attendees, they are simply street 

parties. At Pride, OutFest, and SundayOUT!, many of the organizations represented 

attract individuals unfamiliar with Philadelphia’s LGBT community offerings. Many 

attendees are already somewhat familiar with the different organizations and simply 

gather more up-to-date information, or more giveaways—more “swag” or simply put, 

stuff. In other words, once there, the location of the party does not really matter, so long 

as one can purchase food and drink, people-watch, and get stuff. 

Although I have just argued that once inside, the location of these parties do not 

really matter to the experience of the parties themselves, the locations do matter in terms 

of understanding the locations of LGBT sites in the city. Again, the Pride Parade areas 

cover three main spots: the Penn’s Landing Festival Pier, the judging stand in front of 

Independence Hall and the Liberty Bell Pavilion, and the Gayborhood. The parade route 

has changed over the years (the first parades began in Rittenhouse Square), and this new 

route ensures that the Gayborhood is somehow included—the parade route functions like 

a connect-the-dots game. For the organizers of Philly Pride, keeping the parade—and 

OutFest—in the Gayborhood is important because the space is supposed to represent 

where the community can gather; it is “ours.” 

This symbolic importance of “ours” took additional meaning in 2010 when 

Equality Forum organizers requested the Penn’s Landing Festival Pier for 2011’s 

SundayOUT! In an open letter to the LGBT community, Philly Pride announced that it 

would be putting on a street party in the Gayborhood on the same day if Equality Forum 

did not cancel its booking at Penn’s Landing (Philly Pride, 2010). Price’s statement 



 

179 

outlined a history between the two organizations, revealing a turf war that extended 

beyond the location of the festival. The political battle was over Philadelphia’s LGBT 

community, as well as an argument that there were only enough resources for a particular 

type of unified community. Price even cited that she did not want to confuse tourists and 

vendor by having multiple LGBT events that mimic one another. While Equality Forum 

did manage to work out whatever differences it had with the managers of the Piazza and 

booked a second year at the Piazza for SundayOUT!, the statement was already made: 

LGBT events in Philadelphia are not only reflective of where the community is or could 

be, but also reflective of the backroom politics between community leaders. 

While Price may have reacted more strongly than necessary, what her actions 

revealed was also the importance of flow and travel throughout the city. In his plans to 

redevelop Center City, City Planner Bacon attempted to ensure that roads and pathways 

facilitated tourists’ journeys, ensuring that they saw key, historic sites—namely 

Independence Hall and the Old City. Price’s press release suggested that the Gayborhood 

would be a more ideal location for a street party in terms of recognition. Logistically, 

there is perhaps some practical truth to this: for the years that Equality Forum’s 

SundayOUT! has been held at the Piazza, many of its attendees have taken advantage of a 

free shuttle service between the Piazza and the Gayborhood. By providing the shuttle 

from the Gayborhood to the Piazza, SundayOUT! attendees could skip over an entire 

section of the city. 

Equality Forum’s decision to provide shuttle service connecting the Piazza to the 

Gayborhood likely ensured the success of the event. Individuals could have brunch in the 

city and then go easily to the Piazza. Similarly, people could leave the Piazza and head 
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back into the Gayborhood for more eating and drinking. The Gayborhood is logistically 

an ideal place for LGBT events to continue occurring. Although it was still occurring 

with relative success, Philadelphia’s LGBT film festival, QFest31, the festival partly 

struggled because of limits to its screening locations. QFest is one of the larger festivals 

in the US, running for 11 days and featuring over 100 films. 

The locations of QFest screenings depends on budget and theater availability. In 

2008, the film festival had screenings at the Prince Theater (on Chestnut St, just off 

Broad St), the Wilma Theater (at Broad and Spruce Sts), and the Arts Bank Theater (at 

Broad and South Sts, part of a University of the Arts building). In 2009, the festival was 

split between the Prince Theater and the Ritz East Theater in Old City. From 2010-2013, 

the festival moved completely to Old City, with screenings at the Ritz East and the Ritz 

Bourse theaters. The challenges associated with these moves were related to the festival’s 

proximity to the Gayborhood as well as proximity to other festival venues (such as for 

parties and special meet-and-greets with filmmakers). 

The effects of the shifts in location were felt immediately. While it would be 

inappropriate to consider geography alone as a reason for ticket sale fluctuations—other 

reasons include weather and competing events, the shifts in geography definitely changed 

the viewing habits of festival attendees. In 2009, when the theaters were split between the 

Prince Theater (on Broad Street—what would be 14th Street—just off of the Gayborhood) 

                                                 
31 The festival was renamed QFest from the Philadelphia Gay and Lesbian Film Festival (PGLFF) 

in 2009, when the Philadelphia Cinema Alliance formed, splitting away from the Philadelphia 

Film Society. PGLFF was started in 1995 and was run by TLA Entertainment. I volunteered at 

the film festival as a box office worker from 2008-2012 and as a short films juror in 2013. I also 

worked closely with managers and other Operations staff. 
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and the Ritz East (on 2nd Street), there was a noticeable shift in how viewers attended 

shows. When the theaters were close together, patrons could often be persuaded to see 

one more film, or spend a day simply going to different shows without concern, because 

the theaters were close together. With a 12-block distance between the theaters, decisions 

about what film to see next, or how to plan the day, became more of an issue. 

Where location was most cited as a factor was in the attendance of non-film QFest 

events, particularly late night parties32. Many of the QFest parties and receptions occur in 

or near the Gayborhood, at bars such as Tavern on Camac, the Bike Stop, Voyeur, 

Knock, and Sisters Nightclub. These parties are usually not ticketed, although sometimes 

there would be free cover or discounted drinks with proof of attendance at a QFest film. 

When QFest was held at theaters along Broad Street, there was a feeling that the parties 

and receptions could be marketed as part of an evening: one could go to dinner, see a 

movie, and then go to a party all within a few blocks. Some festival attendees also 

expressed wanting to patronize LGBT establishments. Mac’s Tavern, known for being 

partly-owned by actors Rob and Kaitlin McElhenney (stars of the TV series, It’s Always 

Sunny in Philadelphia), was a festival sponsor in 2012 and 2013 and listed as a festival 

bar. While it seemed ideal—a sponsoring bar that was within a few blocks of the theaters, 

actual QFest attendance at the bar seemed minimal. Most discussion about going out after 

screenings was about bars and restaurants in the Gayborhood. 

                                                 
32 Patrons often made comments when purchasing tickets at the box office, or in line while 

waiting to see films. Festival staff and volunteers also regularly attend the non-film events (it is 

when we were not working), and discuss with one another the levels of success of events. 
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The attendees of QFest are diverse, but overall, the main audience of films are 

gay, white, middle class men. Many of the films selected for the festival also seemed to 

acknowledge this audience, and even ticket sale (advance and same-day) predictions were 

based on a loose, stereotypical assessment of the target audience of films, with an 

emphasis on the reliability of men’s purchasing behaviors. Ticket sales are a careful game 

of prediction and actual demand. Like many other festivals, QFest sell passes, which 

allow holders to view any movie, in addition to individual tickets. The staff control and 

release same-day tickets by predicting the number of pass-holders who will attend a 

screening and then monitoring sales. This allows for last-minute ticket sales of even 

shows that are announced as “sold out” – shows are “sold out” if the number of predicted 

pass-holders, plus the number of advance ticket sales, equals the number of seats in the 

theatre. If a smaller number of pass-holders than predicted attend a sold-out show (they 

are let into the theater earlier than regular ticket holders as well as asked to arrive earlier), 

then additional tickets may be sold. Most of the pass-holders are gay men. 

When QFest was in the Gayborhood, there were often more men who purchased 

same-day tickets simply because they were already in the neighborhood. An informal and 

somewhat telling joke amongst staff was that if there was a photograph of a sexy, semi-

nude male for a film in the program, and the description sounded remotely interesting, the 

show was more likely to do well. Films featuring lesbian relationships in starring roles 

were less predictable: they were often decently attended simply because of the smaller 

number of women’s films featured in the festival. 

QFest staff (including those who selected the films) noted that there are usually 

more men’s films available for the festival. For many years, QFest featured only a limited 
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number of trans-themed films (which unless they were about drag queens, were usually 

less-attended by gay men). Gender Reel, a film festival emphasizing issues of gender, 

transgender, and non-conforming gender themes rather than gender as a part of sexuality, 

began in Philadelphia in 2011. This film festival does not directly compete with QFest, 

and is promoted during transgender-themed films screened at QFest. 

Regardless of who is buying the tickets, however, pre-sales were affected by 

location: Starting in 2012, advance in-person ticket sales moved from TLA Video (which 

closed in August 2011) at 1520 Locust (east of Broad, just outside of the Gayborhood) to 

the William Way Community Center (in the Gayborhood) and there was a small, but 

noted increase in advance in-person ticket sales. Unlike TLA Video, which was mostly 

frequented by people interested in film, or simply renting/buying films, the William Way 

Community Center is frequented by LGBT individuals and more likely to purchase 

tickets to a film festival for which they are the target audience. 

As mentioned earlier, same-day ticket sales are often the majority of QFest’s 

ticket sales. During the last few years, however, it seemed like the film festival’s clientele 

was aging along with the idea of the film festival itself. Even though several films are 

about youths (including high school and college themed films), the average estimated age 

was still considerably older. Some people complained about ticket prices (in 2013, tickets 

rose to $11 per film), while others noted that oftentimes, the films featured in the festival 

either already had distribution deals or were soon to get distribution deals either in the 

form of limited theater runs or into DVD or online markets. The feelings of the need for a 

queer festival for having queer-themed films made available (watching films at home 

rather than in the theater), for meeting other people interested in queer-themed films and 
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using the festival as a place and event to meet other queer folks, or even for the role of 

the queer film festival to help filmmakers receive public recognition and therefore 

distribution, seem to be diminishing—at least in the form of the current QFest model. The 

perception of the diminishing feelings of need also created a sense that the festival 

represented the fractures and divisions within LGBT communities themselves. 

Party! Party! (Is This Who We Are?) 

So far, most of the contemporary public events that I have noted are parties or 

events that acknowledge LGBT identity in a celebratory manner. While activists and 

historians are quick to point out how events such as the Pride Parade have been protests 

in the past, today’s events do not see LGBT identity as something that requires protest. 

The only marches that are still more “protest” in tone (about building political 

community and awareness of specific issues to their respective communities) are the 

Dyke March and the Trans March. Both the Dyke March and the Trans March attempt to 

highlight a type of march/parade that is no longer present in the Pride Parade. Both of 

these marches are not parades – they are marches of large groups of people rather than 

entries from organizations. 

We must, of course, remember that early protest marches and rallies were not 

framed as such. LGBT movements began as statements, methods of communicating 

identity that challenged the status quo. The Annual Reminders from 1965-1969 

juxtaposed individuals looking “normal” against signs that called for rights for 

homosexuals. Later marches/parades/rallies followed the radical social movements model 

of presenting bodies as embodied images anchored by chanted slogans and printed signs. 

Early Pride marches across North America followed a model of a march followed by a 
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gathering or “festival” of sorts. These festivals connected the idea of being visible (the 

march) and creating community. By the 1990s, Pride Parades had become major events 

for larger cities and the festivals had become not just times and places for people to 

connect, but additional “marketing” opportunities for LGBT organizations as well as 

businesses and organizations hoping to reach an LGBT audience. Today’s Pride Parades 

in major cities are large, costly events designed to draw in spectators and tourists. Many 

writers have critiqued Pride Parades for becoming commercial enterprises, but they are 

still one of the most prominent examples of visible LGBT identity expression and 

representation in cities. 

The structure of the parade component of the Pride Parade—as it is today—is 

similar to other formal parades in Philadelphia, notably the Independence Day Parade (on 

July 4th) and the Mummers Parade (on January 1st). The Independence Day Parade is 

similar to other US-American parades with groups simply marching together (usually in 

costume, including several in colonial dress to celebrate Philadelphia’s association to the 

founding of the nation and being the place where the Constitution was signed) and 

spectators along the sides of the street watching. The groups participating are there to be 

seen; they may interact with spectators through waving and handing out small giveaways, 

but all messages are ones of celebration. The Mummers Parade also includes groups, but 

ends in a judging/presentation/staging area, where groups do a small performance. 

Spectators watch, including from segregated seating areas at the performance locations or 

in a theater at the Convention Center for the Fancy Brigade’s theatrical performances. 

The Pride Parade incorporates the judging/presentation/staging area as well as the type of 

interaction with spectators—i.e. it is simply a celebration as well as a promotional 
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opportunity for groups, as they give away (usually) promotional and branded items, such 

as branded beads, bracelets, branded safer sex packets, and branded items such as beach 

balls. Again, however, the overall message is of celebration—even in the context of 

wanting political recognition. 

Rather than emphasize protest, some LGBT activists emphasize the need for 

inclusion in other parades33. In 2010, three LGBT-themed groups were included in 

Philadelphia’s Independence Day Parade: the DC Cowboys Dance Troup, an all-male 

country line dancing troupe that was featured on the third season of NBC’s reality show, 

America’s Got Talent; the Philadelphia Freedom Band; and “Historical Pioneers of the 

1960s,” Frank Kameney, Randy Wicker, and Mark Segal. In 2013, the Mummers Parade 

had its first official and openly-out LGBT participants34: a group of drag queens in the 

Fancy Brigades who marched in the parade and later also performed during the Fancy 

                                                 
33 This approach of pointing out discrimination is more recently evident in examples of Irish 

organizations prohibiting LGBT groups from participating, notably in New York and Boston. In 

2014, New York City’s mayor, Bill de Blasio, and Boston’s mayor, Martin Walsh, did not march 

in their respective cities’ St. Patrick Day Parades because of the organizing groups’ refusal to 

allow LGBT groups to march and participate in the parade (Assefa, 2014). 

 
34 The Mummers Parade has had an uneven past with the LGBT community. While the Mummers 

Parade involves men wearing dresses, as “wenches,” this form of drag should not be simply 

conflated with drag and acceptance of gender non-conformity. Many articles, even when looking 

back nostalgically, call the Mummers Parade as the one day that being in drag was accepted 

(Crimmins, 2012; Khan, 2012; Kuznits, 2012). New Gay Life called the Mummers Parade as one 

of the worst parts of gay Philadelphia, noting that there were clear rules of behavior that separated 

the Mummers from those who were non-conforming in their gender presentation (Best and Worst 

of Gay Philadelphia, 1977). The Mummers did not permit women from participating at all until 

1983 (Davis, 1987). Like LGBT folks, several people did sneak into the parade before being 

formally allowed to participate. Because the Mummers are based in a familial tradition, LGBT 

individuals have long participated in the parade as part of different groups, but not together as an 

LGBT-identified group. The 2013 inclusion of drag queens is also special because in the past, 

drag queens were sometimes considered “professional” female impersonators, and during some 

years, therefore ineligible for the prize for best female impersonator. 
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Brigade performances at the Convention Center. While smaller conservative groups 

mildly protested these moments of inclusion (Van Allen, 2012), the main message from 

LGBT media was that these were instances demonstrating LGBT participation in 

Philadelphia society. 

As mentioned earlier, the Dyke March and Trans March organizers counter the 

idea that LGBT inclusion is the main political objective. The organizers of these two 

marches identify specific groups that normally are considered within the LGBT 

community, and yet have specific issues and needs that are not necessarily served by 

overall LGBT events such as the Pride Parade and Equality Forum. The goal of these 

organizations is also to highlight continued inequality experience by folks in the 

respective groups. These two marches occur in contrast to the Pride Parade, which 

conflates together different LGBT communities in order to gain a specific form of 

visibility in the city. These marches, even when considered together, disrupt the expected 

style of politics created by events like today’s Pride Parade. They not only celebrate the 

visibility of their respective groups, they demand it. These two marches do not follow a 

route similar to the Pride Parade, but instead are designed to go through Center City and 

near City Hall. They also occur around the same time as the Philly Pride events: the Dyke 

March takes place the Saturday before the Pride Parade in June (the 3rd weekend), and the 

Trans March takes place the Saturday before OutFest (the weekend leading up to or 

including Coming Out Day—October 11). 

The Dyke March and the Trans March are reminiscent of the early Pride Rallies 

and the Annual Reminders. While the emphasis in descriptions about the difference 

between the Annual Reminders and the Pride Parades (even the early ones) is usually on 
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the type of politics of the groups involved—i.e. homophile movement in contrast to a 

more radical social movement—each had an intention of creating visibility and 

awareness. While today’s Pride Parades are about highlighting the LGBT community, 

they don’t necessarily call for action, aside from celebration. Some parade entries may 

mention political campaigns, such as marriage equality, but overall, the parades are today 

“celebrations” of communities, rather than overall calls for awareness of injustice. 

Today’s parades are often perceived as preludes to a bigger party. Even though the Dyke 

March ends in Kahn Park with a festival, it is much smaller in scale and not the focus of 

the event. These events also tend to be smaller because they emphasize their specific 

communities—they are not designed like parades in that they do not invite spectators in 

the same way as the Pride Parade (and other parades in Philadelphia). 

The most visible “protest” moments now during Philadelphia’s LGBT events—

namely at Pride and OutFest—ironically are anti-gay Christian protesters. These 

protesters, usually from Repent America, attend the events with signs and megaphones 

and attempt to “preach” to event attendees. In 2004, police arrested several Repent 

America protesters during OutFest (Zimmerman, 2005), who later sued the City of 

Philadelphia and Philly Pride for Civil Rights Violations—namely the First Amendment 

right to free speech (Heintz, 2007; Graham, 2009). In 2007, the judge, Hon. Lawrence 

Stengel dismissed the case, although he did note that the protesters did have the right to 

be at the public event—OutFest, unlike the Pride Parade Festival Peer area, is completely 

open to the public—as long as they are not loud enough to disturb and disrupt OutFest 

activities. At the same time, OutFest attendees cannot prevent the Repent America 

protesters from being heard (Secor, 2007). At the 2011 OutFest, the Philadelphia 
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Freedom Band gathered across from the Repent America protesters and played loudly. As 

the protesters moved, the Freedom Band followed until they left. In 2012, however, the 

Freedom Band was told to stop playing by police after their rendition of “I Am What I 

Am” garnered cheers and loud applause from the crowds. The police also told the Repent 

America protesters to put away their bullhorns and megaphones. 

Yet these types of protests are not unfamiliar to the Gayborhood; Christian 

protests occur regularly in the Gayborhood throughout the year. Although not specifically 

LGBT-identified, Planned Parenthood’s location at Locust and 12th Streets (across the 

street from Knock, a popular gay bar and restaurant, and the Mazzoni Center’s Wash 

West Project, a satellite health center that offers free sexually transmitted infections 

testing) regularly has anti-abortion protesters picket outside of its doors—about once a 

month, although sometimes more frequently. The protesters are usually white, older, and 

male. While the protesters’ message is different from LGBT rights marches, these 

protesters are granted the same “respect” from locals—they are allowed to protest so long 

as they stay within their areas of the sidewalk and do not actually block Planned 

Parenthood’s entrance. Each time these protesters are present, Planned Parenthood has 

staff/volunteers standing outside its gates, maintaining a sort of visual order. Like at the 

Pride Parade and OUTFests, these protesters are mostly ignored. In fact, at OutFest, event 

volunteers and participants are urged to ignore protesters, to not engage with them in any 

way. In other words, the countering action is to render the anti-LGBT protesters unheard 

by ignoring them, not by being louder. 

These two forms of protest—the political rallies and the Christian protest 

pickets—demonstrate different moments and methods of calling attention to how 
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different groups attempt to visibly exist alongside one another. Because the legal system 

allegedly protects free speech, representation within space, particularly at public events, 

is marked and justified simply by presence. The notion of disruption as defined by the 

courts through the Repent America situation at the 2004 OutFest is only if the physical 

presence stops the ability for the other group to be present. While this is technically true, 

the presence of Repent America is disruptive, just as queer—and even LGBT—

movements are disruptive to society. The consistent coverage of Repent America at 

OutFest, even when reporting how the protests are “unsuccessful,” serves to remind 

audiences that LGBT belonging in the city is not universal. Comments about how 

protesters do not live in Center City (let alone the Gayborhood itself) also remind people 

of assumptions about how notions of progress and citizenship have a geographic 

component. 

Finally, protesters sharing space with event participants highlights the issue of 

what constitutes diversity in urban spaces. Simply legally being present does not 

necessarily equate belonging and contributing to diversity. Even through the Repent 

America protesters are allowed, many OutFest participants openly remarked how they did 

not belong on that particular day and in that particular place. While not officially 

disrupting the event, in 2010, the Repent America protesters stood across the street from 

the tables of two LGBT religious organizations, creating an odd and uncomfortable 

image of religious organizations on either side of the street: one citing religious scriptures 

to speak out condemnation and the other quietly sitting at a table letting passers-by who 

stopped know about welcoming churches and LGBT religious communities. 
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Same Place, Different Identity Parties 

The complex feelings about sharing space are not always uncomfortable. Even if 

events such as OutFest and the Pride Parade are perceived more as parties than protests, 

they are parties that still supposedly disrupt heteronormative society. This disruption, 

however, is questionable in terms of whether people recognize an identity-based 

difference from other festivals. OutFest occurs on the Sunday during the weekend before 

October 11, unless October 11 falls on a Saturday or Sunday, in which case OutFest 

occurs on that Sunday. In 2012 and 2013, the Midtown Village Business Association held 

its Fall Festival the day before OutFest. This created a sense of street parties for two 

days: both festivals start at noon, and end around the same time—OutFest ends at 6:30pm 

and MVFF ends at 7pm. In 2013, some people (non-LGBT) thought that OutFest was 

simply the second day of the Midtown Village Fall Festival (MVFF)35. 

As mentioned earlier, OutFest and MVFF are different both in their geographical 

loci as well as their audiences. Again, MVFF obviously serves to promote the businesses 

in the area—namely restaurants and vendors, whereas OutFest provides more 

community-oriented spaces and tables for organizations. The attendees of MVFF are 

observably less diverse than OutFest’s attendees. At MVFF, the crowds tend to more 

visibly be heterosexual couples, or potential couplings in groups. The different 

geographical loci also affect the flow of individuals throughout the parties. During 

                                                 
35 I overheard these comments while I was at the gym. Some people were having a conversation 

about their weekend activities and one person expressed how he was glad that the festivals was 

for the entire weekend again. Although he was corrected in the conversation, it became clear that 

for him, both events were simply street parties and not really about the neighborhood or the 

communities associated with it. 
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MVFF, most people gather on 13th Street between Walnut and Chestnut Streets—the 

location of the largest beer garden areas and most vendors. Gatherings at bars and 

restaurants south of Walnut feel like the edges, and there are instances where straight 

MVFF attendees do not behave like they are in a neighborhood with anything particular 

other than its businesses. In other words, MVFF mimics a street fair that could take place 

in any neighborhood with restaurants that are not ethnically specific and the locus of the 

festival is in a section where the restaurants are not explicitly LGBT-identified. The 

differing expectations of how the same space is to be used by different groups does not 

mean that the relationships between space, use, and identity are fixed or essentialized, but 

rather, that they shift in time and space, depending on specific situations. 

Accessing and Policing LGBT Spaces 

This dissertation project emphasizes the notion of belonging as an important part 

of citizenship. Urban development today is closely linked to tourism initiatives in cities. 

The notion of “hospitality” is what I want to unpack here. In defining gay neighborhoods, 

who is supposed to be hospitable? Politics of belonging and welcoming in tourism 

literatures are usually debated from the perspective of the traveler/tourist. Alongside the 

rise of postcolonial theory and awareness of colonialism, the role and image of the 

traveler/tourist is given special attention. People attempt to learn about local cultures 

before traveling. Business schools provide courses and workshops on doing business in 

different countries so that individuals are prepared to not offend the people with whom 

they will interact. Yet within the North American cosmopolitan context, a liberal 

approach to diversity still falls back upon a white, western notion of cities when it comes 
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to the day to day interactions within the city streets. In other words, there are expectations 

that diversity still fits into certain aspects of mainstream life. 

According to Urry and Larsen (2011), cities present themselves anticipating the 

tourist gaze. Therefore, many cities, such as Philadelphia, “welcome” visitors. The notion 

of welcoming in tourism and hospitality contexts connotes an obligation of the host to 

welcome the guest, to make the guest feel comfortable, and to accommodate the guest’s 

needs. In this context—one of human interaction—welcoming comes from the host first, 

but the guest then responds. Following western notions of decorum (originating from 

British etiquette and later developed by authors such as Emily Post), hospitable behavior 

often means a host ensures that a guest does not feel like a guest. Historically, however, 

this also means that a guest is (or should be) aware of theses codes and behaves 

accordingly. Accommodating the guest, therefore, does not mean that the host cannot 

have rules, but hosting can mean that rules may be bent in order to accommodate the 

needs of the guest. A guest can, in terms of rules of etiquette, become “unwelcome.” 

Legal definitions of anti-discrimination have become synonymous with 

“welcoming” and “belonging.” Notions of welcoming are conflated with definitions of 

access. This approach to welcoming suggests that there is no reason for segregation. 

Today, legal segregation is mostly limited to gender36. Anti-discrimination is about 

                                                 
36 Gender-specific spaces are difficult to regulate. In North America (as in much of the rest of the 

world), restrooms are the most common gender-specific spaces. Spaces that involve potential 

nudity, such as changing areas are also more likely to be gender-specific. Men’s sexual spaces—

bathhouses and clothing optional resorts, also are permitted. Women’s spaces, such as women’s 

gyms and women’s centers, operate through a different set of legal language, namely around the 

need for safety. This last distinction—the achievement of safety through gender-specific space—

is complicated by queer movements, particularly by the increased visibility of transgender people. 
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access, not about community building. In other words, a welcoming place simply allows 

entry, but it does not ensure that one will necessarily belong. Not allowing access can 

only be related to disruption so long as it is not because of an individual’s identity. One’s 

identity, in this case, is more important than the interaction between individuals. 

These two ways of discussing welcoming, inclusion, belonging, and LGBT spaces 

collide when gay and lesbian bars use gender and sexuality as a method of policing entry. 

While bars are private spaces, because they are not membership-based places, they are 

subject to public regulations. In January 2011, Philadelphia Magazine’s Natalie Hope 

McDonald wrote and opinion piece examining claims that the bouncers at Sisters, 

Philadelphia’s lesbian bar (closed in 2013), were “unfriendly” to men. McDonald 

identifies the issue as one of gender—the issue is about how the bouncers at Sisters make 

decisions about which men to allow into the space. The rationale for the door policy is 

about how straight men attempt to objectify and pick up the women inside the bar. The 

gender-based assumption is that heterosexual men are the problem in women’s spaces. 

In her commentary, McDonald (2011) notes that younger LGBT individuals are 

not using bar spaces in the same way as in the past, that LGBT-identification does not 

determine attendance at an LGBT bar. This also means that more heterosexual 

individuals are also trying to get into gay and lesbian bars. McDonald’s arguments 

emphasize how people interact in the spaces, questioning first whether the policies were 

effective in controlling the space, and second, whether this policy reflects an older 

generation of LGBT folks who may identify with a different set of identity politics. 

