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ABSTRACT 

 In this dissertation, I analyze narratives about how gays and lesbians think about 

urban space and communities in relation to their sexual identities. My research addresses 

discussions about assimilation and acceptance of gays and lesbians into U.S. culture and 

the residential departure of LGBTQ communities from enclaves characterize by the late 

20
th
 century. I also consider the extent to which gay and lesbian adults have move beyond 

experiences of living in the “closet.”  

 Have gays and lesbians entered the urban mainstream, or are they still relegated to 

the margins? To answer this, I asked three other main questions. First, I asked if sexual 

identity was still considered to be an important part of decision making processes for 

those who identified as gay and lesbian, and if so how this influenced choices about 

urban space use. Second, under the hypothesis that sexual identity was still a factor in 

decision making regarding urban space, I asked if there were any differences for gays and 

lesbians with various intersectional identities. Given that we know other factors like 

gender, race, class, and family can influence these choices for most people, I wanted to 

determine if such factors played a role in these experiences. Third, and specific to the site 

of my research, I asked what places in Philadelphia held meaning for gays and lesbians 

with regard to their sexual identities and sense of community. 

 I identified two main narrative themes that described how gay and lesbian people 

thought about and made decisions about occupying different places in Philadelphia. The 

first I refer to as the “assimilation narrative,” which represents cultural acceptance and 

residential integration into mixed populations. The second narrative is what I refer to as 
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the “marketplace narrative,” which is based on the idea of maximizing the chances of 

finding compatible partners in the city, as well as the social ties and resources that come 

with participation in these social markets. I found that my participants employed both 

types of narratives, but assimilation narratives were much more common when talking 

about residential decisions, while marketplace narratives were dominant in a discussion 

of a symbolic and ambient LGBTQ community. 

 The process of finding and participating in a sexual marketplace was facilitated by 

the prominent, visible Gayborhood district in the city. This was described as a place that 

was symbolically linked with the ambient LGBTQ community, and participants could 

typically rely on these to represent them and to provide opportunities to find 

marketplaces regardless of where they lived. Those with multiple marginalized identities, 

especially women and people of color, more often felt unable to rely on the Gayborhood 

to facilitate this process. These participants described difficulty feeling as if they 

belonged in many of the places there, which they often viewed as more representative of 

white, gay men. People in these groups frequently put more work into the process of 

finding or creating marketplaces for themselves. 

 Assimilation narratives were much more common when discussing residential 

choices, since participants could often rely at least partially on the ambient community 

and visibility of the Gayborhood for marketplaces. Residential choices involved 

sexuality-related considerations, though narratives about this process were typically 

described as a way of avoiding unfriendly neighborhoods and minimizing safety risks 

rather than choosing to live in proximity to other gays and lesbians. Participants 
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referenced 11 neighborhood areas as those most friendly or comfortable for gays and 

lesbians, and most of them lived among these areas. Those who did not live in these 

neighborhoods discussed the additional work they did to manage their identities and 

marketplace ties in relation to the other factors that outweighed sexuality. Assimilation 

narratives were less relevant when discussing living places like unfriendly neighborhoods 

and workplaces, and narratives about being in or out of the closet sometimes resurfaced 

there. Some groups were also described as uninterested in assimilation, and some 

participants struggled with balancing radical politics and the benefits of assimilating. 

 My findings in this research are based on the qualitative analysis of 54 semi-

structured interviews with adults identifying primarily as gay, lesbian, queer, and who 

identify themselves as being primarily interested in same-sex relationships. This group 

represented whites and people of color evenly, slightly more women than men, and 

people across a range of ages from 18 to 58 years. People with and without children were 

both represented in the sample. I also conducted a brief ethnography of the 11 

neighborhoods most often associated with the dominant narrative themes. I present 

descriptive data profiles on these neighborhoods drawing on data from the 2010 U.S. 

Census and 2008-2012 American Community Survey estimates. 

 In Chapter 1, I provide an introduction to this topic and my specific research 

questions and findings, as well as an overview of the theoretical framework and methods 

I used. In Chapter 2, I provide a historical perspective on gay, lesbian, and LGBTQ 

communities and neighborhoods both generally and in Philadelphia. In Chapter 3, I 

discuss the “Gayborhood,” a downtown district that visibly and symbolically represented 
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the LGBTQ community in this city. In Chapter 4, I explore how those with intersecting 

marginalized identities often failed to experience an inclusive marketplace in these 

supposedly shared spaces. I also discuss work these groups sometimes did to gain access 

to spaces that they could utilize to create a sense of place, shifting between assimilation 

and marketplace narratives. In Chapter 5, I discuss participants’ choices to live in 

neighborhoods other than the Gayborhood, and how assimilation narratives involved 

identity management work in negotiating factors like family, economics, and safety in 

relation to sexual identity in these neighborhoods. In Chapter 6, I talk about how gays 

and lesbians drew upon social networks and technology when finding gay, lesbian, and 

queer places both in Philadelphia and when traveling. In Chapter 7, my concluding 

chapter, I address the limitations of this particular research, the possibilities for future 

research based on the findings of this work, and implications for both LGBTQ 

communities and individuals in thinking about who among us is being left in the margins 

of society while others among us find our paths into the mainstream. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THINKING ABOUT SEXUALITIES, IDENTITIES, AND PLACES 

Studies of the construction of sexuality only rarely look in detail at the 

opportunities and constraints associated with particular institutional 

settings, proceeding instead as if sexual categories and meanings exist in 

free-floating “discourse”; the everyday, practical activities through which 

sexual meanings are produced and reproduced tend to fade into the 

background. - Joshua Gamson (1998) 

Introduction to the Topic 

 Many lesbian and gay communities are increasing in visibility and acceptance 

throughout the United States. In Beyond the Closet (2002), Steven Seidman discusses this 

shift in our cultural perspective, describing our current social climate as one in which 

many gays and lesbians can choose to live beyond a state of hidden identity in everyday 

life. Seidman does not want to convince us that discrimination or marginalization for 

sexual minorities has disappeared, rather he argues that the practice of living in the closet, 

or living a life in which one’s lesbian or gay identity is deliberately hidden from others, is 

no longer the dominant paradigm for an increasing number of adults. He is quick to 

explain, however, that heterosexual dominance is still the cultural and institutional norm. 

As Gamson says above, any discussion of these stories cannot take place without also 

discussing the setting and context. Gay and lesbian acceptance and integration come 

along with participating in a system in which there are requirements for citizenship, and 

the qualifications for the benefits of full citizenship are decided by a heterosexual 

majority in a heterosexually dominated culture. 

 In this dissertation, I analyze narratives about how gays and lesbians think about 

urban space and communities in relation to their sexual identities. I wanted to find 
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evidence in the experiences of gays and lesbians that might tell me how people managed 

their identities in different urban contexts, or negotiate which urban places they will visit 

or live and how much these choices had to do with sexual identity. If there is a trend 

toward assimilation, as Seidman suggests, then I wanted to know which groups have been 

able to assimilate, which have not, and the extent to which sexual identities, 

communities, and urban spaces played a structural role in shaping these experiences. 

 Seidman critically examines gay and lesbian visibility in the media as a way of 

assessing whether or not gays and lesbians have moved from the margins of society into 

the mainstream, and under what conditions this has taken place. However, gays and 

lesbians have become visible in other ways as well, like appearing in everyday urban 

places. In many cities, areas with a high concentration of gay run or owned businesses, 

gay and lesbian bars and nightclubs, and gay or lesbian residents are considered to be a 

desirable asset rather than a community of strictly undesirable others. Richard Florida 

(2004) argues that the presence of a gay community is a key feature of successful cities. 

 In the past, gays and lesbians concentrated socially and residentially in particular 

urban areas for a variety of reasons related to their sexual identities. Gay ghettos, gay 

districts, and other urban places tied directly with gay, lesbian, or queer communities 

gave individuals opportunities to reframe identities, construct new social networks, and 

engage in social and political projects about gay and lesbian sexual identities which 

would not necessarily have been available without stable urban spaces (Castells 1983; 

LeVay 1995; Stein 1997; Ghaziani 2008). Laumann et al. (2004) suggest that we can 

think of these as contextually situated “sex markets” in which individuals will have the 
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opportunity to seek out others who will be able to meet the criteria of their desires. The 

particular locations, or “marketplaces,” in which sex markets can be located are shaped 

by social and institutional forces that tend to reflect local norms and values. 

 Today we can see that lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) 

communities can be visibly identified in particular places and neighborhoods in many 

cities, but we can also find lesbians and gays living and interacting in many mixed places, 

not just these districts and enclaves. If gays and lesbians are no longer living in these 

geographically concentrated enclaves, then this residential proximity may not be 

necessary in order to live a happy and prosperous life out of the closet (Ghaziani 2011; 

Brown-Saracino 2013). Even so, connections with the communities that are viewed as 

tied to these minority sexual identities, and in some cities are tied to particular places, 

seem to remain important to gays and lesbians. 

 Manuel Castells (1983) and Adler and Brenner (1992) discuss particular barriers 

that have prevented gay and lesbian integration into the broader geography of cities in the 

past. They suggest that lower rates of homeownership, non-traditional family structures, 

and social distance
1
 from other residents could reduce the visibility and power of gays 

and lesbians in urban landscapes. The visibility and acceptance of “out” LGBTQ people 

in communities across some cities recently might suggest that these institutional barriers 

are diminishing. Seidman (2002) warns us that only those gays and lesbians that 

constitute otherwise culturally acceptable citizens are able to reap the benefits of living 

                                                 

 

1
 “Social distance” in this context is based on Park’s (1924) adaptation of the concept of social distance as a 

reflection of perceived otherness as originally discussed by Simmel. 
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“beyond the closet.” It is reasonable to consider that such cultural narratives about 

citizenship
2
 could affect who can reap the benefits of living in our cities and 

neighborhoods as well. 

 Some of the major laws and policies that have acted as institutional barriers 

preventing the assimilation of gay and lesbian identities, homosexual behaviors, and 

queer sexualities in the United States have begun to disappear. The Defense of Marriage 

Act, “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” and even longstanding laws criminalizing sodomy have 

been eliminated, but there are still many official and unofficial ways that gays and 

lesbians do not enjoy the same benefit as heterosexuals in U.S. society. There are still 

prejudices and discrimination. To name a few examples, many states restrict same-sex 

marriages, do not protect against employment termination on the basis of sexual identity, 

and restrict medical access for same-sex partners. Even as polices change, subtle forms of 

discrimination and micro-aggressions can persist (Sue 2010). Gays and lesbians may face 

harassment, violence, improper gender assessment, incorrect pronoun usage for 

themselves or their partners, assumptions about relationships, and a variety of other 

harmful or awkward situations. 

 Narratives about these experiences are not exclusive to sexuality, of course, but 

rather they often present a story in which sexual identities are managed alongside a 

variety of other factors – gender, race, class, age, family, and so on – that shape the 

choices and options that are possible for many people regardless of their sexual identities. 

                                                 

 

2
 The term “citizenship” here does not refer to the legal status of being affiliated with a particular nation, 

but rather gaining the full rights and benefits of being a member of a given society. 
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As Joshua Gamson notes in the opening quote to this chapter, these narratives are also 

negotiated within a set of social structures and institutions which can provide 

opportunities to some groups while restricting options for others. This experience of 

managing multiple identities alongside sexuality within the context of urban space is the 

central focus of my research. 

Research Questions 

 While we have observed growing cultural acceptance for gays and lesbians in the 

United States, prejudices and discrimination against these groups have not disappeared. It 

is also important to recognize that gays and lesbians from various groups are not always 

treated equally and may not have the same experiences (Cohen 1996; Gamson 1995; 

Moore 2011; Steinbugler 2012). I considered how different narratives about gay and 

lesbian life in contemporary studies of LGBTQ identities and communities spoke toward 

these social changes, as well as the different ways that gays and lesbians were becoming 

more visible and accepted in my own city of Philadelphia. 

 As I read the work of other scholars, and as I made my own casual observations in 

my home city of Philadelphia, I found that I asked a core, overarching question that 

guided the rest of my research. Have gays and lesbians entered the urban mainstream, or 

are they still relegated to the margins? In trying to answer this, I asked three other key 

questions that spoke to this one larger question. 

 First, I asked if sexual identity was still considered to be an important part of 

decision making processes for those who identified as gay and lesbian, and if so how this 

influenced choices about urban space use. Specifically, I wanted to know about how 
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other gays and lesbians decided on places in the city they would occupy or avoid. I 

considered common life choices like selecting where to live, where to work, or where to 

spend social leisure time. I wanted to know if popular discussions about acceptance and 

assimilation both culturally and geographically meant that gays and lesbians no longer 

put emphasis on sexual identity or identity based communities when choosing where to 

spend their time, or if they still take their sexual identity into account in some way. 

 Second, under the hypothesis that sexual identity was still a factor in decision 

making regarding urban space, I asked if there were any differences for gays and lesbians 

with various intersectional identities. Given that we know other factors like gender, race, 

class, and family can influence these choices for most people, I wanted to determine if 

such factors played a role for gays and lesbians. I assumed that there was likely be some 

differences across these groups, so I wanted to know how people described and 

negotiated these different experiences of intersecting marginalized identity. If there were 

gays and lesbians assimilating into the mainstream, I wanted to know if this process 

applied equally to all groups, or if some were left behind. 

 Third, and specific to the site of my research, I asked what places in Philadelphia 

held meaning for gays and lesbians with regard to their sexual identities and sense of 

community. I wanted to understand the local context of my participants’ experiences and 

narratives, and how they interpreted any meaningful relationship between particular 

urban spaces and minority sexual identities. In doing so, I hoped to gain some insight into 

how gays and lesbians interpreted the relationship between identity, community, and the 
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urban geography of Philadelphia as a large city with a highly visible LGBTQ community 

presence. 

Findings and Arguments 

 In my analysis of the ways that gay and lesbian identities were related to 

particular urban spaces and communities, I identified two main narrative themes that 

described how people thought about and made decisions about different places in 

Philadelphia. The first I refer to as the “assimilation narrative.” It represents the sort of 

cultural acceptance and integration discussed by Seidman (2002). This type of narrative 

described the processes by which many gays and lesbians perceived fewer risks or sought 

out lower costs when regularly interacting in heterogeneous spaces. Such risks might 

include violence, workplace discrimination, harassment, or lack of social acceptance. 

People were able to live and work in places in the city that are not gay or lesbian enclaves 

because their concerns about problems like these related to their sexual identity were 

sufficiently low, and other factors could be given equal or greater weight. Of course the 

levels of perceived risk differ from place to place, so assimilation was not the dominant 

narrative in every context. 

 The second narrative is what I refer to as the “marketplace narrative,” which is 

based on the idea of maximizing the chances of finding compatible partners in the city, as 

discussed by Laumann et al. (2004) in The Sexual Organization of the City. I use the 

concept of sex markets here not just as a pool of sexual or romantic options. I also 

include the social ties and resources that come with participation in these markets. These 

marketplace narratives focused on ways that people attempted to ensure they could gain 
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access to others they saw as similar to themselves when sexuality was a core criterion of 

the evaluation of likeness. They also included ways that people wanted connections not 

just to other individuals, but also to communities, services, organizations, and political or 

activist projects tied to their sexuality. All of these opportunities are only available in an 

identifiable “marketplace.” 

 These two narratives are like opposite sides of the same coin in some ways. The 

assimilation narrative tells the story of finding places with lower costs and risks which 

reduce barriers that have limited options in the past. The marketplace narrative tells the 

story of better chances and increased opportunities, which enable people to do well in 

spite of the potential disadvantages of marginalized sexual identities. In my work, the 

assimilation narrative was more powerful in describing how people think about 

residential and workplace options today. The marketplace narrative, however, was more 

prominent in how people think about social ties and identity-based communities. 
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Figure 1. Visual Description of Narrative Relationships 

 In exploring these two key narrative themes, I arrived at two arguments in 

response to my main questions. First, I argue that those with gay, lesbian, and queer
3
 

identities still took their sexual identities into consideration when making decisions about 

urban space, though the ways in which they did this may differ from accounts in prior 

research. Second, I argue that those with multiple marginalized identities and those with 

more radical sexual and gender identities experienced greater difficulty finding and 

connecting with urban spaces and communities. These groups worked to negotiate either 

                                                 

 

3
 Here I use the term “queer” because many respondents who initially responded to a call for those 

identifying as gay and lesbian later noted they preferred this identity term based on its personal, cultural, or 

political meaning. I discuss the complexity of these identity terms and meanings later in this chapter. 

Reduced risks 
and lower 
barriers for 

sexual 
minorities 

Sexual 
minority 

presence and 
opporunities 

Marketplace Narratives 

Assimilation Narratives 
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how they thought about their identities or the meanings of particular places so that they 

could better accommodate their needs. 

 Common narratives describing the negotiation of outsider status among those with 

multiple marginalized identities happened even in urban spaces that are affiliated with the 

LGBTQ community at large. This contradicts some cultural ideas that those who identify 

as gay, lesbian, or queer share a universal experience in spite of other intersecting 

identities because of their sexuality. It can also mean that people in these groups put 

additional work into finding or negotiating urban spaces in which they will feel included. 

I will explore how individuals interpret these intersections of multiple marginalized 

identities, and the kinds of strategies some gay and lesbian people use to gain access to 

urban spaces in Philadelphia that they feel are safe or inclusive for them based on their 

identity. 

 In addition to making these arguments, I will describe the particular places in 

Philadelphia that were most highly associated with gay and lesbian narratives about 

negotiating urban space. This context is important, because the intersection of particular 

identities and particular places can change which of the two main thematic narratives is 

more powerful. For those with multiple marginalized identities in addition to their sexual 

identity, or whose sexual identities are more radical, the overall social and structural 

barriers in some places may remain strong enough that a shift toward assimilation does 

not seem feasible. 

 It is important to note that the groups I focus on in my analysis and discussions 

will remain within the subset of those who identify gay, lesbian, queer, or otherwise 
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primarily interested in same-gender romantic and sexual relationships. I do not seek to 

draw comparisons between these sexual minority groups and heterosexuals. Rather, my 

focus in this work is to show how these sexual minority groups think about their sexual 

identity in various ways, and how these relate to and intersect with gender, racial, and 

sometimes class
4
 identities. Furthermore, I am more interested in exploring group 

differences within the LGBTQ community at large than in drawing comparisons between 

heterosexuals and homosexuals since such a comparison does not offer any insight into 

my specific research questions. I focus primarily on gays and lesbians in this research, 

but it is my hope that the model can be extended more broadly to other groups within this 

community in the future. 

Theory and Framework 

 Steven Seidman (1996) explains that, within the framework of queer theory, we 

should consider categories of identity to be multiple, unstable, and regulatory. 

Furthermore, it is part of the inquiry of sociology to ask how these identities are 

constructed by individuals within a network of institutional forces that limits the forms 

and availability of discourses that we use to make sense of the world. Stein and Plummer 

(1996) argue for a revolutionary perspective that would bring the study of lesbian and gay 

identities to the fore in sociological research, while also critiquing the tendency of queer 

theory and research to ignore larger social forces. I recognize that sexual identity can 

                                                 

 

4
 I will discuss social class and socio-economic status of participants to the extent that I can do so. 

However, certain limitations on my sample of participants will restrict my ability to generalize along class 

lines. I discuss these limitations further as a part of my conclusions in Chapter 7. 
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have different meanings for each individual, and that these meanings can change both 

over time and in different contexts. I look for patterns along the lines of intersecting 

identity categories, but I also give special attention to the context of the issues that people 

discuss. Furthermore, I ground my analysis of these shifting meanings, intersections, and 

identities in the context of key aspects of urban life including residential locations, 

workplaces, social spaces, and communities. 

 I have also taken advice from feminist scholars and theorists in structuring and 

analyzing this research. I wanted to focus on the real, lived experiences of individuals for 

the main source of my data to prevent myself from silencing or rendering invisible 

vulnerable groups (Smith 1987). Contemporary feminist theories on intersectionality, 

especially those from Black feminist scholars, also suggest that multiple and concurrent 

identities will change one’s subject position in experiencing life (hooks 1984; Collins 

1991, 2004; Cohen 1996; Moore 2011). No two people have precisely the same 

experience, but when looking for patterns and themes in the stories people tell I wanted to 

acknowledge this intersectionality so that any of their identities could be brought into 

discussions of both oppression and opportunity. I also relied upon these concepts in the 

decision to intestinally work toward providing opportunities to be seen and heard for 

people who have not always enjoyed equal representation of their experiences. 

 I felt it was important to consider social mechanisms of policing sexuality, and 

how these may be both internalized and invisible. This can be especially true when 

compared to the overt discourses regulating sexuality in the nineteenth and much of the 

twentieth centuries. Foucault (1972) suggests that people can internalize discourse about 
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the meaning of sexuality, but the limitations on the kind of discourses we encounter 

influence our ideas about what is possible. In our contemporary society, various social 

institutions have a great deal of power over the kinds of discursive ideas to which we 

have access. In so far as we internalize these meanings as a part of our bodies and minds, 

we begin to do the work of keeping our own behavior and identities within the 

boundaries of what is seen as normal and acceptable within the dominant culture. 

 In so far as our neighborhoods, communities, and the cities many of us live in are 

greatly influential on our lives, they can also be influential on our performances, 

representations, and discussions of sexual identity. Elizabeth Bernstein (2007) tells us 

that geographical boundaries in the city can become indicators for places in which 

different sexualities are acceptable or unacceptable. People can come to understand the 

meanings tied to a place, and in doing so internalize ideas about what is possible or 

impossible, acceptable or unacceptable, or simply at risk based on where they are. Rather 

than being implicit to the physical body or psyche, as Foucault argued, the discourse 

becomes a part of a place. In a way, geography becomes embodiment. When we see 

sexual identities like gay, lesbian, or even queer represented visibly in particular ways, 

we may come to believe that these are the normal or appropriate versions of identity, 

while those identities and performances that do not fit these models may continue to be 

marginalized. When some places become the most visible locations for LGBTQ 

communities, then the versions of sexuality presented to us there can become a new 

discourse with power. 
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 As we see fewer and fewer institutions working to overtly oppress minority sexual 

identities by labeling LGBTQ behaviors or communities as deviant or unacceptable, it 

seems important to critically examine discourse about what people view as options or 

restrictions on gay and lesbian life. It may be the case that perceived barriers or 

experiences of oppression are tied to cultural narratives about their existence rather than 

personal experiences. Even in the absence of actual experiences of personal harassment 

or violence, people may perceive discrimination in the risks associated with identities that 

they understand to be a part of themselves. This does not mean that there is no actual 

discrimination; there certainly is. However, only in examining the discourse that is a part 

of human narratives can we understand how people interpret what things like sexuality 

and sexual identity mean and how these may shape their perception of opportunities and 

constraints in making everyday choices. 

Gender, Race, and Class Concepts 

 The places, communities, and individuals that become the most visible, gain the 

most acceptance, and are assimilated into the mainstream tend only to represent a limited 

proportion of our society. There are many people who, because of group affiliations or 

individual behaviors, do not fulfill the social criteria for full citizenship as Seidman 

(2002) discusses it. Along with gays and lesbians, those with fewer socio-economic 

resources, people of color, women, and those with radical gender identities are all groups 

that have faced complicated barriers toward social acceptance (Collins 2004; Feagin 

2001; Halberstam 2011; Moore 2011). These groups seem predisposed to remain in the 
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margins while others whose identities are becoming less socially undesirable begin to 

appear in the mainstream. 

 Gender separation and race are prominent in my work in that these are categories 

other than sexual identities which can have a profound impact on the opportunities, 

constraints, barriers, prejudices, and inequalities that people face in our society. The 

socially constructed meanings of these categories can influence not only how others react 

to us, but how we think about ourselves and therefore react to the world around us. Our 

concepts of who we are often rely heavily upon gender and race, and thus thinking about 

who is different from us, who is like us, and where we belong are deeply tied to these 

categories and identities. It is for this reason that Laumann et al. (2004) classify these as 

“master” identities. In taking an intersectional perspective, I want to avoid thinking of 

these identities as monolithic. However, I must account for their influence. 

 There is a great deal of evidence that in the United States, gender and racial 

groups that we see as meaningfully different from one another tend to have different 

levels of access to resources. Class is a compilation of many different ideas, but it is in 

part a direct measure of socio-economic standing, access to resources, and available 

opportunities. Gender and race are also often deeply intertwined with social class 

concepts in that the hierarchy within either of the former two identities can influence the 

class of an individual or one’s mobility within the social class hierarchy. 

 These ties to gender and racial identities are important to the structure of this 

research in two main ways. First, that we think of gender and race categories as different 

from one another suggests that people, including gay and lesbians, are likely to have 
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different experiences, standpoints, and ways of understanding the world because of their 

different subject positions in relation to these categories. Second, differing levels of 

access to resources like property, space, wealth, power, visibility, education, and others 

means that individuals from these different groups will vary in their opportunities and 

constraints. Given that this project is centered around how people think about themselves 

and other people like themselves, and then make choices, these categories of identity and 

social grouping must be a part of the discussion of these topics. Gender and race play a 

more prominent role in my analysis, as I will discuss, but I make the attempt to account 

for social class differences and influences whenever possible.  

Urban Space and Place 

 “Space” and “place” do not mean the same thing in the context of urban sociology 

(Gieryn 2000; Shlay 1993). Thomas Gieryn (2000) describes three defining features of 

place. First, place has location. Place can be located within the broader context of “space” 

in general. A given place has a specific and definite (although it can change) region it 

occupies within space. Second, place has material form. Understanding place requires 

that we consider not only the three dimensions in which social life happens (as with 

“space”), but the physical structure of those dimensions, the structure of the things inside 

of them, and the ways that this physicality may influence what happens within space 

itself. Third, place is not just about asking where it exists, or what form it takes. We must 

also ask about the various meanings that are embedded in both the location and material 

form of the places, and how these sets of meanings can influence individuals, groups, and 

the places in which they live and interact. Integrating this view is important to 
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understanding the context of earlier and more recent studies, as well as in analyzing 

intersectional meanings of sexual identities and places. 

 Thinking along these lines, a discussion of urban space usage might stop at asking 

if people do or do not have access. It might stop at asking whether or not people are able 

to utilize a space for a given purpose. However, taking account of the place that occupies 

a given space provides a context for understanding how an individual might experience a 

sense of inclusion or exclusion within that space based on the meaning that has been 

embedded into that space by people over time. For example, people might be able to walk 

into a building in the heart of Philadelphia and gather together there as a group depending 

on whether or not they have the resources to do so, and whether or not such a space 

exists. To understand that the place occupying a particular building is an LGBTQ 

community center with a mission to provide meeting space to various groups affiliated 

with the LGBTQ community would change the context of understanding this access. We 

might consider how a group for queer youth of color could obtain a space to gather, talk 

openly, and feel safe, because that space is occupied by a place that conveys this kind of 

meaning. Both space and place are important, but in so far as I examine narratives about 

experience and identity, the meaning of a place that exists physically within and 

conceptually alongside space is foundational. 

 I do not want to limit my focus on urban space to include only access to locations 

or geographical regions. While access to urban space and the use of urban space are both 

topics that can be highly informative in looking for patterns of social inequality or 

behavior, thinking of space as a quantified resource presents only a simplistic view when 
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trying to understand how these spaces influence and are influenced by peoples’ identities. 

I also want to talk about a place as the meaning of space for people, which is related to 

space and geography but not the same concept. 

Sexual Identities 

 Sexual identities are another key concept in this research, especially given the 

focus on communities and individuals who have come to view their sexuality not just as a 

core part of their bodies and selves, but also as something that will determine their 

options in life. Sexual identities are complex, and as the aforementioned queer theories 

offer, they can be both unstable and change over time. I provide a much more detailed 

examination of the formation of gay and lesbian identities in relation to cities and 

communities in Chapter 2. I want to emphasize, however, that any discussion of sexual 

identity is a discussion that cannot be divorced from social or cultural context. 

 The particular sexual identities that exist today, like gay, lesbian, straight, queer, 

bisexual, and others, did not always exist. This is not to suggest that homosexual desire or 

behavior has not persisted across time and cultures. However, people have not always 

come to identify themselves by these desires or behaviors. In the United States, sexual 

identity was not a core aspect of typical self-identity until the end of the nineteenth 

century. Since that time, however, social, cultural, and institutional influences have 

shaped the formation of many identity labels that people frequently use in the United 

States and many other countries to describe their sexuality. These terms and the meanings 

associated with them often frame sexuality as a fixed part of one’s body. 



  19 

 A robust sociological analysis may call for the deconstruction of identity labels 

and assumptions about desire, but it is important that this process does not undermine the 

reality that many people believe and act upon their sexual identities as if they are 

immutable, core elements of their being (Turner 1984). Others, especially among those 

with more radial identities, may have already renegotiated or deconstructed these 

identities. Based on this, any attempt to research such populations in a systematic way 

must rely on some form of grouping or categorization, while also acknowledging that 

these categories are limiting and may not adequately represent the possibilities. I needed 

to both acknowledge the different identity labels that people used while remaining critical 

of the presumed essential nature of these identities. My goal was to use these terms as a 

tool rather than a straightjacket, while acknowledging they have the potential to be both. 

 Most of the participants in this research were comfortable identifying as gay or 

lesbian, which is not surprising since these are the most common sexual minority 

identities. Many also identified as other things, however, like queer or bisexual. Some 

preferred not to identify using labels at all if they did not need to do so. I most often rely 

on the terms gay and lesbian because those are the groups to which this research speaks 

the best in the current social and historical moment. These groups are the most populated 

within the LGBTQ community at large, and these were the most frequently used terms 

for participants even when they problematized labels or preferred something else. 

I also want to be clear that it is not my goal to impose identity terms on others 

when I can avoid doing so. I also did not want to suggest that bisexual or transgender 

identities are unimportant, but since these are separate identities with their own meanings, 
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I chose not to focus on them during this research. Rather than conflating all “non-

straight” identities together and failing to represent any one of them particularly well, I 

made the choice to focus on gays and lesbians well rather than addressing more groups 

with lower quality
5
. It is my hope that other research can better address the specific 

contextual issues for other gender or sexual minority groups. Given that the term “queer” 

can be applied to any non-normative sexuality, and given its frequent use as an identity 

term by my participants, I also use this term with reference to individuals and when I feel 

I can make a statement that is inclusive for those who do not identify strictly as gay or 

lesbian. 

An Urban Focus 

 I provide a more detailed description of the relationship between cities and 

minority sexual identities in Chapter 2, but I want to make it clear that the city is an 

important site for analyzing gay and lesbian identities and communities. My choice to 

limit this particular study to a large city with an identifiable LGBTQ community was 

intentional. I focused on an urban setting in which I could attempt to gain a nuanced 

understanding of the kinds of social and intuitional factors that mitigate the negotiation of 

social distance and closeness that Robert Park (Park and Burgess 1984; Park 1924) talked 

about as a part of the fabric of the city and the neighborhoods and communities in it. 

                                                 

 

5
 My own insider status as a gay-identified man may have also influenced my choice to focus on gays and 

lesbians, which I acknowledge. I discuss this limitation and possibilities for future research in Chapter 7. 
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 Gays and lesbians live in urban areas in higher numbers and higher concentrations 

than in rural areas. Laumann et al. (2004) explain that the chances for meeting others 

with similar gender or sexual preferences and finding compatible sexual or relationship 

partners are greater when relatively small populations like the LGBTQ community gather 

together into fewer areas and greater density. There is also a historical trend of gay and 

lesbian young people and adults intentionally moving to cities in search of other sexual 

minorities, LGBTQ communities, and the options for social and sexual marketplaces that 

go along with these (Chauncey 1995, 1995; Weston 1995). 

 Furthermore, gay and lesbian communities have a far greater social and historical 

background in the city with regard to their early formations. The social and political 

activism that played a major role in shaping these communities and identities took place 

primarily in urban areas (Armstrong 2002; D’Emilio 1983). There are also social and 

political projects about sexual identity that take place outside of cities, and modern 

technology has only increased these options (Gray 2009; Stein 2002). Even so, the 

number of people, the historical context, and the concentration of cultural and spatial 

resources in cities suggest that an urban focus for studies of LGBTQ communities is still 

appropriate and is likely to remain the case for some time.  

 I focus on the city of Philadelphia in my work presented here. This is in part 

because of my access to the city and local population, but it is also because Philadelphia 

has a very visible LGBTQ community with a well-known district in the heart of the city. 

Furthermore, Philadelphia provides an interesting case to consider the racial dimensions 

of peoples’ lives since it has such a high concentration of black residents, but also a high 
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level of de facto racial segregation that developed in the wake of rapid post-industrial 

economic decline (Adams et al. 1993). This means there is a large residential population 

of black residents, and many available cases of neighborhoods where issues about race 

were likely to be negotiated alongside the growing visibility of gays and lesbians.  

Methods 

 My fi ndings in this research are based on the qualitative analysis of 54 semi-

structured interviews with individuals identifying as gay, lesbian, queer, or something 

else
6
, and who identify themselves as being primarily interested in same-sex 

relationships. I focused on qualitative methods in order to gain an understanding of the 

constraints of everyday life and to piece together rich descriptions of the social contexts 

of these lived experiences (Denzin and Lincoln 2008). 

 Participant ages were in the range of 18 to 58 years
7
. In terms of gender identity, 

25 participants identified as male, and 29 as female, though in a small number of cases 

participants preferred not to identify with binary gender categories if possible
8
. 

                                                 

 

6
 Participants sometimes responded to recruitment for gay or lesbian participants but during interviews self-

identified using other terms, or noted that they did identify with these terms at least in part even if they 

sometimes had sexual or romantic relationships with genders other than their own. Gay, lesbian, and queer 

were the most frequent identity terms offered by participants. Some participants also identified as bisexual 

or trans* during interviews, and I attempt to address this when it is important to a particular narrative. 

 
7
 Only two people in this sample were below 23 years of age. My goal was to avoid participants who were 

living in places primarily because they were undergraduates. Especially young people were referred to me 

by earlier participants who suggested their commentary would be valuable, and because their living 

situation was not dictated by education. 

 
8
 In cases where individuals preferred not to identify with binary gender categories, they told me how they 

typically identified or presented their gender. In most of these cases, participants preferred to identify as 

genderqueer. I will elaborate upon this within particular cases when appropriate. 
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Participants self-identified their race, and 27 participants self-identified as white or 

Caucasian, while 27 identified as something other than racially white. I broadly refer to 

non-whites here as people of color, and among this group 17 identified as black or 

African-American, 6 identified as Hispanic or Latino/Latina, and 4 identified as Asian or 

Pacific Islander
9
. All of these participants lived either in the City of Philadelphia, or they 

lived in nearby suburbs and either recently lived in the city or claimed to still spend time 

in Philadelphia. 

 

Table 1. Total Number of Participants by Race and Gender in Neighborhoods 

Region 

 

Neighborhood White Black Hispanic Asian 

  Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 

Northwest         

 Mount Airy 1   2    1 

 Germantown   1 2     

 Manayunk  1       

Northeast         

 Northern Liberties   1  1    

 Other Northeast 1  1      

Center City         

 Center City 3     1  1 

 Gayborhood  1       

West         

 University City   1      

 West Philly 2 5       

 Other W. Philadelphia   2 1     

South         

 Point Breeze 1 1 2 1    1 

 East Passyunk   1 1 2 1   

 Other S. Philadelphia 3 3 2     1 

Outside Philadelphia City         

 Area Suburbs 1 3   1    

Total  (n = 54) 12 14 11 7 4 2 0 4 

                                                 

 

9
 Multi -racial participants are categorized here under their primary ancestry other than white. Participants 

often discussed identifying with their non-white identity for the purposes of social issues. 
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 Interviews were conducted between 2011 and 2014. Typical interviews lasted 

from 60 to 90 minutes, though some lasted as long as 2 or 3 hours
10

. Interviews were held 

in a variety of locations based on the convenience of the participant, but attempting to 

maintain an environment that encouraged open and direct communication. Many 

participants preferred to be interviewed in a private location like their home or a private 

office, but some preferred a public or semi-public location like a coffee shop or 

restaurant. All participants provided informed consent according to Institutional Review 

Board guidelines prior to the interview. The interviews were audio-recorded, and I 

analyzed written transcripts of these recordings to identify themes in participant 

narratives that related to my research questions. I identified examples using a thematic 

coding structure with the assistance of Dedoose qualitative analysis software. I also 

modified these themes as I progressed through the interview process based on participant 

feedback and when discovering themes I had not originally anticipated in my design. All 

participants have been assigned pseudonyms and identifying details have been obscured 

to protect the anonymity and confidentiality of their identities. I attempted to recruit 

approximately even proportions of men and women in the sample. I initially attempted to 

solicit even proportions of white and black participants as well, but I found it extremely 

difficult to contact and obtain the participation of an equal number of black participants. I 

found during the research, however, that themes of marginalization on the basis of racial 

                                                 

 

10
 These times do not include communication before or after the “official” interview. In some cases I spent 

considerable time communicating with participants after interviews about their thoughts or feelings, or 

answering questions about myself or the project. I took notes on some of these after-interview discussions 

if important points were raised and participants consented to being on record. 
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identity were similar for other non-white participants including those identifying as 

Hispanic, Latino/a, Asian, and mixed race. For this reason, I included  these racial 

identities with black and African-American participants as “people of color.” I was able 

to represent an equal proportion of whites and people of color. Individual racial minority 

identities are represented in similar proportions to the population of Philadelphia or over-

represented, except in the case of Asian men. I also recruited participants with a spectrum 

of ages to represent differences in the life-course, especially family status, as well as 

generational differences. 

 I continued to recruit among these groups to the best of my ability or until I felt I 

had reached a saturation point with the themes I was finding. I felt reasonably successful 

with two exceptions. First, I had hoped I would find a random distribution of class or 

socio-economic backgrounds, but this was not the case. Most participants would be best 

categorized as middle class or upper-middle class. While I have working class 

participants, it was difficult to find or contact people who identified as gay or lesbian 

with a working class background. I was also informed by some African-American 

participants, primarily male, that there were some black, gay, male social groups in the 

city I would be likely to miss. They provided me with information and contacts, but they 

suggested that as a white, middle-class scholar I would have difficulty establishing trust 

and cooperation given my limited timeframe and resources
11

. 

                                                 

 

11
 I elaborate upon the implication of recruitment limitations for race and class in chapter 7. 
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 My recruitment efforts were a combination of purposive and snowball sampling. I 

posted fliers in several establishments, addressed some community groups, and I posted 

messages to several online communities. I was able to recruit most of my participants 

through personal contacts and referrals by other participants. Participants were not given 

monetary compensation for their time. I did often spend time with participants, however, 

when I welcomed them to suggest topics they thought might be important but were not 

outlined in the structured portion of the interview, or where I invited questions about the 

project or about me. I opened the discussion to these types of questions after the semi-

structured portion of the interview was complete when possible. A sense of contribution 

to understanding issues pertinent to their gender, racial, or sexual communities and sub-

groups was important to many participants. I was told by some of my participants (and 

believe it to be true for others) that they gained something from the process. I suspect that 

there was a kind of reflexive compensation in these interviews, in that many people 

appreciated having the opportunity to share their stories, consider topics they did not 

always think about on a daily basis, and potentially contribute to work that could address 

inequality in the LGBTQ community. 

 At the end of the project, it was clear to me that I was able to solicit a wide range 

of responses from a variety of individuals. However, it was also clear that I was unable to 

represent all groups. While the sample is already limited to the City of Philadelphia, I 

must also acknowledge that I cannot generalize to everyone primarily interested in a 

same-gender sexual or romantic relationship. There may be individuals who do not see 

themselves as out of the closet, who do not live as out of the closet, or who would not 
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identify with the communities of focus in this study even more than some participants 

who problematized their relationship with the LGBTQ community at large. These 

individuals seem likely to self-select out of research like this. Therefore, I can only 

generally speak to the experiences of people who identify with terms like gay, lesbian, or 

queer, and who consider themselves out of the closet in at least some aspects of their 

lives or those who retain some investment in gay and lesbian marketplaces. Those who 

are questioning, who reject these identities or any same-sex desires they have 

experienced, or who simply would not want to speak about their sexuality or the LGBTQ 

community cannot be addressed through this particular project. 

 After completing and analyzing these interviews, I conducted a brief ethnography 

of the neighborhoods most often associated with the dominant narrative themes. I 

identified 11 neighborhood areas in the city that warranted further description to provide 

the best context for understanding the places where participants lived, worked, or felt 

were important for gays and lesbians in Philadelphia. I spent several hours in each 

neighborhood on multiple days whenever possible. I recorded field notes of my 

observations in these neighborhoods, took many photographs, and I represent a small 

proportion of these observations and photos in this dissertation. 

 I also collected descriptive data on these neighborhoods from the U.S. Census. I 

paired 2010 census data at the block level and 2008-2012 American Community Survey 

estimates at the block group level with the City of Philadelphia’s official neighborhood 
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boundaries using ArcGIS geographic information systems software
12

. I produced a map 

highlighting neighborhoods that best represented the areas that participants described as 

friendly toward or highly populated by gays, lesbians, and other queer populations. I 

compiled neighborhood profiles into tables to help provide descriptions of these 

neighborhoods. 

 Only information on the area covered, total population, racial and ethnic 

demographics, and occupied versus vacant housing units is available at the block level. 

These are reasonably accurate within the limitations outlined by the U.S. Census for the 

neighborhoods given that they encompass all blocks. Other descriptive information on the 

sex and age of residents, income and family status of households, and the size and value 

of housing units is only available at the block group level. Given that some block groups 

overlap multiple neighborhoods, I included only block groups whose “centroid” or 

geometric center point were within a neighborhood’s boundaries, or in the case of 

neighborhoods with few block groups I sometimes included cases where close to half of 

the block group was within the neighborhood borders. While blocks are mutually 

exclusive to their respective neighborhoods, block groups are usually but not always 

mutually exclusive. Since the profiles I provide are meant only to provide descriptions, I 

did not view exclusivity as necessary among block groups. Instead, I included block 

                                                 

 

12
 I elected not to rely upon census tract level data given that there is no conceptual connection between 

census tracts and neighborhood boundaries. In most cases, census tracts were sufficiently large and 

differently shaped from neighborhoods that they did not seem likely to provide data that would represent 

neighborhood populations well in the context of this type of neighborhood-level research. Census tracts 

were only used for same-sex couple data because no more neighborhood-specific information was 

available. 
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group estimates that would provide the best description of residents living in or near the 

borders of these neighborhoods. I also explain how these official neighborhood 

boundaries may or may not match the neighborhood concepts employed by participants, 

and how these profiles can be related the places my participants discussed. 

 Finally, I aggregated the available information about unmarried same-sex couples 

in census tracts overlapping these neighborhoods to contribute to a profile about one 

aspect of the residential presence of gays and lesbians. It is important to note that these 

data do not include those who do not identify as an unmarried family household, nor do 

they include single individuals or those who are not cohabitating. Thus, these census 

estimates speak only to an unknown fraction of the gay and lesbian population. However, 

these data do provide an estimate presence of couples and households willing to identify 

themselves to the American Community Survey (ACS). I relied upon overlapping census 

tracts for these estimates only because block or block group level data on same-sex 

couples is not available through the ACS. 

Chapter Outline 

 In Chapter 2, I provide a historical perspective on gay, lesbian, and LGBTQ 

communities. I discuss how these particular identity-based communities were formed, 

and how discourse during their formation and throughout their continued existence has 

shaped the meaning of these identities. I also discuss how these identities and people who 

have adopted them have shaped their communities in turn. I will also discuss how some 

key institutional factors have affected both of these. I complete the chapter by discussing 
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LGBTQ communities and neighborhoods in Philadelphia in the past, and providing a 

description of popular neighborhoods among gay, lesbian, and queer participants today. 

 In Chapter 3, I focus on describing the most visible LGBTQ area in Philadelphia’s 

geography. Commonly referred to as “the Gayborhood,” this downtown district provided 

a central place that embodies the LGBTQ community at large in this city. I talk about 

how this neighborhood is a focus of marketplace narratives both from gays and lesbians 

as well as some institutions like the city government. I discuss how the highly visible 

territory allows these narratives to persist symbolically without any evidence of a 

concentrated gay and lesbian population. I also discuss instances when women and 

people of color could not identify with the most readily available symbols of community, 

which strained the usefulness of these marketplace narratives. 

 In Chapter 4, I explore the strained experiences of women and people of color 

from the previous chapter to understand how those with intersecting marginalized 

identities often failed to experience an inclusive marketplace in “shared” spaces. I also 

discuss work these groups sometimes did to gain access to spaces that they could utilize 

to create a sense of place, shifting between assimilation and marketplace narratives. I 

explain the idea of “transitional space,” and how we might more broadly reconsider the 

implications of temporarily renegotiating the kind of place (meaning) that occupies a 

space (location) to better accommodate groups with unequal access. 

 In Chapter 5, I discuss participants’ choices to live in neighborhoods other than 

the Gayborhood. I focus primarily on residential neighborhoods in Philadelphia, which 

participants lived in or described as having a gay or lesbian presence. I talk about how 
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assimilation narratives are constructed as an assessment of low costs or tradeoffs when 

not living near other gays and lesbians and low risks when living in heterogeneous 

populations. I also discuss how assimilation narratives pair with identity management 

work in negotiating the meaning and importance of factors like family, economics, and 

safety in relation to sexual identity in these neighborhoods. 

 In Chapter 6, I talk about how gays and lesbians go about the process of finding 

gay, lesbian, and queer places. I discuss how the highly visible Gayborhood and sharing 

of information through social networks help to facilitate assimilation narratives in a 

residential context while allowing people to do little work to switch to marketplace 

narratives on their own terms. I also explain how the work being done to find places and 

to switch between narratives was often taken for granted, and I turn to examples in 

vacations and traveling to show how this work becomes visible in unfamiliar geography. 

 In Chapter 7, my concluding chapter, I return to my research questions and main 

arguments to provide an overview of how these narratives about the LGBTQ community 

in Philadelphia’s past and present, feelings of identity-based inclusion and exclusion, 

neighborhoods and workplaces, and the work people did negotiating relationships 

between sexuality and places answer my three main questions. I also address the 

limitations of this particular research, the possibilities for future research based on the 

findings of this work, and implications for both LGBTQ communities and individuals in 

thinking about who among us is being left in the margins of society while others among 

us find our paths into the mainstream. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LESBIAN AND GAY COMMUNITY, IDENTITY, AND GEOGRAPHY 

A central concern underlying [the] options and the management of a 

homosexual career is the presence and complexity of a homosexual 

community, which serves most simply for some personas as a sexual 

market place, but for others as the locus of friendships, opportunities, 

recreation, and expansion of the base of social life. Such a community is 

filled with both formal and informal institutions for meeting others and for 

following ... a homosexual lifestyle. - Gagnon and Simon (1973) 

Urban Lesbian and Gay Communities 

 Having a place in the city has been important to the LGBT community throughout 

its establishment and continued evolution in the United States (Castells 1983; Chauncey 

1995; D’Emilio 1983; Greenberg 1988; Laumann et al. 2004; Weeks 1985). In these 

places, individuals have found opportunities that may not have been available elsewhere. 

They could reconstruct their sexual identities, form social and sexual networks, and gain 

the support of others in a similar position. These places also served as launching points 

for social and political movements (Castells 1983; Gagnon and Simon 1973; Ghaziani 

2008; LeVay 1995; Stein 1997). The opportunities created by having a place in the city 

cannot be denied.  

 The mere existence of such places served to attract lesbians and gays to cities. 

(LeVay 1995; Weston 1995; Laumann 2004). They provided a public and visible 

presence for the LGBTQ community, and many gays and lesbians considered themselves 

to be members. These places also provided a way of interacting for individuals looking to 

connect with those whom they see as similar to themselves in terms of sexuality. They 

were places where individuals could attempt to escape oppression focused on those 
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sexual identities (D'Emilio 1983; Greenberg 1988; Weston 1995; Stein 1997). As Gagnon 

and Simon point out in the opening quote to this chapter, this management is not just 

about neighborhoods and enclaves, but it is about connecting with the communities that 

can be found in those places. 

 Individuals could also find access to resources in these places to help them with 

the particular struggles they faced as lesbians or gay men. They could establish known, 

bounded territories for multiple purposes including relationship seeking, collective 

political activism, business, or property acquisition (Castells 1983; Knopp 1998; 

Laumann et al. 2004). Finally, individuals were able to use supportive places or accepting 

locations as tools to help manage their identities and reduce the fatigue involved with the 

work of expressing themselves in particular ways in particular contexts (Dalmage 2000). 

 Each of these uses posed an important potential advantage. However, these places 

also depicted lesbian and gay life in a particular way. Interaction with and within these 

places – as with any places – is both enabled and constrained by available structures. 

Lesbians and gay men have used them to create cohesive communities that could fight for 

rights, but some may place pressure on members to identify with a particular label or 

behave in a particular way. We must also consider the ways that gay community spaces 

can serve as a mechanism for policing marginal sexualities by regulating the available 

and visible performances of particular sexual identities and the discourse about them. 

 Some lesbians and gay men have worked to visibly and actively reject an 

affiliation with the community or associated places (LeVay 1995; Stein 1997). They do 

not want to be tied to a particular expression of identity or community. More recently 
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some lesbian and gay social and political movements and communities have faced a lack 

of cohesiveness (Gamson 1995; Ghaziani 2008). There have been conflicts over the 

proper agendas, proper enactments of identity, acceptable labels, and appropriate 

methods of social interaction. An understanding of the historical context of gay and 

lesbian communities is critical to interpretations of these places, meanings, and projects. 

 Prior to World War II, there were places in which individuals could interact with 

others of the same sexual desires and engage in homosexual behavior. Gay identities did 

not yet exist as we understand them today, and the places in which people could gather to 

meet others interested in homosexual behavior were not seen as homosexual places in the 

way we might now see gay places as intertwined with gay identities (Bérubé 2010). 

These included parks, bathhouses, bars, and other public spaces known – by those who 

needed to know – to be a venue for the social and sexual interaction of those who wanted 

to find others like themselves (Greenberg 1988; LeVay 1995; Stein 2004; Weston 1995). 

These technically “public” spaces often remained invisible to the population at large, 

however, and remained the targets of scrutiny and raids by law enforcement or 

community members looking to push out supposed perversion from their communities. 

These places persisted, but only invisibly in the margins. They were unstable in both 

location and meaning. 

 In the time during and following World War II, large groups of individuals – 

including many discharged from the military for homosexuality – sought refuge, 

relationships, and sex in cities. Individuals came to be defined in part by their 

homosexual behavior (though sometimes this was inaccurately conflated with feminine or 
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un-masculine attributes) due to the psychiatric screening processes that tested fitness for 

combat (Berube 2010). The post-war atmosphere destabilized ties to close knit family 

structures or communities for many, which paved the way for homosexual men and 

women to relocate to cities and establish new social and sexual networks (Bérubé 2010; 

Chauncey 1995; D’Emilio 1983). These people utilized shared places as a way of 

meeting others with similar interests both for short term encounters as well as long term 

relationships. They could also break away from many of the structures that, up until that 

point, had served to regulate and oppress homosexuality in everyday life. These events 

and places did not yet characterize widespread social movements or personal identities 

for most, but there was growing demand for safe havens and meeting places where 

people could gather around their shared struggles and marginalized sexualities 

(Armstrong 2002; Kennedy 1993; Stein 2004). The beginnings of a community based 

around this shared oppression and political struggle gave way to a resistance movement 

in which the positive and negative focus on place was a catalyst. 

 After the major activist movements in the late 1960s and early 1970s, lesbian and 

gay identities formed less strictly around desire and behavioral goals, and more 

frequently around social and political struggles (Armstrong 2002; D’Emilio 1983; 

Greenberg 1988). Riots in several major cities like those at the Stonewall Inn in 1969 

acted as a catalyst, inciting large numbers of gay men and lesbians to organize, but many 

of these groups and communities acted separately even in pursuit of approximately 

similar goals (D'Emilio 2002; Stein 2004). Unification and division were both present in 

these communities, and while the foundation for a more unified identity movement was 



  36 

established, various other lines of group difference like gender, race, and class still 

required negotiation. 

 Gender was an especially important division. In the context of the feminist 

movement, some women turned toward lesbian identities, lifestyles, and communities as 

a way to dissociate themselves from male oppression.  Budding lesbian communities, 

influenced by feminist concerns and politics and the underlying oppression of women, 

struggled to negotiate the complex relationships in which they might be free from 

patriarchal oppression, but in which they also gained visibility and increased leverage 

when acting in consort with gay males (Armstrong 2002; Stein 2004). Lesbian 

communities needed to negotiate not only the gender politics of the time, which in many 

ways encouraged lifestyles in which women could engage in interpersonal, romantic, and 

sexual relationships without the intersession of men, but also the growing politics of 

sexual identity in which many shared a sense of oppression with gay men along the lines 

of same-sex desires or behaviors, and in which there were opportunities for gay men and 

lesbians to benefit from combined resources and collective action. 

 Meanwhile, gay men and gay male communities made significant progress in 

territorial acquisition, property, resources, and the establishment of physical and visible 

places for themselves in many large cities (Castells 1981; Stein 2004). Some accounts 

describe the struggle as between “liberationist” or radical feminist politics and more 

broad-based “assimilationist” arguments to live “just like everyone else” (Armstrong 

2002; Gray 2009). Others conceptualize gay and lesbian identities as persistently similar 

and based around shared desire, likely rooted in a biological underpinning. A 
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constructionist historical perspective, however, shows not one cohesive community but 

rather segmented communities that develop during the later decades of the 20
th
 century 

which are able to join forces in some contexts – usually when shared political or social 

interests provide an incentive to do so.  

 During the 1980s and 1990s the HIV/AIDS crisis provided an impetus for gay 

men and lesbians to organize together both for greater support and political leverage. In 

part due to a shared feeling of marginalization, a view of community also developed 

based around perceived common goals (Seidman 2002). As a single, cohesive, 

identifiable unit a lesbian and gay “community” could accomplish what disparate 

individuals who shared only unnatural or criminal desires could not (Stein 1997). At 

other times, lesbians and gay men still recognized differing goals or a lack of 

understanding the full scope of the other (Gamson 1995; Ghaziani 2008). Lesbian and 

gay became recognized as identities, and other institutions continued to – in spite of 

resistance – recognize the legitimacy of these identities. 