McDonald ends her article by re-emphasizing how homophobic, heteronormative forms 
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of masculinity, embodied by straight men, puts all women and gay men at risk of 

violence, which is why door policies, like the one at Sisters, exist. 

Online comments to McDonald’s article picked up on how the issues with 

Sisters’s door policy were related to identity, but more importantly, they pointed to the 

interactions that occur within a bar setting. Each of the comments highlighted how these 

policies were related to identity, rather than directly caused by identification. Straight 

men are a coded symbol of potential violence and inappropriate behavior. The comments 

represented a range of responses to the idea of policies of exclusion. In one comment, 

“Duncan” (2011), noted that he felt that the staff at Sisters systematically made him feel 

uncomfortable: he was charged a higher cover charge and was ignored by bartenders. 

While not directly invoking legal discourses of discrimination, Duncan comments that 

these policies go against equality and political inclusion. This comment’s sentiment 

dismisses the idea of Sisters trying to prevent a situation, and instead charges the bar with 

discriminatory action. 

Duncan (2011) also linked the gender-based door policies at Sisters to bans on 

bachelorette parties at gay bars. While Philadelphia’s gay bars have not officially banned 

bachelorette parties, although they may unofficially discourage them, other gay bars in 

US cities, such as Chicago and Los Angeles, have publicly banned them. Bachelorette 

parties are often viewed as irritants for men at gay bars because the participating women 

tended to behave obnoxiously. In 2009, however, The Chicago Tribune’s Dawn Turner 

Trice (2009) wrote an article linking the fight for marriage equality with the ban on 

bachelorette parties at two gay bars: Cocktail and Sidetrack. In the article, Trice notes 

that the bars were banning bachelorette parties not only because of the how participants 
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behaved, but also because of what they represent—an event signaling an upcoming 

marriage, a relationship not granted to same-sex couples in most US states, and at the 

time, shortly after the initial passing of Proposition 8 in California. In May 2012, the 

Abbey nightclub in West Hollywood, California also banned bachelorette parties. Abbey 

owner David Cooley, however, specifically cited the lack of marriage equality in 

California as the reason for banning the parties, making the ban a political action rather 

than an attempt to control the type of interactions inside the bar (CBS, 2012; Miles, 2012; 

Zafa, 2012). The announcement from the Abbey came on May 24, 2012, during the court 

case challenging the constitutional validity of Proposition 8 in California, and about two 

weeks after North Carolina’s voters passed a constitutional amendment banning same-sex 

marriage, May 8, 2012. 

In both of these situations, journalist and blogger response focused on this claim 

of banning the bachelorette parties as representations of heterosexual marriage and 

therefore, the debates about same-sex marriage. While some writers did note that there 

has been a long-standing tension regarding the type of behavior that occurs with 

bachelorette parties in gay bars, they all contemplated the ramifications of a ban on what 

seemed like a specific identity-based group of people as a political statement about not 

having access to civil rights and political inclusion. For conservative blogger William 

Bigelow (2012), writing for Breitbart.com, this action seemed to require conflicting 

logics. Bigelow connected the Abbey’s ban with the bans in Chicago, and asked why gay 

men “can’t tolerate seeing women celebrate heterosexual marriage, and young women 

acting like sex-starved maniacs just before they enter a union that’s supposed to be holy.” 

This sentiment was also expressed in different online comments responding to articles 
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about the Abbey’s ban. Notable, however, was that this sentiment was not only from 

“conservative voices,” but similar to comments responding to McDonald’s article about 

Sisters in Philadelphia, some of the comments came from a queer, “post-identity,” 

perspective. In these comments, the conflict was that LGBT rights are supposed to be 

rooted in notions of inclusion, and therefore a ban of a specific group (in this case 

heterosexual women) seems to counter the intent of LGBT political actions. 

Bachelorette parties are frequently described as an annoyance in gay bars. Their 

reputation is that they use gay bars as a hosting space, that the women who participate are 

cultural tourists; some online comments are filled with such disdain that they imply a 

parasitic relationship (Avery, 2012). Previously, discussions and coverage about 

bachelorette parties and gay bars were about whether the parties themselves were 

disruptive and about etiquette in gay bars—although some of the coverage noted that the 

parties were disruptive in any bar (Barmann, 2012a). Chicago and Los Angeles were not 

the first cities with gay bars banning bachelorette parties (JoeMyGod, 2012), but because 

of the link to marriage equality, these bans received media attention. With the link to the 

marriage equality political battle, writers attempted to address whether the bans were 

about bad behavior or legal discourses of systematic discrimination (where LGBT space 

is read as exclusive). 

Legally Present 

Because legal discourses and discourses about identity representation (i.e. the 

visual codes linked to heterosexuality used in door policies) were introduced, the 

message became about “who may get in,” rather than a business establishing policy about 

“who will be asked to leave.” This distinction can be further explored by contrasting the 
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bar door policies with Philadelphia’s legal battle with the Boy Scouts of America, which 

was widely covered in Philadelphia and LGBT media coverage. Starting in 2003, the City 

of Philadelphia threatened the Boy Scouts of America (BSA) with eviction from its 

building, which is on city property37, if the local BSA chapter, the Cradle of Liberty 

Council, did not follow the city’s anti-discrimination ordinances. Because the BSA 

forbids LGBT-identified individuals from working or volunteering for the organization38, 

the city argued that it should not be a sponsor of the organization (through subsidized 

rent), since adopting a non-discrimination policy in 1982. While the Cradle of Liberty 

Council attempted to modify its local constitution, the BSA threatened to dissolve the 

council if it failed to uphold the national policies of banning homosexuals39. 

Reporting about Philadelphia and the BSA raised issues of denying access and 

membership to organizations because of LGBT identity (Hoye, 2010; MacDonald, 2013). 

                                                 
37 The building was built by the BSA in 1928. The BSA paid for the building and its upkeep in an 

agreement with the city that it would have the land and building rent-free in perpetuity. 

 
38 In 2013, the BSA made a decision to allow LGBT-identified youth to be members of the BSA, 

effective January 1, 2014, after widespread media coverage of the BSA preventing Ryan 

Andresen from receiving an Eagle Scout Award because he is gay (Bennett-Smith, 2013). 

Leadership (individuals over 18 years of age), however, still may not be LGBT-identified. Pascal 

Tessier became the first gay-identified person to be awarded an Eagle Scout Award after this 

policy change, although it is unclear whether he will be permitted to remain a part of the BSA 

after he turns 18 and no longer a “youth” in the organization (Vargas, 2014). The BSA differs 

from other members of the World Organization of the Scout Movement (WOSM) in English-

speaking countries; Scouts Canada, The Scout Association (UK), and Scouts Australia permit 

LGBT individuals as both members and leaders. 

 
39 While the City of Philadelphia attempted to move forward with the eviction, the BSA 

countered by suing the city in 2008. Ultimately, the City of Philadelphia lost the lawsuit and was 

forced to pay for the BSA’s legal fees. At first, the City attempted to broker a deal to pay half of 

the legal fees and allow the BSA to remain in the building. The City would later back out of that 

deal. In 2013, however, the BSA settled with the City, accepting the full amount of legal fees in 

exchange for willingly vacating the building and returning the building and the land to the City. 

(Associated Press, 2013) 
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In particular, this case highlighted these policies as related to space: could a 

discriminating organization exist on property owned by the city, which has anti-

discrimination regulations? The BSA’s policy forbids membership and employment 

based on identity, whereas the LGBT bars discussed here do not have a systematic 

identity-based policies in place. Debate and discussion about the BSA often conflated the 

BSA’s membership policies with workplace policies because at the time, the BSA denied 

both membership and employment to LGBT-identified individuals. Philadelphia’s LGBT 

anti-discrimination language, however, is specific to employment and residence, not 

simply membership and access into space. Secondly, the BSA was “renting” a space, and 

the city was arguing that organizations on city property needed to follow city ordinances. 

LGBT bars in Philadelphia operate as businesses on private property that follow 

city ordinances in terms of employment, but their door policies are about managing their 

clientele. The BSA example explicitly linked discourses of identity and discrimination 

with access to and belonging in space (city property). In other words, belonging is not 

only about who has access to a community, but it also is about expectations when one is 

sharing space—especially someone else’s space. While the BSA example is clearly about 

identity-based exclusion and legal policies (the city’s anti-discrimination ordinance), the 

situation about the bars does not seem to be directly comparable when considered under 

the same discursive conditions. 

The use of anti-discrimination language to describe door policies is, of course, not 

new. Online comments suggested an ironic link between the bachelorette party bans at 

gay bars and an LGBT community that had fought against identity-based discrimination 

in semi-public places (i.e. businesses). In 1965, Dewey’s (a Philadelphia restaurant) 
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refused service to individuals that management identified as homosexuals. At first, 

management cited this as due to rowdy teenagers, but according to Charles Polak, “lower 

level employees became somewhat over-zealous and began excluding large numbers of 

person on grounds other than improper behavior” (Polak, 1965). Polak would later be 

arrested (in April 1965) for refusing to leave the restaurant, along with three others, and a 

week later, another sit-in and protest took place, but without arrests. While Polak 

organized the protest, he admitted that it was reasonable for businesses to remove 

individuals who physically disrupt business practices (i.e. noisy, rowdy individuals) 

(Polak, 1965). Where Polak drew the line, however, was the refusal of service because of 

stereotypical identity cues, that “non-conformist clothing” marked people as undesirable. 

The situation at Dewey’s may sound similar to the policy of some of the gay bars 

that limited bachelorette parties by banning costumes, but the target of the policies were 

different. At Dewey’s, while “non-conformist clothing” was cited as the official reason 

for its service policies, even Polak (1965) noted that “rowdy teenagers” were the specific 

group of people that Dewey’s was allegedly trying to keep out. This group likely not only 

included homosexuals, but also youth who were culturally more radical in general (e.g. 

hippies). In this case, the clothing indicated a form of non-conformist behavior that even 

Polak simply defined as “rowdy.” The management of Dewey’s was trying to resist 

changes in American culture by excluding those who did not conform. While LGBT bars 

are also responding to individuals who do not conform to expectations inside, they are 

not resisting an overall change to culture and society—they are maintaining spaces that 

do resist the cultural expectations outside of their respective spaces. Because of the 
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differences in the contexts and situations, our understandings of the processes and 

intentions of door policies need to be re-told, re-examined, and perhaps re-framed. 

Rethinking Door Access 

Re-reading the situation of door policies in gay bars through codes of situation-

based etiquette complicates the meaning of access to space. Again, McDonald (2011) 

noted that straight men coming into Sisters were potentially disruptive as lurkers, 

voyeurs, and sometimes instigators of aggressive and violent flirting. While one of the 

comments responding to McDonald mentioned that aggressive behavior does not solely 

come from heterosexual men, the comment seemingly forgets that Sisters was a lesbian 

bar, a space defined not only as “gay,” but also for women. McDonald does not reduce 

the door policy to one of behavior-based situation, but maintains that it is a culturally-

informed type of behavior (violence against women by men) that drives the informal, but 

widely noticed, door policy. 

Bachelorette parties have long been discussed in blogs and LGBT journalistic 

texts as a “problem” in gay bars. In particular, the emphasis (without thinking about 

marriage equality in the US40 and politics of inclusion) is on bar etiquette, about codes of 

behavior in an LGBT bar space. When discussing behavior, however, it was not simply 

                                                 
40 The prevalence of marriage equality discourse in the US, an English-speaking western nation, 

is perhaps only comparably seen in Australia, which also does not permit same sex marriage. In 

2005, Canada legalized same-sex marriage nationally (some provinces had legally recognized 

same sex marriages starting in 2003 and the nation recognized same sex couples in common law 

relationships for tax and legal purposes starting in 1999), and the UK legalized same-sex civil 

partnerships in 2004 and marriage in 2013. While the political struggle for marriage equality in 

the US began around the same time as in other English-speaking countries, the Defense of 

Marriage Act (DOMA) was not overturned until 2013, most states still do not recognize same-sex 

relationships, and as of January 2014, several states still have bans on same-sex marriage. 
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specific behaviors (being drunk, or aggressively trying to pick someone up) that were the 

problem (Barmann, 2012a; 2012b; Liam, 2011; Spencer, 2012); the problem was that the 

emphasis of a bachelorette party was the bachelorette, over the other occupants of the gay 

bar. The women at a bachelorette party focus on the bride, and in a gay bar, the men in 

the bar are used as props for the party41. For example, Liam (2011) notes that even 

though not all relationships in a gay bar must be sexual, they also do not have to remain 

platonic—the purpose of the gay bar is for gay men to be together with the possibility of 

different types of intimate relationships (read: sexual activity). Authors note that 

especially in gay dance bars, women in bachelorette parties attempt to randomly create 

“Will & Grace” type encounters42, assuming that the gay men just want to party and for 

the night, be their best party friends (Liam, 2011; Avery, 2012). 

                                                 
41 While I was doing my research, I attended an academic conference in Portland, OR. I met 

another academic during one of my panels (LGBT-themed) and we decided to check out a local 

gay bar. There was never any intention of our relationship being anything other than platonic 

(both of us were in monogamous relationships). We arrived at the bar early and so the bar was not 

busy. A bachelorette party came in and within 10 minutes, one of the women approached us and 

asked if we would kiss each other and let her take a photo. We explained that we did not know 

one another and I asked why she wanted us to kiss in the first place. She explained that it was for 

the bachelorette party’s photo scavenger hunt. We both quickly declined to be a part of the 

party’s activities. The woman expressed her disappointment and moved onto the gay men at the 

next table. While it is arguable that this kind of behavior is normatively accepted (such as the 

“Kiss Cam” at US sporting events), my colleague and I noted that we felt it was inappropriate to 

assume that we, two random people, would kiss each other for someone else’s camera as well as 

accommodate the request of an event to which we were not at all connected. 

 
42 The relationship between gay men and straight women has a long history in literature and 

media. The relationship is often marked by a fluctuating imbalance between the two, with a 

prominent narrative being the potential romantic relationships and the possibility of one (often the 

woman) forming a nuclear family being the main threats to the friendship. This relationship is 

present in films and television shows such as The Object of My Affection (1998), My Best 

Friend’s Wedding (1997), Will & Grace (1998-2006), Sex and the City (1998-2004; 2008, 2010), 

Violet Tendencies (2012), and Gayby (2013). Gay men are also regularly featured as sidekicks for 

women in both film and television. 
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By thinking about issues of access through notions of hospitality and with rules of 

etiquette, we also must be clear about what different spaces symbolize. LGBT spaces are 

not only characterized by identity, but also by the expected activities within them. 

Unsurprisingly, not all LGBT bars operate with the same set of rules of etiquette. Some 

may assume that all LGBT bars are sexualized spaces (and that is why heterosexuals are 

less welcome), but this is not always true43. Aaron Spencer (2012) notes, for example, 

how Portland, Oregon’s Darcelle enjoys hosting bachelorette parties; it is a drag cabaret 

that features drag queens and strippers who do staged shows—different from an LGBT 

dance bar, which may feature strippers/go-go dancers, but not necessarily strip shows. 

AsiaSF in San Francisco even markets itself as a bar for bachelorette parties on its 

website. Because not all LGBT bars function in the same way, some LGBT spaces are 

more welcoming to the dynamics created by a bachelorette party. Because bachelorette 

parties are all about a single person (the one celebrating), certain types of bars are more 

conducive to expecting strangers to join in—particularly in the context that the (gay) bar 

is a “foreign” space. There is not a single purpose for LGBT bar spaces, but there are still 

codes of behavior that require respect and following. 

The difficulty of these situations is that the two offending situations are 

characterized—represented—by specific identity-based groups. Although the 

                                                 
43 LGBT individuals have found one another in bars for many years and the link between bars that 

permitted “alternative” individuals (i.e. LGBT folks) and sex was made because many LGBT 

individuals found each other for sex. This was not always the case, just as it is not the case today. 

Charles Polak noted that “To be sure, a small percentage of persons regard the gay bar solely in 

terms of potential sexual gratification – and these individuals are often those who hold bars in 

lowest esteem – while it is clear that the wide majority is mostly satisfied with the social aspects 

of bars and take sex as the cake’s extra frosting. Some sexual contacts are made here, but the 

majority of persons leave alone many more nights than they leave with a partner” (1966, p. 13). 
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bachelorette party is itself a phenomenon, heterosexual women are stereotyped as 

entering gay bars to be cultural tourists, to experience a different type of bar space where 

they do not necessarily belong to the primary community, but where they still expect to 

be treated as such. We assume that the women go to these places to enjoy themselves by 

experiencing a type of activity that they expect. We assume that heterosexual men are 

going to lesbian bars to get aroused by watching women together44. LGBT bar owners 

and staff are also aware of notions of discrimination, and therefore these door policies are 

usually informal and constantly shifting. In Portland, the Silverado and the CC (gay bars) 

both attempted to exclude bachelorette parties by banning specific costume items and 

props (such as penis-shaped cups or veils), but these policies were subjective and difficult 

to enforce since other parties also involve costumes (Spencer, 2012). 

Again, the heterosexual men and women in these cases are viewed as non-natives, 

as identity-based outsiders within the gay and lesbian bars behaving poorly. Drunken 

behavior is to be expected in bars in general, but the type of drunken behavior that occurs 

with these two instances create particular sexuality-based interactions that counter the 

type of interactions expected in LGBT spaces. Both cases are also time-specific and 

involve individuals who may regularly not enter these places. In the case of the 

bachelorette party, the party itself is the basis of the situation—not that the party is about 

marriage, but that there have been so many instances in which the party is defined by a 

specific type of voyeurism. Barmann (2012b) notes that the perception is that 

                                                 
44 The example that McDonald (2011) gives in her article is of a man dressed in camouflage and 

carrying large bags. She notes that this situation was particular, but at the same time, this kind of 

presentation—a suspicious appearance that resembles an intent to do harm—comes more 

frequently from straight men at Sisters (and gay bars in general) than other groups. 
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bachelorette parties go to gay bars because they do not have to pay strippers, that if the 

goal is to see a naked (or almost naked) male dancer, a gay bar can provide it without 

requiring the women to either pay for a stripper or find a strip club. Secondly, all of the 

men in the bar become possible strippers (i.e. men who are willing to take their shirts off 

in the bar). Similarly, the heterosexual male in the lesbian bar is perceived to behave in a 

similar fashion (simply seeing women together, although usually without stripping in the 

style at strip clubs). The complaints are not about providing access to the space, but 

rather, about wanting to establish a type of interactions and situation within the space, to 

maintain the space’s culture. 

The writings about bachelorette parties and straight men in lesbian bars 

uncomfortably attempt to define a notion of LGBT space that can be defined as “our” 

space. The awkward attempts at explaining door policies (as political protests or attempts 

of explaining door policies as exceptions to the notion of all-access) are only made more 

awkward because of the simultaneous LGBT activism for political inclusion in the 

nation. Door policies exist for “regular” (i.e. non-LGBT) bars, such as allowing women 

in free entrance but charging men a cover fee, dress code restrictions, or simply 

(seemingly arbitrary) private club exclusiveness, but these bars do not receive the same 

type of scrutiny. Several bloggers and commenters note this inconsistency, while 

opponents to the bachelor party bans or the Sisters door policy argue that any type of 

door policy is a form of discrimination that counters the intentions of LGBT political 

activism. In other words, the added attention to LGBT spaces because of the public 

battles for political inclusion forces LGBT individuals to rethink space rather than 

consider how LGBT spaces may force non-LGBT folks to rethink existing systems of 
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access. What is not explicitly mentioned is that the door policies target individuals who 

are perceived to be visiting—they are not “regular” patrons to these bars. 

Dean MacCannell writes about the ethics of sight-seeing45 and explores and 

categorizes the types of approaches to being a tourist or traveler. He outlines five modes 

of tourist approaches (2011 p. 221-222). MacCannell is careful to argue that his 

categories of tourist approaches are not fixed (i.e. people do not consistently behave in a 

single mode), that they are situational based on different factors for the sight-seer, such as 

existing familiarity with language, cultural behaviors, or personal comforts. Two of these 

modes, however, seem pertinent to the cases of door policies at LGBT bars: 

1. Transgressive Entitlement: Tourists behave under no moral order. They 

ignore local cultural mores as well as their own. These behaviors would be 

interpreted as inappropriate in both home and visiting cultures, but the tourists 

take the act of being a tourist as a sign of being exempt from any moral order. 

2. Cool Indifference: Tourists travel but maintain their own cultural 

practices and expect the new location to accommodate their needs as if they were 

at home. They acknowledge difference between their own cultures and those that 

they are visiting, but limit their experiences of local culture. 

These two categories are similar in that the only difference experienced by the 

tourist is the place—the person does not shift her/his behavior. MacCannell also argues 

that there is usually a difference between tourist actions and simply entering a 

                                                 
45 MacCannell (2011) makes a point to use the term “sight-seeing” rather than “tourism.” 

MacCannell’s examination into the ethics of sight-seeing emphasizes the act of sight-seeing itself 

with less concern over the intentions of the act. 
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neighborhood of a different cultural identity. Usually a person enters a different cultural 

space at home incidentally and without seeking difference. MacCannell does, however, 

concede that individuals who go to an ethnic restaurant for the purpose of experiencing 

difference (i.e. looking for an “authentic” ethnic experience) are acting like tourists in 

their own home locales (p. 223). 

Re-reading the articles and debates about the door policies, we see that part of the 

issue is that in both of the cases causing door policies, the people being “excluded” are 

perceived and treated as tourists in LGBT spaces. In particular, tourists who demonstrate 

transgressive entitlement. Both McDonald and authors writing about bachelorette parties 

mention the offending groups as voyeurs, like cultural tourists or non-natives (McDonald, 

2011; Barmann, 2012a; Liam, 2011). The descriptions of irritation about the subject of 

marriage (i.e. the straight women can have it but LGBT folks cannot) point to resistance 

to an appropriation of space by non-natives. Similarly, the men turned away from Sisters 

are viewed as potential sight-seers; the men are voyeuristic and if they make unwanted 

advances, they are demonstrating a use of the space comparable to pillaging. In both 

situations, the “non-natives” are charged with simply being titillated by the different 

surroundings rather than actually participate in the intended purpose. Therefore, even 

Duncan’s comments (2011) about being made to feel unwelcome at Sisters because he is 

male could be reread as being made to feel uncomfortable as a result of being reminded 

that he is not an insider, but that he is an outsider in a specific type of space. 

This perspective is particularly important in the case of the door policy at Sisters. 

While Sisters is not a women’s only space, it is a women-targeted space and deals with a 

similar set of identity politics. McDonald (2011) explicitly links the door policy at Sisters 
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to issues of violence against women. While she concludes her article by suggesting that 

gay men are actually more at risk of gendered violence because of potential effeminacy, 

she does remind readers that there is a history of violence against women—especially 

queer women—from heterosexual men. Even “Jennifer” (2011), commenting on 

McDonald’s article, notes that heterosexual women in heterosexual bars also feel this 

kind of potential violence, and praised Sisters for allowing its bouncers to follow door 

policies that are tougher on allowing certain types of men from entering the space. 

Countering Jennifer’s comment, however, was “Jill” (2011), who argued that the 

lesbians at Sisters should “stand up for [themselves]!” and that “[a]ll should be welcome 

anywhere as long as they are dressed appropriate (sic) and don’t seem to pose a threat” 

(Jill, 2011). Even though this comment falls back on a language of access, it does so by 

conceding that bad behavior exists and that establishments do have a “right” to control 

the activities inside. This also dismisses the idea that a lesbian bar can possibly be 

different from a straight bar (or even a gay bar), and that cues for appropriate dress and 

posing a threat can be different in the context of entry into an LGBT space. By reducing 

the issue to access and welcoming, the possibility of LGBT spaces becomes limited. A 

question also still remains: is the issue that the LGBT hosts of these bars are 

discriminating, or are non-LGBT individuals misreading the meaning of welcoming and 

unwilling to consider that they are in a different space? 

The treatment of non-LGBT individuals as outsiders does not instantly equate 

discrimination in terms of preventing access—instead it may be a read as a cue that non-

LGBT individuals will have a different experience inside because it is a “different” space 
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and they should anticipate this (see J. Thomas, 2014). In a Passport Magazine46 article 

about going to different bathhouses in Asia in 1993, John Goss notes that “[t]here’s a 

small sauna in Osaka that still admits foreigners, but a sign in the front warns “please 

don’t disturb the Japanese”” (1993, p. 22). While this does not stop the author from 

entering the sauna and participating, he acknowledges that his behavior is set by his being 

a foreigner: “Being a gaijin, I wait for a smile or an approach, for a hand to reach under 

the quilted coverlet to pull me back from sleep or a muscled leg to stretch like a signal in 

my direction or a towel to tent out as I pass a shy chest breathing heavily and 

disappearing into a dark corner” (1993, p. 23). By recognizing himself as an outsider, 

Goss does not limit himself from a form of belonging in the space (in this case, 

participating in sexual activities), but he recognizes that his participation is framed by 

who he is as a non-Japanese person. He does not behave as he might in a bathhouse in 

North America, where he is not seen as a foreigner. 

I have perhaps grossly simplified the intercultural dynamics involved in the case 

of Goss, a “gaijin” (foreigner, usually white) from the US47. Or perhaps that is exactly 

my point. Goss likely wrote his piece knowing the complex race relations between Japan 

and the United States. Goss is also likely aware of the particular colonial images 

associated with (usually older) white men having sex with (usually younger) Asian men. 

His comment about behaving knowing that he is a gaijin reflects an attitude of a tourist; 

                                                 
46 Passport Magazine’s (1987 - about 1995) primary audience was white men who were 

predominantly sexually attracted to Asian men. 

 
47 Goss was born in Germany, grew up and went to college in the United States, and then 

relocated to Asia to live and work. He is an HIV/AIDS activist, a filmmaker, an artist, and a co-

founder and director of Utopia-Asia.com, an Asian gay travel website (www.siamorama.com). 
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he understands that his participation is shaped by who he is in relation to the others in the 

space. Even though the bathhouse is for men who want to have sex with other men (of 

which he is one), it is a Japanese bathhouse, and therefore has its own set of cultural 

expectations. Goss is no longer uncomfortable, per se, but his description demonstrates 

an awareness of his position; Goss is the foreigner in the space, the tourist. I’m calling 

this awareness discomfort—a momentary feeling of needing to assess the space and to 

behave accordingly. Goss demonstrates an ease in this moment because he is familiar 

with what would have initially been discomfort. In other words, discomfort is not 

permanent, but at the same time, belonging is not necessarily granted at the same time as 

access and participation. Also, Goss’s familiarity does not take away his identity as 

foreigner—each time he enters that particular bathhouse, he must behave like he is a 

foreigner/tourist. Perhaps we need to reconsider LGBT spaces as specific cultural spaces 

that represent specific cultural histories, and if that is that case, then we can reconsider 

the ethics of entry into such spaces. 

A Place for Us All? Uneasy Everyday Tourism in the Gayborhood 

I have spent so much time on the cases of LGBT bars and access into LGBT 

spaces because readings and perceptions of the Gayborhood continue to be tied to 

discourses about access. While individuals, including LGBT folks, may have already 

abandoned the concept of the gay neighborhood because of a drive for a post-identity 

world, many others oppose the idea of marking gay neighborhoods because they assume 

that marked spaces mean exclusion. While the Gayborhood is “supposed to” represent 

diversity, not everyone speaks about its meaning in the same way. For the most part, 

media texts portray a type of diversity that simply means that there are visibly many 
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different types of people in the same space, with the assumption that all of those people 

belong in the same places at the same time. At the same time, however, the underlying 

question is that if spaces are all accepting, what do LGBT spaces mean? 