 It is after these rapid and significant changes in the last 40 years that 

homosexuality shifted toward a much more identity-based definition. Belief in the 

naturalness of an underlying desire as the primary determinant of identity is still 

prominent for many, but changes in the definition of identities have more readily 

integrated broader social movements and group memberships alongside considerations of 

sexual desire (Greenberg 1988; Stein 1997; D'Emilio 2002). At this point, gay places in 

cities have become deeply connected with the continuously growing community and the 

political struggles of that community. 
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 Gay districts and gay ghettos emerged in greater numbers, and those that already 

existed were repurposed at least to some degree as a launching point for community 

building and social action (Castells 1983; Adler and Brenner 1992; LeVay 1995; Knopp 

1998; Armstrong 2002). Furthermore, these places become areas to which individuals 

flocked not just to express desire or engage in homosexual behavior, but also to interface 

with other gays and lesbians they saw as like themselves and to make sense of their own 

identities. Meanwhile, other places developed or remained purposed toward sexual 

behavior or desires, primarily focused on facilitating sexual encounters (Knopp 1998; 

Laumann 2004). In short, the major development of the last 40 years is that “gay” and 

“lesbian” identities have become a salient and significant driving force in the daily lives 

of individuals (Armstrong 2002; Seidman 2002). Places and communities that facilitate 

understanding, interpreting, and performing these identities have become equally 

important. 

Gay, Lesbian, and Queer Identities 

 At times, lesbians and gay men recognized that they had some differing goals, or 

that they did not always share the same experiences (Bravmann 1996; Cohen 1996; 

Gamson 1995; Ghaziani 2008). The benefits of collective action especially during the rise 

of AIDS activism rallied many under the banner of shared experience. “Lesbian” and 

“gay” became recognized as identities both within and outside of these communities, and 

– in spite of some resistance – institutions and popular culture embraced these socio-

historically situated categories of identity. 
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 It is important to keep in mind that while contemporary academic discussions 

often regard sexuality as a social construction, the historical development of sexuality-

based communities has not taken place under that assumption. Individuals have 

frequently constructed their sexual identities under the premise that sexuality is a 

naturally occurring phenomenon (Greenberg 1988; Kimmel 1994; Vance 1998; Weeks 

1996). Even as social constructs, these identities could not be constructed independently 

using discourse about sexual desires and political solidarity. The intersection of gay and 

lesbian identities with other, multiple identities that influence peoples’ lives is always a 

part of this process (hooks 1984; Collins 1991, 2004). Identities including sexuality, 

gender, race, class, family, education, and religion are not separate from each other. 

These influence one another throughout individuals’ lives. 

 While individuals may operationalize a collective identity like gay or lesbian as 

primary, it does not necessarily constitute a “master identity” which somehow erases the 

influence of other identities. Some gay men and lesbians have perceived each other as 

similar, yet they often operated in separate communities, spaces, or social groups because 

another aspect of their identity was more salient in that context. Perhaps more 

importantly, experiences of inequality for some groups have not disappeared simply 

because those involved were gay or lesbian as well. 

 Lesbian communities, for example, have faced issues of relative invisibility and 

marginalization as women (Lockard 1986; Rothenberg 1995; Stein 1997, 2006; Wolf 

1980). The increasing prevalence of color blind ideologies may have helped to foster the 

sense that race is no longer a relevant factor in perceptions of difference (Bonilla-Silva 
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2010). Even within gay, lesbian, and LGBTQ communities, however, men and women of 

color have often discussed the ways in which their experiences diverge from that of white 

gays and lesbians (Cohen 1996; Collins 2004; Gamson 1995; hooks 1989; Moore 2011a, 

2012; Pitt 2009; Steinbugler 2012). The experience of marginalization on the basis of 

sexuality may be something that people have felt they can share, but the experience of 

marginalization along intersecting avenues of oppression cannot be summarized by the 

story of sexual identity alone. 

 Arlene Stein (2006) explains that many lesbians and gay men who entered the 

community in the 1970s and 1980s have felt as though there has been a schism with the 

younger generation. Younger lesbians and gays seem to have expressed an increasing 

feeling of disconnection with the identity politics of earlier generations (Butler 1990; 

LeVay 1995; Stein 1997). Those who have “come out” since the 1990s are complicating 

and challenging categories of identity, often questioning the meanings of terminology and 

labels, and sometimes rejecting identification with one category or another altogether 

(Bravmann 1996). In spite of their own same sex desires, younger individuals may have 

been rejecting the seemingly natural placement into categories like “gay” and “lesbian.” 

Instead, they may have sought less defined labels, like “queer,” even if they generally 

identified with a same-sex desire or behaviors. Alternatively, they may have preferred no 

label at all, resisting the notion that their sexual identity category might restrict their 

possibilities for self-expression. 

 Sexual identities have also had a relationship with social class status. In earlier 

years, the opportunity to build new social networks in new places, which often necessary 
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among those who adopted gay and lesbian identities, was more accessible to middle and 

upper classes (LeVay 1995). On the other hand, it is important to note that same-sex 

desire has not been a class exclusive phenomenon. Rather, it has simply been less likely 

among other social classes for individuals to adopt gay or lesbian identities (Barrett and 

Pollack 2005). It seems less likely that those with same-sex desire tended to make more 

money or be better educated. Instead it may have been likely that those with more 

resources or education have been more likely to adopt actual gay or lesbian identities. 

This might have been the result of greater exposure to groups or greater freedom to 

negotiate non-normative identities with fewer potential consequences. 

 Today, gays and lesbians have been more frequently living in family structures 

that appear more typical by heteronormative standards than in the past (D'Emilio 2002; 

Seidman 2002; Moore 2011). This may result in steps toward integration or assimilation 

and in a more visible presence of gays and lesbians throughout the city in places that are 

not necessarily or specifically affiliated with LGBTQ communities. However, as sexual 

identities have been less of a residential barrier, other potential barriers like racial 

segregation or wealth may become more salient factors. 

 As we have examined the changes in various communities throughout the United 

States, there has been a great deal of academic, media, political, and even individual 

interest in looking at communities that are organized around marginalized sexual 

identities. We have seen that over the course of the last several decades these 

communities have changed in terms of visibility, meaning, and composition (Barrett and 

Pollack 2005; Seidman 1996, 2002). The identities and identity categories that we 
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associate with such communities have changed, as have individual concepts of what these 

categories mean, how people relate to them, and how these relate to communities. In 

addition, the physicality, geography, and social details of these communities, how they 

take form in different places, and functions that they serve continue to be renegotiated by 

internal and external forces. 

Lesbian and Gay Geographies 

 Since at least the early 1980s, scholars have been interested in geographies of gay 

and lesbian communities. The recognition of geography or territorial control as a basis for 

important types of social interaction have made understanding where gay and lesbian 

communities exist and the sorts of spaces and places that they occupy of importance to 

scholars, activists, community leaders, individuals, and others (Adler and Brenner 1992; 

D. J. Bell 1991; Castells 1983; Chauncey 1995; Knopp 1995; Laumann 2004). Deborah 

Wolf (Wolf 1980) first wrote about an urban lesbian community in 1980, focusing 

primarily upon social connections and community activities or activism. She did, 

however, recognize that geography had been a defining factor of many communities, but 

that the lesbian community could not always be defined purely in terms of geographical 

congregation or organization. 

 Manuel Castells (1983) first attempted to locate gay communities in the city of 

San Francisco in 1983. In The City and the Grassroots, he described the geographical 

basis of the gay community as similar to other communities. He focused on the 

geographical concentration of individuals belonging to the gay community and things 

like businesses or services that specifically serve and cater to the community. Castells 
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was ultimately able to show that the geography of the gay community can be located by 

focusing on particular indicators. He ultimately concluded that gay geography can be 

established and identified in at least some urban contexts. 

 He came up with a different argument, however, regarding the lack of 

representation or visibility of lesbians in his attempt to geographically locate the gay 

community. When he saw that lesbians were not visible in this context, he concluded that 

lesbians are essentially “placeless,” and he argued that this was because of gendered 

differences between gay men and lesbian women (Castells 1983). He argued that men 

will operate as men and look for dominance over territory, while women will remain 

more invested in things like social networks that are not implicitly tied to geography or 

politics. Later scholars, however, argued that this perception may be misleading and 

based more on the visibility or resources of lesbian communities and groups rather than 

an intentional lack of investment or interest in geographical territory. 

 Adler and Brenner (1992) later updated Castells work by reexamining the 

geography of the lesbian community. They established that the lesbian population could 

in fact be geographically located, but argued that lesbians were likely to have wants, 

needs, and resources that would influence their visibility in urban geographies. Issues like 

the economic ability to own property in particular geographical regions, or issues of 

visibility, may have prevented lesbian geographies from being identified in the same 

fashion unless particular attention was paid to identifying that community and methods 

were adjusted accordingly. 
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 There has been a great deal of debate over how necessary physical geography is 

for the existence or success of all any marginalized sexual community. As we have 

mentioned, territory is not strictly necessary for these communities to exist. Lockard 

(1986) described four important features of the lesbian community. She argued that (1) 

lesbian communities are composed of their social networks, (2) group identity, (3) 

subcultural values, and (4) institutional base. This final feature, the institutional base, she 

described as the organizations and places where community members can interact. We 

have seen that having a territorial base of places, especially in an urban environment, has 

been an important way that these communities have facilitated social interaction and 

activism on multiple levels. 

 As scholars like Wolf (1980), Lockard (1986), and Rothenberg (1995) explained, 

the lesbian community has not been territorially-based per se, but rather it has existed as a 

partial or total intersection of the many aforementioned factors. The lesbian community 

could exist as, in part, the geographical concentration of lesbians. However, it could also 

exist as a set of social networks in the lesbians, as a concept for those who see it as a 

symbol, or as a set of subcultural norms and values. While in this study I did not focus on 

these other aspects of lesbian community, I do wish to call attention to and examine more 

closely the intuitional and place-based indicators of lesbian community presence and how 

those are identified both casually and in research. 

 I want to highlight a few important points from earlier studies. The first is that gay 

and lesbian geographies do exist in the city and can be identified (Adler and Brenner 

1992; D. J. Bell 1991; D. Bell and Valentine 1995; Castells 1983; LeVay 1995; Valentine 
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1995). However, issues involving unequal visibility, resources, and power have 

sometimes been problematic for particular populations, like women, and thus may also be 

problematic for lesbian populations (Adler and Brenner 1992; Lockard 1986; Rothenberg 

1995; Valentine 1995; Wolf 1980). Therefore we may need to look to identify lesbian 

territory, including neighborhoods and places, in different ways than we would look to 

establish more “traditional” communities which display more of the influence, wealth, 

and visibility that are traditionally associated with the presence of or co-presence with 

men.  

 Today, we can see greater acceptance of these urban areas characterized by gay 

culture. In spite of some of the barriers against integration declining, lesbians and gays 

continue to maintain and utilize gay, lesbian, and queer identified places (Armstrong 

2002; Seidman 2002; Laumann 2004). At the same time that we see these communities 

growing and appearing in mainstream culture, however, we must remember that groups 

with the most visible space represent only certain aspects of gay, lesbian, or LGBTQ 

communities (Adler and Brenner 1992; Barrett and Pollack 2005; Collins 2004; Gamson 

1995; Moore 2011a; Taylor 2007a, 2007b). Those with intersecting oppressions are less 

likely to appear or be represented by these public and visible spaces. 

 Since Castells’s early work, authors like Adler and Brenner (1992), Binnie and 

Valentine (1999), Valentine (1993, 1995, 2007), Bell (1991; 1994), Knopp (1995, 1998), 

Stein (2004) and others have returned to this topic of “gay geography” and the 

relationship between marginalized sexualities and urban space. These authors recognize 

gendered differences between gay male and lesbian communities in terms of the spatial 
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and temporal aspects of togetherness and separation. Other authors, meanwhile, have 

provided evidence that people of color, women in particular, and working class gays and 

lesbians are less likely to affiliate with or participate in the larger LGBTQ communities 

that have formed or to identify with these collective narratives (Cohen 1996; Gamson 

1995; Moore 2011; Pitt 2009; Stein 2006; Steinbugler 2012; Taylor 2007). While early 

studies focused on gender differences as seemingly obvious and intuitive to question, 

racial segregation and separation seemed equally intuitive and obvious before 

contemporary scholars questioned this pattern within the context of supposed LGBTQ 

unity. 

 I want to consider that there are both advantages and disadvantages to bounded 

communities. If we accept Castells’s (1983) main argument that gay communities use 

specific, stable geographical areas to initiate and organize social movements, then we 

must consider that having an identifiable and bounded geographical region has both 

benefits and costs. Geographical places provide an organizing basis for social 

movements, opportunities for identity reconstruction, opportunities for social network 

building or reconstruction, safety, housing opportunities, employment opportunities, and 

a general sense – within those places – of feeling less marginalized. These potential 

advantages should not be ignored. However, places may also generate a basis for 

separation, segregation, resource disparities, an identifiable zone for oppression or 

policing, and a limited perception of the individuals within (Bernstein 2007). It may be 

productive to think of gay and lesbian spaces in the same way that queer theorists think 

critically about categories of sexual identity: multiple in forms, unstable in meanings, and 
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regulatory in so far as they exist based around particular identities and politics and may 

only allow particular interpretations. Individuals may have differing and variable levels 

of access to or comfort with particular spaces depending on what place occupies it, their 

relationship to the place, the place’s or other occupants’ attitudes toward them, and so on. 

 Karp et al. (1991) argue that “urban geography and sociology tend to use 

‘community’ to indicate a geographically bounded area consisting of people who share 

particular characteristics such as race, ethnicity, and class, and who maintain social 

interactions with each other.” Based on this definition, Rothenberg argues that some 

communities – like the lesbian community, which may mean many different things to 

different people – may not be best represented purely by looking at spatial concentrations 

or bounded geographical regions. She notes that the lesbian community may be 

characterized in other ways, like a sense of belonging, activity, or imagining of a 

community in a particular area. 

 I agree with Rothenberg’s (1992) idea that communities can be defined in 

different ways than the traditional conflation of population concentration and residence 

would be able to identify. I encourage that we think of communities – especially those 

tied to sexual identities – in more complex and at times abstract ways. Japonica Saracino-

Brown describes this as a shift to thinking about “ambient” communities, or those that 

exist conceptually or symbolically but are not necessarily or automatically tied to a 

specific space with physically gathered people. We might also consider that the meanings 

of places and communities can be multiple, unstable, and regulatory, in the same way we 

think about the meanings of identities. Places and communities can also exist within and 
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as a part of a network of institutional forces that limit their forms, expressions, and the 

discourses that are used to discuss them. 

Gays, Lesbians, and Color Lines 

 Issues of racial segregation and separation, discrimination, prejudice, and 

inequality along racial lines have been a deeply embedded part of United States history. 

In particular, overt systems of racial discrimination against non-whites gave way to 

institutionalized systems that perpetuated racial inequality over the course of generations 

(Omi and Winant 2004; Feagin 2001; Steinbugler 2012). Many people today, especially 

whites, are inclined to believe that racism is a thing of the past, or at the very least that 

issues of racial conflict can simply be solved by increasing contact and understanding 

among racial groups (Bonilla-Silva 2010). While it is unclear if this happens more or less 

among gays and lesbians, critics like Jasbir Puar (2007) claim that western queer 

communities reproduce the same kinds of racism that can to some extent be found in 

society more broadly. These beliefs neglect to address the institutional aspects of racial 

inequality, however, and in the U.S. these were primarily rooted around issues of social 

and residential segregation, homeownership, and wealth stratification. 

 Race has been a profound influence on the acquisition, ownership, and occupation 

of property. Following World War II, the policies of the Federal Housing Administration 

and other veterans’ benefits provided resources for the suburban migration of whites, 

while policy discrimination prevented blacks from leaving cities and capitalizing on 

opportunities to invest in homeownership (Shapiro 2004; Maly 2008). These events set 

the stage for the systematic establishment of institutionalized racial segregation. 
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Persistent segregation is a reality in the United States (Massey and Denton 1993). 

Residential segregation from whites is on the rise among Hispanic, Asian, and black 

minorities, though the degree of segregation between whites and blacks remains the 

highest by far (Logan 2013). Meanwhile, the racial wealth gap between whites’ net worth 

and that of black and Hispanic families has only grown over time. 

 The ramifications of these policies and persistent racial segregation are rather 

serious. There is relatively little residential mixing between whites and blacks in most 

neighborhoods, and when this does take place, a great deal of work is done to negotiate 

perceived differences (Steinbugler 2012). Even mixing between whites and Hispanic or 

Asian minorities is often conditional (Charles 2003). Considering the reality of racial 

segregation, economic inequality, and social distance, it should come as no surprise that 

gay and lesbian people of color have needed to negotiate racial identities and boundaries 

in addition to boundaries of sexual identity. While explanations vary, there is little 

evidence to suggest that areas with a concentrated gay or lesbian population are any more 

racially integrated than mixed or heterosexual neighborhoods. 

 Those with resources as well as social and financial privilege were more readily 

able to remove themselves from their previous family structures and move to urban areas 

that became the central hubs of gay and lesbian communities forming at the time 

(Morgan 1996). This generally included white gay men, though to a lesser extent it 

included many white lesbians, especially as time progressed (Stein 2004). A combination 

of factors including a history of racial residential segregation, the systematic advantages 

of whiteness, economic necessity or holding on to social network access prevented many 
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blacks from relocating to the largely white and generally more affluent areas in cities, 

which early gay and lesbian communities occupied, while their straight white 

counterparts were often suburbanizing (hooks 1989; Massey and Denton 1993; Charles 

2003; Stein 2004). Philadelphia in particular has a black gay and lesbian history of social 

and political gathering and activism. However, little of this history is easily available in 

popular books or academic writing. Only a few interviewees were able to speak to some 

of the details of black gays and lesbians, and even available sources speak about these 

communities in general terms. 

 In the case of race, the United States in particular has a long history of conflict 

surrounding this social category and these identities.  Both gay identities and the gay 

community have been characterized as predominantly white and middle-class, and gay 

places have been dominated more by men (Adler and Brenner 1992; Valentine 1995; 

Knopp 1998; D'Emilio 2002). Many gay places that supposedly represented the 

community at large were criticized over time for primarily representing the interests of 

white, gay men who already tended to have more control over financial resources, public 

space, and private property. Meanwhile, those establishments that catered to black gays 

and lesbians have received little historical or academic attention by comparison. 

Information on these places is much less available than stories about either white-

dominated establishments or black, heterosexual communities and places. 

 At the same time that many black gays and lesbians were separated from gay and 

lesbian communities because of their race, the black community has a history of 

homophobia expressed differently from or beyond the expectations of what is seen more 
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typically throughout society (hooks 1984; Knopp 1998). Homosexuality has not always 

been seen as compatible with black or African-American identities or community goals 

(Gomez 1993; Cohen 1996, 1999). For these or other reasons, many gay, black 

individuals have discussed extensive management work or conflict regarding the 

intersection of their racial and sexual identities (hooks 1984; Collins 1991, 2004; 

Namaste 1996; Moore 2011; Steinbugler 2012). This created conflict in negotiating both 

black and gay identities for the same person, as these become difficult to manage within 

particular contexts. 

 White dominance of visible or well-known gay and lesbian places served to 

entrench the roots of historical racial segregation among gay and lesbian communities in 

similar ways to heterosexual or mixed communities and spaces. African-Americans have 

sometimes – if not often – been frustrated by the perpetual need to negotiate spaces in 

which they feel marginalized on the basis of their racial identities, and black gays and 

lesbians are no different (Rosenblatt, Karis, and Powell 1995; Moore 2011; Steinbugler 

2012). Racial homogeneity could be desirable and comfortable for many blacks and 

whites in the interest of avoiding conflict, feeling included, or minimizing the fatigue that 

comes with a large amount of identity management work. This too may maintain the 

whiteness of gay places in the city or generate conflict about the place of non-whites in 

those places. Alternatively, this may have simply led to a push to create other places 

more accommodating to or comfortable for non-whites. 

 Typical challenges that face minority racial groups have been identified as 

decreased visibility (Morgan 1996), under-representation of social and political 
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contributions (Collins 1991, 2004; hooks 1984), unequal access to resources (Feagin 

2001; Shapiro 2004), or negotiating the occupation of different, separated spaces (Massey 

and Denton 1993; Stein 2004; Steinbugler 2012). This is perhaps unsurprising given that 

these communities grew and built their foundations during a time when racial segregation 

was taken for granted, women’s struggles for economic and political power were only 

just gaining ground, and when white males were most able to acquire and dominate urban 

space. While this is not meant to overshadow or erase white gay men’s marginalization, it 

is important to consider this alongside the various racial and gender privileges available 

to some. We can imagine how this history as well as recent evidence suggests more to the 

story of LGBTQ communities, where gays and lesbians interact, and how different 

individuals navigate these spaces in the context of their own intersecting identities. 

 This history of racial segregation and conflict has had a profound impact on U.S. 

society, and it has also left its mark on gay and lesbian communities. Even as these 

communities attempt to unite under a banner of shared cause – efforts that are sometimes 

or even often successful – there are many people of color who, because of their 

experiences as black, Hispanic, Asian, and so on, may feel marginalized on multiple 

levels, or persistently marginalized even within a context in which experiences of 

oppression around sexual identities may be shared. 

Lesbian and Gay Community History in Philadelphia 

 In City of Sisterly and Brotherly Loves, Marc Stein (2004) develops a complex 

account of gay and lesbian histories in Philadelphia between 1945 and 1972, looking at 

the particular events, movements, and developments surrounding many of the major 
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shifts I have described throughout the earlier parts of this chapter. He relies both upon 

interviews and historical records to map historical locations associated with the gay and 

lesbian community, discuss the neighborhoods most commonly identified as gay or 

lesbian neighborhoods, and to identify convergences and divergences between the 

narratives of gay men and lesbian women. In addition, though it takes a clearly secondary 

role, he discusses some key convergences and divergences with African-American gays 

and lesbians during these time periods, and how racial communities and political 

movements may have influenced one another. 

 Stein (2004) notes that Philadelphia is known as a city of neighborhoods, and in 

this way it is particularly meaningful to look for the ways in which neighborhoods could 

be characterized with gay or lesbian identities. This was not always possible in other 

major cities, which did not have the same level of neighborhood identity or separation. 

Major urban redevelopment projects in Philadelphia focused on revitalization in Center 

City, the central commercial and residential district in the city. Affordable housing, 

accessible public spaces, geographical proximity, and the perception of social opportunity 

all attracted gays and lesbians to Philadelphia. Gays and lesbians sometimes socialized 

and lived near one another, and sometimes they did not. African-American gays and 

lesbians were sometimes able to congregate or socialize with white gays and lesbians, but 

often they were not. Gays and lesbians from more elite social classes sometimes mixed 

with those from the working class, and sometimes they did not. Stein discusses the 

continuous processes of negotiating these “convergences” and “divergences” and how 
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people’s ideas about different neighborhoods, social spaces, and communities could 

change the context of their social interactions and acts of everyday resistance. 

 Historical attempts to congregate and to be visible in the urban landscape of 

Philadelphia were met with resistance. Stein points to the Radnor police raids at early 

gatherings among gays – which took place about 9 years before Stonewall – as a sign that 

a community was forming, but was also dealing with institutional discrimination. It was 

around the time of this event that gay and lesbian identities began to form in Philadelphia 

around something more than generalized “homophile” organizing. Of note, he points out 

that these early organizing attempts in Philadelphia deliberately attempted to bridge 

gender divergences between gay men and lesbian women but that in spite of these 

attempts lesbian organizing was still characterized by a difficult negotiation of feminist 

politics and women’s subordination. Still he notes that there were shared gay and lesbian 

goals surrounding sexual identity politics. 

He further complicates this by noting the sometimes-involvement of African-

American gays and lesbians, who had a fairly visible presence in the city, but who were 

managing their own complex negotiations of race, class, gender, and sexual identities. 

While Stien (2004) describes some of the history of black gays and lesbians, the 

information he provides is somewhat limited. A history of these communities is a part of 

Philadelphia’s history as well, but only some pieces were available either from 

participants as well as from secondary sources. None the less, the history of today’s 

LGBTQ community in Philadelphia often fails to address or include the history of black 

gay and lesbian communities in Philadelphia. Such a community history exists from 
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various perspectives sides, but the most well-known and accessible history typically 

describes the more privileged among these groups. 

Philadelphia’s LGBTQ “Friendly” Neighborhoods Today 

 Philadelphia is often referred to as a “city of neighborhoods,” and particular 

neighborhoods and areas of the city were mentioned often by my participants. I identified 

neighborhoods in five regions of the city that participants lived in themselves or referred 

to in interviews as being popular among or friendly toward gays, lesbians, or the LGBTQ 

community. Many of the neighborhood areas that participants mentioned contained more 

than one “official” neighborhood. Center City, for example, was an area that people often 

referred to generally even though it can include as many as ten or twelve city 

neighborhoods. 

 Given what participants described to me, I matched their neighborhood concepts 

as well as possible with the city’s official neighborhood boundaries in order to develop 

descriptive profiles of 29 neighborhoods spread out in Northwest Philadelphia, Near 

Northeast Philadelphia, Center City, West Philadelphia, and South Philadelphia. I 

combined several of these to present just 11 neighborhood profiles here, which are based 

on my participants’ conceptualizations of these combined areas
13

. 

 With the exception of one, there was very little about the neighborhoods I discuss 

here that marked them as especially gay or lesbian friendly. There were no geographical 

                                                 

 

13
 I include expanded information on the subdivided neighborhoods within the borders of these conceptual 

areas in Appendix B for the purposes of elaborating upon some notable local differences. 
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or physical features that denote the presence of many gay or lesbian residents. I relied 

solely on the descriptions and recommendations of my participants in selecting these 

neighborhoods for closer examination, though these may not cover all of the places that 

gays and lesbians in Philadelphia live or gather. Rather, these selections reflected the 

kind of casual, everyday knowledge that many gays and lesbians had about the most 

likely options in the city for finding a place to live or socialize that would also meet their 

needs as a sexual minority. 

 I provide a description of each of these areas to help give context for 

understanding narratives about social life for gays and lesbians in the chapters that 

follow. I focus these descriptions on qualitative and quantitative details that help to give 

an idea of what these neighborhoods are like, and why some of my participants may have 

come to think of these as especially friendly, safe, or desirable neighborhoods for gays 

and lesbians specifically. I also provide relevant historical details when possible. In 

Figure 2, I map the neighborhoods I focus on in each region of the city. 

 The five tables that follow include details to help describe gender, race, age, 

gender, and socio-economic details about the population, households, and housing units 

in each neighborhood. The sections on each region that follow will include ethnographic 

descriptions, photographs, and explanations of how people described the neighborhoods 

in order to develop a story to make each of these areas make sense in the context of the 

city generally, as well as for gay, lesbian, and queer people. 
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Table 2. Racial and Ethnic Proportions of Total Neighborhood Population 

Region 

 

Neighborhood 

White
a
 

(percent) 
Black 

(percent) 

Hispanic
b
 

(percent) 

Asian
c
 

(percent) 

Other
d
 

(percent) 

Northwest       

 Mount Airy 28.40 64.84 3.32 1.15 4.54 

 Germantown 10.97 83.32 3.08 1.05 4.14 

 Manayunk 89.33 4.99 2.62 1.57 2.29 

Near Northeast      

 Fishtown 86.92 3.00 5.99 2.32 4.78 

 Northern Liberties 71.34 12.03 9.47 4.98 7.54 

Center City       

 Center City 69.10 14.25 5.27 9.28 4.12 

 Gayborhood 70.12 9.69 4.71 12.81 4.43 

West       

 University City 50.67 12.29 4.98 28.67 5.14 

 West Philly 38.34 42.89 4.51 11.06 5.51 

South       

 Point Breeze 9.86 79.48 4.67 4.12 5.51 

 East Passyunk 67.10 2.43 13.86 14.93 10.05 

Philadelphia 

 All  Neighborhoods 41.4 43.4 12.3 6.4 8.8 

 

Source: 2010 Census block level data 

 
a
 Includes Non-Hispanic whites only 

b
 Includes all identifying with Hispanic ethnic origin 

c
 Includes all identifying with Asian or Pacific Islander racial categories 

d
 Includes all identifying as multi-racial or with a category not previously mentioned 
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Figure 2. Map of Philadelphia Neighborhoods Popular Among Gays and Lesbians  
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Table 3. Neighborhood Population and Density by Philadelphia City Region 

Region 

 

Neighborhood 

Total Population 

(people) 
Land Area 

(sq. mi.) 
Population Density 
(1,000 per sq. mi.) 

Northwest    

 Mount Airy  31,151  3.47 18.58 

 Germantown  39,727  2.83 88.34 

 Manayunk 7,470 0.48 15.56 

Near Northeast    

 Fishtown 16,307 1.00 16.31 

 Northern Liberties 5,966 0.62 9.64 

Center City    

 Center City 74,499 3.04 220.45 

 Gayborhood 12,353 0.33 37.68 

West    

 University City 17,578 1.28 13.77 

 West Philly 28,605 1.06 138.50 

South    

 Point Breeze 16,977 0.61 27.88 

 East Passyunk 9,377 0.23 39.99 

Philadelphia 

 All Neighborhoods 1,526,006 142.6 11.46 

 

Source: 2010 Census block level data 

 

Table 4. Demographic Profile of Total Neighborhood Population 

Region 

 

Neighborhood 

Median Gender Family Status 

Age 

(years) 
Male 

(percent) 
Female 

(percent) 
Family 

(percent) 
Nonfamily 

(percent) 

Northwest       

 Mount Airy 41.3 45.2 54.8 75.8 24.2 

 Germantown 34.2 43.6 56.4 74.2 25.8 

 Manayunk 31.4 48.9 51.1 47.5 52.5 

Near Northeast      

 Fishtown 35.0 50.5 49.5 67.4 32.6 

 Northern Liberties 34.5 51.3 48.7 51.0 49.0 

Center City       

 Center City 35.9 48.9 51.1 47.3 52.7 

 Gayborhood 32.6 49.1 50.9 28.0 72.0 

West       

 University City 20.9 52.9 47.1 16.3 83.7 

 West Philly 30.3 49.0 51.0 51.8 48.2 

South       

 Point Breeze 36.0 43.4 56.6 70.3 29.7 

 East Passyunk 35.8 47.2 52.8 71.3 28.7 

Philadelphia 

 All Neighborhoods 33.5 47.1 52.9 56.8 43.2 

 

Source: 2008-2012 American Community Survey 5-year estimates for Census block groups 
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Table 5. Profile of Neighborhood Households 

Region 

 

Neighborhood 

Median 

Income 

Category 

Below 

Poverty 

Line 

(percent) 

Family 

Households  

(percent) 

Same-sex Couple 

Households 

Male 

(percent) 
Female 

(percent) 

Northwest       

 Mount Airy $50,000-59,999 15.0 53.0 0.42 1.78 

 Germantown $25,000-29,999 28.9 49.0 0.15 0.47 

 Manayunk $50,000-59,999 14.1 33.6 0.00 0.26 

Near Northeast      

 Fishtown $35,000-39,999 18.5 46.1 0.00 0.25 

 Northern Liberties $75,000-99,999 9.2 32.8 0.57 0.13 

Center City      

 Center City $60,000-74,999 14.8 30.2 6.22 1.57 

 Gayborhood $50,000-59,999 23.1 16.9 1.26 0.18 

West       

 University City $15,000-19,999 53.7 16.4 0.05 0.22 

 West Philly $30,000-34,999 27.3 34.2 0.82 0.78 

South       

 Point Breeze $25,000-29,999 29.1 45.9 0.80 0.27 

 East Passyunk $40,000-44,999 19.2 48.2 0.20 0.63 

Philadelphia      

 All Neighborhoods $35,000-39,999 26.2 53.8 0.35 0.32 

Source: 2008-2012 American Community Survey 5-year estimates for Census block groups and census 

tracts (tracts used for Same-sex Couple data only) 

 

Northwest Philadelphia: Mount Airy, Germantown, and Manayunk 

 Several people indicated to me that they knew of a presence of gays and lesbians 

in Northwest Philadelphia. A few joked about this being the area that many lesbians and 

some gay men moved to settle down and have families. Many of those who were living in 

this area were older, in long-term relationships, and some did in fact have families. The 

Northwest is a large region of the city, but my participants talked about three main 

neighborhood areas here: Mount Airy, Germantown, and Manayunk. Mount Airy and 

Germantown are composed of multiple neighborhoods that are very close to each other, 

while Manayunk lies apart from these a few miles to the south and on the border with 

some of the western suburbs. 
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Table 6. Profile of Neighborhood Housing Characteristics 

Region 

 

Neighborhood 

Median  

Home Value 

Median 

Unit Rent 

Owned 

(percent) 
Rented 

(percent) 

Occupied
a
 

(percent) 

Northwest       

 Mount Airy $198,605.17 $678.00 60.5 39.5 91.6 

 Germantown $112,277.86 $672.03 41.5 58.5 86.8 

 Manayunk $208,378.68 $1,076.79 49.4 50.6 90.3 

Near Northeast       

 Fishtown $157,528.33 $713.60 66.5 33.5 88.7 

 Northern Liberties $321,265.11 $1,351.10 48.6 51.4 84.4 

Center City        

 Center City $296,859.99 $1,391.08 39.0 61.0 88.9 

 Gayborhood $414,683.26 $969.42 22.8 77.2 91.8 

West        

 University City $222,340.43 $1,065.38 1.8 98.2 94.2 

 West Philly $400,211.54 $876.09 26.0 74.0 88.6 

South        

 Point Breeze $97,123.47 $610.05 52.3 47.7 80.0 

 East Passyunk $200,550.14 $653.83 61.2 38.8 91.0 

 

Sources: 2008-2012 American Community Survey 5-year estimates for Census block groups (values, 

rents, ownership, renting); 2010 Census Block level data (occupancy) 

 
a
 All units not counted as occupied are considered to be vacant 

 

 Mount Airy is made up of two neighborhoods, East and West. West Mount Airy 

is a more affluent neighborhood than most other non-central neighborhoods that I 

examined. Open space, plants, large homes, clean yards and sidewalks, and other signs of 

wealth were common in this neighborhood, perhaps more than any other neighborhood I 

visited. The median home values in West Mount Airy specifically are much higher than 

the other neighborhoods in Northwest Philadelphia, including East Mount Airy. At just 

under $300,000 these values were still far below homes in Center City and some elite 

West Philadelphia neighborhoods. The median rent in West Mount Airy, however, is 

quite comparable with East Mount Airy and the Germantown neighborhoods, and almost 

half of the housing units were rented. While nearly suburban in atmosphere, West Mount 

Airy would still be quite affordable to a household that was not struggling, but was not 
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necessarily wealthy either. The size and quality of the homes themselves varied widely, 

especially in Mount Airy, where I was able to locate simple row homes and apartments 

not far from large, seemingly expensive houses. 

 

Figure 3. Duplex Home in West Mount Airy 

 Many houses in the area were spread out, individual homes on separate properties. 

Lawns, trees, and gardens, or at the very least a frontage to the property, were common. 

Some larger houses were sub-divided into duplexes or apartments, but many appeared to 

be large single-family dwellings. While nearly 70% of the residents of West Mount Airy 

were living in a family, slightly fewer than half of the households were family residences. 

This suggests that a small percentage of the residents not living in families are spread out 

among a large number of the housing units available. These could be younger people 

before their family years, those who have elected to forego a family route, or they might 
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be older residents who are no longer raising families especially considering the median 

age of nearly 45 years. 

 West Mount Airy also has a high level of racial integration, especially between 

whites and blacks with nearly even proportions of each. This is unusual for most 

Philadelphia neighborhoods, but West Mount Airy has a history of progressive political 

activism promoting racial integration and limited white flight in the wake of the Fair 

Housing Act (Adams et al. 1993). The neighborhoods in Philadelphia have not had 

shared political or social goals, and this kind of collective, mutual effort toward 

integration was not typical. In Northwest Philadelphia, the next most integrated 

neighborhood (West Central Germantown) has nearly 20 percentage points fewer white 

residents and 20 percentage points more black residents.  

 East Mount Airy is quite different in many ways, even though most participants 

talked about “Mount Airy” as if it were a single neighborhood with similar characteristics 

throughout East and West. The Eastern neighborhood has a very similar appearance in 

many parts, including a somewhat suburban sense of open space, relatively clean outdoor 

spaces, trees and plants, and an atmosphere similar to many suburbs nearby. However, 

the neighborhood also has more housing that is close together, like apartments and row 

home style housing, and there are a number of ways in which the two neighborhoods 

differed. 

 While East Mount Airy is about 0.5 square miles smaller, there are close to 5,000 

more people. The population density of East Mount Airy is nearly twice as high as West, 

and about 10% more residents and households were family identified. The median home 
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value is the second highest among gay and lesbian popular neighborhoods in the 

Northwest, but these were still typically $100,000 less than West Mount Airy. The 

median rent in East Mount Airy was not much lower than West, but about 10 percent 

fewer people were renters as opposed to owners. These two neighborhoods have similar 

median income and relatively low poverty rates, but perhaps the most distinct contrast is 

that East Mount Airy’s population is just over 78% black and about 15% white, as 

opposed to West Mount Airy’s much more even proportion of black and white residents. 

 

Figure 4. Row Homes in East Mount Airy 

 In addition to the housing, the Mount Airy neighborhoods did have several areas 

with local stores, cafes, restaurants, and other establishments. While some participants 

suggested that some of these were gay-friendly, there were not always overt signals to 

suggest this. Rather, it seemed to be “common knowledge” among those who knew about 



  65 

the area. The stores and establishments here often seemed to be locally run rather than 

chains. Things like a local co-op food store, small coffee shops, or local bookstores might 

provide these, but in the absence of inside knowledge of the area there was little way to 

be sure. Unlike neighborhoods in Center City or even those in the Near Northeast and 

South Philadelphia, most of the property in the Mount Airy neighborhoods was still 

residential. Participants also suggested that Mount Airy and its neighbor Germantown 

were especially popular area among lesbians. There is no way to be sure of this 

quantitatively
14

, but these neighborhoods showed greater proportions of female residents 

in almost every case. 

 Germantown lies just to the southeast of the Mount Airy neighborhoods, and 

closer to the North Philadelphia neighborhoods that were typically described as socio-

economically depressed areas that were not as popular among gays and lesbians. The six 

Germantown neighborhoods were again often referred to as a single collective by most of 

the people that talked with me.  The Germantown area residents typically showed lower 

median income, higher rates of poverty, higher population density, and lower home 

values than their neighbors in Mount Airy. Two neighborhoods within Germantown were 

somewhat different from the rest, however, and very different from each other. 

                                                 

 

14
 Census estimates of same-sex couples were released after the 2010 U.S. Census, but these data only 

estimate married couples. This may be considered problematic or unreliable considering inconsistencies in 

state marriage laws for same-sex couples, failure to capture couples that do not identify as married, and 

limitations on estimating gay, lesbian, and queer people who are not part of a couple or family (Black et al. 

2007; Gates 2006; Lofquist 2012; U. S. Census Bureau 2013). Furthermore, the Census Bureau estimates 

are not geographically coded for block or block group level analysis. 
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Figure 5. Co-Op Grocery Store in West Mount Airy 

 West Central Germantown borders on West Mount Airy to the northwest, and the 

housing values and median income were slightly higher than its other neighbors. When 

traveling northwest along Germanton Avenue, the major road passage through the area, 

West Central Germantown seemed to provide a “buffer” between the more and less 

affluent neighborhoods. The proportion of whites living in West Central Germantown 

was 10 to 20 percent higher than other Germantown neighborhoods, while the proportion 

of black residents was about 25 percent lower. West Central also had a much higher 

proportion of Asian residents at nearly 3 percent, as opposed to most others which had 

less than 1 percent. Traveling through the neighborhoods I could easily observe the 

difference in racial representation in walking traffic. There were far more people of color, 

primarily black, outdoors in the Germantown neighborhoods. East Mount Airy had less 
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foot traffic overall, but there were still fewer whites on the street here. Meanwhile, West 

Mount Airy had high foot traffic in areas with local stores and restaurants, and the 

diversity in skin color and ethnic representation seemed much more mixed. 

 The Penn Knox neighborhood of Germantown was also somewhat different from 

the others, but not in the same ways as West Central. Penn Knox was a much smaller 

neighborhood than the other Germantown neighborhoods both in terms of land area and 

number of residents, and it was the smallest of these compared to West Central which 

was the largest. While the two neighborhoods had a similar population density, and most 

of the residents in both were renters as opposed to owners, the housing values in Penn 

Knox were much lower, and the proportion of residents living below the poverty line was 

higher here at over 50 percent.  

 

Figure 6. Residential Corner in Germantown 
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 Some participants lived in this neighborhood, and others personally knew gays 

and lesbians who lived there. Germantown’s housing was more dense than Mount Airy, 

with some apartment buildings and many row homes being typical. Buildings in various 

states of disrepair or possibly abandonment were not uncommon in most of these 

neighborhoods. Grates on windows and bars on doors were common in Germantown, 

unlike Mount Airy, especially in the areas closer to the rest of North Philadelphia. 

 

Figure 7. Business Fronts along Germantown Avenue 

 Stores and businesses in Germantown seemed to be primarily located along main 

roads through the neighborhood, though there were many corner stores throughout more 

residential areas. There were many storefronts, though there were also often abandoned 

spaces in a row of shops. Stores often had grates that pulled down over the window-fronts 
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of these buildings when closed. The stores were not large chains or supermarkets, but 

rather a mix of local variety shops and services. 

 Germantown has a cultural history in Philadelphia, and the city has at least made 

some efforts to acknowledge and capitalize on this. There are flags in West Central 

Germantown that say “Historic Germantown” with the sub-caption “Philadelphia’s 

Backyard.” There is a central square area with a monument, and surrounding it are 

colonial style buildings including a historical society. These buildings were not like most 

of the rest of the neighborhood, however, which was primarily residential housing, some 

local businesses on the main streets, and some remnants of old industrial buildings. There 

were some signs of rehabilitation in parts of Germantown, but these projects appeared to 

be few and far between. 

 

Figure 8. Historic Buildings in Germantown 
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 There was one other Northwest neighborhood that several participants mentioned 

as popular, especially among lesbians, and a few of my participants lived there. 

Manayunk is farther to the south of the Mount Airy and Germantown areas. Manayunk is 

on the southern border of an “arm” of the city that extends to the northwest, and it is 

across a major highway from many more affluent western suburbs. The housing, streets, 

and population density of Manayunk resembles East Mount Airy in many ways, though it 

is a much smaller neighborhood at about one-third the land area and with less than half 

the population. There are key differences in the population living there, however. 

Manayunk is much less racially integrated than West Mount Airy, and unlike the other 

Northeast neighborhoods, white residents make up just over 80 percent of the population 

there. While the median income is similar to East Mount Airy and slightly lower than 

West Mount Airy, all of these greater than any Germantown neighborhood, the median 

rent was just over $1,000 per month. West Central Germantown and West Mount Airy 

boasted the highest median rents in their areas at just over $700 a month in each. This 

high rent is in spite of the fact that the median home values are no higher in Manayunk 

than East Mount Airy or West Central Germantown, and almost $100,000 less than in 

West Mount Airy. Other than faster access to a major highway and slightly easier access 

to the Center City downtown area, the only other key difference to set this neighborhood 

apart from East Mount Airy was a comparable was a younger population with a median 

age of about 31 years and far fewer families in terms of the population or households. 
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The Near Northeast: Northern Liberties and Fishtown 

 A few neighborhoods in the Near Northeast area have become quite popular for 

developers and urban hipsters in the last several years. Historically, many areas in 

Philadelphia, especially along the Delaware River, suffered from the economic declines 

that hit the city in the late 20
th
 century after a great deal of the manufacturing industry left 

(Adams et al. 1993). Neighborhoods in the Near Northeast, which were largely populated 

by working class families, often suffered badly from this economic decline. Some have 

had an economic resurgence in recent years, however, and those closer to the Center City 

area have received a great deal of this. A large area of the riverfront in the Near 

Northeast, which used to be home to industrial interests that left the city decades ago, has 

been developed into a large resort-style casino. Meanwhile, just a few blocks to the west, 

these remain primarily residential neighborhoods with local businesses that are primarily 

services for residents. 

 The closest of these neighborhoods to Center City, Northern Liberties, was 

mentioned by many of my participants as a nice, comfortable area in which they lived or 

knew of gays and lesbians – though more often gay men – who lived there. Northern 

Liberties is just to the northeast of the Center City district and bordered on the east by a 

major interstate highway. Many of the homes in the Northern Liberties area were 

traditional, local row-style homes that had the appearance of older colonial influences, 

but they were well-maintained to an outside observer like me. 
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Figure 9. Traditional Housing in Northern Liberties 

 The area has been redeveloped a great deal in the recent past, however, and I also 

found many homes that did not resemble this more traditional appearance. Both old and 

new homes had little frontage or green space, with most houses and buildings built right 

to the sidewalk. There were several buildings or lots in a state of construction, 

rehabilitation, or it was clear they had been recently rebuilt or refurbished. Many of these 

properties have been purchased by local realtors, developers, and independent owners 

and new or improved housing has been built for the growing population. Housing 

includes apartments and some row-style houses. Locals describe the area as still “up and 

coming,” which told me that they perceived an economically depressed history, but 

trends of commercial re-investment and residential gentrification had become the norm. 
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Figure 10. Housing Rehabilitation in Northern Liberties 

 The area is very mixed in terms of a growing commercial presence and a growing 

population of young, metropolitan residents. The neighborhood has a distinctly urban feel 

with little open space, few trees, and tightly packed buildings. There are a number of 

newer restaurants, bars, coffee shops, grocery stores, and other establishments. The 

culture seems to hover between a clean and professional look and a relaxed, casual feel. 

Not all parts of the neighborhood have been “cleaned up,” and some locals who spoke 

with me still described some parts of the neighborhood as “dirty.” None the less, it seems 

evident that effort has been put into counteracting urban blight in the neighborhood both 

in terms of local residences as well as shops, restaurants, and some outdoor spaces. 
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Figure 11. Northern Liberties Mixed Use Buildings 

 In spite of any casual observations, or the opinions of some participants, the 

Census data on Northern Liberties suggests that gentrification has been quite successful 

here. The population density is somewhat lower in this area than much of the rest of the 

city, and the proportion of occupied housing units was only about 84 percent, which is 

slightly lower than most other primarily residential neighborhoods I examined. This 

could be due to turnover or the lag time between housing rehabilitation and occupancy. 

However, there was also a lot of land that was not residentially allocated, like local stores 

and restaurants along the major streets and the large casino I mentioned earlier, as well as 

some lingering industrial abandonment that could offset these aggregated measures. 

Rates of renting and owning homes were almost even, which might also suggest some lag 

time between new construction and sales in the wake of housing market issues 
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considering the median housing values here were over $300,000, which was on par with 

some of the most affluent neighborhoods in the study. 

 The recent median income estimate for the neighborhood was between $70,000 

and $99,999 per year, which was higher than almost all of the other neighborhoods 

included in the analysis other than a few particularly wealthy neighborhoods in Center 

City. The percentage of the population in poverty here was especially low compared to 

other neighborhoods popular among gays and lesbians. Thus, those who did live in the 

neighborhood were likely to be wealthier. Meanwhile, the population was about evenly 

split between family and nonfamily status, but only about 33 percent of households were 

family identified. This suggests a large proportion of housing units with few families 

living in them, possibly living alone, with roommates, or as couples without families. 

These measures all support participants’ claims that the area had been slowly gentrifying 

over the last several years, and that there was a trend toward a middle or upper middle 

class population that was interested in living outside the heart of the city, but keeping 

access to the urban center of Philadelphia. 

 Northern Liberties was somewhat racially diverse. It was still primarily white at 

about 71 percent of residents, but the 12 percent of black residents was a higher 

proportion than most other predominantly white neighborhoods. In addition, Northern 

Liberties had one of the highest proportions of Hispanic residents at nearly 10 percent. 

This was much more like downtown neighborhoods in Center City than even the other 

neighborhood in the Near Northeast that participants sometimes talked about. 
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 Fishtown is right on the northern border of Northern Liberties. Several 

participants mentioned this as another “up-and-coming” neighborhood for gay and 

lesbian residents, though they suggested that the socio-economic changes in this area 

were only beginning while those in Northern Liberties were well underway. Still, several 

participants mentioned friends or acquaintances who had started moving into Fishtown as 

a somewhat more affordable alternative to Northern Liberties. Housing values in 

Fishtown were almost half as much, while median rent was close to $700 per month as 

opposed to Northern Liberties’ $1,350 per month. 

 Fishtown covered almost twice the land area, however, and had nearly twice the 

population density. The median income was about half as much, while the percentage of 

people below the poverty line was almost double their neighbors to the south. About 15 

percent more of the population and 13 percent more households were family identified in 

Fishtown, and the proportion of white residents was close to 87 percent, while only 3 

percent of residents were black, about 5 percent Hispanic, and just over 2 percent Asian. 

Compared to Northern Liberties, Fishtown may be up-and-coming for gays and lesbians 

living in Philadelphia, but it can still be described as much more of a white, working class 

neighborhood, which has been more historically characteristic of the Near Northeast. 

West Philadelphia: West Philly and University City 

 West Philadelphia is a large region of the city to the west of Center City. It is 

bounded on the east side by the Schuylkill River. Major academic institutions like the 

University of Pennsylvania and Drexel University reside on the eastern side of the area, 

near the major highways and the river border, right directly across from Center City. This 
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portion of the neighborhood and the relatively small residential presence closest to the 

schools is known as University City. University City is quite different from the other 

nearby neighborhoods because of the presence of the institutions there, but there are 

several neighborhoods close to University City. When participants told me about living in 

or visiting the area, it was these neighborhoods (all those listed in the West region other 

than University City) that they referenced simply as “West Philly.” There are many other 

neighborhoods farther west before hitting the city’s borders, as well as neighborhoods in 

the southwest, but these were not what my participants meant when they told me about 

the area they referred to as West Philly. 

 University City appeared to have more foot traffic from younger, middle-class 

locals. The houses here were frequently row homes, but they were well maintained and 

colorful. Local coffee shops and restaurants were common here, and they appeared to be 

comfortable and hospitable. There were also other kinds of stores, restaurants, and 

services frequently available, and they created a very inviting atmosphere along several 

of the main roads. Unlike many other residential neighborhoods I examined, there were 

some places in University City where markers of gay and lesbian presence were visible. 

A few homes had rainbow flags hanging in windows or on porches, and a few businesses 

did have small signs or stickers that denoted them as gay-friendly. 
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Figure 12. Row Homes in University City 

 In many ways, West Philly seemed similar to the neighborhoods I discussed in the 

Northwest, especially East and West Mount Airy, and parts of Germantown. The liberal 

bumper stickers and window signs, visibility of families, racial and economic diversity, 

and the presence of small, local shops, cafes, and restaurants of various types all gave a 

similar feeling to this area compared with Mount Airy. There were some key differences, 

however.  

 The population density in the West Philly neighborhoods is much higher than the 

neighborhoods in the Northwest. While the population of many neighborhoods is similar, 

the land areas are generally much smaller. Homes tend to be mostly row style, though 

there are many separated houses, some even with small yards, especially in parts of the 

more affluent neighborhoods like Spruce Hill. The median home values here were 
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typically much higher than in the Northwest, almost always well above $200,000, except 

again in Spruce Hill which was just over $400,000. Only Walnut Hill was below this, 

with a median home value just under $150,000. Rent in the area was slightly higher than 

in the Northwest, though not often by much, but it was still much more affordable than 

particularly expensive neighborhoods like Manayunk, those in Center City, and Northern 

Liberties in the Near Northeast. Vacancy was usually fairly low or comparable, which 

agreed with participants’ suggestions that demand to live in the area was fairly high. 

 The median income in these neighborhoods was surprisingly low given the value 

of homes and rents. The median income in most neighborhoods was typically $15,000 to 

$19,999 on the low end and just $35,000 to $39,999 on the high end, and the proportion 

of those living below the poverty line was often quite high. Those neighborhoods with 

the highest home values and rents, highest proportions of those in poverty, and with the 

lowest proportions of families in residence, also had the lowest proportion of home 

owners, largest proportions of renters, and in one case, the lowest population density by 

far. This unusual relationship is most likely because of the presence of the universities 

and other institutions in the area, since the neighborhoods with these inverses are 

University City and the West Philly neighborhoods closest to it. 

 A great deal of University City was built to be non-residential (Adams et al. 

1993). The incredibly low population density but very large overall population is likely 

the result of the large amount of property that is occupied by university buildings, 

hospitals, research groups, and businesses serving or affiliated with these institutions. 

Large universities will also tend to draw large student populations, as well as many 
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visitors and temporary workers. It seems likely that the large proportion of renters and 

supposedly high demand to live in the area, but high home values, can be explained by 

the large student population. There may also be those transitioning from lives as 

university students into their careers who remain in the area for some time. The relatively 

low median ages in many of the neighborhoods close to University City, often just in the 

low to mid-twenties, would support these hypotheses. This might also account for the 

fairly liberal and LGBTQ-accepting population discussed by my participants and 

indicated by some physical markers and signs. 

 West Philly is also different from the Northwest neighborhoods in that it does not 

share the same history with respect to race or class. In the 1960s and 1970s a large black 

population concentrated in West Philadelphia, and there was also a great deal of 

concentrated poverty in many areas (Adams et al. 1993). The proportion of white 

residents was usually only about 40 or 50 percent here, except in Walnut Hill where it 

was only about 10 percent. While the black population in Walnut Hill, on the border with 

western neighborhoods outside this “bubble” near University City, is just over 80 percent, 

other neighborhoods had much smaller black populations. In Cedar Park and Garden 

Court, also near the border with neighborhoods farther west and more historically black 

since the 60s and 70s, the proportion of black residents is just under 40 percent. In 

University City and the closer neighborhoods like Spruce Hill and Woodland Terrace, the 

percentage of black residents was only in the teens. Meanwhile, the percentage of Asian 

residents was much higher in University City and the neighboring West Philly 

neighborhoods. In the last several years, participants in this study mentioned that the area 
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had gentrified noticeably, and they mentioned that they knew about some conflicts 

between local neighborhood residents and younger newcomers or university students. 

 The transition of race and class was sometimes evident moving from east to west. 