LGBT spaces are subject to the same regulations about access as any other space. 

The door policies of some gay bars restricting entry of certain individuals are not only 

complicated because of contemporary LGBT political campaigns, but also because gay 

bars have a history of being exclusive spaces. From a history of meeting in bars that were 

not necessarily LGBT-identified, but simply LGBT-ignoring, to contemporary bars that 

want to be clear about who “belongs” inside based on gender (i.e. gay versus lesbian 

bars), LGBT bars have also dealt with exclusionary practices from within the LGBT 

community. Natalie McDonald mentions that younger “homo-hipsters” and “self-

declared “queers”” can be found in neighborhoods that are known to be hangouts for 

LGBT folks (namely East Passyunk) (2011). Similarly, Tommi Avicolli noted in 1977 

that Letters (no longer open) was an “everything” bar, a place attended by men, lesbians, 

whites, blacks, S&M enthusiasts and drag queens (1977, p. 3). Notable about both of 

these examples is that while they serve LGBT folks, neither is located in the Gayborhood 

(Letters was at 22nd and South, which was in an area “not frequented by gays,” according 

to Avicolli). Issues of access and belonging are therefore not limited to the Gayborhood, 

but they are especially visible in the Gayborhood because of its association with the 

LGBT community and LGBT political activities. 

In writing about the club Letters, Avicolli asks: “can a bar that sets out to be non-

discriminatory or non-selective in its clientele make it in a community which—through 

extremely diverse—is very discriminating?” (1977, p. 3) In this question, Avicolli 
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combines discrimination with selection, suggesting that bar spaces can only be marked as 

welcoming if they are diverse inside, if they are gathering places that do not have even a 

“type.” Although Avicolli does not explicitly suggest that all bars should look like this, 

his question does raise whether selecting not to go to a bar that is group/community-

specific equates discrimination: is “not-belonging” the same as “not-welcomed”? 

Already dealing with these types of questions—even before a contemporary 

LGBT community was visible, Charles Polak (1965a; 1965b) attempted to describe 

identity-based places through his description of Fire Island, a place with a reputation for 

gay men’s sexual permissiveness: 

It has been suggested that Grove-type communities are ghettos and 

exaggerate the gulf between heterosexuals and homosexuals 

unnecessarily. To the extent that this is true, the objection is more 

theoretical than practical. It would be well to eliminate the kinds of 

hostility forcing the need for an all gay community, but removing the 

pressures would not alter the desire to be among like-minded individuals. 

(Polak, 1965b, p. 14) 

 

Polak’s argument was addressing the need for gay spaces, but at the same time, 

this statement also addresses any level of division based on identities and desires. I have 

returned to these statements by Avicolli and Polak because contemporary discourses of 

gay neighborhoods are similar (if not the same) as the discourses of gay spaces back in 

the early years of LGBT political visibility. Ultimately, the issue is how we are expected 

to respond to visible differences and similarities: what do we expect when we come 

across symbols of LGBT identity and how do we establish interactions when we 

encounter and perhaps enter these spaces? 

Many LGBT folks describe “straight” spaces as sometimes uncomfortable, where 

their queerness is not accepted and they therefore do not feel comfortable. The reason 
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that LGBT folks look for gay meccas or gay resorts is to be in a place where they are 

“free” to be openly LGBT-identified and be in a place where LGBT-identification is not 

outside the norm. While LGBT activism seems to fight for normativity and for everyday 

life to be inclusive of queer lives, what is not discussed is how interactions within 

specific spaces can occur. While non-LGBT spaces are expected to be welcoming and 

inclusive through non-discrimination policies, the overall structures and purposes of the 

spaces have not changed. With LGBT spaces, however, the assumption is that simply 

applying non-discrimination policies also means that the structures of the spaces are no 

longer specific to the need for separate LGBT spaces. These spaces, however, still have 

structures that are queer, that are not simply rendered unnecessary because of non-

discrimination or the apparent mixing of more types of people. 

Throughout this reading, I have focused on discourses and frameworks of tourism 

for imagining a gay neighborhood. To read the Gayborhood, however, is to consider its 

position as a construct for not only Philadelphia’s LGBT community, but also for 

Philadelphia’s position as a major city in the US. The Gayborhood’s formal marking 

cannot be separated from contemporary discourses of urban development and images of 

urban spaces. The debates surrounding the Gayborhood’s markings reflect an anxiety 

about how to imagine identity-based neighborhoods and how to imagine entry and being 

in such neighborhoods. Coinciding with national discourses of legal battles for LGBT 

political inclusion, debates about LGBT spaces have become aligned solely with legal 

discourses of entry and access. In particular, the term “welcoming” conflates entry and 

access with belonging. The emphasis on entry and access, however, dismisses the cultural 
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contexts of identity-based space, thereby silencing attempts to describe localized 

moments of belonging and the possibility of forming community. 

Organizations such as the PGTC and the GPTMC, and publications such as the 

Philadelphia Gay News and G Philly may claim that the Gayborhood both represents and 

enacts a sense of welcome and diversity. Reading media texts about gay neighborhoods, 

however, we find that regardless of the attempt of making the message about welcoming, 

concerns over whether one feels welcome are conflated with access that is strictly 

technical. In other words, access is measured by the resulting experience, not whether one 

has the possibility of having any experience within the space. This type of welcoming 

mimics tourism discourses, where places “welcome” tourists and travelers to experience 

their different places and cultures. 

These discourses of welcome, however, are also experienced at an everyday level, 

where LGBT bars and other spaces are assumed to be part of Philadelphia’s overall urban 

spaces. This form of welcome, however, seems to assume that certain LGBT spaces do 

not have the possibility of having different cultural norms from their non-LGBT 

counterparts. While mediated forms of LGBT-identity difference in urban spaces may be 

part of a greater political campaign about inclusion, it also signals that these spaces are 

different from other urban spaces in the city. The Gayborhood may resemble the overall 

Philadelphia landscape, but its norms have slightly shifted. 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

SEEING NOTHING THROUGH SOMETHING: PRESENTING AND READING 

ABSENCE IN LGBT HISTORY WALKING TOURS 

Introduction 

In academia, queer urban spaces are often considered imagined homelands, places 

with large populations that can accommodate non-normative lives—even in public. The 

practice of communicating these ideas to the public typically suggest the inclusion of 

queer folks by highlighting the existence (even if not visibly present) of difference, of 

different types of people, different types of activities, and different types of histories. 

Tourism discourses about LGBT lives in cities make LGBT spaces visible and ultimately 

use LGBT-inclusion to promote a certain type of diverse city. 

LGBT tourism campaigns have been present since the mid-1970s, but increased in 

the 1990s. By the early 2000s, several cities around the world were marketing their cities 

to the LGBT community. While these tourism campaigns function overall to promote 

cities as destinations, they also create a specific type of visibility for the LGBT 

community. During this time, several US and Canadian cities also had LGBT community 

groups who were actively recording, preserving, and presenting their histories through 

archives, museum exhibits, art shows, community events, films, press stories, and 

academic books and articles. Several cities, such as New York, San Francisco, 

Philadelphia, Chicago, Toronto, and Vancouver, also promoted their publicly known gay 

neighborhoods, urban spaces historically associated with the LGBT community. 

In conjunction with such events, LGBT history walking tours were often created 

to guide both locals and visitors (including local LGBT folks who may not have known 
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the history of their community) in the city through a lens of LGBT events, people, and 

places. Most of these tours were not created solely for LGBT tourism purposes, but were 

often included as features for potential travelers. Such tours are designed not only to 

educate participants, but they also serve to entertain them, attempting to make LGBT 

history relevant, particularly by identifying everyday places that (supposedly) hold 

significance for the LGBT community. 

Identifying important sites in urban spaces reveals complex understandings of 

what is considered historical and how histories fit into overall narratives about a city and 

its character. In a city such as Philadelphia, a commonly understood issue is what to 

present—there are so many buildings that are historical for different reasons that the 

entire city seems to be one large historical site. Another issue is the distinction between 

the presented and “real” city; heritage sites frequently blur the line between original and 

reproduction, particularly in the cases of rehabilitated and repurposed buildings 

(Philadelphia: The Place that Loves You Back, 2012). 

Urban sociological perspectives have dominated how we think about assigning 

value to places. These hierarchies of definitions define how we see space, what we look 

for, and how we interpret what is visible. Many scholars examine places based on how 

people use them, even if in unintended ways (e.g. Gans, 2002). Cultural urban 

sociologists argue that use is important in how it defines the cultural values of space 

(Jacobs, 1961; Zukin, 2010). Thomas Gieryn (2000), however, argues that place should 

be defined in three ways: physical space (i.e. not virtual), defined (but re-definable) 

boundaries, and cultural importance that is marked by use, memory, or cultural status. 
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Following Gieryn’s definition, history walking tours identify places by revealing 

historical meaning, and also create places by inscribing them with cultural importance. 

This chapter first explores the content of LGBT walking tours and how these 

narratives shape understandings of LGBT lives in urban spaces. In particular, this 

analysis examines how walking tour historical narratives articulate notions of identity and 

community. The LGBT walking tours, like other tourist and history walking tours, 

communicate stories about the urban landscape through the tour guide. This chapter also 

considers how the tours themselves reveal untold stories, that what they reveal is not 

always clarification of what is unseen. Instead, LGBT walking tours make apparent what 

is still unspoken, what is still absent from discussion and debate about LGBT community 

and LGBT spaces. 

The tours that I examine both serve to provide education for local residents as 

well as for tourists. As tourism events, these tours not only serve to highlight LGBT 

history, but also to put the LGBT community and its spaces in the context of the city and 

to promote the city—either enhance or combat the city’s existing reputation. In this case, 

these walking tours supplement the city’s campaign to be known as a gay-friendly city, a 

campaign that gained increased visibility in 2003 with the launch of the Get Your History 

Straight and Your Nightlife Gay tourism marketing campaign created by the Greater 

Philadelphia Tourism Marketing Corporation (GPTMC) and the Philadelphia Gay 

Tourism Caucus (PGTC). 

My analysis considers not only the walking tour scripts and accompanying maps, 

but also the city’s physical space as texts. While walking tour scripts and maps set up 

how participants are guided and facilitated through the city, they alone do not 
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demonstrate the interactions between the guides, the participants, and the city itself. To 

observe these interactions, I observed three guided walking tours and attended a virtual 

walking tour presentation between 2010 and 2013. 

The Tours 

I focus on six LGBT tours in Philadelphia presented/published from 2010-2013: 

three guided walking tours, one virtual slide show walking tour presentation, and two 

walking tour guides/itineraries (see Appendix C for a chart describing the walking tours 

and virtual slide show tour). The three walking tours and the virtual slide show 

presentation were all facilitated by a tour guide: the Philly Proud: LGBT History 

Walking Tour conducted by Free Tours by Foot in Philadelphia, two LGBT history 

walking tours organized by the William Way Community Center (the second was co-

sponsored by the Philadelphia History Museum), and a Gayborhood digital walking tour 

presentation also hosted by the William Way Community Center. The two walking tour 

guides were free to the public: a tourist itinerary for LGBT travelers found on the 

GPTMC’s website, and the Navigaytour’s Gay History Walking Tour, is found online as 

well as in published form in Philadelphia’s hotels and retailers. There are other historical 

and city tours in Philadelphia that mention the Gayborhood or LGBT individuals, but 

these simply highlight LGBT sites, do not suggest an overall narrative of LGBT life in 

Philadelphia, and are not consistently presented (depending on the tour guide and the 

participants of the particular tour). 

In July 2010, the PGTC “celebrated” what it defined as the 40th anniversary of 

Philadelphia’s Gayborhood. Part of this celebration was “From Ghetto to Gayborhood: 

Images of the Gayborhood, ” an archival exhibit hosted by the William Way Community 
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Center (WWCC) featuring images of LGBT life in Philadelphia and maps marking 

different LGBT spaces over the years. Curated by the WWCC’s archivist, Bob Skiba, this 

exhibit sparked community interest in Philadelphia’s LGBT history. Later that year in 

October, Skiba held “Creating a Space for Ourselves: a historical walking tour of 

Philadelphia’s Gayborhood” (from here on, referred to as CSO). Skiba presented the tour 

as a “walking discussion group,” as most of the participants were local to Philadelphia 

and some long-time residents. Like conventional walking tours, this tour walked 

participants through streets, stopping every so often to discuss the past events in 

particular buildings and public spaces such as Rittenhouse Square. The highlighted 

histories were about political events and noting spaces where LGBT folks congregated 

(e.g. bars, coffee shops, and parks). 

In April 2012, Skiba and the WWCC held a slightly different Gayborhood tour. 

“The Gayborhood Then and Now” (from here on, referred to as GTN) marked the 5-year 

anniversary of the Gayborhood’s rainbow street signs, a project spearheaded by the 

PGTC in partnership with the City of Philadelphia. Combining a celebration of the 

physical marking of the Gayborhood with an architectural/historical tour, this evening 

event presented a photograph-based digital walking tour of the Gayborhood. Juxtaposing 

contemporary images of streets and buildings with old photographs, this tour/presentation 

highlighted buildings that were either host to LGBT community activism or bars and 

nightclubs along the streets that are currently marked by the rainbow signs. This talk 

attempted to explain the location of the Gayborhood by demonstrating that historically, 

the LGBT community was there. 



 

220 

The second WWCC-organized tour, co-sponsored by the Philadelphia History 

Museum (and mentioned as the sixth tour above), was also conducted by Bob Skiba in 

2013. The tour served as an extension of the “Private Lives in Public Spaces: Bringing 

Philadelphia’s LGBT History Out in the Open” (from here on, referred to as PLPS) 

exhibit at the Philadelphia History Museum. Because of this tour was also promoted by 

the non-LGBT-identified Philadelphia History Museum, the makeup of participants was 

visibly more diverse—previous tours were mostly attended by (likely gay) men. This 

tour’s 25 participants included 8 women, a wider age-range, and several non-LGBT-

identified individuals48. This tour’s content was framed as linking the LGBT community 

to the Gayborhood’s development in general, highlighting overall shifts in the 

neighborhood, including its architecture, more than the other tours. 

The “Philly Proud: LGBT History Tour of Philadelphia” (from here on, referred 

to as PP) began running every other week starting in 2012. Developed by Free Tours by 

Foot, this tour is the only consistently running, guided LGBT history walking tour in the 

city that specifically targets tourists. Like many history walking tours in the city, the 

Philly Proud tour begins in the historic district, near Independence Hall, and ends in the 

Gayborhood. This tour also framed its content in the context of civil rights and belonging, 

starting at the Pennsylvania Historical Marker for the Annual Reminders (the 1965-1969 

homophile protests in Philadelphia) and ending at the William Way Community Center. 

                                                 
48 This demographic information was taken visually. I suggest that several individuals were not 

LGBT-identified based on visible displays of coupling (although this could be a misread of cues) 

as well as based on comments and questions made to the tour guide or that I overheard them 

make to one another. I also overheard several individuals say that they found out about the tour 

through the Philadelphia History Museum, as well as excited comments about learning more 

about LGBT history and life in Philadelphia. 
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This tour included sites that were more peripherally related to Philadelphia’s LGBT 

community, linking classic Philadelphia figures into LGBT-related stories. For example, 

the Musical Fund Hall was noted for hosting the 1856 Republican National Convention 

that elected would-be president James Buchanan as the Republican presidential 

candidate. Buchanan allegedly had a homosexual relationship with Senator Rufus King. 

Navigaytour, a travel brochure for cities including Philadelphia, Chicago, and 

Washington DC, included a gay history trail map in its 2010 and 2011 editions. The map 

includes a mix of places/sites that were once important to the LGBT community (and 

perhaps still operating in the same industry but under new management and name), that 

are LGBT businesses still operating today, and sites that are part of Philadelphia’s 

“regular” tourist sites that are presented as relevant to the LGBT community—such as the 

Philadelphia Museum of Art which “collects many well-known gay artists throughout the 

centuries” (not that they are necessarily marked as such in the museum). Nine of the 

seventeen sites are located in the Gayborhood and the order in which the sites are 

presented move the walker across Center City from east to west. The route, however, is 

not dictated—the map simply shows footprints traversing across the city unbound from 

following specific streets. 

Finally, this analysis considers an LGBT vacation itinerary presented on the 

GPTMC website. The GPTMC LGBT itinerary explicitly frames its itinerary along the 

lines of its gay tourism campaign slogan: Get Your History Straight and Your Nightlife 

Gay. The itinerary keeps the LGBT tourist in the southeastern quadrant of Center City, 

and primarily in the Gayborhood. In the three days, only four sites are not related to 

everyday activities (such as eating and drinking or shopping): Giovanni’s Room 



 

222 

(Philadelphia’s LGBT bookstore), Independence Hall (which serves double duty as a site 

of US history and as the location of early homophile protests, the 1965-1969 Annual 

Reminders), the Liberty Bell Center, and the National Constitution Center (the last two 

being combined as they are next to one another). Like many of the other GPTMC 

itineraries, this itinerary focuses on food and drink, providing activities for tourists in 

between tourist attraction sites. 

Information about Philadelphia’s LGBT community for the five historical tours 

comes from similar sources. Three of the tours were researched and given by Bob Skiba 

and he was also consulted on the content for the PP tour and the Navigaytour Gay 

History Trail. Skiba serves as the archivist of the John J. Wilcox Archives at the William 

Way Community Center—Philadelphia’s LGBT community archives—and he is also the 

president of the Association of Philadelphia Tour Guides (APT). The tours are not 

exactly the same, but there are similarities in the types of featured sites and themes. Even 

though the LGBT community is diverse, each of these tours highlight bars and 

nightclubs, and sites of early gay and lesbian activist activities in Center City 

(Philadelphia’s downtown). 

Undefining Borders 

Each of these tours and itineraries present information about what is important for 

LGBT folks to know about Philadelphia; each tour defines what is historically important 

from the Philadelphia context for an LGBT community beyond Philadelphia. Relevant 

information and knowledge for the LGBT traveler—like in any other history walking 

tour—is presented as a revelation for the participant; the guide (either in person or 

through text) uncovers what cannot be seen. The focus of the tours, however, is still 
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grounded by what is visible. The tours focus on physical geography first, connecting the 

Gayborhood to the LGBT community, rather than simply identifying the spaces that are 

part of the Philadelphia LGBT community’s history. The tours, therefore, make little 

reference to LGBT spaces—particularly residential spaces—outside of Center City. 

All of the tours and itineraries take place in and describe Center City. The guided 

tours (CSO, PP, and PLPS) were only about two hours in length, which limited the area 

that could be covered. The CSO tour brought participants west to the Rittenhouse Square 

area, the location of several LGBT bars, nightclubs, and coffee shops during the 20th 

Century and the square which was a popular hangout and cruising area for gay men—a 

place that was a gay neighborhood before a shift to today’s Gayborhood on the other side 

of Broad Street, a street that bisects Center City. The PP tour started at Independence 

Hall, highlighting the Pennsylvania Historic Marker for the Annual Reminders, and then 

walked through Washington Square and then spent most of the time in the Gayborhood. 

PLPS began at the Philadelphia History Museum (between the Gayborhood and Olde 

City) and then moved immediately into the Gayborhood, ending at the William Way 

Community Center. The GTN presentation was three hours in length and only focused on 

the Gayborhood in order to “explain and explore the conditions that developed the 

Gayborhood.” The Navigaytour and GPTMC itineraries also focus on the Gayborhood, 

but realistically can be done in two to three days—depending on how long one spends in 

sites such as museums. 

What most of the tours did not discuss was the relationship between different 

parts of the city. Each of the tours focused on the places and sites actually seen during the 

tour. There was also no mention of movement. While academics have written about the 
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relationship between the city and the suburbs or rural spaces for the LGBT community 

(Weston, 1995; Fellows, 1996; Halberstam, 2005; Herring, 2010), little time was spent on 

explaining how people actually came together if they did not live in the area. One 

exception was the PP tour: my tour guide briefly mentioned how he would rarely come 

into Center City when he was younger from the outskirts of the city. This information 

was given to highlight Center City’s reputation for being a seedy or “bad” place and the 

relationships between Center City and the suburbs, the outer neighborhoods of 

Philadelphia, and the suburbs. While Skiba asked tour participants who were long-time 

residents of Philadelphia for their stories, these stories usually elaborated or validated his 

descriptions of specific places, rather than add narratives about living (in contrast to life 

moments) in the city. 

None of the tours or itineraries considered an overall spatial picture of the LGBT 

community. While the tours may have highlighted the places that LGBT individuals were 

at fixed points in time and for specific purposes. LGBT life was not presented in space 

over time—there was no sense of how LGBT daily life connected between sites of former 

bar spaces, meeting places, and living spaces. Living spaces, in fact were mostly 

referenced generally, with little to no mention of specific individuals’ living spaces. The 

only anecdote that mentioned movement through space between different sites—and of a 

home—was the story of “Mary the Hag”: According to folklore, Mary once took a taxi 

home from Maxine’s (what is today Tavern on Camac), where she worked. Living just 

across the street, Mary had a taxi called, got in on one side, paid the driver, and 

immediately got out the other door (this story was told in the GTN, PP, and PLPS tours). 
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I do not suggest that the walking tours should follow a particular character’s daily 

path (as if tracing something like Pride Parades routes), or even allege that LGBT folks 

followed specific routes, but by only focusing on specific sites, the tours spatialize LGBT 

history and lives within specific boundaries. The strict identification of LGBT activities 

within Center City creates an absence of LGBT lives outside of these particular areas. 

This strong identification can lead to presentations, and even perceptions, that the LGBT 

community belongs (and can feel belonging) in the Gayborhood, and that the 

Gayborhood belongs to the LGBT community. 

Flattening History: “Then” versus “Now” 

The CSO, The GTN, and PLPS tours explicitly mention a timeline of the 

neighborhood, marking information given during the tours as events over time and within 

the specific space. The purpose of these three tours, however, was to explore the 

relationship between the Gayborhood and Philadelphia’s LGBT community, or at least 

try to localize spatially the history of Philadelphia’s LGBT community. The PP tour, 

along with the Navigaytour’s and the GPTMC’s itineraries highlight historic spots, with 

their concentration in the Gayborhood as a historical coincidence.  

With an overall message of how Philadelphia is now gay-friendly and LGBT-

inclusive, all six of the tours flattened out history discursively: history was “then,” 

presented in contrast to “now.” While it can be argued that all history during walking 

tours is presented in such a way, I bring this up for the LGBT tours because all of the 

histories could be characterized in three time periods: prior to the 20th Century, from 

1900-2010, and today. The first category of stories links Philadelphia’s LGBT 

community to the overall Philadelphia historical narrative about the importance of 
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constitutional freedom as the foundation of the United States. The PP tour linked some 

historical figures from this time period to the LGBT community, noting whether figures 

could today be labeled as LGBT as a method of characterizing Philadelphia’s history as 

one rich with stories about acceptance and gay-friendliness. This history, according to the 

tour, even pre-dates the US, with William Penn reducing the sentence for sodomy from 

death to 30 lashes in 1682. A history of a progressive sexual culture is located in 

Philadelphia, part of the city’s (and by extension, its inhabitants’) character. 

The second time period represents the majority of the historical sites and 

coincides with how contemporary LGBT histories are told today. The majority of the 

sites—mostly bars—brought forward stories about spaces that were where LGBT folks 

could simply be. Other sites were meeting spaces where political action took place. Years 

and dates were mentioned, but the events were not connected to one another between 

sites—there were no sites that were connected spatially and temporally (i.e. starting at 

one site and continuing at another site with both sites being involved in the same story). 

Even though years were given to each of these histories, as I walked through the 

neighborhood and we stopped at different buildings, the overall impression from all of 

these stories was that they were simply from back “then,” and arguably connected to the 

“way back then” histories of the founding of the nation. Because the overarching goal of 

each of the tours is to demonstrate the importance of the Gayborhood and the LGBT 

community in Philadelphia, the stories are all presented such that the participants simply 

contrast their contemporary lives with the stories being told. Both time and space are 

flattened to before and after scenes. By only highlighting individual events, there is little 

sense of the time and struggle that shaped the LGBT community’s status in Philadelphia. 
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Recoding Sex, Gender, and Sexuality 

Each of the walking tours discussed sexuality and gender, but not necessarily in 

the context of how sexuality and gender shape understandings of space. Here, I am 

considering how sex, gender, and sexuality are introduced in LGBT walking tours and 

itineraries. Granted, walking tours are public discussions designed for tourists, which 

already shapes how these discussions can be framed. While the six walking tours and 

itineraries mention sexual spaces (and frankly, almost any space can be a sexual space), 

they focus generally on the political freedoms granted to the LGBT community without 

actually defining what those freedoms actually entail beyond simple recognition and 

politically visible naming. 

Both the Navigaytour Gay History Trail Map and the PP Tour present sexual 

activity as private, as something that can be uncovered, but not requiring additional 

explanation or discussion. Both of these tours highlight sexual spaces such as a long-

standing bathhouse or public sex space, but neither incorporates sexual spaces into an 

overall narrative of the LGBT community and urban Philadelphia. The Navigaytour Gay 

History Trail Map lists the Club Philadelphia Bath but does not actually mark it on the 

map (it is not given a number to follow along the “trail”). Neither tour mentions how sex 

was a method of meeting for LGBT folks. 

Unsurprisingly, the GPTMC LGBT itinerary does not mention sexual activity 

either for the traveler or in terms of identifying LGBT activities in history. The 

GPTMC—a partially state-funded organization—does market to a wide audience. The 

historical and contemporary definitions of the Gayborhood and importance to the LGBT 

community in the itinerary are limited to “gay-friendly” businesses and LGBT-identified 
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bars and nightclubs. Again, the itinerary follows the marketing tagline and really only 

suggests sexual behavior by identifying the nightclubs and bars as LGBT-identified. 

The three tours done by Skiba discuss sexual behavior in order to distinguish how 

sex is done now and how it was done in the past in Center City. Explicit mentions of 

sexual activities such as public sex or stripping were reserved for describing the 

neighborhoods as “seedy” and linking the LGBT community to spaces where “deviant” 

or “less acceptable” sexual activities occurred. Sex and sexuality was a subject of 

historical interest, mentioned but not described. Cruising locations were identified, but 

not described in detail. For example, the tours did not differentiate between the types of 

cruising in Rittenhouse Square, how it changed as one went in closer to the center of the 

square: men were more focused on hooking up with one another closer to the center, 

looking for cars to pick them up around the perimeter of the square, and general 

socializing in the pathways with the benches (Brimsfield, 2010). These two tours relied 

heavily on verbal innuendo and coded language to describe spaces that accepted—or 

tolerated—the LGBT community and that served as places for LGBT folks to meet one 

another. Skiba often referred to places that were known as “bohemian” and simply say to 

the audience, “and we all know what “bohemian” means, right?” 

The connection between sex, sexuality, gender, and non-normativity can be made 

obvious through sexual behaviors: expectations of who does what, in what way, and how 

one looks, are met, challenged, or complicated during sexual activity. Challenges and 

complications to sexual activities are also paramount issues for the LGBT community as 

these are the reasons that the community is marginalized in public. The LGBT 

community is one where just public knowledge of private activities can be grounds for 



 

229 

public discrimination. Making non-heterosexual sex visible, therefore, is still important, 

and at the core of the political narratives in each of the tours. 

For all of these tours, sex remains a private issue. Even when referencing sex that 

occurred out in the open through cruising, the tours downplayed their role in defining the 

space. The PP and CSO tours noted that Washington Square was “cleaned up” during the 

1940s and 1950s, and that cruising shifted over to Rittenhouse Square because of this. 

The Merry-Go-Round, a loop around Spruce Street, 18th Street, Delancy Street, and 21st 

Street (Stein, 2000), was identified as a cruising spot, but its function and reason for no 

longer existing was not really mentioned, except in terms of how LGBT life shifted over 

to the other side of Broad Street, what is now the Gayborhood. When mentioning the 

nickname “Spruce Street Boys,” tours noted that the label was given to gay men because 

the visible locus of gay life was along Spruce Street. The geography, however, was 

affected by their presence, not because of any activity in particular—such as cruising. 

In a similar way, the bathhouses and male-strip clubs were introduced, but all 

activity was left to the imagination of the participants. Even when participants were asked 

about public sex, some admitted to remembering cruising and public sex, or at least 

having knowledge about them, but no one admitted to having participated in either 

activity. Public sex was presented as a historical idea and an impersonal act done by gay 

men49. Tour guides and participants expressed pleasure that homoerotic behaviors were 

no longer criminal, but sexual activity itself was not something publicly discussed. 

                                                 
49 The only individual named as participating in public sex was Christopher Isherwood, who was 

a patron of the Camac Baths (GTN, 2012). Bette Midler and Barry Manilow were mentioned as 

being part of bathhouse culture in New York City during the PP tour when we passed a poster 

advertising the musical Priscilla Queen of the Desert, which was being produced by Midler. 
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I begin this section with a focus on sexual behavior because sex has seemed to 

disappear from descriptions of a group that is defined largely by its relationship to sex. 

Again, the overall theme of these tours was that there is now LGBT political visibility 

and anti-discrimination rights. Political visibility and anti-discrimination rights work 

together in such a way that the LGBT community has the right to publicly admit to 

having non-heteronormative sex in private. Sex itself, however, is not publicly 

permissible. By focusing on contemporary political visibility, the LGBT walking tours 

focus attention on relationships and public self-identification over making public actual 

sexual activity. 

Individuals mentioned by name in the walking tours were either famous 

individuals who may today be labeled as LGBT, or are famous because of their LGBT 

political activism and community building. The PP tour included notable individuals in 

Philadelphia’s history who could be defined as LGBT such as President James Buchanan, 

who is rumored to have been in a relationship with Senator William Rufus King. Even 

LGBT activists’ partners were noted as significant others, not as sexual partners. Aside 

from the brief mentions of cruising and bathhouses, LGBT identity was defined by 

relationships. Homoerotic encounters, such as dancing, holding hands, and kissing, were 

also only mentioned in terms of LGBT folks meeting one another and were mentioned as 

the signals of LGBT identity used by the police. 

Because actual sexual activity was not mentioned explicitly during the tours, there 

was an emphasis on individuals’ gender presentations when discussing the LGBT 

community in history. Overall, however, the walking tours focused on men’s issues. 

Women were mentioned as bar and coffee shop attendees—there was no other discussion 
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about how women met one another or which spaces served as women’s non-

heteronormative sexual spaces. Women’s non-normative criminality, in fact, was only 

mentioned as being tied to gender presentation: the three live tours mentioned how 

women were expected to dance with men and to wear a certain number of articles of 

women’s clothing. Women’s bars were also not distinguished from men’s bars; their 

structure and purpose were described as part of a narrative about seedy bars that 

permitted LGBT presence rather than about women-specific histories. The only other 

women mentioned who were not political activists or bar patrons were strippers and 

dancers in strip clubs and bars that targeted heterosexual men, and prostitutes. 

Transgender individuals were also not really mentioned aside from being 

physically present. Their inclusion was presented in two forms: individuals who wore the 

“opposite gender” clothes and who were arrested for it (this was also used to refer to 

butch lesbians), and drag queens who participated in Henri David’s Halloween balls and 

in the Mummers’ Parades (“drag queen” was used as shorthand for men who cross-

dressed, who were effeminate, AND who were drag queen performers). There was no 

overall sense of how gender non-conformity was or is lived in Philadelphia, of how and 

where transgender individuals lived their lives beyond participating in “LGBT” 

establishments and events or community spaces such as the William Way Community 

Center. Both the Mummers’ Parades and Henri David’s Halloween Balls were brought up 

to demonstrate Philadelphia’s overall gay-friendliness and acceptance because straight 

and gay people participated together. Mention of drag queens and transgender individuals 

really only served as token inclusion of the “T” of LGBT in the tours, rather than to 

highlight transgender individuals or theories. 
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LGBT history and Gayborhood history presented in the walking tours emphasize 

sexual activities that rely on specifically gendered bodies—male or female. Gender 

presentation serves to indicate sexual orientation: gender non-conforming bodies are 

presented in the same way that the state (i.e. police) read sexuality, that “homosexuals” 

(sexuality) were the issue with “proper” dress (gender) as a symptom or marker of 

homosexuality. Tales of men and women swapping dance partners during police raids 

ultimately rely on assumptions about bodies to read sexuality, with gender presentation as 

secondary (i.e. a butch female body dancing with an effeminate male body was more 

acceptable to police). Such a reading is critiqued by transgender scholars (see Stryker, 

2004), who argue that even in queer theory, gender relegated to simply another aspect of 

sexuality, rather than having distinct frameworks. The lack of nuance in description of 

gender aligns with a representation-based inclusion of identities in LGBT community 

discussions as well as the contents of queer—nay, LGBT, nay, LG and sometimes B—

histories, archives, and spaces. This also discursively represents and repeats the everyday 

violence faced by transgender folks. 

Unclear Truths 

The academic project of doing LGBT history focuses largely on highlighting not 

only non-normative lives, but also trying to reconsider how history is done. The walking 

tour relies upon a methodological logic that suggests that history is about uncovering 

what cannot be seen. Edward Mauger (former president of the Association of 

Philadelphia Tour Guides) reminds tour guides that “[n]ot all the truths we hold about 

Philadelphia are self-evident” (Skiba & Mauger, 2011). While academic histories, 

especially LGBT histories, serve to challenge how history is done or how we understand 
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our social worlds, these moves do not seem to transfer to public history activities such as 

history walking tours. Even though certain topics can be revealed, LGBT history walking 

tours in Philadelphia primarily treat physical spaces as simply inspirational objects for 

storytelling rather than challenge how LGBT lives and inclusion is understood and lived 

in the city. 

An important part of the history walking tour is the interaction between the tour 

guide and the tour participants. Tourism studies scholars have examined how tour guides 

use these interactions, or spontaneous moments, to make the tour feel authentic, 

unscripted, and revealing of additional facts (Wynn, 2010). While none of the tours I 

attended veered off the main script in terms of sites covered and basic information about 

each site, they each relied at some point on recent information that made a distinction 

between insider memories and historical facts. While the tour guides drew their 

information from archival research, community contacts, as well as the tour participants 

themselves, were used as sources for the tours. 

The GTN talk, and the CSO and PLPS tours were not primarily promoted to or 

attended by tourists. Bob Skiba, in fact, began both events with an invitation to the 

audience to participate and treat the events like discussions. Knowing that most attendees 

were locals, Skiba often checked in and asked for comments and verification, rather than 

only questions. While checking in with the participants may be a tactic of tour guides to 

engage the audience, in the tours that I attended, particularly the GTN talk and the CSO 

and PLPS tours, checking in facilitated the tours’ function as a community memory 

space. Although none of the tours were completely Q&A styled (where the participants 

could really take over the direction of the narrative), there was always a sense of 
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checking to see what types of information would be recognized and remembered versus 

information that came from archival research that supported folklore and gossip. 

Touring the Absent, What Cannot Be Seen 

If the history walking tour is supposed to reveal and present stories about people, 

places, and things, then how do we account for the stories that the tours do not, and 

cannot, tell? More importantly, what are these sites—buildings, parks, streets, etc.—

supposed to show us? We can consider the walking tour as a form of marker itself; 

history walking tours highlight and introduce histories that would otherwise be forgotten 

or unknown. What is learned, however, is not necessarily what is shown or even told. By 

first examining Philadelphia’s President’s House Site monument, I consider how LGBT 

history walking tours present and read what is unseen. 

The President’s House Site in Philadelphia monument, identifying the home of 

George Washington and John Adams, was built in response to a 2002 historical account 

that located the slave quarters of Washington’s house near the entrance of the Liberty 

Bell Center (Salisbury and Saffron, 2002). Archaeologists uncovered the foundation to 

the house in 2007 and while the city wanted to make the foundation a historic site, 

questions arose about what the site would actually commemorate. After much public 

debate and keeping in mind the relationship between the other buildings in Independence 

Mall—Independence Hall, the Liberty Bell Pavilion, and the National Constitution 

Center—the site was turned into an exhibit exploring slavery at the time of the Founding 

Fathers. The monument is a frame of a house and includes information panels and video 

screens featuring actors playing slaves, speaking to visitors. The foundation remains 

where archaeologists found it, encased in glass so that visitors can look down to see it. 
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Even though the information panels emphasize US-based liberty and the building 

of the nation, the focus on slavery at the site is unexpected. The monument presents 

American slavery without resolving the narrative by discussing abolition; it reminds 

visitors that the site was the home of slaves. Philadelphia-based media coverage of the 

President’s House Site did not describe the site or its impact as disruptive. Philadelphia-

based press using the city’s press release called it a “tribute” (City of Philadelphia Press 

Release, 2010), the GPTMC’s website described it as a “paradox” 

(www.visitphilly.com), and the most damning (although not very) description—an 

“inconvenient truth” (Stein, 2010; John-Hall, 2011). The New York Times cultural critic, 

however, found the monument confusing and unsatisfying, and argued that the monument 

“squandered” opportunities and is “more a monument [of] unresolved tensions than a 

commemoration of anything else” (Rothstein, 2010). Rothstein also suggested that the 

monument lacks “both intellectual coherence and emotional power,” and that what is 

learned is “[n]ot what makes this site special, but what makes it ordinary” (2010). In 

response, Annette John-Hall (2011) argued in the Philadelphia Inquirer that Rothstein 

misunderstood Philadelphia’s recognition of African American history and drive to reveal 

historical truths. 

But what is actually revealed at this site? Its content neither celebrates the place 

nor exposes the violent legacy of slavery for African Americans. The monument also 

physically disrupts Independence Mall’s aesthetic with its incomplete walls and lack of 

roof. Within the first year of its presentation, it also faced technical difficulties: the video 

screens frequently broke down, leaving large black squares on the walls. The glass 

enclosure over the foundation also fogged up due malfunctioning de-humidifiers, leaving 
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visitors unable to see the original foundation (Salisbury, 2011)50. With its unclear 

physical structure, the monument seems to require explanation. The “unresolved 

tensions” noted by Rothstein are a result of the absence of a singular message from the 

monument. Yet the monument is exactly a product of the eight years of active debate 

about the meaning of the site and the hundreds of years of racial tensions that still exist in 

Philadelphia51. The covering and uncovering up of African American lives is also part of 

Philadelphia’s urban development history, with several of Ed Bacon’s proposed city 

plans derailed because of displacement of ethnic communities (e.g. African Americans 

from Society Hill and the Vine Street Expressway’s shrinking of Chinatown). Racial 

tensions and visibility of ethnic communities are still subjects raised in conjunction with 

discussions of gentrification in Philadelphia. 

While there is no similar monument about Philadelphia’s LGBT community, one 

stop could be read as an absence that produces knowledge about how the LGBT 

community fits into the city’s landscape. Nest, a nursery and children’s store located on 

the corner of 13th and Locust Streets, is in a building that once housed a group of strip 

clubs—Signatures. Signatures closed in 2005, and the building stood empty until Nest 

opened in 2011. Nest was featured in all three of the walking tours as well as the GTN 

                                                 
50 Today, the monument functions as designed. The video screens work and the foundation is 

visible. The overall structure, however, remains the same, so issues of monument design (i.e. the 

roof-less house) are still present. 

 
51 Racial tensions in Philadelphia are not only felt in everyday life, but are made into a spectacle 

through media. In 2013, a Philadelphia Magazine cover story, “Being White in Philly” (Huber, 

2013), sparked a vocal debate that included Mayor Michael Nutter filing a complaint against the 

publication. While some journalists argued that race is not the source issue of problems and 

tension in Philadelphia (Jones, 2013), it was undeniable that the racial tensions in the city were 

not over and that even if it was used as an “excuse” to avoid dealing with issues such as extreme 

poverty, race and race relations are still felt sources of real, everyday tensions in the city. 
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virtual tour. Neither Nest nor Signatures is LGBT-identified, but the building was 

introduced in conversations about the Gayborhood’s development asa type of urban space 

that was important to the LGBT community. 

In the mid-20th Century, Locust Street was known as “Lurid Locust,” and was a 

locus for bars and prostitution in Washington Square West. Ed Bacon, the city planner 

responsible for large redevelopment projects such as Society Hill, proposed a massive 

redevelopment for Washington Square West. This plan sought to maintain public life 

(theaters and restaurants) without socially undesirable activities—public drunkenness and 

public erotic displays (prostitution and strip clubs). Bacon’s plan was not directly 

implemented, but the neighborhood still changed, ultimately resembling Bacon’s plan 

and what is now considered gentrification. Each of the history walking tours did not 

mention the word “gentrification,” but presented the Gayborhood as evidence of LGBT 

membership in Richard Florida’s Creative Class (2003). Overall, each of the tours relied 

on a linear narrative of LGBT (and namely gay men) involvement in transforming once 

“seedy” neighborhoods into attractive, creative, cosmopolitan urban spaces—a narrative 

that was then tied to LGBT community development. Nest was therefore introduced 

during the history walking tours as a symbolic marker of LGBT presence in the city that 

led to a “positive” type of neighborhood change. 

Mentions of Nest, however, were not celebratory. During the walking tours, Nest 

was described in terms of neighborhood change, but not as an indicator of LGBT 

inclusion. No one expressed that Nest produced the possibility of visible LGBT parenting 

in light of contemporary shifts in US marriage equality laws. During the GTN 

presentation, both Skiba and participants remarked that having a nursery in a former strip 
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club is “ridiculous” – the emphasis was on what the building was, not what it is. While 

they agreed that they did not miss the risks associated with “seedy” places of the past (i.e. 

being labeled as deviant and potential police raids), there was discomfort with the nursery 

because it did not visually read as “LGBT.” 

Unlike the Gayborhood’s rainbow street signs, drag queens walking down the 

street at night, or same-sex couples holding hands, Nest represents a discourse linked to 

the LGBT community without actually showing any codes of LGBT identification. The 

confused and uncomfortable feelings about Nest are similar to the discontented questions 

about the death of gay neighborhood spaces and queer visibility in the press and 

academia (e.g. Brown, 2007; Ghaziani, 2010). Nest also became a starting point for 

uncomfortable comments about the role of gentrification in the city, including comments 

about how gentrification excluded codes of public sex (such as cruising and flamboyant 

fashion—including stereotypes of men and women wearing BDSM gear) as well as 

groups such as low-income LGBT folks, LGBT folks of color, and trans folks. Presenting 

Nest provided tour participants the opportunity to read and analyze the meanings of was 

not seen, of not having LGBT identity pointed out to them. 

Kenneth Foote argues that “missing” landscapes, e.g. empty sites where buildings 

once stood, can indicate memory, an attempt to forget what happened (1990). What does 

it mean, then, when some of these sites are pointed out, such as the slave quarters or the 

seedy strip clubs? I argue that revealing these attempts to forget, to move on, to “change” 

and “progress,” reveal contemporary feelings and ideas that do not yet make sense. The 

President’s House Site seems unfitting for its location and purpose, similar to how race 

debates in Philadelphia remind its residents that racial tensions are ongoing—tensions 
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that many wish no longer existed in the US. Nest creates an uncomfortable nostalgia for 

the once seedy bars that stereotypically characterize visible gay urban life, but that were 

also part of an era of state-sanctioned discrimination against the LGBT community. We 

cannot forget, but it is not through an explicit marker that we remember. Instead, we 

invoke these debates, these questions, these feelings, through what is absent, what is no 

longer visible, or even what was never marked. 

Conclusion and Reflections 

History walking tours turn city spaces into large cultural museums, or even theme 

parks (as per Kirshenblatt-Gimlett (1998)). The city and its contents become objects for 

tour participants to examine and explore. More importantly, history walking tours expose 

stories that were not or no longer public. Attending these tours is pleasurable because 

they communicate what was previously unarticulated. Baudrillard argues that this type of 

communication is obscene: “Obscenity begins when there is no more spectacle, no more 

stage, no more theatre, no more illusion, when everything becomes immediately 

transparent, visible, exposed in the raw and inexorable light of information and 

communication” (1987/2012, p. 26). What is obscene is therefore not what is hidden, but 

that nothing is hidden anymore. 

While Baudrillard discusses obscenity in the context of traditional mass 

communication, I argue that the history walking tour is another form of mediated 

communication. The tour guide and tour contents act as translators of physical space—

they articulate the cultural meanings of our physical surroundings. History walking tours, 

however, do not only draw upon what is visible. The LGBT tours examined here 

demonstrate how the tours both retrain us to see the city through the lens of LGBT 
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history as well as reveal tensions by making absences (both in tour content and in marked 

spaces) apparent. These absences may be in the space itself or in the content of the tours 

themselves. In other words, Baudrillard’s ecstasy of communication is not limited to 

articulated knowledge, but also includes knowledge revealed through what is still 

inarticulated and unintelligible. 

In tourism studies, much concern is laid upon the relationship between what is 

produced by tourism agencies (e.g. tourism marketing and tour guides) and the tourist. 

Tourists are theorized to be looking for something new and different (Urry, 1990). 

Walking tours both reveal historical “truths” that make tourist understandings of the 

landscape authentic (Cohen, 1979) while presenting a version of the city that is 

constructed and contrived (see Boorstin’s (1971) still relevant lament that tourism creates 

pseudo-events). MacCannell (2011) argues that tourists understand this construction, so 

they understand that there is something missing, something hidden or covered up. My 

analysis, however, argues that this second gaze is not limited to a skeptical gaze at 

walking tours. Instead, I argue that the absences in both the city landscape as well as the 

tours’ content are read as productive components of the tours. 

Through my reading of LGBT history walking tours, I demonstrate how the tours 

attempt to fit LGBT lives into a known and familiar historical framework that limits what 

can be shown. I also highlight two types of absence that produce knowledge: the absence 

of trans theorizing and inclusion in a queer archive, in physical LGBT archives, and in 

understandings of the Gayborhood; and the absence of clarity around how the LGBT 

community and its marked urban spaces are both complicit in and victimized by urban 

development and gentrification. Even if these absences do not push people towards 
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visible activism, I argue that absences are important for scholars, advocates, and 

everyday people to recognize as part of the complexity of the topics that they reveal. 

While I make these critical remarks about what is “missing” in the tours’ content, 

it is true that I did not attempt to challenge my tour guides when I took these tours, nor 

did I contact the authors of the two tourist guides. Part of this was my being a participant 

observer—I was observing the events, not making them. Another issue was that these 

guides were people in my own everyday community; I did not want to jeopardize my 

existing relationships with them by attempting to “trick” them during one of their tours or 

be viewed as disrespecting their work. Finally, I am not invested in enforcing a type of 

history that “gets it right,” as absence often reveals that none of us get it right. Absence 

produces the questions and feelings that eventually articulate what the landscape can 

possibly represent at that particular time. 
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SIXTH INTERLUDE 

 

IN FLANDERS FIELDS 

On December 4, 2013, I visited a temporary exhibit of four AIDS Quilt Panels at 

the William Way Community Center (sponsored by the AIDS Fund from December 1-5). 

On loan from the NAMES Project Foundation, the five large quilt panels were placed 

around the ballroom, hung from the ceiling and resting on the floor. Each panel consisted 

of 8 quilt sections, each dedicated to a particular individual. Many of the panels had 

messages from loved ones, messages of missing the person, and items that somehow 

represented the person or the relationships between the person and those dedicating the 

quilt panel. The only other display items in the room were a table containing information 

about the NAMES Project and the AIDS Fund, and a sign for the 247 Bar and a plaque 

explaining it (probably a permanent display). When I visited, the room was empty, a 

large empty space with only the sounds of cars going by on Spruce Street coming into the 

room. 

The panels are the dead. These are our dead—all of our dead—bodies marked by 

HIV/AIDS, but the quilts mark more than those bodies. Death marks individual bodies 

and communities of belonging, of longing for those bodies to be back. At first, I looked 

for markings of place, trying to figure out how these particular panels were selected. I 

noted that each panel seemed to have at least one quilt for someone from Philadelphia or 

Pennsylvania, but stepping back, I stopped caring about whether the panel was from 

Philadelphia, or from Ohio, or from Washington DC. The signatures of siblings, of nieces 

and nephews, of parents, of partners, of children also noted more than just any place—

these people may have also moved since they participated in the quilt project. I wondered 
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if some of the children today remember that they signed the quilt, that they created a 

handprint embroidered onto the fabric, that their images are included in the photographs. 

While the project is called the NAMES Project, the names themselves matter less than 

the fact that there are names placed onto the fabric. I did not notice the individual’s name 

on some of the quilt sections. The panels archive feelings above identities and serve as 

reminders of a past as well as a present world where AIDS still matters to LGBT folks. 

The panels also defied ideas of representation; the panels present ephemera, literally 

stitched into place and representing something not for the viewer, but for the quilt maker. 

I did not feel more personally connected to any of the individuals because I could see 

photographs, places, names, or personal items; after about 10 minutes, I felt strangely 

distant from the individuals whose names lay before me. 

The NAMES Project has visited different cities, making the numbers of 

individuals who have died from HIV/AIDS visible to many North Americans. On the 

information table, I could see images of the quilt in the National Mall in Washington DC, 

out in the open. In this room, however, the quilt panels were protected from the elements 

and although open to the public, they were displayed for a certain level of intimacy, 

allowing for the viewer to focus on individual panels without being overwhelmed by the 

number of individuals. Being in that room in the William Way Community Center, 

however, I saw a memorial that should represent a form of care, one that I was suddenly 

unsure that I took up. I felt very alone in the empty room, even though knowing that it 

was during business hours on a weekday, the likelihood of my being alone was high. I did 

not feel good about not understanding some of the panels, not having explanations for 

them. I then felt uncomfortable that this knowledge should matter to me at all; I left the 
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room with that feeling lingering. These quilt panels are mobile markers of people, a way 

of allowing the dead to follow us everywhere, bringing them to us rather than lying in a 

cemetery or mausoleum. Our dead are public, for public acknowledgement and 

consumption. 

“We shall not sleep.” 
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CHAPTER 8 

 

AN ARCHIVE ON DISPLAY 

Introduction: Neighborhoods that Represent Something 

In September 2013, Andrew Thompson wrote an essay that questioned the 

purpose and longevity of Philadelphia’s Gayborhood—even in its title: “The Success of 

Philadelphia’s Gayborhood May Be Its Undoing.” Thompson’s article does not lament 

the “loss” of some form of “real” LGBT neighborhood, nor does it pretend that simply 

having rainbow street signs is an outright celebration of Philadelphia’s LGBT 

communities. Overall, Thompson spins a narrative that suggests that the Gayborhood is a 

space that invited gentrification, and that its appeal as a gay space is ultimately what 

brought on its erasure. In particular, Thompson notes that part of LGBT history is a 

history of trauma, a history that is not explicitly referenced in signage for the 

Gayborhood. Thompson even ends his article by questioning the meaning of the 

Gayborhood’s rainbow signs: 

In 2007, the city added rainbows to the street signs on 12th and 13th Streets 

as a signifier of tolerance. Zinman had the same reaction as Casarez, who 

had the same reaction as Skiba. “Is this to mark the present state of the 

area, or is this to mark the history of the area?” says Skiba. “And I’m still 

not sure.” (Thompson, 2013) 

 

This chapter examines representations of the Gayborhood in the context of history 

and making history visible. While advertising campaigns bring attention to the city as 

well as the Gayborhood, they do not describe the Gayborhood itself. My earlier readings 

of the Gayborhood mention its history, but I have not questioned whether the notion of its 

history has implications to how we imagine and understand the neighborhood. Here, I 

look at maps of the Gayborhood as guides and objects of an LGBT archive. This analysis 
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also raises questions about the Gayborhood’s producers (publicly perceived as “the gay 

community”) and its audience, imagining them as archivists, and archive members and 

visitors respectively. In particular, this chapter looks at the Gayborhood—a visible and 

marked neighborhood space—as a part of an LGBT archive. 

Thompson’s article asks many similar questions that are found in this project. 

Interestingly, the article makes no mention of the involvement of the PGTC or the 

GPTMC in any of the discussion about the Gayborhood’s marking. Although the author 

did speak with Bob Skiba, noting that Skiba is the president of the Association of 

Philadelphia Tour Guides, none of the references to Skiba have to do with tourism and 

marketing. In other words, the article touches upon the naming of the Gayborhood as an 

issue that is apparent because of gentrification. Thompson does, however, highlight the 

role of memory and history in his examination of the purpose of the Gayborhood. Like 

the history walking tours discussed in the previous chapter, Thompson suggests that there 

is a “pre-gentrification” neighborhood and a current/post-gentrification moment. The 

article also mentions that gentrification, the current urban changes to the Gayborhood, is 

the process that homogenizes urban spaces and will ultimately make remove the 

Gayborhood from Center City. 

What is missing from Thompson’s article is a consideration of how 

representations of LGBT identity in the Gayborhood were planned and not inherent. In 

particular, the Gayborhood exists as a part of a larger LGBT identity project. While 

Thompson mentions history, he does not consider how even his invoking history is part 

of the Gayborhood’s presentation, part of its construct. Ultimately, Thompson’s article 

does mirror the sentiments of lamentations over a “gay” character now lost. 



 

247 

A Historical Character and a Community Together 

Promoting neighborhoods within cities relies on being able to define a distinct 

area, not only by geographical boundaries but also by visual imagery. The idea of a 

neighborhood’s character relies on both locals’ and tourists’ ability to recognize the 

character. Even the idea of “hidden gems” that can be described (and therefore found) 

suggests that there is some form of activity or building that would read as character. As 

previously examined, history tours and tourist itineraries provide tourists and travelers 

access to sites that are allegedly for locals only. “Hidden gems” are therefore hidden 

because non-locals lack the cultural knowledge and skills necessary to identify and access 

them. Thompson’s article, however, suggests that even trauma should be considered a 

“hidden gem,” that rather than a nostalgic seedy past, that what is unseen is a reminder of 

a community under oppression52. 