Walking from the train station to one interview in West Philadelphia, I noticed the 

changes traveling from the southwest into University City to the northeast. Houses in the 

eastern neighborhoods were larger and appeared to be better maintained on the outside. 

Frequently, the houses closer to University City had been given what appeared to be 

recent paint jobs in bright colors. The populated open spaces and elegant storefronts I 

passed in University City and Spruce Hill were somewhat less common in the rest of 

West Philly, though these neighborhoods still had many people outdoors and were still 

reasonably well maintained. Closest to the borders with the rest of West Philadelphia, 

fewer buildings appear outwardly to have been kept up or rehabilitated, roads and 

sidewalks were less well kept, and new, modern street signs disappeared. The areas 

farther to the west were described as less safe to me. 

 West Philly has some of the demographic markers of racial and even class 

diversity, but it has not shared the political and activist history of a neighborhood like 

West Mount Airy. Instead, it seems likely that the universities have had a great deal of 

structural influence here, since the population there could not easily expand into Center 

City but could push out in the other direction. The socio-economic indicators suggested a 

great deal of local poverty, but observing the neighborhood told a different story. The 

proportion of black residents remained low closer to University City, the proportion of 

renters was very high, and the typical age of residents in these areas is low as well. While 
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some areas with concentrated poverty and many neighborhoods with large black 

populations were still described to me in the rest of West Philadelphia, the particular 

“West Philly” that most of my participants told me was their preferred residence and very 

accepting and comfortable for LGBTQ people was most likely quite different, made up of 

students and young professionals in post-graduate years. 

South Philadelphia: East Passyunk and Point Breeze 

 Several people in this research lived in South Philadelphia, but this is a very large 

region both in terms of land area and the number of neighborhoods here. Similar to parts 

of Northeast Philadelphia, South Philadelphia has been primarily working class families 

in residence since the early 20
th
 century (Adams et al. 1993). The southern and eastern 

parts of the area have remained predominantly white, while some neighborhoods closer 

to Center City have higher levels of integration, and some neighborhoods to the 

southwest have a primarily black population. Adams et al. describe a high level of racial 

tension and conflict between these neighborhoods throughout the late 1960s, 1970s, and 

1980s. While some of that tension is not as pronounced as it was during that time, 

participants who lived in the area told me that it still comes up at certain times or in some 

contexts. 

 I was told about two neighborhoods in this area where several participants lived: 

East Passyunk, and Point Breeze. While both are in South Philadelphia, and both are 

relatively close to Center City, these two neighborhoods are extremely different in many 

ways both socially and economically. While East Passyunk has been a neighborhood with 

a stable working class population and an influx of many middle or upper middle class 
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residents, Point Breeze has seen fewer gains. In spite of being just south of fairly affluent 

neighborhoods like Graduate Hospital and Rittenhouse in Center City, and just over 

Broad Street – the main north-south arterial road through the city – from East Passyunk, 

Point breeze shows many more signs of lingering urban decay with resistance toward 

gentrification efforts that echo the racial and economic tensions of earlier decades. 

 

Figure 13. Housing and Wall Mural in East Passyunk Crossing 

 The East Passyunk area is largely residential, but not far from the old industrial 

and current commercial areas near the waterfront. It is found a short distance south of the 

Center City District on the east side of Broad Street, but it is within walking distance and 
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offers easy public transit to the heart of the city. The area was described to me as much 

more affordable than Center City while still offering many of the amenities of city life. 

Open space was sometimes limited, but there were several well-maintained parks, 

community gardens, and other areas of green space. The housing here still appears to be 

of older designs rather than new construction or rehabilitation, but most homes appear 

well-maintained. Local foot traffic of mixed diversity was common, and the street 

presence of several well-kept businesses, corner stores, and trendy restaurants gave the 

impression of a comfortable neighborhood. 

 The neighborhood is one of the smaller among those in the area, including those 

to the north in Center City. East Passyunk has a very high population density, however. 

Among the neighborhoods I examined, it was second only to Rittenhouse in Center City 

in terms of density. The residents were primarily white, comprising about 67 percent, and 

only about 2.5 percent of the neighborhood residents were black. However, East 

Passyunk had very high proportions of Hispanic residents at almost 14 percent, and Asian 

residents at almost 15 percent. The neighborhood also had the highest proportion of 

mixed-race and residents outside these categories at just over 10 percent. While the level 

of diversity here was very high, the integration was not among blacks and whites, but 

rather whites with other racial and ethnic groups. 

 About 70 percent of neighborhood residents considered themselves to be in 

families, and these families made up almost half of the households in the neighborhood. 

The median income estimate for the area was in the range of $40,000 to $49,000, and 

rates of poverty were fairly low with only about 19 percent below the poverty line. While 
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this neighborhood was clearly not as affluent as Northern Liberties, for example, 

residents seemed to be living fairly comfortably based on these data. Vacancy in housing 

units was fairly low (only about 9 percent), and the median home value was just over 

$200,000. However, in spite of the clear demand for housing and its value, the median 

rent of about $650 per month was very low compared with other neighborhoods with 

similar measures. 

 

Figure 14. Businesses and Mixed-Use Housing in E. Passyunk 

 Those who discussed the East Passyunk in interviews with me recognized many 

of these trends, and there has been a growing presence of gays and lesbians along with 
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other recent migrants. Participants often mentioned the presence of families in South 

Philadelphia generally, but in this area they also perceived an influx of a younger, more 

liberal population in recent years. Several people mentioned restaurants, coffee shops, 

and a social atmosphere that they described as gay-friendly, or at least accepting of what 

they perceived as a more visible gay population than in the past. 

 One participant referred to a strip of road running to trough the area as “gay 

street,” a term coined by his own circle of friends and acquaintances, because of the 

growing number outwardly gay-friendly venues and businesses. Meanwhile, newspapers 

and magazines have recognized the influx of gay and lesbian residents, even referring to 

East Passyunk as “the new Gayborhood” (Colletta 2009; Remo 2009). I was told that it 

provided a spot that people could have a more relaxed time going out for dinner or having 

a drink with friends compared to Center City, while they could find the same level of 

comfort or perceived safety. Along with these, the neighborhood offered the opportunity 

for sound property investments, a reasonable cost of living, and short distances to the 

established places people wanted to visit easily. 

 The Point Breeze neighborhood is also located relatively close to the Center City 

district, but it is on the west side of Broad Street, just across from East Passyunk. Point 

Breeze is slightly closer to the Center City area, resting on the southern border of a 

Center City neighborhood known as Graduate Hospital. This neighborhood consists 

mostly of row homes and small, local stores, and it has a limited amount of public 

outdoor space. There were relatively few open areas like parks, though there were 
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occasional vacant, overgrown lots next to row homes in spaces that looked like they 

ought to be a yard or fit another house in the line. 

 The housing seemed to be fairly dense here, but the population density only about 

two-thirds that of East Passyunk. Point Breeze is almost three times as large physically, 

yet it does not even have double the population for another highly residential 

neighborhood so close to Center City. Given the popularity of Center City in recent years 

with all of the efforts toward urban renewal, this seems like territory that would be in 

high demand like East Passyunk. However, it seemed that while homes were often close 

together, there was a sense of emptiness in many areas just off the main streets through 

the neighborhood. 

 

Figure 15. Point Breeze Row Homes 
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 It was not always clear during my time spent in the neighborhood which housing 

units were occupied and which were empty. Some properties were in the process of 

redevelopment, while others seemed to be vacant or abandoned. These empty homes and 

lots were often interspersed with other homes on blocks right alongside other homes that 

were populated. This left me to conclude that any abandonment was not concentrated in 

just a few isolated parts of the neighborhood. The appearance of many homes was still 

quite pleasant, but there was more visible wear and tear, graffiti, and overgrowth on the 

homes and buildings than I found in East Passyunk. 

 

Figure 16. Point Breeze Businesses and Church 

 Participants pointed out that the housing was affordable here. They also, however, 

mentioned that they had some concerns about safety and crime, especially with signals of 

urban blight, like housing or offices in various states of disrepair and intermittent vacant 
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lots. While the neighborhood was mostly residential, local offices, small stores, and even 

some churches that looked like homes were nestled among these houses. Point Breeze did 

not appear to have the kinds of quaint street shops, comfortable restaurants, or other signs 

of local wealth that people discussed with reference to East Passyunk. The typical median 

income category in the neighborhood was just $25,000 to $29,000. The proportions of 

family to nonfamily households and individuals were similar to East Passyunk, and in 

spite of the fairly low median income, the proportion of people below the poverty line 

was just under 30 percent. While this is almost 10 percent higher than East Passyunk, it is 

much lower than many neighborhoods in the Northwest or in West Philadelphia. The 

median home value of the neighborhood was just over $97,000, however, which was 

about $50,000 lower than the other neighborhoods I examined except the poorest 

Germantown neighborhoods. The rent, however, was only about $40 less per month than 

in East Passyunk where home values were typically over $200,000. More than half of 

these homes were owned, but clearly this did not indicate that they carried a lot of value 

with them. In addition, the proportion of occupied homes was only 80 percent. This was 

the largest proportion of vacant units among the neighborhoods in the study. 
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Figure 17. Point Breeze Homes and Vacant Space 

 Other than home values and high vacancy, the most stark difference between this 

neighborhood, which seemed popular among quite a few gays and lesbians I talked with, 

and East Passyunk was the proportion of black and white residents. The population of 

Point Breeze was nearly 80 percent black, with only 10 percent being whites. Proportions 

of the other major groups were much lower as well, between 4 and 5 percent for Asians 

and Hispanics. While this is likely not the case in all South Philadelphia neighborhoods, 

Point Breeze is one of the neighborhoods closest to neighborhoods in the west and 

southwest parts of the city that were highly populated by blacks in the 1960s and 70s, and 

where white flight was commonplace (Adams et al. 1993). This might be a key reason 

that vacancy was high and home values have remained relatively low in the 

neighborhood. 
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 A few participants who lived there told me that there had been recent tension 

between developers who had come into the area to purchase and rehabilitate the low-cost 

properties and the longstanding residents who were concerned about gentrification. The 

neighborhood residents were asked to come to meetings, and I was told that there were 

activist campaigns to impede the progress of at least one major developer. My 

participants who lived there, however, were in their twenties and thirties and said that 

their ties to the neighborhood did not run as deep as many of the families that lived near 

them. They knew about the issues, but none of them were directly involved. They saw the 

conflict as a combination of racial and class power dynamics, where wealthy developers 

were attempting to purchase cheap homes in the area for rehabilitation, which would 

drive gentrification and push out poor, primarily black residents. 

 

Figure 18. Housing Rehabilitation in Point Breeze 
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 In spite of these conflicts, the participants living in the neighborhood felt that it 

was safe enough for them, and they said they liked the neighborhood. While these 

participants did not see themselves as closeted or hiding their sexuality, they also said 

that they often had no way to know if their neighbors knew about their sexual identity at 

all. They did not describe their sexuality particularly visible, nor did they perceive a 

visible presence of gays or lesbians in the form of local businesses or social gathering 

places like in East Passyunk. They did not describe Point Breeze a particularly “gay” or 

“gay-friendly” neighborhood in those words. Rather, they often felt as if they had as 

much anonymity as they wanted, which allowed them to avoid conflict or perhaps pass 

based on the assumptions of neighbors. Meanwhile, the proximity of Point Breeze to 

Center City’s amenities and relatively liberal atmosphere seemed to be an attractive 

quality to these participants, especially given its affordability. 

 A few participants lived close to these neighborhoods, but in other areas in South 

Philadelphia, while some others simply knew the area well enough to talk about it 

generally. The rest of South Philadelphia was not viewed the same way as Point Breeze 

or East Passyunk. Some locals felt that they were accepted in their neighborhoods 

because of a family history there, or they knew how to pass because of their roots there, 

others did not feel that the rest of South Philadelphia was very accepting. While the 

popularity of East Passyunk and Point Breeze with gays and lesbians seems to have 

grown, it is unclear if other neighborhoods that were perceived as more “traditional,” 

“family” occupied, or working class will resist this or adapt in a similar way. 
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Center City: Rittenhouse, Graduate Hospital, Old City, and More 

 Several of my participants, mostly more affluent, lived in Center City or in nearby 

neighborhoods that bordered on or overlapped with the Center City District and which 

they and many other participants simply referred to as “Center City.” Center City is the 

“downtown” area in Philadelphia, occupied by many stores, government agencies, 

restaurants, bars, businesses, and artistic outlets. Broad Street, the main road running 

North and South through Center City is also known as the Avenue of the Arts, and a great 

deal of urban renewal effort has been invested by the city in this area. New signs, street 

maintenance, decorative lighting, and an advertising campaign are just a few of the key 

tools the city has used to draw reinvestment to the area. 

 The Center City District is a “private-sector-directed municipal authority” that 

operates with regard to promoting and improving a particular region of the city (Center 

City District 2012). In a 2012 planning report, the district described their mission. 

The mission of the Center City District (CCD) is to provide a clean, safe, 

well-managed downtown so that Philadelphia can successfully compete as 

an attractive location for business, education and health-care institutions, 

for tourism, arts and entertainment, dining and shopping and as the fastest 

growing residential area in the city. 

Those who discussed the area generally described it in this way: clean, reasonably safe, 

and as an attractive location. Many participants worked in this part of the city, even if 

they did not live there. It was a common social destination. Center City was considered to 

be a friendly and accepting area for nearly anybody. The mix of ages, skin colors, fashion 

styles, and the sheer volume of different people in this area each day would likely give 

rise to this feeling. 
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 Even among those who did not live in Center City, all of the participants who 

talked about it –which was nearly everybody – felt that it was a good neighborhood to 

visit for gays and lesbians. They expressed few concerns about their gender presentation 

in the area, about their level of masculinity or femininity, or about whether or not others 

might perceive them to be gay, lesbian, or queer. Whether in many of the restaurants, 

bars, or even in open areas like parks and museums, very few participants expressed 

much concern. 

 Housing in Center City is expensive, however, and among my participants only a 

few actually lived in these neighborhoods. All of them lived in apartments or apartment-

style condominium units, and they were aware that they paid for far less space than they 

could have if they lived outside of the Center City area. As long as they could afford the 

cost of living there, then they felt that the amenities were worth the cost. Relatively easy 

access to public transportation, easy work commutes, and ready access to social gathering 

places were among the top reasons they listed to live so close to the heart of the city. 

Typical residents earned well, however, with median income categories of $45,000 to 

$49,999 per year in the lowest income neighborhoods like Logan Square and Center City 

East, and medians of $75,000 to $99,999 in the highest income neighborhoods like 

Society Hill and Old City. 
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Figure 19. Rittenhouse Square Park and Apartment Buildings 

 Rittenhouse was one of the more popular neighborhoods mentioned by my 

participants. Some participants mentioned Old City and Graduate Hospital as well, but 

generally speaking, they referred to all of the neighborhoods in Center City as viable 

residential options. Population density was high in most of these neighborhoods, except 

when neighborhoods had a great deal of businesses, government, health, or other 

institutional buildings. Rittenhouse had the highest overall population and population 

density of any of the neighborhoods I examined. Racial diversity was greater in most of 

these neighborhoods, though all except for one were still mostly white with between 50 

and 76 percent white populations. Society Hill, a wealthier neighborhood, had a higher 

proportion of whites than was typical at about 86 percent. Black residents were more 

common in neighborhoods farther to the south like Hawthorne and Graduate Hospital, 
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which were each about one-third black. Only Center City East was majority black, which 

may be in part because it is a small neighborhood on the border of North Philadelphia, a 

predominantly black region of the city, or simply because this neighborhood was not 

mostly white. The Asian population was quite large in the most central neighborhoods, 

but it was especially high at nearly 27 percent in Center City East. This is due to the 

presence of the city’s Chinatown district in this neighborhood. 

 Home values and rents were unsurprisingly quite high in most Center City 

neighborhoods. Homes were typically valued at over $300,000, again except for in 

Center City East where they were closer to $250,000. Society Hill, Rittenhouse, and Old 

City were the three most well-valued neighborhoods, with home values around $600,000 

in Society Hill, and around $500,000 in the other two. Rent was generally close to $1,000 

in most neighborhoods, and renters were most prominent in Rittenhouse, Washington 

Square West, Logan Square, and Center City East, comprising about 70 to 80 percent of 

housing units. The family population and household proportions were often lower than 

other neighborhoods I examined, but they were still between one and two thirds of 

households in the region. Most neighborhoods were almost evenly gender-mixed, except 

that Logan Square was nearly 57 percent female, and Center City East was almost 60 

percent male, thought it us unclear why this might be the case. 
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Figure 20. Row Homes in Northern Rittenhouse 

 While popular with most people, participants did not view all Center City 

neighborhoods as particularly gay or lesbian focused. Most of the areas in Center City 

seemed reasonably anonymous, or somewhat more socially liberal, due to the large 

number of people traveling through on a daily basis. There was nothing to suggest that 

any particular part of Center City “belonged” to any particular group more than another, 

with the exception of Washington Square West. This centrally-located neighborhood is 

better known by locals as Philadelphia’s “Gayborhood.” The Gayborhood was mentioned 

by every participant to one degree or another. It is a host to many of the city’s gay bars 

and clubs, several LGBTQ related community organizations, and a variety of stores and 

businesses that mark their doors and windows with things like rainbow stickers to 

identify their acceptance.  
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Figure 21. Rental Housing in Washington Square West 

 This part of Center City was once described as one of the primary gay enclaves 

both socially and residentially, but only one of my participants still lived in that 

neighborhood. Demographically, my neighborhood profiles do not suggest that 

Washington Square West’s housing or residents are very different from other Center City 

neighborhoods. The typical home values and rent were on the high end, as was the 

population density. The median income was on the lower end of the area, and the 

percentage of the population below the poverty line was higher than any other Center 

City neighborhood. Otherwise, Washington Square West resembled other popular 

neighborhoods like Rittenhouse, Logan Square, and Graduate Hospital. 

 Participants suggest that it is no longer a residential option for many gays and 

lesbians because of the high costs. Most participants lived in other neighborhoods, but 
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traveled to the Gayborhood if necessary. While there is housing in the area, I was told 

that most preferred to live in other neighborhoods even among those in Center City. Still, 

it stands out as a public and visible neighborhood in a central location to the city that is 

characterized by its affiliation with the LGBTQ community. Because of its significance 

and symbolism among gays and lesbians, I discuss the symbolism and meaning of the 

“Gayborhood” separately and in greater depth in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THE PHILADELPHIA “GAYBORHOOD” AND LGBTQ COMMUNITY 

Sexual space is not restricted to marketplace institutions that are organized 

to coordinate searches and transactions efficiently (e.g., bars, dance clubs). 

Space in more diffuse relational markets may also be constructed as a site 

for partnering activity... In short, when space is collectively defined as 

sexual, it improves market coordination because it signals the type of 

partner, sexual activities, and possible relationships that one can expect to 

find there. - Edward Laumann (2004) 

The Philadelphia Gayborhood 

 In no place in the City of Philadelphia did it seem more obvious that there is a 

visible presence of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer community than in 

the Philadelphia “Gayborhood.” It has come to be referred to by this name by the city 

government, by tourists, by residents, and by every one of the people I interviewed. It is 

located in the Washington Square West neighborhood, but only a few of the people that 

spoke with me referred to it this way and only ever as a footnote to their discussion. Like 

other Center City neighborhoods, Washington Square West was a mixture of residential 

space in some buildings as well as businesses, restaurants, services, and community 

organizations. The streets here were fairly clean, the buildings were well maintained, and 

there was a great deal of foot traffic including all different kinds of people. 

 The Gayborhood was not simply acknowledged by the city as a place in which 

gays and lesbians gather, but it has been seemingly embraced by the public at large. 

Philadelphia’s official website for tourism markets toward visiting gays, lesbians, and 

others who might be interested with the slogan, “Get your history straight, and your 

nightlife gay” (Philadelphia Official Visitor Site 2014). The city and the Center City 
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District council have attempted to pair the historical draw of Philadelphia with the visible 

presence of the gay community. 

 

 

Figure 22. Event Flags Are Displayed Openly on a Gayborhood Street 

This did not simply mark the Gayborhood as a territory for gays and lesbians to 

gather, in the way that Laumann described at the start of this chapter. While that does 

happen there, it is more than that. This neighborhood acts as a clear indicator to all 

people, regardless of their sexual identity, that there is a community of gays and lesbians 

in Philadelphia, and this community has a place in the city. This could be viewed as a 

sign of cultural acceptance, but it is not without reciprocation since the city is has clearly 

framed their presentation around the tourism industry. 
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Figure 23. Philadelphia Gayborhood Advertising Map. 

 In their map of the Center City District, the city’s government depicts the 

Gayborhood as the region bounded between Chestnut Street and Pine Street on the North 

and South, and between 11
th
 Street and Broad Street on the east and west. The 

organizations responsible for promoting tourism in Philadelphia published information on 

brochures directing visitors to “gay-friendly” bars, restaurants, hotels, services. However, 

several of the key locations they depict, as well as many references by participants, noted 

that there are many places nearby that they still consider a part of the Gayborhood even 

though they fell  outside these boundaries. Affiliation with the LGBTQ community seems 

to supersede geographical location for these purposes. 

“On behalf of the Philadelphia Gay Tourism Caucus (GPTMC), welcome 

to our town. We’re thrilled you’ve chosen to visit the ‘City of Brotherly 
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Love and Sisterly Affection.’ This map of our Gayborhood is a great 

starting point for your exploration of a truly amazing city. Detailed 

information about gay-friendly restaurants, stores, hotels, attractions and 

more can be found on both the Greater Philadelphia Tourism Marketing 

Corporation (GPTMC) and Center City District (CCD) websites: 

visitphilly.com and centercityphia.org. The GPTMC also has a great blog, 

uwishunu.com, packed with insider tips and information about what’s hot 

in Philadelphia.” (Philadelphia Gay Tourism Caucus 2014) 

They then direct you to “Look for the rainbow Liberty Bell.” Indeed, throughout this area 

many establishments had stickers in their windows, and even the street signs have been 

altered to have a strip of rainbow-colored pattern across the bottom of the street names. 

 

Figure 24. Rainbow Marked Street Signs in the Gayborhood 
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 All of this built upon the narrative of a unified, cohesive community of similar 

people that occupy this part of the city’s geography. The territory has been physically 

marked to indicate that the LGBTQ community can be found here, and that it (at least 

symbolically) “belonged” to them. The city has institutionally reinforced this by not only 

placing the physical markers and posting information agreeing with such an assessment, 

but also by creating offices like the Philadelphia Gay Tourism Caucus and an office of 

LGBT Affairs under the mayor to help facilitate a relationship with this community.  

 The need for neighborhoods and social spaces in which gays and lesbians could 

feel safer, feel more comfortable, and connect socially and politically with others was not 

new. Activists and organizers have had meeting spaces and offices for many years. 

Nightclubs, bars, bookstores, and other shops have catered to queer clientele for decades. 

Large annual events like Philadelphia’s Pride festival and Equality Forum draw together 

many LGBTQ people in the city. What was newer, however, was the degree of public 

recognition and acceptance that the social, political, and geographically-represented 

community here has received. Unlike the neighborhoods and communities located in 

earlier research, the Gayborhood was not just the result of the de facto concentration of 

gays and lesbians. The Gayborhood in Philadelphia had institutional recognition to 

reinforce the idea that it will still be there, even if (hypothetically) the gays and lesbians 

are not. Physical proximity was no longer required in order to sustain the LGBTQ 

community here, because the marked and bounded territory could do the job. 
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Figure 25. Woody’s Gay Bar in Philadelphia Marked with Rainbow Flags 

 The maps, stickers, brochures, street signs, and even government representation 

that mark the LGBTQ presence here have all become a part of everyday life in 

Philadelphia. The City of Philadelphia, the GPTMC, and the Center City District have 

picked upon and reproduced a particular discourse for identifying and marketing this area 

in the city. It was symbolically tied to gay and lesbian identities and to the LGBTQ 

community. This does not tell us how the gays and lesbians who live in Philadelphia 

thought about the Gayborhood, however. First we must understand how these groups 

conceptualized the symbolic or ambient community in Philadelphia. Then I can explain 

how the Gayborhood acted as a symbol of this community to convey the idea of a 

present, available marketplace for gays and lesbians in Philadelphia. 
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The LGBTQ “Umbrella” Community 

 The LGBTQ community – also frequently referred to as the gay community, the 

gay and lesbian community, or the LGBT community – represents as what I refer to as an 

“umbrella community.” In essence, this community was described as encompassing all 

people who identified as something other than strictly heterosexual or straight, as well as 

those with atypical gender identities and presentations. Furthermore, this community was 

not viewed just a local phenomenon. It was also described as a community that exists in 

concept without being tied to a particular geography. The story of the Gayborhood, the 

story of the LGBTQ community, and conceptualized gay and lesbian identities are all 

intertwined with each other. Understanding stories about the Gayborhood requires that 

we understand how people constructed the umbrella community and conflated this 

symbol with the Gayborhood as a marketplace for opportunities. 

 Within the Gayborhood, participants implied that their standard expectation was 

that places like bars, restaurants, organizations, and businesses would not to have an issue 

with patrons who might be identified or perceived as gay or lesbian. Participants felt that 

the simple fact that a place was located within this neighborhood meant that it would not 

exclude people or treat them unfairly based on their minority sexual identity. Entering 

into one of these spaces meant people could find others that shared a marginalized sexual 

identity or were at least accepting of those identities. 

 Participants perceived others with non-heterosexual identities or desires as part of 

the LGBTQ “umbrella” community, and almost all of the participants perceived 

themselves as having some connection to it. While I spoke primarily to gays and lesbians, 
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they viewed the Gayborhood as a place connected to more than just those two identities. 

Even those who preferred more radical politics or avoiding gay and lesbian identity labels 

still used this community as their baseline of comparison. As we know, gay and lesbian 

identities were formed in part by the activism of this community, defining each at least in 

part by the other. Descriptions of the community’s importance included political 

activism, support networks, and social activity. There was no unanimous definition, 

however, for exactly what the community found here was, or exactly who was included.  

 Sylvia was a 38-year-old Latina woman living in the area around East Passyunk 

in South Philadelphia. She did not want to live very far from Center City or the 

Gayborhood, which was important to her because she worked there every day and 

socialized there frequently. She was very involved with social and political activism, 

especially among racial minority groups within the LGBTQ community. Sylvia worked 

in a leadership role as a director of one of the larger LGBTQ activist groups in 

Philadelphia, which focused on providing support and services for LGBTQ people of 

color. 

 We met for our interview at her workplace in the Gayborhood, which was well-

kept and professional, and walked nearby to a coffee shop. She was very interested in 

discussing the community, and she had no issues talking about her sexual identity, her 

work, or even aspects of her personal life it in this public place. She told me about how 

shared experiences helped to define this community for her. 

I would say it’s undefinable almost. I would say it’s an ever-changing, not 

clearly bounded community of folks who have this connection of kind of 

being other. ... For me when I think about the LGBT community I am 

thinking about it in the broadest sense of just this vibrant, complex, 
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beautiful, energetic, troubled, complex, sometimes sad and down and out 

community. 

The community is made up of many members, however, and not everybody has 

the same experiences or identifies the same way. Sylvia acknowledged that as she talked 

to me, but she emphasized that the bond is not only about an identity or a label but also 

an experience. 