These broad forms of history used in promoting the Gayborhood demonstrate how 

LGBT communities have fewer consistent and formal historical moments that match up 

to visible geographical fixtures within the city. Again, this does not mean that there are 

not agreed upon historical “milestones” for LGBT communities. At the same time, 

however, LGBT activism and community building activities starting in the late 20th 

                                                 
52 I am giving Thompson’s article a prominent role in this chapter because it addresses issues 

pertaining to the Gayborhood through an analysis that is close to my own. In particular, 

Thompson is suspicious of the importance of inscribing a neighborhood with LGBT identity. The 

article is not perfect and includes a few factual errors: Thompson follows the narratives of his 

informants and overstates several aspects of everyday life in Philadelphia, such as suggesting that 

most LGBT folks used to live in the Gayborhood (LGBT folks lived in many neighborhoods and 

could live more openly in neighborhoods like Powelton Village, which was where many hippies 

lived), that maps labeled the Gayborhood prior to labeling the neighborhood as “Midtown 

Village” (before Midtown Village, maps simply labeled Washington Square West), and that the 

city alone installed the rainbow signs (the signs were conceived of and paid for by the PGTC). 
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Century have also been informed by radical social movements as well as new ideas about 

public history. Additionally, with increased perception of LGBT human rights being 

present in the US as well as ideological ideas against the notion of categorization (i.e. a 

move away from identity politics), history of a community and the sites that were once 

important seem less important. 

Philadelphia’s tourism campaigns and city identity rely heavily on history as the 

root of Philadelphia’s cultural importance in the US. This identity is visible in the city 

itself, from the architecture to the types of events that happen in the city. Even Edmund 

Bacon’s plans for the city’s development centered on moving people around historic 

sites. But these historic sites (namely Independence Hall, the Liberty Bell, Betsy Ross’s 

House, and even the President’s House Monument) do not represent Philadelphians; these 

are US-American sites that are in Philadelphia and locals relate to them as Americans. 

Locals live in a city that connects them to the rest of the nation through these sites. 

Philadelphia is the place of these sites, but the sites represent a larger community. 

In a similar way, LGBT tourism uses notions of history in a similar fashion, only 

instead of a sense of common history connecting individuals to a geopolitical place, it 

connects people to an identity-based community. The connection, however, is not 

consistent. While many physical tourism attractions—monuments, statues, museums—

create unity through a sense of collective memory, the Gayborhood’s communities do not 

necessarily attempt to replicate the same type of unity among themselves. 

With Philadelphia’s Gayborhood and LGBT tourism activities, history is only a 

concept used to attract and connect individuals who identify with the LGBT label. The 

idea of history is more important that historical details. The Get Your History Straight 
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and Your Nightlife Gay campaign (print ads and the Penn Pals commercial) was 

successful because it connects individuals through perception of a common past, its 

collective memory, rather than knowledge of the past. Community formation can be 

driven by collective identity, a sense of connection invoked by common memories 

(Halbwachs, 1992). Collective memory draws upon historical imagination: one may feel 

a connection with a collective-identity-constructing memory without experiencing the 

particular event or even identification with the group, provided that the stimuli follows a 

similar framework to an established discourse, such as struggle for American civil 

liberties (Halbwachs, 1992; Zerubavel, 1996; Glassberg, 2001). In other words, part of 

memory involves historical imagination: we empathically find ways to connect to other 

groups when provoked by certain stimuli (Archibald, 2002) 

For the LGBT community, the boundary between history and memory is blurred 

because there is little “official” historical record for the community. The LGBT 

community itself is diverse; there are many histories that contribute to its historical 

record. While sexuality and gender non-conformity ideologically connects LGBT 

individuals, how LGBT folks experience oppression or celebration of their identities is 

inconsistent, even within the US. The LGBT community is structured differently from 

heterosexual society; without conformity to heteronormative kinship models, it is more 

likely to include and embrace different forms of history, including memory-based 

narratives. Marginalized and politicized in the latter half of the 20th century, the LGBT 

community also draws upon other existing narratives and frameworks of marginality and 

oppression, including the Holocaust (Stein, 1998; Armstrong & Crage, 2006). 
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Items that trigger collective memory—memory devices—lead to a nostalgic sense 

of connection and a positive outlook for a community, even if the events remembered are 

traumatic. Memory devices are usually material items that connect individuals around 

shared events, but they eventually connect a collective that is greater than the group of 

individuals who actually experienced the events. The LGBT tourism marketing materials 

and LGBT landmarks that make up the Gayborhood are not memory devices themselves, 

but they use discourses of history to invite a sense of collective identity, connecting 

LGBT folks—locals and visitors. Although history is commonly used in tourism to create 

a relationship between the tourist (or visitor) and the place (Grant, 2005), Philadelphia’s 

LGBT tourism activities, particularly through highlighting the Gayborhood, create a 

relationship between visitors and the community to which the visitor (tourist) would 

belong if s/he were a local resident. The role of history and archiving is to create and 

define a community, a body of individuals who can be pointed to some form of common 

psychological profile or experience. 

A Community LGBT Archive 

As mentioned, LGBT communities have different histories and also, the 

communities themselves resist normative methods of remembering. Even archiving 

follows different logics for queer folks and queer collections. While there can be 

conventional histories of LGBT lives and events, there are also many other ways that 

LGBT communities form community through common histories and experiences. Rather 

than imagining an LGBT community based in historical moments, some queer scholars 

consider queer archives. Queer archives can include historical moments, but they 

challenge how these moments are recorded, remembered, and represented. 
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Many scholars have been playing with the idea of the archive, both as a 

theoretical concept as well as a material object. Concerns are usually about the archive 

overall. Archives, however, today serve much more than collecting objects. As a 

profession as well as a field of study (usually within either Library Sciences or History), 

archives do more than “collect stuff.” Archives also hold a particular relationship with the 

public. While similar to museums, archives ultimately operate under different constraints, 

regulations, and missions. In particular, there are differences between community-based 

archives—these often start as private collections—and formal and institutional archives 

that collect cultural materials, such as library and university collections. 

While the archive collects and is accessible to those interested, the entire archive 

is not necessarily public. There is a distinction between being potentially accessed and 

actually public. Archive collections are usually donated and there are sometimes 

provisions attached to collections. For example, there may be time before a collection 

may be accessed (for example, 5 years after the donation), or there may be sections that 

require permission from the original donor. Several community-based lesbian archives 

were limited to women—even for access. The archive therefore defines a subject, a form 

of community, through its own regulations and restrictions to access. This style of 

collection, however, seems to contradict the ideas behind public history, that histories 

should be revealed. 

Such control over access to materials also relates to professional and legal 

definitions of access to information about personal and private lives. The fight for 

“equality” is framed as a fight for public visibility of a group that will result in the right 

to privacy. Much of the political fight in the late 20th Century related to stopping “public” 
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intervention on LGBT lives, which were mostly in private—e.g. stopping police raids on 

bathhouses and bars, or even overturning sodomy laws. Therefore, making private 

documents found in queer archives fully accessible can be complicated as individuals 

may not agree with having their private lives available for public scrutiny.  

Ann Cvetkovich’s An Archive of Feelings (2003) briefly describes various LGBT 

physical archives, highlighting administrative issues that both reveal and problematize 

visible LGBT identities in the archive (p. 244-251). Cvetkovich recounts the case of 

Marge McDonald, whose personal papers had to be rescued by the Lesbian History 

Archives because McDonald’s family wanted to go against McDonald’s will and destroy 

the evidence of her being a lesbian (2003, p. 242-252). Cvetkovich also notes the 

suspicion by the Lesbian History Archives over the New York Public Library’s LGBT 

collections and its exhibitions, namely the lauded 1994 Becoming Visible exhibition. 

Some of the tensions are related to issues over who keeps the objects, who has control 

over how the archive’s contents are treated or distributed. Another tension Cvetkovich 

mentions is the space of looking at the objects: objects in reading rooms and exhibitions 

exist as foreign objects. They belong because they are part of an archive, but they are 

separated from their original contexts53. 

                                                 
53 This feeling of separation of the objects from their contexts is applicable to most cultural 

collections, particularly at libraries and universities. Because these objects are not part of the 

institution (i.e. not collections of the library or university itself), they will always be separated 

from the feelings and safety of their original, private contexts—they are suddenly public. These 

issues, however, are particularly salient and repeated for objects from LGBT folks. For example, 

many LGBT archives include materials that are considered inappropriate for the public, such as 

pornography. To view these items, some institutions set up (semi)private rooms. I have, however, 

been in university reading rooms where strangely, I felt like I was being watched while reading 

such materials. I was not uncomfortable with looking at the objects, but I was uncomfortable with 

the feeling that I might be confronted at some point by another patron. This feeling was not 

present at the William Way Community Center’s reading room. 
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Like other archives, an LGBT archive demonstrates a drive to remember, to 

collect, and to preserve something, for the future. Archives, unlike basic collections, in 

theory are about preserving what needs remembering, not simply what needs to be kept 

for show later. From an institutional standpoint, archiving is the collecting of any 

materials that represent the institution ranging from internal administrative documents 

such as correspondence to general documents such as drafts of products and plans. The 

meaning of the archive, however, is unknown: Derrida, in his widely cited work, Archive 

Fever (1995), argues that “if we want to know what that will have meant, we will only 

know in times to come. Perhaps. Not tomorrow but in times to come, later on or perhaps 

never” (p. 36). Rather than emphasize the contents of the archive, here I emphasize the 

processes around archiving, the processes of (potential) meaning-making. Derrida’s first 

type of archivist, 

the arch-example, shows us the desire of an admirable historian who 

wants in sum to be the first archivist, the first to discover the archive, the 

archaeologist and perhaps the archon of the archive. The first archivist 

institutes the archive as it should be, that is to say, not only in exhibiting 

the document but in establishing it. He reads it, interprets it, classes it. 

(1995, p. 55) 

 

I am interested in the processes that Derrida outlines, the tasks of the first 

archivist. I am not interested in why the archivist takes on these tasks. Rather, I am 

interested in how these tasks themselves are communicative moments and processes; 

these moments define, articulate, and translate notions of identity for local and greater 

audiences which include archive community locals, outside researchers, and through 

display, a greater public. 
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Archiving today is a professional activity; archiving is not only about acquisition, 

collecting, and holding, but it is also about organizing, preserving, and conserving a 

collection. Archives maintain institutional memory—they are not simply repositories 

(although they also hold this function). Since Cvetkovich’s work (2003), the LGBT 

archive has expanded outside the community archive space. Many more public archives 

have acquired LGBT-themed collections, and especially in the case of university 

collections, many also collect ephemeral objects. Non-LGBT archives also have 

expanded in many ways, particularly in terms of collecting ephemera. Especially in the 

management of memorials for sites of trauma, scholars and practitioners pay close 

attention to ephemera, particularly in the cases of makeshift memorials (see Foote, 1997; 

Sturken, 2007). Ultimately, however, community archives work towards defining and 

preserving a community, finding ways for the community to become legible in the future. 

Community archives face specific challenges. Philadelphia is one of a few cities in North 

America that has a dedicated community-based LGBT archive54. While universities or 

public libraries may house collections of LGBT interest and may be staffed by LGBT 

individuals who ensure access and visibility of LGBT-related materials, they themselves 

are not tied to the interests of the community. 

                                                 
54 By 2013, several LGBT oral history and archiving projects were collecting papers and 

ephemera from LGBT folks in North American cities, such as San Francisco and New Orleans. 

These were general history projects, in contrast to projects about specific moments or LGBT 

groups, such as ACT UP oral history projects, which were usually digital, rather than physical. In 

2011, San Francisco’s GLBT Historical Society officially opened the GLBT History Museum, 

which displayed several of the Society’s archived artifacts and objects. In 2013, the LGBT+ 

Archives of Louisiana started a major campaign (especially in New Orleans) to collect materials 

from LGBT individuals. 
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Like most community archives, Philadelphia’s John Wilcox Jr. Archives at the 

William Way LGBT Community Center started as the personal collection of Tommi 

Avicolli Mecca, who simply collected ephemera in his apartment. Today, the archive is 

maintained by a volunteer archivists and its collections within the archive are chosen with 

an LGBT community in mind—the archive serves to create and preserve the institutional 

memory of the community. Not all papers and objects of Philadelphia’s LGBT life, 

however, are in the community archives. Two other notable personal collections in 

Philadelphia were those of Barbara Gittings (d. 2007) and Walter Lear (d. 2010). Barbara 

Gittings’s and Kay Lahusen’s (Gittings’s partner) papers were donated in 2007 to the 

New York Public Library. Walter Lear’s papers—most of which are related to his work 

in public health—were donated to the University of Pennsylvania. A lot of “stuff” has 

also simply been lost. 

There is a certain level of interpersonal involvement in community archives. Even 

if the archivists/collectors do their work with “good” intentions, there are intentional and 

unintentional impacts on what actually ends up in the collections. Personal politics also 

may shape the scope of the collection. Since there is no singular community, community-

based archives are at the mercy of the archivists, those who express interest and who 

claim self-identification with “the” community. Pragmatically, the archivists are also the 

individuals who are willing to devote a large amount of time to being keepers of a 

community’s memory and history. 

This seemingly noble activity of being a community archivist or contributor/donor 

to a community archive can also turn into a (perhaps sometimes abused) position of 

power. Not only do these archivists control what makes up a community’s archive, they 
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can also determine access to the archive. For personal and legal ethical issues, many 

archives consider holding access to archival records for certain periods of time to ensure 

that individuals implicated within the archives are protected (in terms of legal privacy 

issues, or even in order to protect social reputations). Several community-based archives 

also permit donors to remove their donations at any time, stopping further access to 

materials. In other words, donors have the ability to remove their own contributions from 

the makeup of the accessible archive. 

I want to consider urban spaces as places of LGBT archives. Philadelphia’s John 

Wilcox Jr. Archives may concentrate objects of an LGBT archive, but the city overall can 

contain spaces and moments that are part of LGBT life. While archives usually preserve 

and present objects from the “past,” I want to extend the idea of how history is used in 

Philadelphia’s LGBT tourism promotion, and in particular, how current events are 

considered historical moments of the future. If an LGBT archive is a space that connects 

us with the past and future, and the Gayborhood is a representation of LGBT life—rather 

than a fixed space of LGBT life—then we can consider how maps of the Gayborhood 

guide LGBT folks through a part of the LGBT archive. LGBT archives transform the 

private into the public, and maps indicating LGBT life begin this process. 

Maps that Guide Us 

Here, I take on the notion of the archive literally. In the space of the archive, there 

is usually a reading room, where the collections—which are behind closed doors—are 

brought outside. There are sometimes exhibition spaces in the waiting area, or, in the case 

of the National Archives of the United States, the exhibition space functions as a 

museum. In each of these places, visitors are given guides: the maps for the exhibition 
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spaces (e.g. at the National Archives), or even the finding aides in the reading rooms. All 

archive spaces provide methods to facilitate access to the collections, to the materials. 

In the previous chapters, maps have been both present and absent in my analyses: 

absent in that I have not yet done a specific analysis or reading of actual maps of the 

Gayborhood yet, and present, as every reading, every description, every suggestion about 

the Gayborhood as a place establishes mental images, mentally created maps. Here, I 

consider the map as both a tool and object. Most people understand the map as a tool—a 

device used to visualize and uncover geographies. For scholars, the map represents not 

only specific places, but also nations and political ideals. Maps make visible specific 

perspectives on places in the world. 

Baudrillard begins his book, Simulacra and Simulation (1981/1994), by 

recounting the Borges Fable, where a map is designed to such detail that it completely 

overlaps the landscape (p. 1). Baudrillard uses this fable to introduce ideas of how media 

representations of “reality” are copies, simulacra, and that our reliance upon media to 

understand the world produces only an understanding of simulacra. For Baudrillard, the 

media have produced an implosion of meaning, there are no longer absolutes—no 

absolute truths, knowledge, or even gazes. While Baudrillard goes on to theorize about 

how meaning is lost because of media55, I want to pause and consider his argument that 

simulacra is never complete, and that any media text is used for political means. 

                                                 
55 Baudrillard argues that there is no original, only simulacra and simulation. Baudrillard argues 

that instead of communicating, media industries are focused on staging communication, of 

constructing messages, and these messages are often skeptically received (1981/1994, p. 80-81). 

Baudrillard cautions that a proliferation of media products and media messages will eventually 

cause meaning to implode and render communication meaningless (p. 82-86). 
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My reading of maps draws upon theoretical ideas of Edward Said and Roland 

Barthes. Said’s Orientalism (1978) argues that Orientalist projects were aided by media 

texts, texts that were embedded with messages that established the Orient as “Other.” 

Barthes’s Mythologies (1972) argues that images are politicized based upon ideological 

myths, and that messages are established by triggering these myths. Thinking about these 

two projects, I approach maps as texts that do not simply “represent” space, and argue 

that the meanings of maps are established in part by their visual impacts. 

This analysis draws upon a variety of maps of Philadelphia’s Gayborhood, 

namely tourism maps, maps for LGBT events, and maps in journalistic publications. 

Tourism maps included the PGTC’s Gayborhood maps, maps created by the Philadelphia 

Convention and Visitors Bureau, FunMaps, and Where Magazine. Event maps include 

maps for Philadelphia Pride, OutFest, Equality Forum, the Midtown Village Fall Festival, 

and QFest. Maps in journalistic publications include maps presented in newspapers and 

magazines such as the Philadelphia Gay News, Philadelphia Magazine, and The 

Philadelphia Evening Bulletin. As evident by the list above, I included some maps that 

designated the area as “Midtown Village,” such as the Midtown Village Fall Festival 

Map and the Philadelphia Convention and Visitors Bureau maps prior to 2012 (the first 

year that it added the name “Gayborhood” to its maps). Most of the maps examined are 

from 2007 to 2013. 

While most maps targeted tourists and visitors in some way, tourism-specific 

maps of Philadelphia often most clearly blend together the need for a map that clearly 

displays roads for general navigational use, alongside identifying landmarks and places of 

interest for the viewer. Basic roadmaps are designed only to facilitate movement—the 
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main issue is the inclusion of smaller streets. Landmarks are not consistently included in 

roadmaps. Landmarks provide an added layer of meaning to maps, making individuals 

notice certain things, and the LGBT label (i.e. marking of the Gayborhood) suggests that 

those who identify as LGBT will have an interest in the landscape. 

Visually, the maps mark the Gayborhood by limiting the area of the map to the 

Gayborhood, by highlighting the area a different color and labeling it, or highlighting it 

by adding a cutout—a magnified map of the Gayborhood within a larger Philadelphia 

map. An important consideration is the maker of the map—throughout the 2000s, many 

maps of the Gayborhood were copies of other maps: the PGTC’s first map—a Merchants 

Guide in 2008—modified a map designed by the Center City District; the GPTMC and 

Equality Forum both used Google Maps on their websites before 2010; and the 

Navigaytour modified a map by the Philadelphia Convention and Visitors Bureau. This is 

not a criticism of the different organizations—in fact, using existing maps provide 

familiarity for viewers. In other words, the addition of LGBT content is simply a layter 

on top of an existing visual representation of the city. In 2010, the PGTC released a map 

that they themselves designed. This map, and its second edition released in 2012, is 

available on the PGTC and GPTMC websites as well as in print at different hotels and 

businesses around the city. 

Again, the maps each highlight the boundaries of the Gayborhood either by 

highlighting the area in a larger map, or by only displaying the streets actually belonging 

in the Gayborhood. The Gayborhood maps always include the area that is bounded by 

Chestnut Street (north), 11th Street (east), Pine Street (south), and Broad Street (west). 

This is the area that is magnified separately in the Navigaytour maps and is also what 
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corresponds with Midtown Village. Because the Gayborhood is not the only gay 

neighborhood in Philadelphia, some maps include other small maps to highlight and 

include other points of interest. The PGN, for example, included in 2009 small maps of 

areas in Asbury Park, New Jersey, and a map of the southern section of Society Hill 

(bounded by Lombard Street to the north, Kater Street to the south, and between 3rd and 

5th Streets). Unlike tourist guides that simply have additional pages for separate 

neighborhoods, maps that use small additional maps make LGBT spaces seem closer 

together, ignoring the spaces that may be between the Gayborhood and the other places. 

Revealing LGBT Identity through Maps 

The Gayborhood is also marked visually in maps that exceed its area through the 

landmarks. Especially true of academic projects (see Stein, 2000), maps that depict a 

greater area than the boundaries allegedly defined attempt to use clusters of places to 

identify and label LGBT neighborhood spaces. Especially in journalistic publications, 

these clusters helped make LGBT identity visible because the maps made clear that 

LGBT lives could be made public, they could be identified. Maps accompanying 

directories, such as found in the PGN, publicize LGBT space in media. Even if we 

imagine LGBT lives as unseen by the public, either hidden behind unmarked doors, or a 

subversion of public space, maps place locations more visibly than a list of printed 

addresses. Maps, like protest marches and signage, extend identity politics into the 

landscape through representation. 

By the 1990s, queer scholars questioned the efficacy of visible representation as a 

form of politics. In contrast to the homophile movements, which argued for a form of 

visibility that was primarily in identity label only, and the radical identity politics of the 
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1960s and 1970s, which emphasized visible difference, queer scholars questioned 

whether visibility in fact helped change the world favorably for queer folks. In particular, 

scholars noted that identification not only brought about political visibility, but also 

allowed for conservatives to target queer folks more specifically. Exposé-styled articles 

during the 1970s (Doherty, 1973; Green, 1977) presented sensational depictions of 

Philadelphia’s gay community—“The Wild Side of Midnite” (Green, 1977) even 

included a map of Center City, highlighting areas that were supposedly “gay.” 

The map from “The Wild Side of Midnite” (Green, 1977) not only identifies 

specific locations (with editorial comments about each), but it also attempts to divide the 

map further by highlighting specific districts of interest for LGBT folks. The names, 

however, were not simply descriptive. While some were simple, such as “High Society” 

or “S&M City,” others presented a less complimentary image: “The Meat Market,” 

“Wrinkle Town,” and “Hustle Park” (the latter being Rittenhouse Square). The map 

shapes one’s expectations, and these names provided a guide to that which was unseen to 

“normal” society. Perhaps ironically, when viewed today, “Wrinkle Town” covers the 

area that is today’s Gayborhood. Even in the 1970s, Green—a heterosexual outsider—

perceived the area to cater to older gay men, an opinion that coincides with a post-

identity politics attitude towards the Gayborhood today—that the Gayborhood’s labeling 

follows the identity politics of an older generation. The Gayborhood is also now home to 

the John C. Anderson Apartments, the city’s LGBT Seniors housing project. 

After the launching of the GPTMC’s 1997 “The Place That Loves You Back” 

campaign, Philadelphia’s tourism maps tended to highlight tourist attractions. If the maps 

could accommodate the space, they would show more of Center City in order to include 
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attractions that were defined as distinctly Philadelphian, such as Independence Hall and 

the Art Museum. In fact, with the Get Your History Straight and Your Nightlife Gay 

campaign, several maps included larger areas in order to incorporate the content of the 

campaign tagline. The Navigaytour’s Gay History Trail map and its itineraries, the 

GPTMC map, and Equality Forum’s 2009 map are set up so that there is a cluster of 

points in the Gayborhood—usually nightclubs and bars for the city’s nightlife (the part 

that’s “gay” according to the tagline)—to maintain its importance and role in the city. 

The GPTMC’s itinerary in 2009 used a Google map to visualize the schedule, 

which involved mostly activities located in the Gayborhood with one notable exception: 

Independence Hall. On the Google map, this looked strange—there was suddenly a 6-

block distance between sites joined by a “trip” line. Independence Hall is included in the 

itinerary not only because of the Annual Reminders, but also because of the overall 

importance of Independence Hall and the Liberty Bell (located across the street from 

Independence Hall) to Philadelphia tourism in general. Although Independence Hall is 

important to Philadelphia’s LGBT history, it visually appears as a detour on the map. It is 

the “get your history straight” moment before returning to getting “your nightlife gay” as 

per the tourism campaign. The Navigaytour’s itinerary for the LGBT traveler even 

divides the days by these locations, leaving a day for “straight” activities and another day 

for “gay” attractions in the Gayborhood. 

Regardless of the intentions of the different maps, they all serve to move people 

through the landscape. In a sense, maps anchor the meaning of the physical landscape. 

Tourist maps highlight attractions, and reveal features that may otherwise be unseen. 

Also, tourist maps can streamline what visitors see: the landmarks highlighted on the map 
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dictate a framework of what will be seen. Even if a tourist goes off the map’s contents, 

the map still serves as a starting point and a point of reference. The maps also make the 

Gayborhood commonly intelligible—anyone using the same map can speak about it. 

While I have described three types of maps, ultimately, the distinctions between 

them are not meaningful. Each of the maps, regardless of the intentions of their designers 

(such as exposing and vilifying an underclass, or locating and supporting a pink 

economy), simply become “Maps of the Gayborhood.” Perhaps this is a heavy-handed re-

definition by me, but I argue that these maps, using the LGBT label, no longer function 

as different types of guides of LGBT spaces through Philadelphia, but rather, they act as 

objects simply representing and locating LGBT spaces as districts in Philadelphia. 

Memorable Objects 

Because maps make places symbolically visible, they are not only tools, but they 

are also objects. Maps of the Gayborhood become the Gayborhood itself: especially for 

the tourist, physical maps are more than guides, they are encounters with the landscape—

even without setting foot onto it. Maps become pieces of ephemera, mementos of one’s 

journey, documenting a particular moment of time. We look at old maps and remember 

the places and businesses that we visited, that may no longer be present, or that have 

withstood the passage of time. More importantly, we can look at maps of the places to 

where we travelled as part of our own pasts, our own histories. These places and 

experiences are ours, and our memories become part of the greater collective memory of 

the particular place. 

As part of the PGTC’s 40th Anniversary of the Gayborhood event, The John J. 

Wilcox Jr., Library and Archives at the William Way LGBT Community Center 
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presented an exhibit entitled “Images of the Gayborhood” that included a series of maps 

displaying the different LGBT places in the Gayborhood from the 1960s to the 1990s. 

Researched by archivist Bob Skiba, these maps were originally created for a 2008 panel 

discussion, “Is the Rainbow Over in the Gayborhood?” (Thompson, 2013). They 

displayed Center City in four years/eras: the mid-1960s, the mid-1970s, the mid-1980s, 

and the mid-1990s56. The maps display overall shifts in the concentration of LGBT 

spaces, shifts that contributed to how the PGTC decided to identify the Gayborhood as 

being formed starting in 1970: the number of identified LGBT businesses doubled 

between the 1960s and 1970s maps, and a core concentration of places remain in what is 

today’s Gayborhood for the remaining three decades. 