What we have in common is that we’re the others. Even a gay white man, 

who could technically walk through this world and pass, at some point has 

probably been discriminated against because of who he loves, or who he 

has sex with, or who he’s attracted to, and that bonds me to that person, 

whether or not there’s anything else we have in common. So for me, the 

LGBT community is undefinable otherness that helps us feel a sense of 

unity in that otherness. 

I refer to this shared sense of being other as “the umbrella” when thinking about a 

metaphor for something that all members can stand beneath together. To extend this 

metaphor, the “rain” that this umbrella helps to shield those under it from would be the 

social oppression that Sylvia described to me. 

 The community that Sylvia is talking about is a generalized symbol, however, in 

that it is rooted in assumptions about experiences and identities without specific 

knowledge of each other community member’s case. In Philadelphia, however, this 

symbolic or ambient community is represented geographically by the Gayborhood. This 

particular place in the city communicates by its presence or the simple act of being in it 

that the community exists, that you are in it, and that you will gain the benefits and 

opportunities accordingly. 

 I met Rick at the condominium he shared with his partner in Center City. They 

lived in a multi-story building in the northwestern outskirts of the Rittenhouse 
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neighborhood. He was 53-years-old, white, and identified as gay. Rick told me that he 

would have preferred to live closer to Rittenhouse Square Park, where he used to live. 

His partner’s apartment was larger, however, and it was owned rather than rented. The 

financial incentive to live a little farther away from his ideal part of his neighborhood 

outweighed his desire to stay more central. It was also a slightly easier commute for him 

to his job as a therapist for young people in the suburbs west of the city. 

 Rick had been married to a woman earlier in life, and he had children whom he 

saw regularly. Since he came to identify as gay later in life and had a large transition to 

make, he considered his interaction with the LGBTQ community a great deal. He had a 

more straightforward definition of this community, but knew it would not work equally 

well for everyone with a minority sexual identity. 

I think I draw a reference immediately to part of the LGBT community 

that's visible and organized. Acknowledging that there's a large part of the 

LGB community that that doesn't define or capture... I would imagine that 

there's a significant part in any LGBT community, including the one here 

in Philadelphia, that self identifies as gay, who's not formally organized or 

is not part of any formal group in Philadelphia and probably feels no less 

of the LGBT community than somebody who maybe is going to maybe 

every event in the [community center], or is participating in an Equality 

Forum, or National Coming Out Day, or whatever is going on in the city. 

 His relationship with the gay community changed over the years for him. He 

identified more with this visible, active community in the last place he lived before 

Philadelphia. He had said that many of his connections in the community now were due 

to his affluent partner’s philanthropic work with the community, but he felt the difference 

was more tied to a change in the stage of his life as a gay man. 

Yeah, I felt a little bit more connected with the gay community in [my last 

city], maybe because it had to do a lot with the fact that when I was [there] 

I was just coming out, and kind of used the gay community as an anchor 
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and relied on it socially more. I think now that I'm comfortably out and 

older, much older, I don't find myself attracted to many of the activities 

that the LGBT community here in Philadelphia sponsors. 

 I met Gregory, a white, gay man, at his one-bedroom apartment in a tall building 

just north of Center City in the Logan Square neighborhood. This was closer to some of 

the museums, and just slightly more spread out than buildings a few blocks to the south. 

He has been living in the apartment as a single person for a few years now, and at 47-

years-old, he still liked it there. He had close proximity to the amenities of Center City, 

and the opportunity to visit the Gayborhood if he wanted to do so, but he was not 

required to be around it all of the time. He could also easily commute to his job as a 

social worker, which was at a hospital farther north in the city. 

 He told me about how visible markers and visible sexuality served as a clear 

indicator to him of a place where gays could feel comfortable. Even though he did not 

want to live there, it was important for him to be able to find some things in the city. 

For example, being on 12th Street [in the Gayborhood] and just seeing the 

plethora of rainbow flags, and the coffee houses, and the sports clubs with 

the rainbow emblems on the windows. Nearby bathhouses and such. Or, I 

remember traveling to Montreal and it seemed like, suddenly I'm on 

Catherine street, and there's an abundance of adult book stores, and leather 

shops, and bath houses that are out in the open, which is pretty cool when 

you think about it. Definitely a sanctuary of sorts for gay people. 

 Gregory’s definition of the community more broadly, however, was not tied just 

to these types of places or markers. He also felt that what mattered was a generalized 

sense of shared political ideology and support around civil rights issues, but this process 

did not require that he go to a specific place or participate in a particular group activity. 

What does [the community] mean to me? What immediately comes to 

mind is rights. Like for me it's the upcoming election, it's um... Who has 

my back... For me that's more pertinent than going down to the 
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[Gayborhood]... What breaks my sense of apathy with the gay community 

is just there are people in this country who will do everything humanly 

possible to try to prevent me from having the very same rights as other 

people in this country have, yet seem to have no problems taxing me and 

holding me up to the law in every other way... But for me, it's just, yea, it's 

more about going online, and being educated, and being in touch with 

what is going on in this country, and what the far right is trying to do to 

strip me of my, what I consider to be my, inalienable rights. That's what 

community means to me. 

 Ruby was somewhat more invested in the places in the Gayborhood. She was a 

29-year-old, African-American woman living by herself in her home around the border of 

Point Breeze and Graduate Hospital. She held a master’s degree and worked at a 

university as a director of a program for students. She was single at the time of the 

interview, though she had been in a long-term relationship just a few months prior. She 

described herself as a queer woman and noted she also used the term gay. While she said 

that she described herself as a lesbian in the past, she preferred the flexibility of the term 

queer as opposed to the cultural and political ideas she associated with the term “lesbian.” 

 Ruby told me about her active participation in the LGBTQ community in 

Philadelphia, and places were important to her story. She volunteered for multiple 

organizations and helped organize community events, especially – though not exclusively 

– for lesbian and queer women. In our discussion she recited the names of particular men 

and women active in the LGBTQ community, often because she knew them from these 

groups and meetings. Based on her level of involvement with events and organizations, 

she would be considered a part of the LGBTQ community. She agreed that, at least at 

certain times, she felt that way.  

 Ruby also liked to socialize more casually, and did this frequently at places in the 

Gayborhood. She knew that she could connect with other people or feel comfortable if 
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she went to meetings or social spots in this particular neighborhood. These did not always 

have to be just for other black, lesbian, or queer women for her to get that feeling. 

So I go to meetings to actually connect with people. ... The meetings are 

usually held at [the LGBT community center], so I go there. Sometimes I 

also go to happy hours. ... Sometimes I like to just go dance. ... I'll go to 

[the gay male bar], I love [the gay bar]. I keep trying to tell lesbians [the 

gay bar] is cool again. Obviously, [it] is not a women’s bar, but it has 

always done a good job of being a fairly mixed place. ... They’ve 

renovated it ... and it's kind of fun. 

 This is not simply a story about shared identity and community. While those were 

both clearly important in these definitions, it is also a story about shared space. A part of 

the power underlying the unified, symbolic community of gays and lesbians in 

Philadelphia was that everybody knew where to find them. Knowing that they were in 

this place meant that participants were aware that there was a marketplace for them, and 

that they could find opportunities for socializing, meeting people, inclusion, comfort, 

support, and so on. 

 Dianne was a white woman with a stable, professional career as an attorney. She 

met with me with me early in my research process. I traveled to meet her at her 

workplace located in a suburb to the south of Philadelphia. Dianne was 37-years-old at 

the time of the interview, and she now identified as a lesbian, though she had previously 

been married to a man with whom she had two children. She had divorced her husband, 

and she remarried with her current wife. They were the primary caretakers of Dianne’s 

two children from her previous marriage. 

 She emphasized to me that she did not come to identify as a lesbian, or even think 

she might, until after she had already married her previous husband and had children. She 

felt that she had come out late in life compared to other lesbians. After this change, she 
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tried to become more engaged with the LGBTQ community however she could. She and 

her wife enjoyed traveling to Philadelphia frequently in order to engage the community 

that they knew they could find there. 

I guess the safety in numbers factor. It's easier to be… There's still people 

I guess that are uncomfortable being out and it's just easier to be out when 

you see tons of out [of the closet] people around you… I guess not just 

safety in numbers but also comfort and support. 

 Dianne and Ruby both described a narrative where the Gayborhood provided a 

marketplace, and where being around other gays and lesbians means that people would 

automatically have access to others they saw as similar to them and a sense of comfort or 

belonging. I asked Dianne why she focused on going to places like the Gayborhood and 

other primarily gay or lesbian occupied spaces specifically. She told me about the 

benefits she found in proximity to people she saw as “like” herself. 

I like gay people. I like hanging out with gay people. I feel comfortable 

around gay people... We go and find the gay bar. You just feel better. 

You’re just more comfortable there. They’re your people, you know? 

 This does not mean that there were no concerns. Dianne still had to evaluate some 

risks in the LGBTQ community or in places like the Gayborhood. She told me that she 

worried that coming out as a lesbian later in life, after having been married to a man and 

having two children. She explained that her interactions within the LGBTQ community 

in Philadelphia have been generally positive. 

I think it's been pretty positive. I was kind of worried about being a late 

bloomer that I would get some flak for that, but not really. People have 

been pretty – women at least – have been pretty accepting of that. It's 

apparently a lot more common than I thought. 

 This might initially seem like the kind of risk assessment that goes along with a 

narrative of assimilation, but it is not. As Dianne goes on to note, she thought about this 
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initially, but came to understand that continuous consideration of how sexual identity 

would be influential here was unnecessary. Once she was in the right place and with the 

right community, she was able to put these concerns to rest. 

I guess I kind of expected a lot of flak from… You know coming in [to the 

community] so late and basically taking advantage of all of that, you 

know, hetero normalcy privilege for as long as I did. And then wanting to 

feel safe coming out, I expected to hear a lot of that. But I haven't. So 

that's all I meant. That they've been more accepting than I expected. 

 The ability to interact with others who would not hold her sexual identity against 

her was a key factor in her interest in being a part of this larger community. The umbrella 

community and the visible marketplace in cases like these helped to provide the 

consistent expectation of homogeneity on the basis of sexual identity. Continuous work 

to determine if sexual identity was going to create social distance or act as a barrier was 

not always required. When the Gayborhood acted an articulation of the umbrella 

community, once a person was in the right place to understand they were under the 

umbrella, the work was done. This was often easier for the gay men, especially white gay 

men, than the lesbians, however. Many of the gay men felt that once they had finished 

putting in their time in these places, they could disengage with the places and activities 

while remaining a part of the community. Lesbians across age groups often put in the 

work to find places and activities to remain engaged with this umbrella community. 

Strain at the Intersections of the Umbrella 

 The Gayborhood was described as a relatively comfortable place for anyone 

regardless of sexual identity. Unlike the rest of Center city, the Gayborhood was often 

described as comfortable because of the knowledge that the LGBTQ umbrella 
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community was present there. As long as participants felt that they were sufficiently a 

part of the umbrella community, then the Gayborhood worked as a marketplace. This was 

often only true on the basis of sexual identity, however, and it was a view that does not 

necessarily take into account identities other than those related to sexuality. Among those 

who did not feel they always completely identified as a part of the umbrella community, 

the narrative of the marketplace was strained. People did not see the same kinds of 

opportunities available to them.  

 Earlier, Rick recognized that what we view as the LGBTQ community was based 

on something that was visible and active, but not likely to represent everyone whose 

sexual identity was affiliated. He said that he had withdrawn from many of these 

activities, but still felt like he was a part of the community. 

I think what makes me feel part of the community is being openly gay and 

living in the city, and I feel part of the community that way, and I would 

imagine other people have a common experience. 

 Just identifying as gay, being out of the closet, and living in the area was enough 

for Rick to personally feel that he was still a part of the community, even when he could 

not find groups or activities to participate in. This was not true for others, however. Even 

Gregory, another white gay man, told me that, “It isn’t just about being gay.” He went on 

to tell me that political activism for gay rights and unified political support were an 

important foundation of this shared community. 

 The narrative of unity within the community and shared places was powerful, but 

it did not apply universally to all people or in all social or spatial contexts. People did not 

always feel like they belonged in “shared” places, even if they adopted the same 

identities that were represented. Sylvia, who described the complex but shared sense of 
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otherness in the community, added a theme of coexisting with difference to her earlier 

story. 

I feel like to say we have things in common just because we are LGBT I 

think sometimes does a disservice, because ... it’s a similar metaphor to 

saying America is a melting pot. What you’re really saying is we’re all 

squished together and we’re all the same. We’re not. We’re all very 

different. 

Urban spaces are not just places where typical themes of patriarchy, white 

privilege, and racial division play out within the LGBTQ community, but also places 

where people understand their gendered or racial experiences within this community. 

Many participants noted that neither the Gayborhood nor the broader LGBTQ community 

was representative of everyone who might claim a marginalized sexual identity. These 

groups still often found value in having that neighborhood in the city and in having that 

community represented, as we reviewed in the previous section. This is why I say that 

marketplace narratives become “strained,” but they do not usually break.   

 I spoke with Marcus, a 58-year-old man who identified himself to me as black 

and gay. He worked a steady job in the city government in Center City, and he lived in 

Germantown with his sister. He felt that he had a comfortable home both in terms of the 

place itself as well as the area where he was living. He lived near where he grew up in 

Philadelphia when we talked, though he had lived in other cities and states during earlier 

periods of his adult life. He returned to Philadelphia because of he knew the city, and 

because he felt that he needed to be closer to his family again. He still spent some social 

time with friends, but most of his time was split between his job, his family, and his 

activities with a local church he found to be accepting and affirming. 
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 Several times during our interview, Marcus reiterated his philosophy that the 

people in his life simply needed to accept him for who he was, because he did not have 

any desire to manage himself differently around their needs. He discussed his experiences 

after coming out in the early 1970s, experiencing the AIDS crisis, and living as an out 

gay man since then. 

The LGBT community is still somewhat divided, because you have your 

gay men here, and your lesbians, bisexuals, transgenders over here... Years 

ago we all partied together, then everybody went our separate ways. It 

needed to come more together tearing down the walls – people who were 

considered flamboyant, people who were considered butch, who were old 

and young. We’re all people. We had to work together. That’s how the 

LGBT community fought to give a lot of services to people with HIV. 

They had to fight. Put them together. 

 The politics of the past had a great deal of influence on the formation of the 

LGBTQ community and on gay and lesbian identities today. Stein’s description of past 

gay and lesbian mixing in City of Brotherly and Sisterly Loves (2004) explains that 

criminalized or pathologized homosexuality encouraged homosexual men and women to 

rely upon each other to maintain an appearance of heterogeneity in social spaces. His 

work describes, for example, known establishments in Philadelphia where homosexual 

men and women would gather to dance with same-gender partners, but if the police 

arrived they could quickly pair up with a person of another gender to avoid legal or social 

persecution. While many groups of gay men and lesbian women lived very separate daily 

lives during the 1970s, they depended upon shared spaces in Philadelphia. Groups like 

these needed to come together during times like the civil rights movement, the AIDS 

crisis, and more recently against battles fought over things like military service and same-

sex marriage. These community alliances are contextual, however. 
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 Carlos recognized strain between gay men and lesbians in the years after the 

AIDS crisis. He was a 43-year-old, gay man living in the East Passyunk area of South 

Philadelphia. We met to talk at his office, which was part of a health care organization 

located slightly closer to Center City than where he lived at the time in East Passyunk. He 

worked as a therapist here, as well as managing other responsibilities for the 

organization. He also identified as Black and Puerto Rican, giving both of these identities 

equal importance, though he only incorporated his identity as Black after moving to the 

mainland. 

 Carlos grew up in Puerto Rico, but came to college in Pennsylvania at the age of 

18. During his college education in the 1980s he began to participate in gay and lesbian 

community activism, and he described himself as a feminist. He explained that the 

division in the past still lingered in today’s marketplaces. 

You know... many of the gay men that I know have no close female 

friends... So they’re unaware of how intricately in debt we are to feminism 

for where we are right now... In fact, there’s a whole history of how they 

rallied around us and took care of us throughout the AIDS epidemic. And 

we haven’t been as grateful back. You know? ... We haven’t been as 

grateful to women as they have been to us, and as thoughtful as they have 

been about us. 

 Some of the younger participants also had more recent experiences with 

separation by gender within the LGBTQ community. Victoria was 28 years old, and she 

had lived in Philadelphia for several years before moving to a more rural area in 

Pennsylvania just a few months prior to our interview. She identified herself as a white 

lesbian, but told me that she sometimes found the term “lesbian” limiting for her because 

of its political ties. She enjoyed engaging in feminist and queer activism that tried to call 

attention to and bridge gender and racial divides. She also helped to organize lesbian 
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women’s social events in Philadelphia, though she sometimes had difficulty scheduling 

this while also working a job in marketing and finishing her master’s degree. 

 As we were talking about the reasons she continued to visit Philadelphia 

frequently even after moving, she told me about the kinds of lesbian places and events 

she helped to found in the city. She pointed out to me how difficult it was for these events 

and the women at them to get noticed compared to gay men’s events or events that were 

viewed by the community as more inclusive of both men and women. 

It took us about a year and a half to even get noticed – legitimized – by 

any of the publications too, which was something that we didn’t 

understand either. If it were a men’s party or something it would get 

covered automatically, but we couldn’t even get– Do you know the first 

time that we got photographers to come out? It was the worst failure we 

ever had. We tried to throw a men’s party. And we tried to throw a men’s 

party because the men’s community is also segregated in a lot of ways. 

And we were like, why not? We could do it! We couldn’t. We didn’t. 

Someone told us you won’t be able to do it; boys won’t do it. We even 

hired all the boys that worked at [the gay male bar] to be dancers. Nobody 

came, but all the photographers came from all the publications that cater to 

the LGBT community. So here they are where we’ve normally had five-, 

six-hundred women on any other party night, and here they are for an 

empty party venue for men. So... it took them to even notice us, and even 

still to this day [the major publication] comes once every six months. ... 

It’s driven by what it’s driven by. And it’s not women. 

 The stories that strained the narrative of a unified marketplace were not just about 

women’s difficult time with visibility or acknowledgement. Lesbians and gay men still 

often occupied different physical spaces. Ruby, the 28-year-old black lesbian who 

sometimes enjoyed going to the gay men’s bar told me that had not been the case until 

recently. She sometimes participated in a gay male space with an inclusive atmosphere, 

but she told me that prior to its renovation and a change in atmosphere, many lesbians 

avoided the bar she discussed earlier in favor of a lesbian place. 
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[The gay bar] was turning into a dive bar, but women already have a dive 

bar. ... It was the men's dive bar, and women had their dive bar across the 

street. So women just aren't going there. ... I think honestly [the gay bar] 

just got a little too gay. ... Women just stopped going. 

 Unless it offered something that they could not find elsewhere, a new kind of 

marketplace, women often found little interest in men’s spaces and men little in women’s 

spaces. This seemingly casual gender separation was usually taken for granted in most 

men’s and many women’s narratives. The male participants infrequently viewed this 

separation as problematic, but female participants expressed issues with this arrangement 

about half the time. The separation along gender lines was sometimes an issue, but it was 

not the major problem women discussed. The major problem was the comparative lack of 

space available to women for lesbian places. 

 At the time I interviewed Emily, a white woman in her twenties, she was living in 

Manayunk in a rented house with two roommates. She enjoyed going into Center City 

with her lesbian friends to socialize and have fun, but there was just one lesbian bar in the 

Gayborhood. While it was typically viewed as a lesbian place, Emily explained that she 

and her friends did not always feel comfortable there or interested in that marketplace. 

On the one hand, I’m appreciative that there is a bar that is theoretically 

focused on women, but my experiences with going there have been that if 

you just go on a random weekend night or weeknight it's empty ... [or] it’s 

not necessarily a... crowd I would want to interact with. ... Unfortunately 

that's the impression I think a lot of people within the lesbian and bisexual 

women crowd feel about [this bar]. It's not really the place they want to go 

to normally, and so we don't go. 

 Even within a space that was theoretically for the whole “lesbian community,” 

some women like Emily and her friends did not feel like they fit in. This limited their 

options for socializing in public spaces. Gender was not the only factor, however. Racial 
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identities were also important in how many people talked about negotiating these 

marketplaces. Ruby, who sometimes felt comfortable even in gay male places, explained 

why she and her friends also did not go to that particular lesbian bar. 

Women of color in the city do not feel comfortable in this space. ... We 

weren’t served as quickly as other people were served. We were treated 

rudely by staff. ... In their advertisements, there were never... [pictures] of 

a woman that was anything but... waifish, straight looking white girls. 

Those of us who don’t look like that were offended... That is not the whole 

of your community.” She later adds: “You go [there] and everybody looks 

the same... but not like us. 

 Experiences of underrepresentation or a lack of visibility within the Gayborhood 

and the activities of the broader LGBTQ community in Philadelphia were especially 

common among women of color and most men of color as well. Some places were 

described as having a better marketplace for racial mixing, but many of the available 

places were seen to be primarily white and primarily male. Places for gay and lesbian 

people of color were conspicuously absent from these stories. 

 Since Marcus grew up as a black man in Philadelphia in the 1960s and 70s, he 

was able to explain to me that many of the black gay and lesbian bars were once located 

north of Market Street, which ran east and west through the middle of Center City, while 

the white bars were South of Market. Over the course of the next few decades of urban 

redevelopment, the Center City Philadelphia went through many changes. Marcus noted 

that urban development work capitalized on property north of Market, and the black gay 

and lesbian bars disappeared. The buildings they occupied were often torn down and 

replaced by other structures like hotels or conference centers. After they were displaced, 

however, they did not get reestablished in new locations. 
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 The gay and lesbian bars or gathering places that were mostly occupied by whites 

were not the ones to disappear in this way. Some closed or moved, but over time these 

consolidated in what is now known as the Gayborhood in Center City. Many lesbians and 

gay men of color socialize, live, or work in the Gayborhood now, but Marcus wanted me 

to keep in mind that this did not mean they had become completely integrated. 

In the LGBT community there is racism. People don’t want to deal with it, 

but we have to deal with it. We have to get along... We have to 

acknowledge people and not turn our noses up to them, and be more 

responsive when we see somebody from another culture or race and ask, 

‘Are you alright? Do you need help?’... We have to let some barriers go, 

and just be – we don’t have to be best friends, but be respectful and 

acknowledge each other. 

 Lauren was 25, and she lived in the area of Point Breeze in South Philadelphia. 

She was a fairly recent college graduate, and in addition to her day job she volunteered 

time at an organization that helped to support a gay and lesbian community of color. 

Even though she was white, she wanted to help work on issues of racial inequality. She 

also wanted to live in a neighborhood where she felt surrounded by more than just other 

white people. 

 Lauren summarized her perception of the Gayborhood and the most well-known 

organizations in the LGBTQ community there: “... So that’s how I feel about it. It’s still 

white. Gay. Male.” She wanted to find a community of queer women that she felt was 

inclusive along racial lines, but she was not sure it was possible. 

I think I would like to be more connected to the general, whole – queer 

women in Philly. I find that a lot of times that means white people. 

There’s like white queer people, and then there’s queer people of color, 

and they’re separate. I don’t really like that model. So I’m not really sure 

if something in between exists in a unified way. 
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 This sense of racial separation did not just take place in the community at large. It 

could also be observed within specific places. Steph, a black woman in her early thirties, 

told me that the terms lesbian or queer worked as well as most common terms for her, 

which is to say it described her same-sex desires but only gave limited information about 

the rest of her. She also described herself as masculine or “butch,” and she often had to 

negotiate between her identity as black, as a lesbian, and as masculine. 

 Steph lived in South Philadelphia near East Passyunk, and she worked at a 

community service organization that offered sexuality-related support and education to 

young people of all sexual identities in the Gayborhood. We spent a lot of time talking 

about identity, because it was something that she felt she was continuously negotiating 

for herself and among her peers, in places like home and work. She found this especially 

difficult in some places in the Gayborhood because of the racial division she saw there. 

I think the LGBT community is still very diverse. It’s still very split, 

separated, as far as like, black gay men, black women, Latina women, 

Latino gay men. It’s still, at least in Center City, in the Gayborhood, it’s 

still very separated. 

 Even within a single space in the Gayborhood that seems to be inclusive for all 

members of a gender group, Steph did not think that everyone saw themselves as “the 

same.” She told me how this played out at the lesbian bar that others have mentioned. 

If you go into a gay bar, you’re going to have some mixture of groups of 

people together, different racial ethnicities. But if you really look, you’re 

going to see that one area is mostly black, one area is mostly Latino, and 

one area is mostly Asian. There’s still this divide within that. … [The 

lesbian bar] was not always diverse. [It] has changed, a lot. I don’t know 

why; because people have complained about it. If you go, you’ll see. I can 

tell you that the black gay girls will be upstairs, second floor, back of the 

bar. That’s where they hang out. I know it. As soon as I go up there, 

they’re up there, back bar. That’s where they are. 
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 I heard similar stories about some of the gay male places in the Gayborhood. 

What appeared to be an otherwise well-marked, visible community in both the politics 

and geography of the city is a complex marketplace with many different embedded 

marketplaces. Behind the stickers, street signs, and brochures, the everyday experience of 

belonging or not belonging can vary in each context. The LGBTQ umbrella community 

and the Gayborhood were still viewed as desirable in Philadelphia for many, but these 

narratives show us that a great deal of the identity management happening involves 

determining if you are included or excluded in a particular place. 

LGBTQ Assimilation as Imperative (for Whites) 

 Narratives about negotiating identities in LGBTQ community marketplaces, many 

of which were in the Gayborhood, were the most common story when talking about the 

community. As we saw above, gender and racial intersections can complicate these 

narratives by revealing varied desires and marginalized groups within the LGBTQ 

community sometimes felt like they did not identify with this unified symbol. 

Participants who were not a part of these marginalized groups, however, often had less to 

say about these issues. 

 Both male and female identified participants did tell me about social and spatial 

separation along gender lines, but for them it seemed to make sense given that men were 

looking to meet other men and women other women. Most women and some men 

perceived inequality in who had better access to actual spaces for their desired market 

places, women getting the short end of the stick, but the separation by gender itself was 
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infrequently described as a problem. The problem was the inequality after-the-fact, while 

the separation was taken for granted. 

 Rick, who lived on the outskirts of Rittenhouse after moving in with his partner, 

said that he and his partner had some lesbian friends in Philadelphia with whom they 

sometimes socialized. He seemed to feel that there were things they were likely to do 

together, and other things they were not likely to do together, with gender itself implied 

as an influential factor. 

Everybody seems to be getting along pretty good, but at the end of the 

day, I think that lesbians and gay men have very different interests, and 

tend to go their separate ways.  [My partner] and I have a few lesbian 

couples that we're friends with, and there are certain things we have in 

common, things we might ask them to do with us, and things we wouldn't. 

 Rick also told me that his partner was fairly affluent, which meant that he was 

often at events like fundraisers and dinners for the LGBTQ community. He still 

recognized the efforts of some lesbians in the community, but simply mentioned it with 

little else to say. 

Yeah, I think I've been to events where women are very conscious about 

making sure that they're counted, that their numbers are counted, that 

things don't come off as an exclusively gay event, male gay event.  And 

there's a little bit of a concerted effort to make sure that it happens.   Yeah, 

sometimes that happens. 