The locations identified on each map were businesses—restaurants, bars, 

bathhouses, and bookstores. A notable omission was the LGBT Community Center 

(today the William Way LGBT Community Center) itself. Cruising areas, residences, or 

other non-business locations were not identified on the maps. The number of spaces also 

seem to diminish by the 1990s, although that map demonstrates the most concentration of 

spaces. But the maps are really not presented to show actual spaces. As part of the 

exhibit, which mostly consisted of archived photographs of events (mostly in bars), 

buildings, and advertisements, the maps act as additional ephemera. The four maps are 

even then put on display alongside the map that accompanied the Philadelphia Magazine 

article, “The Wild Side of Midnite” (Green, 1977). In other words, even though the four 

                                                 
56 The maps roughly represented the 5th year of each decade (i.e. 1965, 1975, 1985, and 1995). 

The lack of specificity was done in order to acknowledge that some places were open very 

briefly, but may have been important. Not making the maps represent the entire 10 years was 

done to prevent the maps from over-representing the number of LGBT spaces at any given time. 
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maps were intended to demonstrate shifts in location and make visible LGBT street life 

over the decades, their placement alongside the 1977 Philadelphia Magazine map render 

them historic and archival objects for display. The 1977 map’s placement without its 

original article also removes the implications of the map’s purpose and meaning. 

In an earlier chapter, I noted that it was not until 2012 that the Gayborhood was 

marked in maps not specifically marketed or distributed to the LGBT community. The 

PGTC Gayborhood maps were distributed through non-LGBT places, but at hotels and 

information centers, they were given out to LGBT travelers. In other words, they were 

given out because of the potential interest in LGBT sites, not as maps of the specific area. 

These maps were all released at different events, and Bob Skiba, the archivist at the 

William Way Community Center, collected them for inclusion in the archive. Therefore, 

the maps are now part of the “formal” LGBT archive in Philadelphia, and ready for use in 

actual archival displays and exhibits. 

As objects, these maps also remind viewers of what constitutes LGBT landmarks. 

A recurring theme throughout this project has been the use of urban development 

discourses to highlight and legitimate LGBT presence in urban spaces. Because the maps 

of the Gayborhood all mostly feature businesses, and namely bars and nightclubs, they 

are being used as evidence of the “seedy” past of the LGBT community. That Green’s 

1977 map was presented at the 40th Anniversary exhibition without additional comment 

about how it was not well-received as a text when it was first published erases any debate 

about the LGBT community’s connection to “seedy” life. 

As mentioned earlier, maps serve to landmark certain spaces and create a 

common geographical language for map users. While I am critical of how the maps seem 
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to maintain an urban development discourse that I find suspect, I cannot ignore how these 

maps are important to the LGBT archive. While I argue that the maps only reveal certain 

aspects of LGBT life, these aspects are made more public because they can be shown on 

the maps. Again, maps as guides or objects, or any archival object, cannot represent 

LGBT life, but instead facilitate access to LGBT lives, LGBT histories, and even LGBT 

feelings. The maps remind us that much of LGBT life was still in private and not shown 

in map-form. The maps also remind us that communication about LGBT identity was not 

limited to description and intellectual knowledge. Maps lead people to places for 

participation. At the same time, these maps make sense of how the conservative, political 

right identified methods of fighting against LGBT visibility. 

Uncomfortable Representation 

While maps can identify spaces of LGBT lives, they can only display a limited 

amount of information. Maps suggest that there is a relationship between space and 

LGBT identity, they mark locations, but they cannot define what a visitor should 

necessarily understand. Even if marking locations of political tensions, maps simply note 

them, but not the complicated feelings and politics associated with them. The 

Gayborhood has a history of trauma, of LGBT experience rooted in oppression. Before 

describing the Gayborhood’s “seedy” past, Thompson (2013) recounts being in Wyoming 

shortly after the murder of Matthew Shepard. Thompson cites this memory to note how 

LGBT visibility relies on a history of violence, violence that may be forgotten in the 

Gayborhood. Cvetkovich (2003) attempts to address narratives of trauma in lesbian 

narratives, suggesting that trauma is not simply retold, but reiterated through different 

ephemeral means. Cvetkovich (2003) argues that trauma contributes to the need to 
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collect, to archive (p. 269). LGBT pasts are collected through stories, through ephemera, 

and through subverted readings of physical space. 

Cvetkovich (2003) argues that events such as these, or ephemeral objects, such as 

art installations, contribute to queer archives, archives of knowledge that cannot be 

represented in other ways. Almost all of these projects take place outside of formal 

archive spaces. When Cvetkovich writes about feelings that are public and private, she is 

also referring to the spatial conditions of our archives, how our feelings can be 

articulated, made visible, read, and interpreted. Where we access the objects matters as 

much as the objects themselves. Cvetkovich queers the archive through the methods and 

spaces in which she finds LGBT history and life; she argues that an archive is not simply 

the objects collected, displayed, read, and interpreted. 

The archive in space is more important than simply providing space for objects 

and for social interactions. The boundary between display and object storage is blurred—

because LGBT lives are in private, these presentations and displays create part of the 

LGBT archive. At the same time, however, the same conditions of exhibition apply. 

Michael P. Brown (1997) rereads the NAMES AIDS Quilt project, examining the quilt’s 

display in Vancouver in 1993. Brown argues that the quilt itself, the quilt’s display, and 

the quilt’s tour (i.e. the NAMES Project Canada had a contract to display the quilt) both 

revealed and made visible civil society and opportunities for radical democracy. Acts like 

being named on the quilt, fundraising for the quilt, organizing the quilt’s physical display, 

and finally viewing (and in some cases signing) the quilt created communities (an “us”—

queer folks and allies—and maybe a “them”—homophobes and certain aspects of 

government) by bringing strangers together through spaces of grief and mourning. Brown 
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highlights that theories of democracy and citizenship need to carefully consider moments 

in space and time, and how these events demonstrate complicated practices of politics. 

While Cvetkovich, Brown, and Thompson all mention moments of trauma and 

important aspects of a queer(ed) archive—and archive of LGBT lives as well as an 

archive that does not conform to institutional forms of archiving—their interventions also 

open up the possibilities of new modes of archive, history, and memory making. In 

Philadelphia, several different events were designed to connect LGBT communities with 

their histories. In addition to conventional archive and library collections, exhibits, panel 

discussions, and research presentations, many interactive events and objects were 

presented in an attempt to build historical knowledge in different ways. Chris Bartlett, the 

Executive Director of the William Way Community Center, created an online wiki page 

for LGBT elders, particularly those who are dead (gayhistory.wikispaces.com), but 

instead of calling it simply memorial or information pages, he called it the social media 

of the dead (Bartlett, 2011). By doing so, Bartlett argued that the information on the 

pages were not simply accounts, but rather profiles with whom current activists and 

community members could interact. 

The William Way Community Center also hosted events that encouraged 

community through shared memories, such as a Queer Memoir event on March 5, 2011, 

which invited community members for an evening of oral presentations—from essays 

read aloud to spoken word poetry and performances. The performers spoke of topics 

including finding partners, confronting homophobic family members, embracing friends, 

and simply attempts at expressing what it means “to be.” Chris Bartlett, who was also one 

of the presenters, closed his memoir by sharing a T-shirt with an audience member. The 
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T-shirt was given to him by an activist mentor in the early 1990s, and Bartlett’s gesture 

was supposed to continue the tradition of mentoring and creating queer 

community/kinship bonds. The event—its time and place—was not only a place of 

displaying memoirs through performance, but it was also an event that enacted the 

archive process, from sharing the archive’s “stuff” (the performances) to its researchers 

(the audience). 

Bartlett’s presentation, in particular, noted different places from his past, but his 

memoir was more than a recounting of locations where he did “stuff.” Many of Bartlett’s 

locations were not in what is today’s Gayborhood, but many of them were the same types 

of places, such as bars, cruising spaces, and bookstores. Most of the presenters, in fact, 

mentioned spaces, but most were unspecific, noting homes, streets, and spaces. It was 

unclear whether this was to protect the storyteller, or if it was that these places were 

supposed to be simply vague spaces, that these queer places were so moveable that they 

eluded boundary definition, even a definition as general as being in the Gayborhood. 

So if LGBT lives are not contained within the Gayborhood, what does the place—

as promoted—show? Not only does the Gayborhood contain “stuff” (e.g. bars, 

community centers, cruising spaces), but it itself is part of the stuff of what could be 

considered the gay archive. Although the Gayborhood is not specifically a site of 

collective memory, it reveals the memory of difference based on sexual identity or 

politicized sexual behaviors. This difference can be traumatic, depending on the level of 

homophobia experienced by individuals. The need to continually re-articulate the 

Gayborhood as a place is a way of remembering trauma—the trauma of marginalization. 

Cvetkovich notes that the “history of trauma often depends on the evidence of memory, 
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not just because of the absence of other forms of evidence but because of the need to 

address traumatic experience through witnessing and retelling” (2003, p. 241-242). Even 

though LGBT folks may be disconnected from formal LGBT politics, their engagement 

with the Gayborhood is a re-enactment of the relationship between LGBT individuals and 

urban spaces. 

Representing identity-based trauma in society is complicated because 

representations often fail at satisfying anyone. Debates around memorial design, such as 

for the Vietnam Memorial, or more recently, the Ground Zero site in New York City and 

Philadelphia’s President’s House Site, reflect the complicated feelings attached to 

representing trauma. Douglas Crimp noted his feelings of ambivalence towards the AIDS 

quilt because he was concerned that the quilt could not capture the ordinariness of gay 

life, that the quilt would sanitize gay life so that it can be recognized as normatively 

ordinary, rather than “gay” ordinary (2002, p. 200). The quilt did not feature images of 

cock rings or dildos—images and reminders of what caused people to hate LGBT 

individuals during the AIDS crisis (p. 200). Part of Crimp’s ambivalence towards the 

AIDS quilt was his anger towards mainstream media for waiting for the death of so many 

ordinary and unnoticed people before reporting and responding to the issue of AIDS and 

AIDS funding (2002, p. 196). Worse, Crimp’s feelings suggest fear that the quilt as a site 

of mourning distracts from the issues of inequality—issues that perhaps created the need 

for the quilt project. Marking trauma, therefore, could in fact create social spaces that 

take away from actions to make LGBT lives better. Experiences of trauma are difficult to 

represent because trauma as an overall concept may be shared, but actual traumatic 

events are difficult to link together. 
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An Exhibition, not the Archive 

Tourism maps, as part of the tourism industry, describe places at their most 

presentable. When we consider the push for gay-friendliness or Bacon’s plan to 

physically change traffic patterns in Philadelphia to accommodate tourists moving 

through historic sites, we can see the impact of tourism on everyday life for local 

residents as well. The Gayborhood functions like a museum or cultural theme park for 

tourists, a folkloric representation of culture that people experience visually and 

kinesthetically (Kirshenblatt-Gimlett, 1998). Certain components are highlighted and 

presented (e.g. restaurants, shopping, and protests) while others are present, but kept out 

of the celebration (e.g. public cruising for sex, bathhouses, sites of violence). The 

Gayborhood is a piece of heritage—it “produces something new that has recourse to the 

past” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1998, p. 149). The Gayborhood is a space in that it is 

constructed for both locals and tourists. For locals, every day in the Gayborhood is like a 

festival holiday. Individuals entering the Gayborhood now, particularly to live, 

experience a mimetic version of LGBT urban life—there is distance and difference 

between the contemporary gay neighborhood and the gay ghetto of the past. 

As is clear from reading the maps of the Gayborhood as well as the challenges 

with displaying moments and places of trauma, however, the metaphor of an urban 

neighborhood as archive is a problematic framework because it lacks specificity—the 

archive is not simply everyday private life made public. Also, there are many omissions 

of representations of LGBT life, and the Gayborhood as cultural theme park model is 

almost cruel. I do not theorize that absences are necessarily intended as violent acts of 

erasure. Instead, I suggest that some of these absences are intentional omissions in 
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representation, but still referred to somehow. This not an attempt to justify what some 

might interpret as violent identity erasure, but to also not vilify individuals and groups 

attempting to do something other than simply “represent” all communities. 

Here, I am reminded of the archival exhibition. Often confused with museum 

displays, the archival exhibition serves a different relationship to the public57. Its purpose 

is not only to display the archive; the archival exhibit provides opportunities, spaces, and 

times, to connect the archive with the present public. Gail Farr Casterline (1980) 

identifies the archive exhibit as “a unique medium that can be used to present subjects 

that do not lend themselves to treatment in books or films, at least in the same manner” 

(p. 10). In particular, Casterline identifies two main forms of archival exhibits: 

promotional exhibits that make the archive the subject, and educational exhibits that 

interpret a particular subject or type of object through the collection’s materials (1980, p. 

11). The Gayborhood serves as a combination of these two forms, both publicizing an 

LGBT community (archive as subject) as well as identifying a certain style of community 

participation that is tied to contemporary political agendas (archive as examples). 

The archive exhibit highlights issues of representation as its purpose is to show 

enough to tease, to seduce, and to inspire further investigation. The exhibit legitimates the 

                                                 
57 There are many overlaps between the archive exhibit and the museum exhibit. The main 

difference lies in the distinction between archives and museums. Museums serve primarily as 

repository spaces for collections of a certain theme. Archives, however, serve to create 

institutional memory—the parameters of collection, as well as the types of objects to collect are 

different. Larger repository archive spaces, such as public libraries and universities, seem to blur 

the boundary between archives and museums, but at their core, they are merely hosting smaller 

archival collections. Many of these repositories, however, will have an over-arching theme to 

unify their collections and helping the archivists identify and acquire specific types of collections 

(i.e. from certain types of organizations). 
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archive’s institution by demonstrating the archive’s presence, but it does not necessarily 

construct a complete narrative about the institution. The exhibit is also not an example of 

simulacra; it does not attempt to copy an original. Instead, it only highlights part of the 

archive. Finally, the archive exhibit is also temporary. The exhibit space may exist over 

time, but the exhibit itself, its contents, foci, and intentions all change over time. 

The visibly marked Gayborhood is the result of media texts and events that 

identify the place as well as attempt to suggest its meanings. Throughout this project, I 

have noted that a gay neighborhood in general is not something that is new, but 

Philadelphia’s Gayborhood received marking in 2007, fixing its location and permanently 

demonstrating the link between sexual identity and space. The same year, the Midtown 

Village Business Association was named. While some journalists and bloggers wrote 

about this double naming as a conflict, I consider it as simply sharing space and adding 

layers of exhibition within the same geographical area. All of this attention, from the 

PGTC and the GPTMC as well as journalists and bloggers, contributed to constructing a 

contemporary type of Gayborhood, drawing upon LGBT pasts as well as incorporating 

topics and themes important to US LGBT political endeavors. 

Many groups help in constructing the Gayborhood, but I want to highlight the 

activities of the GPTMC, the PGTC, and individuals such as local archivist Bob Skiba, 

and Philadelphia Gay News editor Mark Segal. In order to make Philadelphia a 

destination for LGBT travelers, the GPTMC and the PGTC took up the notion of identity 

visibility and attempted to create a space that acknowledged LGBT lives. Emphasizing 

LGBT presence, it makes sense that the Gayborhood became a focal point for the 

organizations: this space already conveniently held a concentration of pieces of LGBT 
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life and was at the time, the locus of publicly visible LGBT life in the city. The 

organizations were also following a style of LGBT visibility that aligned with “family 

values”: LGBT political visibility in the US emphasized normative kinship structures, 

such as legal marriage and establishing nuclear families through surrogacy. Community 

life therefore still included some “fun” (i.e. nightlife), but the image of the vacation in 

Philadelphia was one that was far more family-friendly than other images of LGBT 

spaces and situations. 

Minimizing Trauma: Performing a Gay-Friendly Exhibit 

In Philadelphia, the drive to create a gay-friendly city was operationalized through 

LGBT activist activities that were then transformed into public events, such as Pride, 

OutFest, and Equality Forum’s SundayOUT!. These events allow for local LGBT folks to 

be a part of the theme park, to be the participants that tourists and visitors (i.e. namely 

non-LGBT Philadelphia locals) can watch. Not only are LGBT Philadelphians presented 

as part of the Gayborhood experience, but some key non-LGBT people also facilitate the 

gay-friendly neighborhood, people who live and work in the neighborhood. 

In its earlier years (before 2010), the PGTC promoted and co-produced a gay 

sensitivity training with the School of Tourism and Hospitality Management at Temple 

University. This training targeted tourism and hospitality organizations such as hotels and 

other local tourism organizations. The goal of these trainings was to provide 

organizations with strategies and knowledge about working with LGBT tourists and 

customers in general. Unlike sensitivity trainings offered either privately through 

corporations or universities, or general trainings that can be used by individuals charged 

with anger or hate issues, these trainings were not designed to only help people 
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understand why there is a need for sensitivity in terms of building a positive environment 

that respects people58. The PGTC’s sensitivity training emphasized what it meant to be 

sensitive and respectful in a customer service and hospitality context. The PGTC 

trainings also targeted all levels of staffing in organizations such as hotels (i.e. not just 

management levels). The PGTC’s training was used by hotels (in particular) as a method 

of earning higher scores towards being TAG-approved (a designation granted by 

Community Marketing, Inc.—an organization that conducts market research on LGBT 

tourism in the United States), and it was also cited as a reason for Philadelphia to place in 

the top ten gay-friendly cities in the US according to NerdWallet.com (Raghavan, 2013). 

The situations used as examples during the training were such that situations were 

analyzed, rather than simply interpersonal interactions59. The main concern of the 

training was not the feelings of the staff, but the feelings of the customers. Staff members 

were allowed to hold whatever beliefs they wanted, but the trainings taught them how to 

perform their duties in such a way that they provided sensitive and respectful service. To 

do this, the trainings conducted role plays of situations, but instead of having trainees 

                                                 
58 Every so often, the PGTC is approached by people who were looking for court-ordered gay 

sensitivity training. Unfortunately, the PGTC was not equipped to do open trainings. Each 

training was privately arranged and catered to a requesting organization. If multiple organizations 

wanted to receive training together (i.e. to provide sufficient numbers), the PGTC would try to 

put similar organizations together so that the trainings were still specific to the needs and 

situations of the respective organizations. 

 
59 I unfortunately did not have an opportunity to attend an actual training. I did, however, sit in 

and participate in a “mock training” presentation that was done during a PGTC General Assembly 

on March 25, 2010. This was conducted to let board members and general members know more 

about the trainings and how they worked. We (the audience) were asked to “act” as we 

anticipated our peers and colleagues would respond, thereby seeing how the actors dealt with 

challenging questions and feelings during trainings. We also then had a debriefing with the actors 

about their experiences and feelings doing these trainings. 
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play out the parts, actors were brought into portray the characters. After a scene played 

out, the actors and the trainees then had discussion about the situation, with actors 

remaining in character. 

Having discussion with the actors after watching the situations, rather than having 

trainees listen to a lecture and then do the role plays themselves, allowed trainees to see 

and witness the effects of the situations rather than relying on them to feel the situations 

themselves. Trainees could therefore identify with different perspectives, but most 

importantly, they needed to recognize the moments when behaviors were being read as 

not gay-friendly and learn how to remedy those situations. The underlying thought for 

these trainings was that each employee’s job depended on the ability to perform as a gay-

friendly staff member. Therefore, while this may seem similar to sensitivity trainings that 

are supposed to transform one’s opinion, there is an important difference. The emphasis 

is not on changing one’s attitudes for the sake of becoming more respectful; the 

sensitivity training addresses respect for LGBT folks through situations. Actually 

changing one’s attitudes is a secondary issue. 

By training the staff of tourism-industry businesses, the PGTC applied meaning to 

the rainbow signs and suggestions that Philadelphia is gay-friendly. The meaning 

produced by the gay sensitivity training was that the Gayborhood is a space that will 

minimize the potential trauma associated with visible LGBT identities. Although the skits 

used in the trainings portray different types of identity, they do not challenge ideas about 

identities, but rather, they fit different identities into existing expectations of how 

hospitable behavior looks. Overall, these still follow a politic that LGBT folks are just 

like heterosexual tourists and that families and relationships may look different, but they 
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still “feel” the same and require respect. The training introduces images of difference but 

applies these images to familiar and intelligible frameworks. 

Thinking about the archive exhibit and its processes also addresses the uses of 

public space in such a way that is intelligible in the public sphere. Ideas about controlling 

image and representation are familiar in media studies as well as in North American 

society in general. Again, the archive exhibit attempts to make sense of the archive and 

presents it through known methods and discourses of the public. The exhibit connects the 

archive, which is in private, to the public. This requires the institution of the archive (in 

this case, the LGBT community) to communicate in terms that the rest of the public 

sphere will understand. 

Habermas (1989) argues that the public sphere is an ideological, dialogic space. 

The public sphere, for Habermas, assumes that all individuals communicate rationally 

and that communication is effective when it moves towards understanding. In particular, 

Habermas (1981/1984, p. 287-290) explores the intentions of speech acts and how 

conversations occur. Effective communication in the public sphere—for Habermas—

functions rationally towards action. In many ways, the activities of the LGBT tourism 

industry in Philadelphia, as well as the drive to fit into Florida’s Creative Class model 

demonstrate an attempt by certain LGBT folks to present LGBT identity through 

discourses that are familiar and understood by non-LGBT folks, such as legal discourses 

of non-discrimination and narrative discourses of progress and urban development. 

Amongst LGBT communities, especially queer scholars, however, this theory is 

problematic especially because of its assumptions of rational communication, as well as 

communication towards understanding. Identity politics and new social movements—
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including Women’s Liberation, the Civil Rights Movement, Gay Liberation, and the 

Anti-War Student Movement—have demonstrated that dialogue does not always produce 

understanding. In the case of Gay Liberation and later, queer theory, irrational 

communication—communication to disrupt—was important because it demonstrated 

how rational thought was embedded with hegemonic power, systematically marginalizing 

non-normative groups. The presentation of the Gayborhood, drawing largely from 

tourism frameworks that are legible to all, is not radical in that it while there is an 

indication of LGBT presence, simply marking the space with vague symbolic signs (i.e. 

rainbow signs rather than signs highlighting sexual acts) does not disrupt society overall. 

Protests have turned to parades—even rallies that are supposed to still be protests—and 

political actions to celebrations. 

The archive exhibition is designed so that the public can see a piece of the 

archive, but does not require the audience to understand the entire depth of the archive. 

The tourism industry and urban development constructed Gayborhood only displays an 

identity label along with markings of LGBT presence, but not necessarily LGBT 

embodied acts—including non-conforming gender presentation. Those involved in 

presenting the Gayborhood may be reducing moments of trauma associated with the 

LGBT community not only because they follow different types of politics, but also 

because they want to focus on the political steps necessary to minimize certain traumas 

from occurring again. Cindy Patton writes: 

If deconstructive readings of identities have produced anxiety for those 

who need them in order to make practical political claims, then 

reinterpreting identities as strategic systems with pragmatic purposes and 

unintended effects may make it easier to forge new strategies (with or 
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without “identities”), and certainly make easier alliances between styles of 

queer practice. (1993, p. 175) 

 

What Patton appropriately reminds us is that not all of us are comfortable with 

radical politics. These discourses and strategies, however, are not wholly “bad,” but can 

help build connections between groups in different ways. While Patton’s essay was 

written prior to queer theoretical work on homonormativity—the inclusion of gay men in 

society, particularly those who replicate heteronormative relationships and kinship 

structures, over other forms of queer identities—I return to her argument because it 

reminds us that queer practices are complicated. Different forms of political action can 

still produce effects that improve lives, or at least minimize trauma and death60. 

Conclusion 

I return to the example of the Thompson’s (2013) article in which archivist Bob 

Skiba and City of Philadelphia Mayor’s Office LGBT Liaison Gloria Casarez are cited as 

feeling unsure of what the Gayborhood rainbow signs mean anymore. The lack of 

certainty about the meaning of the Gayborhood signs is intriguing, initially because it 

seems unlikely that they have forgotten the supposed meaning of the signs. Upon 

reflection, it is also interesting because these are individuals who actively contribute to 

the Gayborhood’s construction: Casarez works to ensure that LGBT issues are addressed 

in the city, and Skiba also constructs the Gayborhood through his blogging about the 

Gayborhood as well as his presentations about LGBT history in the city. 

                                                 
60 Here I specifically refer to queer theory’s response to the convergence of identity politics and 

the AIDS epidemic of the 1980s and early 1990s. 
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In addition to the Gayborhood being an active LGBT space, it is also an 

exhibition, a particular representation of LGBT lives. Its visibility does not indicate that it 

is the LGBT neighborhood in the city, but that it is a particular neighborhood that 

indicates greater LGBT presence overall in the city. While it could be read as a museum 

or cultural theme park, I argue that a better framework through which to understand the 

Gayborhood is as an archival exhibit. The Gayborhood has existed over time—it has not 

always been a device for LGBT tourism, nor for urban development. At the same time, 

however, its visibility has consistently been incomplete. Places matter to the LGBT 

community in that the ability for LGBT visibility in the public sphere can also be 

understood through how LGBT individuals navigate urban landscapes. 

The Gayborhood both is and is not a site of memory. It is a construct that is 

partially memory-based, but largely because formal history of LGBT communities is 

limited. Today’s Gayborhood makes sense because of different nostalgic approaches to 

marked LGBT spaces. During LGBT history walking tours, participants who happened to 

be locals and LGBT-identified were often asked to confirm “facts” about gay life in the 

past. While going through the 40th Anniversary of the Gayborhood archival exhibit at the 

William Way Community Center, I overheard individuals comment on the maps of 

LGBT spaces in Center City, trying to remember and verify the locations represented on 

the wall. These comments also tried to connect the visual impressions of the maps with 

the remembered feelings of being in Center City in the different decades. 

Again, I do not mean for the archival exhibit to be a metaphor or simile for how 

we understand the Gayborhood. I argue that an element of LGBT communities is the 

active management of its representation that makes the community public. The 
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Gayborhood as it is visible today has been planned, down to the history-based narrative 

fixing the Gayborhood to its current location. Different LGBT activist and everyday 

activities are also part of building an LGBT archive, some of which are made visible to 

the greater public, but others which are still only visible and accessible to those who 

either seek them out or who already know about them. 

Jasbir Puar critiqued the LGBT tourism industry (2002) and later also wrote a 

scathing critique of what she calls homonationalism (2007)—the creating and presenting 

certain images of LGBT lives that support larger political nationalist projects. In 

particular, homonationalist projects position LGBT issues as making proper citizens, 

citizens who are still preferably heteronormative. The continuing and drawn out political 

debates about same-sex marriage, for example, have maintained a particular form of 

LGBT political presence in the US. 

The promotion of the Gayborhood as a tourism device is a homonationalist 

exhibit. Even if gay-friendliness is supposed to create a cosmopolitan city space that 

attracts international travelers, the distinction is actually more important to the US. Citing 

LGBT inclusion as the reason for urban change and development, Philadelphia maintains 

its status as a city that upholds US ideals of freedom and citizenship for all. One of the 

major themes in Puar’s Terrorist Assemblages (2007) is that US citizenship, including 

LGBT folks striving to be good, included citizens, stands in contrast to terrorism. By 

emphasizing a nation responding to terror, citizenship for LGBT folks again mimics 

heteronormativity and the goal of prominent activism is assimilation. Homonationalist 

projects also favor whiteness and middle or upper class economic potential. 
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Puar’s critiques (2007) are all but confirmed by the LGBT tourism industry. Jeff 

Guaracino (2007), who currently works as the Chief Communications and Strategy 

Officer of the Atlantic City Alliance, and who also happened to be the former Vice 

President of Communications for the GPTMC and one of the founding board members of 

the PGTC, explicitly states that LGBT folks’ traveling behavior was directly related to 

post-9/11 nation-building (2007, p. 1-2). Stating that LGBT folks were brave and 

trailblazers, Guaracino calls upon businesses, corporations, and cities to support the 

LGBT tourism market because it represents a group that has money, and wants to 

participate in the nation. Philadelphia’s Gayborhood, especially as presented by the 

GPTMC and the PGTC, supported the idea that the LGBT community was a worthwhile 

niche market, that LGBT folks were even more likely to support the economic stability of 

the city and the nation; a stable neighborhood represents a stable city. Not only are the 

interests of gay, white, middle-class men highlighted as the symbolic figure of the 

Gayborhood, but even non-LGBT folks are expected to support and endorse this image of 

the ideal queer citizen through “gay-friendly” performance. 

An unusual aspect about imagining the Gayborhood has been the seamless shift in 

the meaning—even transformation—of the pink economy. In the 1970s and 1980s, 

support for the pink economy was tied directly to finding safer spaces. Almost ironically, 

many of the places listed in LGBT publications and in LGBT-related maps were not 

hetero-friendly businesses and included individuals with lower incomes, unlike the 

stereotypically “gay” spaces such as the opera, the theater, or fine arts museums and 

functions. The visible pink economy in the 1970s included a wider spectrum of 

businesses (at least in type of businesses) than the tourism-targeted guides of the 2000s. 
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The pink economy of the 1970s was visibly different from the “normal” economy, 

following a similar political contrast between gay liberation activists and homophile 

activists. Today, however, the pink economy looks similar and overlaps with the 

“normal” economy. Support for today’s pink economy is also conflated with supporting 

the economy and the nation—as well as a growth and progress narrative—in general. 

My project to imagine the Gayborhood as an archival exhibit is my own insertion 

of a hopeful approach to theorizing about gay urban spaces. The contents of archives 

serve different historical projects—it depends on the researchers, the archivists, and the 

exhibit designers. Even though the contents of the archive remain the same, their 

organization and presentation can affect understandings about the communities involved. 

Archival exhibits are temporary and are not designed to fix the identity of the archive’s 

organization. The current exhibit of Philadelphia’s Gayborhood may be part of project 

that is not actually supportive of all LGBT folks, but it does not mean that it is the only 

method of presenting the archive; the exhibit can change. Since the late 20th Century, the 

Gayborhood has been promoted in order to bring recognition to the LGBT community. 

Even though the exhibits looks similar to one another—they do draw from the same 

archive and some of the same archivists are still here—they actually do present the 

archive in different ways. 

It is time for a new exhibit. 
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FINAL INTERLUDE 

 

DON’T TELL MAMA 

It was just another Saturday night as my friend and I were leaving Woody’s 

Nightclub just before last call. We were thinking of going to Wawa a couple of blocks 

away, to pick up some sandwiches before heading home. Having a cigarette outside the 

bar before walking, we were suddenly engaged by a man who may or may not have been 

hitting on one or both of us. To get away, we started walking up 13th Street, towards 

Walnut, where we planned to turn right to get to Wawa. The man, however, indicated that 

he was also turning that way, so in a last minute attempt to move away from him, we 

continued walking up 13th Street. 

While walking up 13th Street, and trying to figure out how far to walk before 

turning back, we passed by Sansom Street Cinema, a gay porn theater also known for 

being a sex space. Neither of us had ever been and with the logic of alcohol and a strange 

night, my friend wanted to check it out. The place was only marked by its name etched 

into a glass door—gone was the awning and lit sign that I would later see in old 

photographs of the street. Once inside the main door, we walked down a long hallway to 

a man behind a glass partition who took our money. After paying, we were allowed 

through a door, leading us down another long corridor and down some stairs. 

Immediately upon entering the main space, we felt it: we did not really belong in the 

space, even though we both identified as single gay men. Most of the men inside were 

African American (we are both Asian) and casually dressed. Having just come from 

clubbing, we were more dressed up. I was wearing white pants and white shoes. In the 

dark space, lit only by the film screens, I stood out brightly like a glow stick, light 
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reflecting off of my pants and shoes. My friend, dressed in dark colors, easily slipped into 

the darkness. 

Not only was I dressed conspicuously, but I was also less interested in 

participating in the activity around me, which only made me more conspicuous. My 

friend and I were amongst the few non-African Americans in the place, and the few other 

non-African Americans (white men) were only interacting with the African American 

men, never looking at each other, and frankly, not at us, either. The rules and dynamics of 

the space seemed different from bathhouses I had visited, or even public cruising. There 

were 5 rooms: two theater spaces showing gay pornography (with rows of theater seats), 

each with a back room. The larger theater space’s back room had a cutout in the wall, 

allowing light in from the screen. The back room of the second, smaller theater space was 

completely enclosed and barely lit, with more light only entering when someone opened 

the door (which occurred relatively frequently). There were corners and nooks for small 

groups to play, but no space was “private.” Some men clustered together, forming 

somewhat enclosed group spaces, but otherwise, the rooms had an atmosphere of drifting, 

of constant cruising, and of waiting. The fifth room was a dimly lit washroom. The sink’s 

drain pipe had a hole in it, spilling water onto the floor at your feet if you tried to wash 

your hands. 

Although the space was small, my friend and I quickly lost track of one another. 

After sitting on a wooden bench at the back of a room and watching a film for a while, I 

looked for my friend. After wandering through the entire space twice, I still could not 

find him. As I headed back to where I was originally sitting, a man stopped me. 

Man: Are you looking for your friend? The Asian guy – he’s your friend, right? 



 

286 

Me: Yeah. Is he still here? Have you seen him? 

Man: Oh, yeah, he’s still here. He’s playing with someone in the other room. 

Me: Oh, I didn’t see him. 

Man: They’re in the corner kind of behind the screen. I’ll let him know that 

you’re looking for him. 

Me: Thanks. I’ll just wait here. 

Later, my friend found me and told me that just after he finished playing, and the 

crowd watching dissipated, a man (we assume the same one who had spoken to me) came 

up to him and let him know that “his friend in the white pants” was looking for him and 

waiting in the other room. 

Afterwards, we both admitted that we felt strangely comfortable in Sansom Street 

Cinema. Even though we were clearly not insiders (especially with my inappropriate 

pants), we felt welcomed. Not only were men in the room looking for sexual partners, but 

some were simply watching. We were somewhat participants, but only for the moment. 

We shared space and activity, but neither of these things made us a community in the 

conventional sense. And yet there we were together—looking out for one another, and 

sometimes touching in anonymously intimate ways, even if just for a moment. 
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CHAPTER 9 

 

CONCLUSION: (BUT ARE WE) FREE TO BE… YOU AND ME? 

Figuring Out What Matters 

Throughout this project, I have examined media texts that represent LGBT life, 

and promote and create a sense of community by identifying LGBT identity with a 

particular neighborhood in the city—Philadelphia’s Gayborhood. By examining the link 

between discourses of urban change and development, alongside discourses of tourism, I 

consider the Gayborhood an uncomfortable symbol of belonging. The Gayborhood 

represents both the political struggle for LGBT visibility and a form of class-based urban 

change that is quickly referred to as gentrification. Promoted through tourism, the 

Gayborhood physically combines these two discourses through messages of gay-

friendliness and welcome. In this chapter, I re-visit debates about LGBT urban 

citizenship and conclude this project with a final analysis of what might be at stake when 

discussing LGBT visibility and belonging in space. 

The notion of individual freedom, of free identity-expression, comes up several 

times throughout the project. One of the titles for a paper that I wrote even before I 

formally proposed this project included the question, “But are we free (to be you and 

me)?” Slightly modifying the title of the popular Marlo Thomas song reflecting the 

values 1970s women’s and gay liberations—and a theme song for liberal identity 

politics—my question challenges the idea that we (US-society) are at a place of progress 

and free ideas. The promotion of Philadelphia as an LGBT travel destination and an 

LGBT-friendly city suggests not only that Philadelphia is a city of progress, but also a 

city that has already progressed—that Philadelphia’s citizens are now free. While 
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working on this project, however, I found that simply being was not enough; gay-

friendliness and community suggest need for a feeling of belonging. So again I ask: (But 

are we) free to be… you and me? 

Over and over, media discourses about Philadelphia’s LGBT community and 

neighborhoods argue that presence and visibility are the two issues that matter. They only 

matter, however, if such representation is accepted, if there is a sense of belonging and 

inclusion in the spaces by the particular community. Of course, however, the notion of 

inclusion is problematic because an identity-based space suggests that those not 

identifying in the same way are excluded, that they do not belong. Such politics are 

played into the labeling of gay neighborhoods: How can a community that calls for 

inclusion create a space that ultimately includes an exclusion of the mainstream? The use 

of “gay-friendly” seems to elude this problem. The markings allegedly only mark that 

inclusion and belonging is a theme, rather than a specific indicator of a group. The group 

that is marked, however, is one with a political history calling for freedom, political 

inclusion, and (ultimately) belonging. 

This rationale is not exclusive to the Philadelphia context: most other major cities 

in the United States and Canada now present their gay neighborhoods as symbolic spaces 

of welcome rather than attempt to claim the LGBT community’s particular ownership of 

the space. Belonging for the LGBT community is therefore unspecific: as long as 

particular visual and structural symbols are present, visitors and locals are expected to 

believe that belonging is possible. Taking this line of thinking to an extreme, belonging is 

almost meaningless except in the context of tourism and hospitality. In order to avoid 

internal identity politics as well as conflicting messages with national campaigns for 
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“equality,” the LGBT community is expected to offer its identity label as a symbol for 

political inclusion, and likewise, non-LGBT-identified individuals are allowed to 

consider inclusion as something that is symbolic. 

Because particular visual symbols, structures, and codes—particularly codes 

linked with theories of urban development and renewal—in urban spaces can be 

attributed to the LGBT community, non-LGBT individuals can avoid actually 

confronting inclusion of the LGBT community. In debates comparing LGBT political 

campaigns to the African American Civil Rights Movement in the United States, the 

issue of visibility complicates how the groups are marginalized. In particular, whether a 

member of a marginalized community can pass as a member of the dominant group 

marks discursive difference between these campaigns. While passing is possible for both 

groups (LGBT community and African Americans), LGBT markers of difference 

(particularly for L and G, and sometimes B) have a history of being hidden. If a white 

LGBT person can pass for heterosexual and gender normative through performance, then 

s/he can still live in a place of privilege—something that an African American (or any 

person of color, for that matter) with obviously non-white skin cannot do61. Similarly, we 

can consider this notion of passing with Philadelphia’s Gayborhood. 

Contemporary, urban-development-based markers of LGBT presence in urban 

spaces are not apparently visible without coupling them with known LGBT symbols. For 

example, there can be restaurants and bars in neighborhoods, but restaurant and bar 

                                                 
61 This comparison is not meant to make light of the complex history of passing, particularly in 

the case of African Americans in the US. I bring up this comparison simply to highlight the 

nervousness about LGBT visibility and to acknowledge how historically LGBT spaces 

overlapped with public spaces—heterosexual society was not always aware of LGBT presence. 
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development is not automatically associated with an LGBT community. Again, assuming 

that LGBT folks are partly responsible for urban redevelopment renders the LGBT 

community’s diversity and character invisible and secondary to a “greater” purpose (i.e. 

serving the city in marking welcome). Therefore, unlike ethnically-marked 

neighborhoods, most of which are not named as such with Chinatowns as the main 

exceptions—and with a history of ghettoization in their creation, gay neighborhoods have 

the privilege of blending in with mainstream US society, particularly if they are 

predominantly white. The marking, therefore, is not so much about marking what is 

present, but what might be present, and even what was once present. Again, a difficulty 

of marking LGBT spaces is trying to mark a community that was identified as 

unidentifiable and unintelligible, as well as part of a city’s underbelly, and as hidden. 

The lamenting of the loss of gay neighborhoods (see Brown, 2007; Creed, 2007a) 

as well as attention highlighting the importance of gay neighborhoods (see Thompson, 

2013; Spikol, 2012; www.gayborhoodguru.com) in the press suggests that our spaces, 

and our identity labels, are integral parts of our being. Again, there is something nostalgic 

about the Gayborhood: the markings in the neighborhood provide some expectations, but 

ultimately serve as reminders of larger political conversations and spaces that are no 

longer there—including spaces that were once “gay” and now are simply “developed.” In 

other words, if we consider the presence of LGBT folks as part of a longer urban 

development process, then there is no place for them in the end. The assumption that a 

modern cosmopolitan city includes an LGBT community is simply that—an assumption. 

The political implication of this assumption is that if we “outgrow” our marked LGBT 

spaces, we are rendering ourselves back into a type of closet—a frosted, glassed door 
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closet perhaps. Our difference is simply part of a greater mechanism that does not require 

explicit recognition or representation of our communities. 

Continued Trouble with Normal 

LGBT tourism and LGBT neighborhoods gained increased attention during the 

late 2000s with nations around the world legalizing same sex marriage, as well as several 

states within the US recognizing either same sex marriage or same sex civil unions. Cities 

positioned themselves as gay-friendly in order to attract both visitors (particularly 

through honeymoons) and residents. These legal policy changes, however, posed 

problems theoretically, namely with questions about the goals of queer politics. Michael 

Warner (most notably62) wrote about the relationship between normativity and queer life. 

By imagining normativity and queerness as discourse-based worlds, Warner (2002) 

theorizes about publics and counterpublics in contrast to theories about a public sphere as 

an entity63. Counterpublics challenge discourses of the public sphere and they can 

structurally change public sphere discourses. While this may seem ideal, queer scholars 

have also pointed out how liberal inclusion of LGBT identities have not necessarily 

changed normative structures, leading to what Lisa Duggan coined as “homonormativity” 

(2002). Homonormativity points out the privilege afforded to certain LGBT folks, mostly 

                                                 
62 While Warner is often cited for his works The Trouble with Normal (1999) and Publics and 

Counterpublics (2002), which includes the essay by Berlant & Warner (1998)), other scholars 

also examine the problems of LGBT political actions that involve trying to fit into normative 

society. More recently, critiques of US legal systems include Dean Spade’s (2011) work 

challenging how legal systems fail to address, let alone protect, the lives of trans people. 
63 Berlant and Warner (1998), for example, remind us of the work of Douglas Crimp (1987), who 

argued that gay men’s promiscuity foregrounded safer sex strategies. Berlant and Warner point 

out that this demonstrated a moment when a counterpublic affected change in the public sphere 

(1998, p. 560-561). 
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middle and upper class gay white men, who seem to be included because they participate 

in heteronormative structures. This form of LGBT inclusion, however, still maintains a 

notion of appropriate LGBT identity that fits into normative society. 

An easy criticism of attention to places such as the Gayborhood is that its makers, 

particularly those constructed by the tourism industry, are participating in 

heteronormative and even homonormative projects. To a great degree, I agree with this 

assessment. The Gayborhood is promoted through everyday activities that are shared by a 

larger population base than only LGBT communities; they are normatively respectable 

activities—even bars and nightclubs which are spaces of potential queer meetings. Bars 

and nightclubs, however, are not exclusive meeting places for LGBT communities. Even 

following Richard Florida’s model of urban development still ultimately serves a 

heteronormative project of creating a neighborhood space for non-LGBT people. 

I still, however, hesitate to write off contemporary constructions of gay 

neighborhoods. Philadelphia’s Gayborhood, as represented even in tourism materials, is a 

blend of the queer spaces that Berlant and Warner describe—a critical mass of sexual 

spaces (1998)—and the normative activity-based spaces that make up “cosmopolitan” 

urban spaces. Symbols such as the rainbow signs indicate a neighborhood that results 

from sexual spaces, even if the original features (such as a proliferation of sex shops or 

obvious signs for bathhouses) are no longer present. In many ways, the signs themselves 

are what resist identity erasure through gentrification. Oddly enough, the relic of rainbow 

signage is what still marks the space as having the potential for queer sexuality. Although 

one could argue that in neighborhoods where LGBT folks are comfortable, and the 
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population is blended (and often younger), that one can assume that progressive sexual 

behaviors and activities can occur. But these remain as assumptions only. 

Because the notion of progressive ideas about gender and sexuality are only 

assumed in neighborhoods that lose their obvious LGBT markings, we can rethink 

laments over the loss of gay neighborhoods not as simply nostalgic objectification of an 

era gone by, but rather, as a method of a marked challenge to normative sexuality and 

society. In other words, if a counterpublic discourse has the potential to change the public 

sphere, this should not mean that those participating in counterpublic discourse be 

subsumed by the public sphere, but rather, the structure of the public sphere itself 

changes. In the case of the Gayborhood, the change seems to be a feeling of diversity, an 

impression that different forms of identity expression are fine. The physical structures 

that once allowed identity expression, such as sex shops, or less-expensive eateries with a 

more varied, less gentile (or today, “trendy”) clientele, are allegedly no longer necessary 

because the “normal” places are supposed accommodate and “welcome” different people. 

But is this the point? 

Legible Private Lives 

I began this chapter with questions about “freedom,” intentionally conflating 

freedom of identity expression with citizenship, as if being able to express one’s identity 

is connected to one’s ability to be a citizen and belong in society. In tourism studies, a 

main concern is over the tourist experience, especially when we consider how we shape 

and reshape cities to accommodate what we assume are tourist needs. The smaller scale 

of marketing and promotions done by the GPTMC and the PGTC, such as ephemeral 

campaigns (e.g. branded cocktail napkins) or social media campaigns (e.g. Instagram 
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photo contests and Facebook quizzes), serve to remind even locals that they are part of 

the city in which even visitors should feel belonging. Tourism projects not only make 

cities (in this case Philadelphia) legible to outsiders, but they also train locals to become 

legible to visitors. Welcome, in other words, is another form of visibility—visitors feel 

accommodated if they can see and recognize familiar codes of being and behavior. 

If we consider Philadelphia’s Gayborhood as an archival exhibit space that is 

currently serving a homonationalist project (as per the previous chapter), we need to ask 

ourselves what if the Gayborhood indeed challenges the public sphere. As importantly, 

what happens if the public sphere changes, but not in the way that we want? Have 

counterpublic discourses been considered if all that are included in the public sphere are 

the individuals? By suggesting that the Gayborhood can only display a small aspect of the 

archive to the public, then we suggest that much of LGBT life is still private. Post-

identity politics approaches suggest that LGBT-identification and marking are no longer 

necessary or relevant and that new, “progressive” neighborhood spaces (such as East 

Passyunk in South Philadelphia) assume LGBT inclusion and belonging. The 

Gayborhood can be regarded as a relic, a sign of old identity politics, old modes of 

belonging and old methods of relating to one another. 

Yet the LGBT neighborhood project, as it is currently conceived, is still about 

white, upper and middle class gay men. Rather than focus on the homonormative turn, 

however, I still want to consider the Gayborhood as a place that might indicate more than 

only that ideological turn. Even if I consider this as a homonormative project, there is 

admittedly another major gap in the Gayborhood exhibit: AIDS. There are hints about 

HIV/AIDS all over the Gayborhood: symbols, signs, and ephemera that all point to the 
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1980s and 1990s when large numbers of gay men were dying and died. Condoms are still 

probably the most popular party favor at the Pride Parade, OutFest, and Equality Forum’s 

SundayOUT!. The Mazzoni Center’s Wash West Project at Locust and 12th Streets, a 

locus of the Gayborhood, provides free, anonymous HIV testing. There are historical 

projects about ACT UP (many of which are somewhat nostalgic) and the lives of activists 

lost (such as Che Gossett’s documentary Kiyoshi Kuromiya: A Queer of Color and AIDS 

Activist Inspiration (2012), a documentary about Kiyoshi Kuromiya, and Chris Bartlett’s 

Gay History Wiki, a website that Bartlett claims can perform as the “social media of the 

dead”)—many due to AIDS. 

In her book, The Gentrification of the Mind (2012), Sarah Schulman argues that 

both AIDS and gentrification have worked on the absence of creativity. Even though 

Florida may have classified gay men as part of the creative class, Schulman points out 

that many of the creative LGBT folks—the artists, the performers—died and that those 

supporting gentrification were actually part of a non-creative, homogenizing project. 

Schulman does, however, begin the book with a prediction that the age of gentrification 

will soon be over—the economic crash in 2008 supposedly has demonstrated this the 

beginning of this process (2012, p. 18). Schulman’s return to early LGBT activists, 

including labeling homophile activists as radical (p. 130) could, however, be 

uncomfortable, considering that these were the same activists whom radical social 

movement activists of the late 1960s and 1970s labeled as conservative and whose 

conforming image supported marriage equality activism of the 2000s. Also, Schulman, 

like other historical projects about the LGBT community and urban change, largely 

ignores LGBT fine arts patrons by categorizing them as predominantly gay white men 
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with wealth and in positions of power. So strangely, like the Gayborhood, Schulman’s 

project is still one of producing visibility and relies on focusing on LGBT folks who can 

be obviously identified as marginalized—in particular, economically. 

Gay white men’s contributions to LGBT visibility cannot be completely ignored. 

Even Philadelphia’s Robert Rosenbaum Oral History Project, housed at the William Way 

Community Center, is named for a gay white man who wanted LGBT histories to be 

preserved, a memorial for the community. Ellis Ginsberg, one of Rosenbaum’s friends 

and one of the individuals who facilitated Rosenbaum’s donation to the William Way 

Community Center for the oral history project, himself did not identify with the “seedy” 

or gay nightlife (although he did participate in it occasionally), but rather with bridge 

playing with friends, such as Rosenbaum, and attending art shows and plays (Ginsberg, 

2009). It would be an unfair assessment to dismiss his position, for we see cases like this 

today, where unlike the “A-List gays” who hid their LGBT identities in the 1980s—as 

popularized in media texts such as Armistead Maupin’s Tales of the City books64, the 

politics of those who appear as “wealthy gay white men” are driven by making LGBT 

folks visible and follow very different political approaches to identity politics and power. 

The Robert Rosenbaum Oral History Project may initially suggest a form of liberal 

individualistic inclusion of histories, but the project is far from it—the individuals and 

                                                 
64 Maupin’s book series began as a newspaper serial in the San Francisco Examiner. In book 

published form, the series consists of Tales of the City (1978), More Tales of the City (1980), 

Further Tales of the City (1982), Babycakes (1984), Significant Others (1987), Sure of You 

(1989), Michael Tolliver Lives (2007), Mary Ann in Autumn (2010), and The Days of Anna 

Madrigal (2014). The title of this series is the inspiration for the title of this project. 
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histories within it do not consistently mirror the histories told in relation to urban change 

and development discourses. 

Interestingly, Ginsberg (2009) suggests that there will be no gay community in 

the future because LGBT folks will assimilate into society. He argues that marriage 

equality is a “young people’s thing,” and that he and his friends did not look to marriage 

as a method of legitimating their relationships. Ginsberg’s comments both align and 

diverge from what scholars would define as homonormative. He believes that 

assimilation will occur, and yet he argues that he and some of his friends of the “older 

generation” do not want marriage—arguably today’s “assimilationist” project. Instead, he 

notes that his friends look for alternative methods of legitimating their relationships, such 

as extensive legal documents, or by adopting one another (i.e. a couple legally becomes 

parent-child to ensure next-of-kin privileges). This situation of adoption is ironically 

much more threatening to heteronormative and homonormative projects, for it 

complicates and disrupts kinship, and it confuses the possibilities of visibility for LGBT 

folks and their relationships. 

I argue that the Gayborhood is still an important site for research, despite 

criticisms that it participates in homonormative and homonationalist projects. 

Methodologically, however, this dissertation project has re-asserted that the meanings of 

the Gayborhood are mostly for white, gay men. The industries, media texts, and events 

described only suggest that identity categories are broad, but ultimately, they do not 

highlight, or even permit, discussions of intersectionality. My own mentions of women’s 

spaces, transgender issues, and ethnic groups were simply separate mentions, rather than 

integrated into my analyses and readings of Gayborhood representations. Even though 
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LGBT individuals and organizations may be aware of issues of intersectionality, the 

representations of LGBT urban spaces are still done such that only sexual identity is 

addressed. In Philadelphia, there is also still an unwillingness to speak of or acknowledge 

intersectionality. During my time as a board member of the PGTC, I was seen and treated 

as a gay male. My ethnic identity mattered only as a public face for the board (I suspect), 

or if I was able to connect the predominantly white board to Asian organizations. 

Articulating Non-Heterosexual Life 

The drive to make LGBT lives public, to make them visible, is a form of 

politicized communication. From visual codes in advertisements, to different descriptions 

of LGBT identity and behaviors in journalism, to stories and histories that transform 

private lives into public citizens, LGBT lives are turned into pieces of knowledge to be 

transmitted, and individuals identifying with the LGBT label can be made legible in 

public. The success of rights in the public sphere is not only satisfying because of the 

appearance of acceptance, but also because of the opportunity to be out of the closet, to 

tell one’s story. Baudrillard (1987/2012) suggests that this satisfaction is in fact 

impossible: we are seduced by the attempt to make ourselves and our worlds meaningful 

and visible. We are seduced by the secret and the production of the secret. Once we 

reveal the secret, however, it no longer is secret and no longer distinct from other 

revealed secrets65. The truth is an elusive discourse that is impossible to reach, and yet we 

continue to seek it, to uncover it. 

                                                 
65 Baudrillard notes how the over-saturation of information is a problem for identifying and 

making meaning through communication: “Our all-too-beautiful strategies of history, knowledge, 

and power are erasing themselves. It is not because they have failed (they have, perhaps, 

succeeded too well) but because in their progression they have reached a dead point where their 
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Baudrillard’s more recent work on simulacra (1981/1994) also speaks to this idea 

of an elusive truth, a lack of an original. But is it that simple? Is the Gayborhood simply a 

copy of an original that can never be fully understood? No. Urban development strategies 

and tourism promotions of the city communicate overall ideas about our truths, our 

politics. Urban change is also not only about erasing a past. Baudrillard notes that there is 

a difference between disappearing and dying (1981/1994, p. 44). In other words, by 

disappearing, “the truth” is still there, it still seduces us. Does this, however, mean that 

there is a cycle of seduction, visibility, and disappearing? If it is a cycle, then why are 

certain cultural images still dominant? Is visibility through communication and 

articulation the key to recognition and therefore belonging? Do we—any and all of us—

belong because we know, or think that we know, that we belong? 

Cindy Patton (1996) links issues of communication, political visibility and 

legibility, and LGBT folks through her exploration of safe sex campaigns, including the 

introduction of condoms in gay pornography. Patton plays with Baudrillard’s assertion 

that the obscene is that which is no longer secret, that which is revealed (Baudrillard, 

1987/2012, p. 27). Skeptical of the politics of revelation, Patton considers the “ob-scene,” 

that which is “before staged … something before the moment of spatial visibility in 

official space” (1996, p. 141). Patton’s skepticism stems from the New Right’s uptake of 

identity politics to create projects of domination and assimilation, of using rights 

language to eliminate difference. For Patton, national pedagogies about safe sex—

strategies that “went wrong,” as per the book’s title—were troubling for they transformed 

                                                 
energy was inverted and they devoured themselves, giving way to a pure and empty, or crazy and 

ecstatic, form.” (1987/2012 p. 71) 
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sexualities into information about sexual dissidents that could be known and therefore 

controlled and contained. 