 Racial intersections, on the other hand, were sometimes recognized as 

problematic, but white gay men seemed to struggle with understanding why this was so 

problematic for people in these groups. Some white men and women had no narrative to 

make sense of this; it was simply absent. Others could sometimes discuss these issues in 

an abstract sense, recognizing that racial separation or inequality did happen within the 

LGBTQ community. They could not often provide examples, however, claiming they had 
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not observed any racial issues within the community first hand. The idea of a cohesive 

and unified LGBTQ community seemed to be so important to their narrative that they 

could not fully understand these intersections of things like race and sometimes gender 

being problematic in this context. 

 Carl was a 47-year-old, white man living in South Philadelphia. He lived with his 

husband far to the south of neighborhoods like East Passyunk and Point Breeze, where he 

said the population was often both racist and homophobic. He was currently unemployed, 

and said he had often lived either poor when he was younger, or working class more 

recently. He had spent many of his childhood years growing up in foster care with people 

of many different races. He had lived through difficult financial times, and he had faced 

discrimination on many occasions. He described himself as “obviously” gay, with 

mannerisms that others might perceive to be flamboyant, and he had come out decades 

earlier into the gay community of the 1970s and 1980s. Carl was very open when talking 

about his sexuality and his life when we talked. He did not come off as if he had much to 

hold back. 

 When I asked about his thoughts on racial groups within LGBTQ communities, 

he explained that he viewed the social and political problems related to sexual identity 

that faced people in the LGBTQ community as paramount over racial concerns. “I don’t 

make [race] a part of my life,” he said. “I look at people who are Latino and black as my 

brothers. ... I could not see color. Color for me is not an issue.” Neither Carl nor any of 

the other white participants expressed any racist views. Race was simply not a salient part 

of this narrative, because the issues gays and lesbians face mattered more. 
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It blows my mind that we need to have an Asian community, and that we 

need to have a black community, and that we need to have a Latin 

community, and that we need to have a white community... Breaking up 

the races didn’t help the straight folk... I mean we’ve already got issues to 

deal with – we’re gay... We’ve moved ourselves down to the point where 

we’re a minority of a minority... I mean what purpose do you have for 

that? What do you achieve by being that? You’re getting nowhere fast. 

And that’s how I look at our community. Our community gets nowhere 

fast because we’ve now broken ourselves down into different factions of 

us. I don’t think it’s necessary... We’re already ostracized. Do we really 

need to ostracize ourselves even more? 

 This may indicate the application of a color-blind philosophy, which could be 

criticized as a form of racial injustice in that it minimizes the concerns and inequalities 

that face racial minorities. However, it seems safe to say that Carl’s words tell us he 

recognized the practice of racial sub-divisions within the LGBTQ community. He just 

felt that the issue of sexual identity was more important. 

 Carl’s narrative suggests that racial sub-division within the community could take 

away from the larger assimilation efforts of the LGBTQ community with respect to 

society at large. As I mentioned, the Gayborhood and the ambient LGBTQ community 

served as symbols that helped structure the marketplace. These also provide symbols that 

represent the successes of assimilation in the context of the city’s geography and 

continuing struggles in society at large. This suggests that for some whites, the racial 

issues that caused some people not to fully identify with these symbols only made sense 

relative to assimilation. In that context, it served as a potential problem since it calls into 

question the idea of community cohesiveness on which assimilation has been founded. 

 Gregory, the social worker living in Logan Square, also recognized the lack of 

minority representation within the community. He viewed increasing representation of 

races and ethnicities other than white as something positive. 
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[We are] starting to see more and more, I mean, thankfully, more and 

more African-Americans. More and more people of east Indian, Asian 

population, but it's taking time. But, yeah. There's, yeah, a significant 

representation, but still pretty white. 

 He talked more about his direct experiences of people discussing racial issues, 

however, and he expressed more frustration. Even though he saw these issues, he felt 

unhappy being told he could not understand, even among other gays and lesbians. 

I've often felt like the anomaly, the... it's, it's, in some circumstances it 

feels as if I'm back in high school and there are all these different cliques 

going on... I just feel as if I haven't been welcome in to it or a part of it 

and, you know, what do I attribute that to? It's attributed to my 

physicality... Well, you're Caucasian, or this and that, so you can't 

understand what we're going through. Or you can't, you know, you can 

sympathize, but you can't empathize. You can't understand, so therefore 

we're not going to even attempt to explain it to you. One of the ongoing 

issues for me is feeling like the outsider... Feeling as if I were absent from 

class that day. Like I just didn't get the rule book. I didn't get the guide. It's 

just something I'm not getting. 

 When Gregory entered a place that was deliberately more inclusive, he felt more 

comfortable. He went to a meditation group at the LGBTQ community center, and he felt 

much more comfortable. However, this also became a space in which group differences 

were made to be invisible rather than being acknowledged or addressed. 

Here you had people young, old, black, white, Asian. It was just, you 

know, as things should be. It was just like, you know, didn't matter what 

background you came from. It was there for everyone. And so... The 

facilitator, she always makes the point of saying, “This is a meditation 

group. This is not a Buddhist meditation group. This is not, this is, you 

know ... [secular], whatever you want to call it. I just like, it just, there is 

no pressure. I mean, it's not as if you had to, you know, going back to 

school where you had to be prepared with the literature before hand 

 Especially among white, gay men, a transition from marketplace narratives to 

assimilation narratives with little effort involved was common. These stories included the 

idea that being able to organize around and identify with a community that shared 
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struggle as a sexual minority and interests in civil rights for these purposes was 

foundational, but they had difficulty identifying with the struggles of race or even gender. 

Even when they recognized these issues, or when in situations in which the importance of 

such issues was raised, these men often felt uncomfortable or upset. It was only when 

others made the attempt to shift focus back onto the marketplace that this conflict came 

up. This might suggest that the low or nonexistent costs to the majority for failing to 

address racial issues and other minority intersections, which place the relative gains of 

cultural assimilation for the LGBTQ community above these other concerns for people 

without these intersecting minority identities. White men are more easily able to put their 

effort toward assimilation, because they can almost seamlessly rely on the marketplace to 

simply “be there” for them when they need it without having to do additional work to 

find it or engage with it. 

The New Meaning of the Gayborhood 

 In some ways, the Gayborhood in Philadelphia is a story about the success of 

assimilation with regard to the LGBTQ community. As we have seen, this community 

represents something important to people. As the geography of the community became 

accepted in the city, these people perceived their own assimilation and acceptance in 

some ways. While we have seen that marketplace narratives were the dominant theme 

when discussing the relationships between individuals and the community or the 

Gayborhood, the relationship of the LGBTQ community and the Gayborhood in 

Philadelphia to the rest of the city or country is about negotiating assimilation. The 

assimilation narrative at work here takes place on a macro or intuitional scale, while 
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individual experiences and small group interactions focus on marketplaces within these 

places and symbolic groups. 

 In the first section of this chapter, I detailed the ways that the Gayborhood had 

been recognized and legitimized by the city government and in the general landscape of 

the city. These provide an external and institutional indicator of the acceptance of the 

Gayborhood and the LGBTQ community that we have seen is directly linked with what 

that neighborhood means to people. In a way, the Gayborhood serves to mediate 

assimilation in the context of the city’s geography. While in this neighborhood, 

individuals do not need to do the work of assessing and negotiating assimilation because 

the neighborhood itself is doing that work for them. 

 The visible marketplace of opportunities on the basis of sexual identity can thus 

become the focus of individual narratives, because the process of assimilation is not 

needed here. The Gayborhood has been assimilated into the geography of the city, and 

other political groups, organizations, media outlets, and the government are conducting 

the negotiation process of assimilation into the broader context of the city at an 

institutional level. Furthermore, because it is embedded in these institutions and the 

discourse they reproduce, the Gayborhood takes on a self-sustaining life of its own. 

Compared to earlier accounts of gay communities and neighborhoods that were largely 

defined by or sustained by the presence of a residential gay and lesbian population, the 

Gayborhood in Philadelphia does not require this. The everyday presence of gays and 

lesbians was still important, but there was no requirement of residence to ensure the 

visibility or stability of the neighborhood as an LGBTQ place. 
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 It is based on this assessment that I would respond to recent questions about the 

potential extinction of gay neighborhoods as assimilation into our broader culture 

continues. I do not suspect gay neighborhoods are going to disappear on us. The meaning 

and the appearance of gay neighborhoods may change over time however, as it has in 

Philadelphia. We have seen in this case how narratives about the Gayborhood are focused 

on negotiating the marketplace. I agree with Seidman (2002) that narratives about the 

closet appear to have vanished, at least in this context, for nearly all of the gay and 

lesbian adults I spoke with. Participants were not focused on how the Gayborhood or the 

places in it could help them to manage hidden identities, especially given that none of my 

participants considered themselves to be “in the closet” (even if some people in their lives 

did not know about their sexual identity). 

 People also did not generally focus on identifying barriers or negotiating risks 

when talking about the Gayborhood and other gay or lesbian places in ways that would 

be reflected in assimilation narratives. If this happened, it was not the focus of their 

stories. Even those, who felt they did not fully identify with the LGBTQ community were 

primarily interested in trying to find places they experienced inclusion or belonging in 

order to feel that they had opportunities available to them. These participants did express 

dissatisfaction when they did not think these opportunities were available. They focused 

their efforts on either finding a marketplace that was more homogeneous or accepting, or 

they put work into creating one as we will see in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 4 

NEGOTIATING PLACES IN THE MARGINS 

As gays have entered the mainstream and gained acceptance, however 

incompletely, there has surfaced a new political current – so-called queer 

politics... Queers challenge the view that Americans are more accepting of 

lesbians and gay men today... For some, queer politics is about 

recognizing and celebrating the differences within the gay movement. 

Critical of a white, male, middle-class consumerist movement, queers 

want a movement that speaks to the class and racial diversity of gay 

people and that pursues alliances with other progressive movements with 

the aim of changing society. - Steven Seidman (2010) 

Marginalized Sexual Communities and Social Space 

 There are many who felt a sense of community inclusion in the most stable and 

available places associated with the LGBTQ community in Philadelphia. This sense of 

inclusion was conditional in some cases, while others experienced their sexual identity as 

a part of this community only symbolically. Among lesbian and queer women, whether 

white women or women of color, a consistent sense of inclusion was rare in the stories of 

those who spoke with me. A sense of place and of belonging was important to everyone 

in the study. Without readily available spaces like those that are characteristically 

representative of the gay male community, however, and which participants describe as 

typically white, how did those on the margins find places they could socialize, meet 

others, and feel like they belonged there? Furthermore, without the kind of recognition 

and movement that Seidman talks about above, how could we be confident that we 

recognized these interactions if we found them?  

 In The Sexual Organization of the City (Laumann et al. 2004), Ellingston and 

Schroeder characterize the culture of female same-sex sexual markets as relational and 
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monogamous, claiming that the characteristics of the marketplaces themselves (space 

being enumerated as one of these) are constructed to facilitate this type of relationship 

building – as opposed to finding temporary sex partners, for example. They provide little 

evidence that the culture is necessarily the cause, however, and that the characteristics of 

the constructed “marketplace” are an effect. I propose instead that it is just as likely that 

structural factors that shape the marketplace can influence the opportunities that people 

have within that marketplace. The kinds of limi tations on available space that women 

described in the previous chapter can relegates the available options for relationship or 

partner seeking as well as other opportunities. 

 Ellingston and Schroeder (Laumann et al. 2004) note that especially in the 

African-American and Hispanic communities they examine, limitations on available 

public space for lesbian meeting and sexual markets leads to “privatized” markets. This 

seemed similar to the limitations on available places women described with 

dissatisfaction in chapter 3. Their narratives generally represented an interest in access to 

more marketplaces but also the awareness that these were not always available in 

Philadelphia. While the Gayborhood has become a reliable part of the city’s geography, 

lesbians could not rely on lesbian places to be there for them if they did not do the work 

to construct and maintain them. They had no self-sustaining geography, even within the 

Gayborhood. They instead told stories about exercising continuous efforts to create and 

re-create lesbian marketplaces in Philadelphia. 

 The one lesbian bar in the Philadelphia was located in the Gayborhood, off one of 

the main streets. It was often used as the definitive point of reference with regard to 
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whether women felt like they had a “lesbian place” to go or not. It was not just a bar, or 

just a place to gather, it was a lesbian place. The very meaning of it suggested that such a 

marketplace existed and a social space for lesbians in Philadelphia would be there for 

them. Even among those who had issues with this place or who did not go there, it was a 

symbol and point of reference to determine what they did want to have in a lesbian place. 

 Almost every lesbian or queer woman I spoke with brought this place up when 

talking about lesbian community in Philadelphia. Not every woman who spoke with me 

felt that she was the “right kind” of lesbian for that particular place. This made the 

discussions difficult at times, because women needed to provide me with lengthy 

explanations as to why not since there was not another visible, well-known lesbian place 

to use as an easy comparison. They sometimes drew upon the gay men’s bars as 

examples, since there were many more of these.  

 That bar closed down in August, 2013, and none has opened in its place in the 

year since then. In a few of my final interviews, women said that they were searching for 

other places to congregate in the city. There are still many mixed places that people 

describe as doing a good job being open to different members of the LGBTQ community 

including both gay men and lesbian women. Gay men I spoke with, especially white gay 

men, had little trouble identifying places they could go to meet other gay men, whether 

socially, for relationships, or just for sex. Knowing about such places and being assured 

of their availability seemed to be a taken-for-granted fact in their stories. Women, 

especially women of color, struggled to identify places like this to me. They had a hard 
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time telling me about any specific places they could go to find other women and where 

those places could be located. 

 That does not mean they did not describe rich and vibrant lesbian communities. 

Women often discussed their circles of friends. They often discussed political 

organizations or activist groups that were focused primarily on lesbian or women’s 

interests. I was frequently told where participants perceived “pockets” of lesbian 

residents living throughout Philadelphia, and I was even told that there were times when 

lesbians, including many women of color, would gather together in large numbers to 

socialize, organize, or even just find sexual partners – just like the gay men. 

 If the only lesbian bar was gone, and other bars or places to gather were not 

primarily focused on the lesbian community, where did this interaction happen? How did 

women meet and gather in the absence of public space? Women continued to describe 

marketplace narratives for me, but these were not just about “knowing” where the right 

place for them was going to be. These narratives were often about the processes of 

negotiating and constructing places where they could feel included and expect to find 

others like themselves. These were projects that required varying degrees of work, 

because the places could not be relied upon to sustain themselves. Furthermore, these 

places would not always occupy the same physical spaces, which might not be intuitive. 

This happened by transforming the meaning of some other spaces into lesbian spaces 

temporarily and communicating this shift in meaning to others. Through this process, 

groups could turn an “everyone” space into an “us” space.  
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Rethinking “Transitional” Spaces 

 A key strategy represented in the narratives in this chapter is the use of 

“transitional spaces” as a way that those who have described feeling marginalized – 

within community-associated spaces in this case – renegotiate their relationship with 

particular spaces. Renegotiating the meaning of a space is generally an active process of 

engaging in some kind of communication or social performance to indicate that the place 

that is there is different, even if the new “place” is only temporary. In this way, a 

transitional space is one in which there exists a dominant place (including the meanings 

that are packaged with it as Gieryn (2000) defines) that typically occupies the space, but a 

set of new meanings and a different sense of place comes to temporarily occupy the space 

instead (Schermond 2013). I will discuss two broad types of transitional space based 

strategies here, one focused on temporarily creating space for larger women’s events that 

were more racially inclusive events and one focused on renegotiating smaller spaces for 

more niche groups. 

 The process underlying "transitional" space is not new, but it is my goal to point 

out that it is critical to focus on the temporary transition of spatial meaning. These 

transitions may seem incidental in daily life for many people, but for marginalized groups 

they can characterize a way in which people can gain access to space that is “for them” 

and which would not otherwise be available. Furthermore, prior research on gay, lesbian, 

and queer geographies has frequently discussed how difficult it is to geographically 

locate and describe lesbians and communities of color within the broader LGBTQ 

community (Adler and Brenner 1992; Castells 1983; Laumann et al. 2004). Taking this 
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into account, I suggest that a focus on transitional spaces may help to make these 

seemingly obscured communities more visible and cannot be treated as merely incidental. 

 This concept of transitional space also suggests that there can be multiple, even 

conflicting, meanings encoded onto physical spaces both by occupants and outsiders. 

Furthermore, these meanings can be renegotiated on a temporary basis, inscribing new 

ideas and symbols for a short time but leaving the original meanings intact. Focusing 

heavily on space as merely a physical location and place as the added set of meanings, I 

summarize the idea of a transitional space as one in which a temporary place has “taken 

over” a physical space for a time. When that temporary place leaves this space, the 

original place should resume its role as the dominant set of symbols and meanings in that 

space without substantial changes. 

 In Philadelphia’s LGBTQ communities, there are several examples of these kinds 

of spatial transitions. Some of them resemble the kinds of circuit parties or pride festivals 

that have taken place for decades. A group may come into a particular bar, restaurant, 

park, network of streets, or other venue, and recode the space as an LGBTQ occupied, 

friendly, and accepting place for the time they are there. This kind of transition might 

also cater to sub-groups within the community as well, for example lesbians, gender 

radicals or nonconformists, or women of color. 

 Recently, some of my final participants told me about “guerilla queer” events that 

had started in Philadelphia. These were described to me as having less organization and 

no coordination with the owners or operators of bars and restaurants. Largely organized 

through social networking websites, large groups of LGBTQ people might choose a bar 
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in the city each month – a bar normally described as a “straight” bar – and flood it with 

queers for a night. By changing the population, for a time, these groups felt they changed 

the meaning of the place. 

 In other cases, typical private living spaces could become a negotiated, friendly 

atmosphere for gay, queer, or lesbian gathering on smaller scales. Parties or dinners in 

somebody’s home could just be dinner with friends, the same as with any people of any 

sexual identity, or it could be a gay or a lesbian event. A coordinated gathering of a 

particular clique or friends, or negotiating short-term stays of queer houseguests, might 

change one’s home into a place that was explicitly described as a friendly and accepting 

atmosphere. While we might sometimes take this for granted on the basis of the 

resident’s sexual identity, people sometimes negotiate this process very explicitly in order 

to ensure mutual comfort and compatibility with the situation and the identities, 

sexualities, and presentation of everyone involved. 

 We might consider “transitional spaces” as an option to construct truly “queer” 

spaces in the sense that the links between spaces and places are unstable and shifting in 

their meaning and physicality. The place is an identity, and the particulars of the place - 

the way it is “dressed,” the character of the people in it, the rules of conduct - are all 

produced and reproduced through the social interactions that come to be routine within 

the space. Institutional influences on the space may change what sort of place can exist 

there, but ultimately the space can have meanings that are multiple, unstable, and 

regulatory for those within. Similar to bodies, spaces have physicality but meaning is 

inscribed onto that physicality in a way that is mutable. In a way, a place is not unlike a 
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gender or sexual identity in that it is believed to be a simple fact of the underlying 

physical structure, but it is in fact created and re-created in what is done with the space it 

occupies and within a set of social and structural influences. 

 The use of these transitional spaces can be an important method of renegotiating 

marketplaces. As Laumann et al. (2004) point out, individuals tend to seek out venues in 

which they will encounter others they perceive as similar to themselves with respect to 

the key traits they seek in a partner. They specifically note that, “Because the lesbian 

sexual marketplaces are widely dispersed and not easily identified, one of the most 

important functions of lesbian social networks is the dissemination of information about 

which bars or clubs are the most likely places in which to meet other lesbians.” This 

model breaks down in a case like Philadelphia, where there is no such bar or club. The 

transition of a typically heterogeneous space into a space that is perceived as 

homogeneous with respect to traits like sexual identity, gender, and, in some cases, race 

is at least one way that marginalized groups like lesbian women describe negotiating 

additional marketplace options, even if they are temporary. 

Gatherings, Groups, and Small-Scale Transitions 

 A strategy employed by some was to engage in small group activism or small 

group social activities in order to find circles of seemingly like individuals or even small 

communities in which people felt less like the other. While this was a strategy that was 

discussed by many of the gay men, especially for white gay men, it was seen as an 

incidental part of their lives compared to various other ways of navigating their social 

activities. In contrast, most of the lesbians in the study placed emphasis on these 
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gatherings or group activities as the key times in which they were able to connect with 

other lesbians. Furthermore, these gatherings served to recode spaces otherwise seen as 

heterogeneous into something different for these women; they felt that they were not 

necessarily outsiders. 

 Aimee was a 25-year-old, white lesbian who lived in the Spruce Hill 

neighborhood of West Philly, not very far from University City. She had moved there a 

little more than a year prior to our interview from out of state, and she was living with a 

male and a female roommate. She said that she liked them, though they were not lesbian 

or gay. She had just recently left a job she did not like very much to take a part-time 

position as a marketing consultant at a place that was a short drive from where she lived. 

 Aimee put a fair amount of effort into meeting up with other lesbians and finding 

those whom she perceived as “like” her and places where she felt included. She often 

returned to talking about the gatherings of smaller circles of friends. It is unlikely that 

small gatherings like these would be identified by scholars as creating a “lesbian place,” 

but during those gatherings and in that space that was those places became for Aimee. “I 

join the groups, I make friends with [other lesbians and bisexual women], and then I 

leave the groups,” she told me regarding how she established her own lesbian 

community. 

 She explained that her experiences in finding places to be in which she felt 

comfortable were not as simple as finding a large, unified community in a place like the 

Gayborhood or a mixed bar or community center. She wanted to establish connections 

with people she saw as like herself. 
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 I can still think about me and my friends and acquaintances, and people 

that I know. I don’t think I have any gay male friends at this point. It’s just 

most of my friends are white, 25 to 40, middle class lesbians. That’s 

definitely what I picture, though I know that’s definitely not the reality is 

for the broader gay and lesbian community. 

 While the men might socialize in smaller groups or navigate larger spaces that 

existed in the city, other groups of friends similar to Aimee’s would need to find places to 

congregate where being lesbian could be taken for granted, at least temporarily. “If I go 

to [the gay men’s bar],” she elaborated, “that’s not a place for me, nor would I want it to 

be, but it’s just not... not a space for me.” Instead, Aimee saw groups of lesbian friends 

like hers being able to ‘take over’ a space temporarily, whether public or private, with 

regard to making their lesbian status something that seemed normal. 

I know this is true in Philadelphia, but it is true in many other cities. There 

are never very many venues for women. There are more of like, rotating – 

I think they’re galled ‘guerilla gay’ bars – where you just go to a bar and 

make it really lesbian for the night. 

Bars were not the only venues where these strategies were possible. Others highlighted 

the transition of sports fields, restaurants, or even private homes into temporarily “lesbian 

places” or “queer places” because of the presence and activity of the groups there in the 

moment. 

 Kate lived in West Philadelphia, but she lived in a neighborhood close to the 

border of the city and the suburbs. She was 27 years old and white, but she noted that 

most of the people in her neighborhood were black. Kate did not describe this 

neighborhood as popular among lesbians, and she knew this might limit her options for 

finding women to date locally. She worked as a counselor in a secondary school in the 

suburbs, and her lesbian identity was often hidden or simply went undisclosed at work. 
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Kate did not frequently go to the lesbian bar in the city when it was there. Instead, she 

preferred to go to “straight” bars with friends who were mostly heterosexual. While she 

told me that she sometimes had sex with men, she was only interested in forming a 

romantic relationship with another woman. Kate wanted to belong to some kind of 

community of lesbians so that she could connect with others that would be similar to her 

in terms of sexual identity and interests at least some of the time in her life. 

 Kate told me that playing on a lesbian softball team was her way of participating 

in a lesbian community. Similar to an account Laumann (2004) describes, this is one way 

to create a lesbian marketplace. The team gathered together and played the game, but 

even after the game was over, they transformed the field into a lesbian place for a time. 

If you ever want to ... see what I’m talking about, just go to our field on a 

Sunday afternoon. ... We’re done playing, and what do we all choose to 

do? Roll out our coolers, break out our lawn games, and hang out at the 

field until midnight on a Sunday night, because we don’t need a bar, we 

don’t need a club. We’re all here. 

When the Gayborhood or other large LGBTQ places fail to offer a feeling of 

inclusiveness, these smaller groups can temporarily transition a space that – at other times 

and in other contexts – is not regularly a lesbian space, a black lesbian space, a queer 

Latina space, or a space that otherwise “belongs to” such a group. The place that has been 

temporarily constructed in this space can, in this way, foster a sense of belonging and 

inclusion, which was not an expectation expressed about most other places. 

 Wendy was a 45-year-old lesbian who lived in the suburbs just outside of 

Philadelphia. She visited the city, but as a middle-aged lesbian mom, she did not see the 

Gayborhood, bars, or clubs as her path to connecting with other lesbians. She told me 

instead about many occasions where she and several lesbian friends would gather in 
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small groups at local restaurants for brunch or dinner, or where they might get together as 

a group for drinks. In these cases, the group was able to establish a presence within a 

place and interact comfortably. She described a sense of belonging while with the group, 

regardless of the space they were in, because they had in a sense established their own 

spatial presence while there on a temporary basis. The groups had a regular identity 

affil iated with the social circle, albeit an identity that was not named or branded, but they 

described a sense of belonging when these places were transformed into lesbian places or 

lesbian-friendly places for a time because of their group’s presence and temporary 

dominance. 

 Even unplanned events could become lesbian identified at times. Retta was a 

black lesbian who worked in the city’s municipal government offices in Center City. She 

lived with her children in Mount Airy, though she did not specify whether their home was 

in East or West Mount Airy. She was 46 years old when we met for coffee, and told me 

about a memorial service that had recently been held for a person in her local community. 

She knew that the service would be attended primarily by lesbians, many of whom she 

knew, but she had not always remained in close contact with them. While it was a more 

somber experience, she explains how it provided her with a space in which she knew she 

could reconnect with that smaller, predominantly lesbian group. 

Honestly, I think I went to the memorial service because I wanted to pay 

my respects to the person that had passed... But I’m sure that I went for 

socialization and to see people. Not necessarily to meet new people, but 

just to see people I haven’t seen in a while. To connect, you know, with 

the lesbians I knew would be there, and I knew it would be predominantly 

lesbians. 
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 Retta also talked about the use of “meet ups,” referring to a gathering of lesbian 

women usually organized through websites to allow those who identified with this group 

to find each other, but also to organize opportunities to meet in chosen spaces for social 

activities. She mentioned joining coordinated activities like, “going out to go bowling, go 

out and go to a shooting range, whatever.” These were smaller and more situational 

activities, but the coordination in advance of the small group allowed them to ensure they 

would be spending social time with other lesbians, and when it fit into her schedule, Retta 

appreciated those opportunities since she did not always find them in the context of her 

day-to-day life. 

 Steph spoke in Chapter 3 about the complicated negotiation between her identities 

as a masculine, black, lesbian and observing division in community places. She had 

difficulty feeling fully accepted in many LGBTQ places as well as specifically lesbian 

places. She criticized the segregation she found in the Gayborhood. She told me about her 

experiences with the “brown boi” community
15

, which was comprised of gay men, gay 

women, trans men, and straight men, who gathered together to support one another in 

their experiences being people of color and masculine. 