Patton contemplates queer politics in the conclusion to Fatal Advice (1996), a 

work that explores the languages of queer sex and safe-sex education. Emphasizing a 

politic rooted in being—and staying—alive, Patton re-evaluates her own project of 

considering different language forms—such as vernaculars—of sex and identity and their 

roles in safe-sex education initiatives in the United States. Patton suggests that the 

politics of identification and imagined communities tied to the nation must be abandoned. 

The “projects of visibility and privacy have nearly run their course: neither can save us. 

Our next sexual politic must be ob-scene” (1996, p. 155). Making gay men and a larger 

LGBT community visible and intelligible led to further debates about identified groups 

rather than save lives. Patton also notes how these projects resulted in actions that spoke 

for queer folks (as movements), rather than to queer folks, the very folks who the 

movements tried—and continue to try—to save (in Patton’s case, safe-sex campaigns 

mostly targeted at gay men). 

In particular, Patton (1996) works through the troubles of LGBT sexual health 

organizing by juxtaposing communication with cruising, an aspect of gay life that is 

regularly simplified as a sexual act that occurs in public. Patton highlights cruising to 

consider factors that describe gay men’s sexual behaviors, but which fail when identified 

and separated (i.e. moments of sexual negotiations). Cruising takes place in specific times 

and places that are not fixed; codes behind cruising shift, and the reading of participants 

varies—there is a level of unknown and risk involved in cruising which Patton reminds 

us is what makes it sexy. Misreading the cues of cruising not only get gay men in trouble 
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with the law (e.g. through police entrapment), but they can also lead to trouble with other 

men who may see cruising as crude or unwanted. By stripping sexual acts of this difficult 

to identify sexiness (and perhaps risk), discourses of safe sex education did not serve gay 

men—rather, they fixed gay men’s sexuality through identification. 

I draw upon Patton’s work because it emphasizes how the situation, cruising, is 

erotic for more reasons than only sex; cruising disrupts normative society by making 

public space intimate. Her analysis is similar to Berlant and Warner’s description of sex 

in public (1998) in that both analyses note that public sex is regulated in part because it is 

visible66 and therefore fixed as definitive aspects of queer life. The difference between 

the two works is their end project: Berlant and Warner eloquently identity how 

counterpublic spaces are at risk of normative movements (such as political policies and 

urban development), but Patton explicitly reminds us of the uncomfortable potential of 

political work. Revealing her bias, Patton writes: 

This assault [queer activism] must unite “academics” and “activist” – not 

as a peace-making mission, but because a fully ob-scene, rather than 

civilly visible or reactively closeted, political strategy requires a 

combination of the brazen perversions of queer theory and the brutally 

achieved queer street knowledge. We will never find—should not even 

seek—a unified political language, but we can learn to operate in a range 

of mutually untranslatable, intrinsically differently motivated vernaculars. 

Sometimes we must make sense to government agents, but we shouldn’t 

confuse this reeling moments of apparently transparent communication 

with a true recognition of queer presence by forces who generally oppose 

us. (1996, p. 154). 

 

                                                 
66 Berlant and Warner (1998) write about public policies in New York City designed to minimize 

and eliminate visible sex in the streets, such as changing zoning laws so that sex shops and 

theaters were forced to close. The policies are set up to address what is visible, the sexual 

practices, but their impact is greater; the policies limit queer forms of intimacies in public space 

because the economic conditions have changed. 
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Patton’s use of “we” and “us” is unclear: “we” are queer folks: those who are 

harmed by hegemony, even those who happen to be privileged enough to pass as normal 

but who understand and resist hegemonic structures—queer allies. While most of my 

project has seemed to honor those working towards liberal visibility of gay neighborhood 

spaces, I want to conclude this project by returning to some thoughts about cruising as a 

way of considering what “street knowledge” may have to offer our understandings of 

contemporary labeled gay neighborhood spaces. 

Thinking about LGBT lives and urban change, one of the major indicators of “gay 

character” has been an alleged aesthetic of public sex and eroticism. Developers and 

marketers do not advocate for cruising or public sex, but at the same time, they target a 

population that is supposedly defined by non-heteronormative methods of meeting. 

Cruising, as understood in relation to public sex and computer and mobile technologies, 

is a method of meeting that occurs out-of-doors and is un-planned. Cruising is an activity 

that is not only about sex; it is about social relations, codes of behavior, and a relationship 

to one’s surroundings. 

Here, I again admit my own emphasis on gay men and their sexual practices. 

Throughout this dissertation project, LGBT has supposedly referenced a broad set of 

communities, but gay men dominate the histories and frameworks that establish 

understandings of “LGBT” in Philadelphia’s Gayborhood. While critiques of 

homonormativity, which identify gay white men as the new colonial power (Duggan, 

2003; Puar, 2007), rightly argue that by participating in political campaigns that support 

ideas such as the nuclear family, or capitalist-driven (i.e. gentrification), they perhaps too 

quickly skim over how normative structures are still changed or used in hybrid ways. My 
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return to cruising here considers an aspect of gay male sexuality that is consistently 

driven out of genteel urban society (hence the shifting of Philadelphia’s gay 

neighborhood throughout the late 20th Century), yet nostalgically relied on in order to 

fulfill a narrative of gay men’s role in urban change. In particular, I briefly consider 

interpersonal communication technologies designed for new forms of cruising that 

change public space. 

As demonstrated throughout this dissertation, media visibility of gay men and gay 

men’s public sex in urban spaces greatly overshadows all other forms of meeting. 

Cruising is also specific to gay men—lesbian and heterosexual sexual encounters in 

public are not referred to as “cruising,” even though there are plenty of instances in 

fictional media where public sex is discussed (such as sex in restaurant bathrooms, at 

parties, and outdoors). In academia, cruising is highlighted in prominent LGBT works, 

such as Chauncey’s Gay New York (1994), Humphreys’s Tearoom Trade (1970), and 

public health research—especially starting in the 1990s in response to the AIDS epidemic 

(which is primarily concerned with locating and identifying men who have sex with men 

as potential vectors of disease). My attention to cruising connects the ideas in Patton’s 

work with my attempt to rethink how we read and recognize community. As Patton 

argued, we need to consider that which is “before staged.” Here, rather than emphasize 

face-to-face forms of cruising, I will consider how methods of finding male sexual 

partners using mobile technologies can produce challenges to how we imagine sex and 

public space. 
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The processes and meanings of cruising have changed. Media technologies have 

changed the methods of meeting for primarily gay men67, and cruising is no longer 

limited to face-to-face situations. Even with changes in how men meet one another for 

sex because of new media technologies, the politics of cruising are still similar to the acts 

of the 20th Century. Mobile technologies—namely smartphone social networking 

applications primarily used by gay men that use GPS to locate other men, such as Grindr, 

Scruff, Jack’d, Growlr, Mister, and Tinder68—may allow men to locate one another 

without being in the same space, but they are also used in real time and in real space. 

As communication devices, mobile social networking applications have both 

formalized and challenged methods of meeting. Grindr, one the first GPS-using 

applications and at first only available on iOS (Apple) devices, blended social networking 

and dating websites with location technology (GPS). Like “traditional” cruising, dating 

websites and mobile applications allow users to see who else is online—the selection of 

available men is visible (the time and geographical aspects). Unlike cruising, dating 

websites provide additional information that is otherwise private, such as sexual interests 

and body measurements, as well as allows for individuals to chat before meeting. The 

                                                 
67 There are similar apps for women (e.g. FindHrr or Brenda) and both men and women—i.e. 

supposedly designed for heterosexuals (e.g. Blendr or Tindr). My comments about Grindr, etc. 

will be somewhat applicable to these apps as well, but for this brief introduction, I focus on men’s 

apps. Grindr was one of the first of these apps and has the most popularity and name-recognition 

in terms of thinking about mobile technologies and finding sexual and dating partners. 

 
68 Tinder is not designed for gay men, but I have included it as many men use it to find other men. 

Each of the applications cater to different “types” of men, particularly based on body type, such 

as the men on Scruff and Growlr have facial hair, and more specifically, Growlr caters to the bear 

community—men who usually have more body hair and are larger in physical build. Several gay 

social networking sites, such as Manhunt and Adam-4-Adam, now also have mobile applications 

that link up to their web-based services. The examples listed earlier, however, exist only as 

mobile applications. 
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location finder (which identifies the distance between users), the profile information—

including photos, and the chat feature formalize cruising as form of making 

knowledgeable interpersonal connections. Decisions about whether to pursue a 

connection are less momentary—cruising can resemble dating instead. Geographically, 

one does not even need to be in public; encounters can be private and take place between 

residences only. 

At the same time, mobile social applications also challenge methods of meeting 

and how public space is used. The popularity of the applications grew and attempts at 

non-gay-specific applications, such as Tinder, were developed, meaning that even 

heterosexual forms of meeting changed because of gay men’s cruising culture69. Mobile 

social applications also change public space because people can look for intimate 

relationships in more places. Looking for sex can take place on the streets, in restaurants, 

during events, in gyms, and other public places70. Places like the Gayborhood become 

notable if one is looking for another person since there is likely to be a greater number of 

other men using the same application within a small area. In other words, mobile social 

applications make any space a potential cruising place. 

                                                 
69 Heterosexual comedians, such as Kathy Griffin (although she has a large LGBT fan-base) and 

Aziz Ansari (2013), have joked about Grindr, finding its technology a novelty. This entry into 

popular culture also indicates the potential for non-gay individuals to question whether 

heteronormative models of meeting and dating are the only ones available. While I use this as an 

example of challenging norms, Griffin, in her 2011 TV special Tired Hooker, joked that Grindr 

demonstrated gay men’s efficiency and organization. In other words, while challenging how 

intimate relationships can form, Griffin attributes using Grindr with normative values. 
70 Mobile social applications can also be used as a method of identifying other gay men. I have 

been at non-LGBT functions, such as large weddings and academic conferences, and seen men 

(somewhat) discretely checking their Grindr profiles on their phones. 
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New forms of cruising may shift how we see and recognize gender, sex, and 

sexuality in public space. Even if formal, or simply previously recognizable, sex spaces 

such as sex shops and pornography theaters close, cruising and public sex can take place 

with the increased use of mobile technologies. While it may seem like sex is less visible 

in public, it may mean that cruising has simply taken on new visual codes. Instead of 

seeing men looking at one another, making gestures, or moving in certain patterns, we 

see individuals checking their phones. In other words, mobile social applications have 

subverted public activity—in this case, checking one’s mobile phone. New forms of 

cruising have made normative spaces queerly erotic. 

A Place that Likes Me Back 

I conclude this dissertation with a reconsideration of how I think about 

citizenship, about the politics of belonging. Recently, I was asked by a friend (an 

academic) about my politics—specifically, the politics of my work. We were attending a 

conference about Queer Methods and there seemed to be a generational divide between 

some of the presenters and the participants. As someone from the “older” generation of 

queer scholars, my friend noted that for her, queer theory grew out of politicized anger. 

What then, were my politics—if any; why was I doing my work? At the time, I had to 

answer that I was not sure. I did not feel apolitical, but I was unsure if that was actually 

the best description for my work. We both agreed that we (as some form of queer 

academic community) did not want another trauma such as the AIDS epidemic to 

provoke an angry response and activist spirit. So what is at stake while contemplating the 

possible meanings of having urban landscapes publicly linked with LGBT identity? Why 

do I (or we) care about feeling like (or knowing that) we belong? 
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Chris Bartlett, the Executive Director of the William Way Community Center 

(starting in 2010), argues that the Gayborhood, like Chinatown, could galvanize an 

LGBT community that would also serve as the neighborhood’s anchor (McGovern, 2013, 

Middleton, 2014). While I do not wholly disagree with Bartlett, and do not wish to stop 

his work, I am wary about this approach, and not simply because of its closeness to 

discourses of urban development. As has been demonstrated throughout this project, 

LGBT visibility in Philadelphia’s Center City is tied to notions of a space that is 

supposed to be welcoming to all, that the symbols of LGBT inclusion are synonymous 

with identity diversity. In stark contrast, Chinatown signals an ethnic space, a space of 

difference. Community efforts against gentrifying urban change in Chinatown are rooted 

in a community with a very different relationship to the physical urban landscape than 

Philadelphia’s LGBT communities and the Gayborhood. 

In particular, the importance of the Gayborhood to the LGBT community has 

really been mediated and therefore fixed starting in the 2000s. The history of LGBT 

symbols in space—places that can be identified on maps or not completely private—is 

being told with the theme of anti-discrimination and welcome, of loose and temporary 

connections, and even looser visual cues and definitional boundaries of the LGBT 

community. Simply being in Chinatown does not mean that one belongs in the 

Chinatown community (e.g. without knowing Chinese, you cannot read the Chinese signs 

or menus in restaurants), yet discourses of anti-discrimination and legal access seem to 

suggest that is the case in the Gayborhood. Community and belonging in some LGBT 

spaces are sometimes so temporary and spatially specific that they are not necessarily 

even known—or should be made intelligible. 
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In the interlude before this chapter, I describe a moment of community—perhaps 

of belonging, but at least of participation—that my friend and I had in a private club. I 

tell this tale because it takes place in Sansom Street Cinema, a place represented in few 

contemporary media texts, and today, mostly in advertisements placed in LGBT 

publications. Again, there are many aspects of LGBT life that are not articulated or not 

widely promoted because they still do not fit into the public sphere. They occur in semi-

public places (i.e. it is a private business, but it is an official business with a door that is 

marked and at street level). That we participated and felt like other men looked out for us 

should not be conflated with membership in the space. We did, however, temporarily 

belong in the space. 

Belonging is not safe, consistent, or permanent—social interactions are risky. 

Cruising and public sex are activities where belonging also means that a co-participant 

can intend physical harm. Members of the community can also unintentionally cause 

physical or psychological harm71. Whatever the motivation behind participating in 

cruising and public sex, participation is part of belonging. These spaces and moments, 

however, are difficult to fix—my friend and I knew about Sansom Street Cinema, but our 

belonging was contingent upon our participation, even including moments of unease. 

                                                 
71 When thinking about community members and LGBT communities, academics and activists 

have long drawn upon models of kinship, as if notions of blood-tied families are the most “stable” 

for the nation-state and for maintaining social networks. Blood-ties, however, are not exempt 

from causing psychological damage—even in pop psychology (drawing heavily from the 

psychoanalysis of the 1950s and 1960s) we know that many psychological and emotional traumas 

are caused by blood relatives. Blood-relations are not safe either—they can physically and 

psychologically harm us, and yet we allegedly belong with them. 
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Throughout this dissertation, I have argued that LGBT visibility in space is 

problematic. I also avoid simply arguing that gay neighborhood spaces made visible 

through market logics are problematically normative. Both critiques of using LGBT 

identity in the marketplace as well as actions to mark the city physically with symbols of 

LGBT identity are necessary to change society. Perhaps, however, this entire project has 

examined something unwanted: belonging. Belonging in urban spaces can mean wanting 

and agreeing with processes of gentrification, processes that potentially eliminate the 

queer identities that allegedly promoted change. Belonging in an identified LGBT 

community can mean limiting one’s identity expression. My call for a new archive 

exhibit (at the end of the previous chapter) includes a reminder to myself to first let go of 

the belief that LGBT visibility means some form of diversity in the city. 

So are we free to be you and me? Perhaps we are free to be you and me, but the 

continued problem is how do we know that we are free to be you and me? While some 

would argue that as long as there is no public intervention (read: police) on private 

spaces, then there is freedom. Yet media makes this impossible, for the moment we 

record ourselves, write about ourselves, and tell tales about ourselves, there is the 

potential for public scrutiny. 

Philadelphia’s Gayborhood and other gay urban spaces are places of memory. 

Even if we imagine the Gayborhood as a space of progress, of urban “development,” it 

invokes a form of LGBT identity that relies upon a nostalgic look at a past that was 

traumatic. Even though the Gayborhood was once called the Gay Ghetto, however, we 

were never actually confined. The marking of the Gayborhood by name and its rainbow 

signs also do not confine us. We will find spaces for ourselves and methods of being part 
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of and counter to the public sphere. Even if we do not feel like we belong, we are still 

here trying to figure it out—trying to live, and the Gayborhood reminds everyone of it. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

LABELING A COMMUNITY 

This dissertation will use a few different identifiers in reference to the LGBT 

community. Like other identity-based groups, labeling is not only about self-identity, but 

it is also about representation and recognition. The politics involved in the community’s 

label are entwined with the community’s histories, internal dynamics, and types of 

marginalization or oppression experienced by its members. In general, the LGBT 

community is a community defined by sexuality and gender, but the labels used by this 

community are also informed by issues of ethnicity, nationality, age, and class. 

To a certain extent, there is also no such thing as an LGBT community—this label 

and category grew out of political actions starting in the late 20th century. The grouping 

of different identity categories (gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, intersex, queer, etc.) 

is in itself a conglomeration of groups that in history has been identified and put together 

through discrimination from the status quo (read: heteronormative society). One of the 

main tensions at play is the difference between self-identification and being labeled. 

Another tension involved is how the label/identity category is deployed and interpreted. 

This dissertation in no way assumes that the LGBT community is a singular community, 

but instead recognizes that media discourses unintentionally group a complex, 

complicated, and often contradictory set of individuals, preferences, and desires together. 

In other words, my use of “LGBT” or “gay spaces” does not indicate that the relationship 

between space and identity is dictated by media, but rather that media suggest a 

relationship, one that begins with the attempt to represent a group of people who resist 

singular identification. 
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Recently, Michael Schulman of the New York Times (2013) wrote about students 

in elite universities in the United States and found that labeling and identity politics 

continue to be important to individuals in terms of representation. Some individuals self-

identified using the umbrella term of “queer,” but others continued using the acronym, 

only adding letters to the acronym in order to acknowledge different aspects of gender 

and sexuality—LGBTQQIA (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Questioning, 

Intersex, Asexual), for instance. This drive to add letters, however, is ultimately about 

representation rather than self-identification, for inclusion in the label supposedly 

demonstrates some form of recognition by others. 

While news articles such Schulman’s categorize individuals who use new labels 

as “young” and “progressive,” I find such assertions not only suggesting forms of 

academic hubris and privilege, but also one of generational divisions. It is not uncommon 

to find texts about gender and sexuality labels such as Schulman’s to mark older 

individuals as those who “do not understand” the newer, younger, more progressive 

perspective. Schulman’s questioning of individuals in an academic setting (and in 

particular, an elite academic setting) ignores how these labels are also tied to the class 

and ethnic backgrounds of the students. In a way, this shift in understanding the role of 

representational politics is reminiscent of the shift in styles of political activity for queer 

folks in the 1960s, where gay liberation broke away from the homophile movement by 

following a new radical form of political action and engagement (alongside the civil 

rights movement, women’s liberation, the student movement, and the anti-war 

movement). 



 

334 

This dissertation, however, does not only deal with contemporary audiences—I 

also examine LGBT community’s development in history. The politics of labeling the 

LGBT community in the twentieth century includes medical terminology (homosexual), 

to early resistance (homophile), to radical liberation politics (gay and lesbian), to 

community recognition and inclusion (GLBT, LGBT, LGBTQLGBT), to new political 

challenges to fixed gender and sexuality boundaries (LGBTQIA, queer, genderqueer). 

While many, including tourism and media industries, simply use “gay,” or the 

increasingly popular “queer” as umbrella terms, these terms still do not capture the 

identification practices of many individuals today. Even when used as an umbrella term, 

however, “gay” assumedly refers primarily to gay men. The use of “gay” does not mean 

an intentional privileging of gay men: it is still used in terms such as “Gay Liberation,” 

“Gay Pride,” and “Gay Marriage” because of when the terms came into public use. 

From a marketing perspective, Community Marketing Inc. (CMI) has gathered 

information about the LGBT community from a business and marketing perspective. 

While CMI’s data is not academic and does not examine how individuals self-identify, it 

does provide perspectives on the impacts of identity labels in everyday life. In 2012, CMI 

found that most individuals preferred the term “LGBT” in corporate communications. 

While terms such as LGBTQ (or even LGBTQIA) and queer are growing in popularity 

and use, CMI found that these terms were not as readily accepted from corporate 

communications. In particular, “queer” was accepted if the business using it was also 

LGBT-identified (“gay-on-gay” marketing)—if the business had LGBT-based insider 

status with the LGBT consumer. 
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For this dissertation, I will use LGBT when referencing the community. While in 

certain academic circles and grassroots organizations “LGBT” is limited and perhaps 

outdated, I cannot ignore its relevance to the fields about which I write: academia in 

general, journalism, and tourism marketing. LGBT is still an acronym used in many 

academic circles, is frequently used in journalism, and is recommended by CMI as the 

preferred term by LGBT individuals from corporations (i.e. in reference to a label that is 

acceptable from anyone). I do not want to belabor the politics of the identity label, nor do 

I wish to ignore or diminish the impact of identity labels. Instead, I recognize that no 

labeling system will be satisfactory for all who may read this dissertation project. For 

overall readability and simplicity (in the context that this is a dissertation about media 

discourses and not solely about identifying and naming queer folks—which queer theory 

arguably claims is impossible), however, I will use the LGBT label. 

I also use the term “gay” whenever it is historically appropriate or in terms that 

are still common, such as “gay-friendly” and “gay neighborhood” (the latter being 

important considering the Gayborhood—the name of the neighborhood upon which this 

project is based). As mentioned earlier, “gay” does not necessarily mean an intentional 

privileging of gay men. On the other hand, many media texts—especially advertising 

campaigns—do target the interests of gay men over other members of the LGBT 

community, partly because of the assumed purchasing power of gay men. I use “gay” in 

the title of this project because the legibility of gay urban spaces is closely tied to gay 

males, as will become evident through this project’s analysis. 
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APPENDIX B 

 

LOCATIONS OF ARCHIVE MATERIALS AND PUBLICATIONS 

 

John J. Wilcox Jr. LGBT Archives, William Way Community Center 

 

DRUM (1964-1967) 

PASSPORT (2002) 

Passport Magazine (1988-1995) 
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Q International (1978) 
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DRUM (1964) 

Philadelphia Magazine (1977) 

The Gay Alternative (1972-1973) 

The New Gay Life (1977-1978) 

Visions Today (2001-2004) 

 

Temple University Special Collections 

 

AIDS Library Collection 

The Philadelphia Evening Bulletin (1920-1982) 

 

Personal Collection - Publications 

 

Curve (2007-2013) 

Destinations for Men (2008) 

FunMaps (2008-2012) 

G Philly (2011-2013) 

Navigaytour (2008-2012) 

OUT (2005-2013) 
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Personal Collection – Publications (continued) 

 

PASSPORT (2007-2013) 

Pennsylvania Legacies (2002-2012) 

Philadelphia Gay News (2007-2013) 

Philadelphia Official Visitors Guide (produced by the Philadelphia Convention & 

Visitors Bureau) (2008-2013) 

Philadelphia Magazine (2000-2013) 

The Advocate (2002-2013) 

US Airways Magazine (2012-2013) 

Where Magazine (2008-2012) 

 

Personal Collection – Philadelphia Gay Tourism Caucus and Greater Philadelphia 

Tourism Marketing Corporation Advertisements 

 

Gayborhood Map (2010, 2012) (print copies collected from public events, digital copies 

retrieved from www.visitphilly.com on November 1, 2013) 

Gay-Friendly Merchant Guide (2003, 2007) (print copies collected from public events) 

Get Your History Straight and Your Nightlife Gay (2003-2006) advertisements (digital 

copies and some in print publications such as PASSPORT) 

Penn Pals (2005) TV commercial (VisitPhilly Youtube page, retrieved and downloaded 

October 10, 2008) 

We Your People (2008) advertisements (digital copies and some in print publications 

such as PASSPORT) 

Love Letters (2009-2012) advertisements (digital copies and ephemera, such as bar 

napkins) 

Miss Richfield 1981’s Selfie Tour (2013) TV commercial (MissRichfield Youtube page, 

retrieved and downloaded September 12, 2013) 
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APPENDIX C 

 

PUBLIC EVENTS ATTENDED 

 

LGBT History Walking Tours 

 

Date Tour Name Organization and Guide 

October 9, 2010 Creating a Space for Ourselves: A 

Historical Walking Tour of 

Philadelphia’s Gayborhood 

William Way Community 

Center, Bob Skiba 

April 18, 2012 The Gayborhood Then and Now 

(Slide Show & Virtual Tour) 

William Way Community 

Center, Bob Skiba 

February 10, 2013 Philly Proud: The Gay and 

Lesbian History of Philadelphia 

Free Tours by Foot, Mike 

Tait 

September 14, 2013 Gayborhood History Walking 

Tour 

William Way Community 

Center, Philadelphia 

History Museum; Bob 

Skiba 

 

PGTC and GPTMC Events 

 

Date Event Name Location 

February 22, 2010 Gayborhood Map Release Party Q Lounge + Kitchen 

(corner of 13th and Locust 

Sts) 

July 10, 2010 There’s No Place Like Home: 

Gayborhood 40th Anniversary 

Party 

Q Lounge + Kitchen 

(corner of 13th and Locust 

Sts) 

November 7, 2012 PGTC 10th Anniversary Event The Westin Philadelphia 

August 28, 2013 Miss Richfield 1981 Commercial 

Viewing Party 

Tabu Lounge and Sports 

Bar 
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Encyclopedia of Philadelphia Talks 

 

Date Talk Name Location 

January 19, 2012 Philadelphia, City of Firsts Franklin Institute 

February 22, 2012 Philadelphia, The Place that 

Loves You Back 

Independence Visitor 

Center 

March 28, 2012 Philadelphia, City of 

Neighborhoods, City of Homes 

Philadelphia History 

Museum at the Atwater 

Kent 

 

Public Festivals 

 

Years Event Name Location 

2008-2013 Pride Parade Festival Penn’s Landing 

2008-2013 Philadelphia QFest Various 

2008-2013 OutFest The Gayborhood 

2009-2012 Midtown Village Fall Festival Midtown Village 

2010-2013 Equality Forum Sunday OUT! The Piazza 

2012 Dyke March Rally (beginning) Kahn Park 

 

Other Events and Talks (open to the public) 

 

Date Event Name; Organization Location 

September 26, 2009 Gayborhood Games; Bruce Yelk 

and Nightlifegay.com 

Voyeur Nightclub 

March 5, 2011 Queer Memoir; William Way 

Community Center 

William Way Community 

Center 

November 8, 2012 Chinatown: Past & Present; 

Historical Society of 

Pennsylvania 

Folk Art-Cultural 

Treasures Charter School 
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Date Event Name; Organization Location 

April 20, 2013 Archives, Affects, & Activism: 

Preserving Queer and Trans 

Histories 

Giovanni’s Room 

June 19, 2013 Opening Reception of Private 

Lives Exhibit; Philadelphia 

History Museum and the William 

Way Community Center 

Philadelphia History 

Museum at Atwater Kent 

June 8, 2013 LGBT History Talk, by Mike 

Doveton and Chris Bartlett; 

National Park Service 

Independence Visitor 

Center 

August 20, 2013 Gay Press Gay Power Book 

Reading and Discussion with 

Tracy Baim and Mark Segal 

Giovanni’s Room 

 

 

 