We do come together to support each other, to try to encourage each other 

to be positive brown bois, positive men – however you want to look at 

that. There is a network of people throughout the country. We decide to 

support each other and to call ourselves brown bois. ... Any brown boi that 

needs support from me, I’m going to give him that support, knowing I will 

get it back in return. We will support each other. ... We have a whole 

                                                 

 

15
 Steph explained that the brown boi community was a national community of many queer people of color 

who identified as male or masculine, regardless of their biological sex. It included gay men, lesbians, queer 

men and women, and even some straight people who wanted to connect with other people of color in 

conversations about gender identity, sexual identity, and masculinity. 



  145 

community of people who we network, and we invite together for dinners 

and parties to say let’s come together and do this thing. 

 She told me about her need to find people she could be near and communicate 

with who matched her own identity as masculine and black. She noted that this 

community could congregate spatially – even in small scale terms – which is an 

important way that people could bond over this identity that was not highly visible in 

LGBTQ communities. 

People who I encounter that are gay and masculine – they love it, because 

it gives them an identity. You’re a brown boi, and you’re a part of that 

club. I’ve seen them really feel like they have a home in that place. ... 

Often you feel like you don’t have a space if you are not aggressive or a 

stud, and I’m not one of those things. Not that that’s a problem... but if 

you’re not, but that’s the only example that you have, then that’s the route 

you go. You’re in that top floor, back of the bar (where she earlier noted 

that she could predictably find black lesbians segregated at the lesbian 

bar), and that’s not where I hang out. 

This offered her (and others, by her perception) space that is sometimes physical and 

sometimes symbolic, but in which she felt she belonged. 

 Another participant described spending time in a small community group of Asian 

women who are primarily trans-women, and who would gather together usually in one of 

their homes to connect in a group where they did not feel like the other. A different 

participant, in this case a white woman, describes spending time as a volunteer for a 

Hispanic and Latino/a community group in the interest of better recognizing the issues 

and needs of that group. Her efforts, however, stemmed from the realization that her own 

experience as queer and white did not equate with others’ experiences as gay, lesbian, or 

queer and Latino/a. She needed to move outside of her typical day-to-day spaces in order 

to interface with this population because there was little incidental overlap between them.  
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 Recognizing these small group gatherings and their relation to space is important 

to many people, but it is especially important to the sexual-identity-based community 

building of many lesbians. Susan was a 24-year-old white lesbian, and she worked at an 

office in Center City promoting community service and activism for women. She was 

also my only participant who actually lived in the Philadelphia Gayborhood. She had a 

girlfriend who did not live with her, but they frequently spent time at her apartment. They 

used to stop by the lesbian bar to reconnect with their community, but even she told me 

that she often capitalized on her small circle rather than engaging heavily with the large 

community around her. 

I’m kind of a homebody, and I’m kind of set with... I know who my 

friends are. I’m set. I’m not super adventurous. So, it’s not because I don’t 

like other people or wouldn’t potentially like them. I think I just feel pretty 

satisfied with the community that I have. 

She added that she thought it was different when she was single, and now that she is in a 

relationship she has “settled down a lot.” Still, having a place she knew she could 

reconnect without too much effort was important. 

 These examples of participation in small groups and social circles where the 

participants’ needs, interests, and desires with respect to minority sexual, gender, and 

racial identities were not always met by the typical places in and around the city, even in 

the Gayborhood. These women often faced multiple levels of complication as lesbians 

who were often also negotiating marginalized gender and racial identities. Their stories 

suggest an awareness that their marketplace options were limited, and they needed some 

other strategy to create one. When gathering, these groups could temporarily recode a 

home, a restaurant, a meeting space, or other locations in the city as “theirs,” providing 
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an alternative to the other shared, mixed, or integrated spaces in which they did not feel 

that they did not fully belonged. 

Events, Parties, and Large Spatial Transitions 

 A strategy that many of the lesbian respondents discussed for gathering together 

and finding other lesbians to socialize with was to take advantage of opportunities to 

temporarily occupy larger spaces in the city and create a sort of new place within that 

space with different attitudes and behaviors regarding group interactions. In short, 

lesbians could coordinate an event or a party which occupied an otherwise heterogeneous 

space like a bar or restaurant, but they would transform it into a lesbian place for a time. 

Those who come to that space during that time would expect more homogeneity at least 

with respect to their sexual identities. In some ways, this is not unlike a gay pride event, 

which transforms otherwise heterogeneous urban space into gay-occupied space for a 

time in the interest of community support, social gathering, and activism. These events, 

however, would become sufficiently regular and expected to create a new marketplace. 

 There were even lesbian-specific events in the style of a pride or an activist march 

in Philadelphia, which several participants discussed as ways they connected with other 

lesbians and engaged with the lesbian community. Most were annual events, and while 

they were symbolically important, the fact that they happened so infrequently did little to 

provide a new marketplace among those who did not expect to have a bar, club, or 

community center in which they would regularly find a lesbian gathering place. In spite 

of prior theories that lesbian communities have less interest in large gatherings of this 
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scale, many of my participants suggested that they were very interested in this kind of 

gathering, even if it is not all of the time. 

 In Philadelphia, there is one particularly large lesbian event that is coordinated on 

a monthly basis. The event utilizes transitional spaces, since they do not have their own 

space or the resources to acquire a fixed location. This event is run by and for lesbians, 

and it has, in only the last few years, grown to be a gathering of hundreds of lesbian, 

bisexual, and queer women with a mix of racial and ethnic identities. Under the 

“mission” section of their website, presumably written by the event organizers, they state 

the following: 

Noticing a striking lack of diversity in LGBTQ nightlife [the organizers] 

united to create one nightlife space to bring the often segmented aspects of 

the LGBTQ community together. ... [They] desired to create an 

environment where LGBTQ individuals regardless of race, age, class, size, 

or gender presentation could come together and celebrate the brilliant 

diversity of our community. 

The implication, of course, is that this kind of place did not already exist. The regular 

event maintains a stable identity with a name, a population of regulars that women 

describe as “very diverse” and about evenly split between white women and women of 

color. 

 These social events began as charity events affiliated with lesbian and feminist 

community groups in Philadelphia. However, the events provided opportunities for 

women to connect with other lesbian women. Within a short time, these large-scale, 

organized parties became very successful, drawing in five or six hundred women, even if 

the LGBTQ community did not notice as we heard in chapter 3. 
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 Those who knew about or attended these events described the level of racial 

diversity as much higher than any other place in the city. Victoria, who told us in the 

previous chapter about the relative invisibility of these events to the rest of the 

community – especially among gay men – explained how they built a different 

marketplace. 

We got like 150 people, but they were 150 people you would never see at 

[the lesbian bar], and that was the only place that we would all – you 

know, lesbians, if you wanted to go out you go to [the lesbian bar]… We 

had the first one in May, and by September or October we had five or six 

hundred people. We did it all through social media ... word of mouth. 

 They had a very large number of women interested in joining the place they 

created, but they did not have a regular space for it to occupy. This monthly event (as 

well as another monthly event run by the same organizers) could occupy a different 

“transitional” space each time it happened, while maintaining a stable identity as a place 

where women can come to socialize, to be visible, and to interact with a diverse group.  

 These efforts to create a place that is welcoming to those with multiple and 

intersecting marginalized identities have been successful according to Ruby, who told us 

in the Chapter 3 about how she had trouble feeling included in the lesbian bar because of 

the racial inequality she encountered there. 

White women go to [the lesbian bar]. Black women go to these parties. ... 

A mixed bag comes to [the event], and that’s the whole point. Everybody 

comes to [the event]. ...That’s what I keep trying to tell people – you get 

these whole tunnel vision marketing strategies. You know the success to 

[the event]? Everybody can come. 

 This presented an opportunity to circumvent some of the limited opportunities 

women discussed regarding diverse lesbian social spaces and places in Philadelphia. This 

creates at least temporary space in which some women might not feel as marginalized. 
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There are trade-offs in only temporarily transitioning a space, however, which gay and 

lesbian venues that occupied stable spaces did not have to deal with. Victoria pointed out 

how using transitional spaces can hold hidden costs. 

We weren’t in clubs. We were in restaurants we transformed. ... The past 

year, we’ve had venue shifts... they closed the two locations that we used, 

so we’re in clubs now. ... We’d have to have constant talks with these 

restaurants, like, this is the kind of culture we would like to cultivate. It 

became a strain a lot of times, because we’re coming in, we’re using your 

venue, but we still view ourselves as a separate entity. So between your 

staff and our staff, we kind of have to be on the same page if we’re going 

to continue to have the image we want to have. So it’s really difficult. 

There are benefits to being able to occupy or own a stable space. When this is not a 

possibility for some marginalized groups, however, a project focused on transitional 

space use like this may help to mitigate feelings of exclusion or otherness. 

 Even in cases like these, the newly constructed marketplace will not work for 

everybody. There was definitely a new marketplace, but just because it was new does not 

mean it resolved everybody’s concerns. Steph described her feeling that these events 

were an improvement over other gathering places, but she still struggled to find all of the 

features for the kind of place she wanted most. 

It is very diverse. It is. But it’s also really segregated. Again, you go in, 

and you are going to see the pockets of people. And then you have some 

people that intermingle, but it’s still pockets of ethnicities in the room. It’s 

really uncomfortable for me who just wants to roll with everybody. Not 

that difference doesn’t matter. I get it. I see race. I think color blind racism 

is ridiculous; I totally understand there are differences and it matters. But I 

don’t see myself as someone who needs to just stay with my own. 

 These kind of large spatial transitions create opportunities for social interaction 

that many lesbian women did not feel they always had given the lack of available lesbian 

places in Philadelphia. Susan, who lived in the Gayborhood, told me in the prior section 
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that she often stayed within her own smaller networks. She described these “monthly or 

bi-monthly lesbian parties that skip around the Gayborhood, sort of” as something she’s 

grown to expect. She said she made the effort to attend to expand her opportunities to 

connect with other lesbians without feeling uncomfortable. 

As a community we’ve created safe spaces – or attempted to – which is 

why I go to the parties that I go to, because I don’t feel safe going to a 

place with a hundred straight people. Not physically unsafe where I’m 

going to get beat up, but I guess emotionally safe – just to be out and not 

feel like an outsider. 

She went on to tell me that she made an effort “to be in communities where there is that 

kind of integration,” referring specifically to race and class mixed marketplaces. 

 Susan also mentioned that these projects were not just about having fun, partying, 

and meeting people. There were other opportunities being created as well. The activism 

that was a part of the event appealed to her since she sought out ways to approach issues 

of inequality, invisibility, and oppression. 

Since pride movements have been really male focused over the years – 

and I think that’s changing, but you know, historically they’ve been very 

male centered. Yeah, so I think that’s brought out sort of a more 

impassioned, activist-y layer in lesbian communities a lot of times. 

Efforts toward making diverse lesbian spaces were critical because, as Susan puts it, 

these projects were “creating things that needed to be, um, spaces that needed to be made 

because they weren’t there.” 

Constructing Places in the Margins 

 If our goal is to offer some degree of equality in available public spaces for 

socializing, gathering, and organizing to marginalized communities like lesbian women, 
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gays and lesbians of color, and perhaps to other marginalized sexual communities, then 

we are still left with an issue. It is clear from these narratives that such places do not exist 

frequently or prominently within the mainstream spaces that have come to be associated 

with the LGBTQ community. These stories about constructing alternative options and 

negotiating new marketplaces give some hope, but they certainly do not constitute equal 

access to urban space for these populations. 

 These marketplace-focused narratives suggest that communities of marginalized 

groups within gay and lesbian communities do come together in the city, and they do 

have a shared interest in places in which they will experience a sense of belonging and 

feel that they have opportunities that are not limited by their identity groups. These 

narratives suggest that such marketplaces are not constructed in similar ways to the 

LGBTQ “umbrella” community, however, nor are they similar to communities or places 

populated by gay, usually white, men. These places must be continuously reconstructed, 

and they cannot be taken-for-granted as a part of the city landscape in Philadelphia. 

When these places do appear, they can be invisible to those who do not know about them, 

and they can be ephemeral since they could disappear and revert back into another kind 

of place when the event is over. 

 It is unclear if public places for these groups do not appear geographically in more 

long-lasting ways because members of these groups are unlikely to utilize them 

consistently, or if this has to do with the structural factors that limit the availability of 

spaces. It may be the case that this is a situation not unlike women’s high school athletics 

teams before the establishment of Title IX by the U.S. government. It was assumed that 
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women would be uninterested in participating in such activities, and these assumptions 

were attributed to the presumed “nature” of gender differences, even though these 

cultural assumptions in and of themselves can sometimes have the effects of a self-

fulfilling prophecy. It may be the case that the only reason we do not see these places 

appearing even in the LGBTQ-friendly neighborhoods of Philadelphia is, at least in part, 

due to structural inequalities and longstanding differences in available resources along 

both gendered and racial lines. 

 At this time, however, it is at least clear that these communities are not without 

options. Transitional space use is one way that marginalized or underrepresented 

communities can temporarily negotiate the appearance of their own places in the city. 

The use of transitional space is not without its drawbacks, though, such as the extra work 

involved in finding the pre-existing space, negotiating with owners or managers of 

spaces, and communicating the new meaning. It is difficult to believe that this strategy 

alone could be enough to compensate for what may be lost without access to more stable 

and visible places in the geography of a city like Philadelphia. Meanwhile, the use of 

private space still remains a viable option, and the ability to bridge gaps between private 

spaces is easier than ever with modern communication technology. Finding places like 

these, or meeting others in the absence of a stable marketplace may be tricky, but there 

are at least some options on the table.  
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CHAPTER 5 

NEIGHBORHOODS AND EVERYDAY ASSIMILATION  

The ideologies and identities people bring to interactions shape their 

assessment of community. In this case, nostalgia for identity-based 

community influences association of “Community” with the “ghetto,” and 

a commitment to integration and a desire for freedom from forms of 

obligation associated with narrower sexual identities encourage 

recognition of a sense of ambient community. Indeed, neither my 

informants’ sense of loss nor of ambient community could fully exist 

without the other. For this reason, this article calls for analyses not just of 

place-based communities’ structures and institutions, but also of how 

actors experience and conceptualize local ties. - Japonica Brown-Saracino 

(2011) 

Shifting Toward Assimilation 

 The connections and disconnections between gays and lesbians of various groups 

can sometimes be seen in the ways that groups and individuals relate to places. Relations 

to specific places, like the Gayborhood, can also facilitate connections or promote 

disconnections. While there is a complex negotiation here between both group and 

individual senses of belonging as well as exclusion, these narratives have focused on the 

processes of how people conduct common everyday tasks like socializing, finding 

partners, dating, engaging in political activism, and so on. I have collectively referred to 

these as marketplace narratives, since they represent the way people seek out 

opportunities within a marketplace. In these cases, though, their goals are often structured 

by sexual identities, and their opportunities are shaped by the places in which these 

markets are located. 

 Narratives like these were not typically used by people, when talking about how 

they decided where to live. I started to realize this when I discovered that only one of my 
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participants lived in the Gayborhood,, and most of them did not even want to live there. 

Some people worked in the Gayborhood, but many did not even work near it. The 

closeness to other gays and lesbians, the perception of being around similar others, and 

the availability of making sexual, romantic, or social connections were not the focus of 

discussions about housing. 

 Instead, assimilation narratives were prominent in participants’ stories about how 

they found a place to live and how they negotiated daily life in their neighborhoods. 

These narratives focused on an evaluation of the potential risks of having one’s sexual 

identity known and an evaluation of the potential costs of living in a particular 

neighborhood as a gay, lesbian, or queer person. The subsequent identity management 

involved considering how concerns about sexual identity interacted with various other 

key factors in choosing a place to live. Sexual identity was infrequently the most 

important factor in these choices. It continued to be an influential factor, however. 

 Unlike narratives about the closet common in the past, my participants generally 

put little effort into hiding their identities. While they did not always readily identify 

themselves as gay or lesbian, they did not go out of their way to curb suspicions. 

Sometimes they did deliberately identify themselves, and occasionally people hid their 

sexual identities in situations where they felt it might be problematic, but these were rare 

circumstances. Narratives about living in the closet and the desire to come out, to be in 

close proximity to new social and support networks, and the need to be near others as one 

navigated new forms of sexuality were powerful in past accounts of  gay and lesbian 
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choices to live in enclaves in the past. The closet was no longer a common symbol in 

guiding the residential narratives that adult gays and lesbians shared with me. 

 I found that the shift toward assimilation narratives meant a move toward finding 

or creating everyday situations in which sexual identity was unlikely to be problematic, 

and in which participants could focus on negotiating other aspects of their lives. The 

decisions that participants made were focused on attempting to reduce the identity 

management work they would need to do on an everyday basis. Understanding how gays 

and lesbians lived outside of traditional enclaves was not just about exploring the 

experiences and concepts that Japonica Brown-Saracino mentions in the quote at the start 

of this chapter. It was also about understanding the management and work that went into 

crafting these experiences. 

 Most people in the study tried to make choices that were likely to minimize what 

they saw as the largest potential issues that would require effort to resolve, while also 

reducing any resource costs as best as they could. This was true across the board, but 

since sexual identity was not viewed as something negotiable,
16

 the process of 

negotiation focused instead on other factors. In addition, prior to daily negotiation 

processes, participants were likely to focus their choices on a limited list of pre-selected 

neighborhoods where they were unlikely to encounter harassment or discrimination on 

the basis of sexual identity.  

                                                 

 

16
 Sexual identity was not discussed as negotiable most often because participants felt that their sexuality 

was immutable. Among certain more radical or queer identified participants this was still discussed as a 

non-negotiable point, but it seemed as though they had made choices they were unwilling to reconsider. 
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 I cannot say that heterosexuals do not do some kinds of sexual identity 

management work. Negotiating relationship and marital status, for example, can be 

complex even for straight-identified people. It is not my goal to do so, however. Instead, I 

simply want to provide some clear examples of how sexuality matters for gay and lesbian 

individuals in various situations, which may or may not be different. I found that even 

when it was not explicitly mentioned, sexuality was consistently an influential factor 

across the narratives of gays and lesbians from different backgrounds. It is not necessarily 

the gay or lesbian identity itself, but rather the perception that sexual identity matters in 

the context of place that remains consistent, while the particular way that it is negotiated 

– before or after choosing a place – can vary from situation to situation. 

Identifying and Eliminating Residential Options 

 One of the most common starting points in narratives about how to choose a place 

to live was in identifying the criteria that would render a given place as eligible or 

ineligible. With these criteria established, people were able to determine if a particular 

place would meet their most basic needs. This initial pre-selection of places tended to 

begin with participants’ recognition that there were potential risks for them because of 

their minority sexual identities. The same rights, privileges, and opportunities are not 

available everywhere. While marketplace narratives discussed earlier focused on 

maximizing these opportunities, here we see how assimilation narratives focus on 

attempting to assess and minimize the barriers against gaining access to these. In places 

where barriers were perceived to be sufficiently low, the possibility of assimilation and 
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the additional work required to manage identities and risks or to access opportunities was 

also seen as low. 

 Kate explained in chapters 3 and 4 that she did not frequent the Gayborhood or 

the lesbian bar in Philadelphia. She was not heavily involved with the LGBTQ 

community, and she lived in neighborhood near the border of West Philadelphia that she 

viewed as black and mostly straight. Still, she did like to be around other lesbians, and 

she used her softball team as a way to connect. She chose to live in Philadelphia rather 

than closer to her hometown on Long Island, NY. Sexual identity was not the only factor 

in her choice to live in this area, but it was an important one. 

I chose to live out here, I mean of course money and the cost of living are 

certainly the biggest factors, for me. I have friends here I’m not going to 

make on Long Island. I can be gay here, I could be who I want here, which 

if I live in that town with my family, I would have to kind of hide who I 

was, or live my life a certain way, or move away from that town and go 

someplace else in Long Island. So, for me, my community and my 

friendships, and being able to be completely out, was really important 

enough to live in Philadelphia. 

 Participants relied upon sexual identity to establish criteria and identify 

neighborhoods where they would not live. Sexual identity was not as commonly used as a 

criterion for inclusion when judging options. Places where the risks were too high or 

where participants did not feel they would have the opportunity to be considered full and 

equal “citizens” were often ruled out as residential options. It was not as common for 

participants to view this process as one in which they started with no options and 

included particular neighborhoods based on their sexuality 

 Grace was a 46-year-old mother of one boy. She described herself as mixed-race, 

as is her child. She was half white and half Asian, while her son was half white and half 
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black. She and her wife lived together with their son in West Mount Airy but close to 

Germantown. She saw the area as a gay-friendly neighborhood with a large population of 

lesbians – especially those with families. She told me about a story when she was looking 

for a job in education and she recognized that their sexual identities limited the potential 

options. The memory stood out to her because she had to resist a career speaker’s notion 

that all places are equally accessible. 

The speaker... said something like, “You can’t rule out any location.” And, 

I stepped in pretty forcefully and said, “Some of us have to.” You know 

that when I was looking at positions to interview for, I would take every 

single one of them to my partner, and I would say, “Do you feel like this is 

a place where we could live?” So, Texas was just out. Virginia was out. 

Florida was out. You know, not because there weren’t good [workplaces] 

there. Not because there weren’t good queer communities there – there 

are. But, we were able to do a second parent adoption. So, my partner gave 

birth to our son, and then I adopted him about seven months later, six or 

seven months later. And, I think the states have been really good about 

recognizing adoptions, but there are some that won’t. 

 While Grace’s initial discussion with her wife focused on the state level, after 

determining that Philadelphia was a place they would be willing to move to, they began 

to examine local Philadelphia neighborhoods. She pointed out that sexual identity may 

seem like a relatively small factor on the surface, but it actually had a large impact in that 

it caused them to eliminate certain neighborhoods as options altogether. 

I think with housing, it’s really hard to say, because like, if there was a 

neighborhood that was otherwise perfect, but was very sort of fill-in-the-

blank, such that it wouldn’t be very, you know, let’s say wouldn’t be queer 

friendly, I can imagine all the other things that would go along with that. 

You know? Which would then make it unfriendly in all these other ways. 

A neighborhood where everything was super convenient, and it was really 

easy to be a mom, but people were bigots, I can’t imagine that they would 

be more bigoted against us as a lesbian family and less bigoted against us 

as a mixed-race family. It seems like those things are just always going 

together in our society, and so it’s almost like, I guess it doesn’t feel like 

the queer part of the decision making is a huge part, but then you know, 
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again, if somehow there were this perfect neighborhood but it was queer 

unfriendly, I mean I couldn’t see living there, but I also can’t imagine 

what that neighborhood would look like. 

 We can also see that race was important to Grace and her family, as well as being 

a parent. Here we begin to see the interaction between sexual identity and other factors. 

Grace lived in Mount Airy, a popular neighborhood among many lesbian women 

according to my participants. Mount Airy was also populated by people with above-

average socio-economic means, and it had a large mixed-race population. Grace’s 

statement about an “otherwise perfect” neighborhood points to her thoughts about other 

factors like these, but as she mentions, an unfriendly local attitude toward gays and 

lesbians could have eliminated the choice from her family’s options. 

 The interaction between sexual identity and other factors was not as clear for 

everyone. In chapter 3, Dianne explained that she enjoyed being around other gay people 

and visiting places like the Gayborhood with her wife to accomplish this. When she 

discussed how she and her wife were thinking about where they would live, she initially 

insisted to me that sexuality was an influence on their selection criteria. As we talked, she 

started to shift her views closer to Grace’s model of using sexual identity to exclude 

rather than include. She reflected on this when talking about her family’s prospects for a 

second home near Rehoboth Beach in Delaware, a well-known gay and lesbian vacation 

spot. 

Yeah, I don't think sexuality was really important for us. I don't know. But 

see then I say that and then I think you know there are a lot of places down 

in Sussex County where the beach is, and we could probably be on the 

water and not be in Rehoboth, and were not looking there. So I don't 

know. Maybe it is subconsciously playing a part. 
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 The influence of sexual identity on these decision making processes can be subtle, 

and so it does not always appear overtly in these narratives about picking places. Instead, 

people sometimes discussed concepts like “comfort” and “safety,” or like Grace did 

above they pointed to the relatively liberal atmosphere of a neighborhood as an indicator 

that the potential for assimilation was high and the risks were likely to be low. 

 Gregory was a 47-year-old, gay, white male who I introduced in Chapter 3 in his 

discussion of the umbrella community and shared political views. He also told me about 

the process of moving to Philadelphia, in his case from New York. He wanted to find the 

kind of place to live that would meet his criteria but also make him feel comfortable. He 

explained how his initial tour of his apartment building helped him choose that place to 

live because it made him feel welcome. 

I like the fact that when I was touring the building, I noticed people of all 

different ages, colors. It just seemed to be representative of a very diverse 

population, didn't seem like you were all homogenous type of setting. I 

liked that... I mean, I have known from people I had inquired with prior to 

moving in about the gay representation here... It seemed like there were 

just enough. It's certainly not like a gayborhood in that respect. But that 

was ok. For me, that's not the end all, be all for finding a property or 

settling on a property. For me it's finding that balance. Where some people 

have to live in what’s commonly referred to as the “fruit loop,” I don't 

have to, because I consider my sexuality one of many aspects of who I am. 

Conversely, I wanted to be comfortable and not feel like the outsider or 

the anomaly. 

 In addition to using Center City’s diversity as an indicator that he would be 

unlikely to be an outsider in his apartment building because he was gay, Gregory also 

said that his sexual identity was just one factor among many. A desire to assimilate into 

local neighborhoods and communities was common among participants, especially those 

approaching middle age and those who were buying properties. Since the Gayborhood 
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was viewed as an insulated population, assimilation was not possible there. This often 

eliminated it as a choice. Meanwhile, many participants told me how their sexual identity 

did not cause problems for them in the neighborhoods they did choose.  

 Carlos was a Puerto Rican man we met in Chapters 3 and 4. Though he had 

moved to the mainland decades ago, he moved to Philadelphia for his career in mental 

health services about ten years ago. He lived with his husband of eight years, who was 

also Puerto Rican, though he explained that this was coincidence. They purchased their 

home in East Passyunk, just south of Center City, about seven years before our interview. 

East Passyunk has maintained good home values, and it has a higher proportion of 

Hispanic residents than most other gay friendly neighborhoods in Philadelphia. He said 

they were happy both with their home and living in their neighborhood. 

 Carlos explained: 

We decided to live closer to the city. But we didn’t want to move into 

Center City, and we certainly didn’t want to move into the “Gayborhood.” 

One of the things that I like about my neighborhood and where we live, 

the East Passyunk area, is that we’re out. We’re comfortable. We go 

anywhere and are comfortable with [public displays of affection] 

anywhere, and it’s like nothing. We’re pretty much part of the community 

here. 

 While the focus of his story is on assimilation, it is not mutually exclusive from 

the consideration of marketplaces. They did not want to be far from Center City, or from 

the Gayborhood where Carlos’s husband worked. When I asked Carlos what he thought 

about living in a gay or lesbian identified neighborhood, like an enclave, he told me quite 

bluntly: 

My first thought was, “Ew,” for the same reason we don’t live in the 

Gayborhood. It’s just too much of a singular perspective. I love the fact 

that we have kids around. Yeah, I love the fact that kids play around our 
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street. Not that gay people... Gay people are able to adopt kids, not that 

that doesn’t happen. But it’s kind of nice that it’s just a regular 

neighborhood, and we just happen to be gay there. 

 Kate’s story also expressed an interest in assimilation, but her feelings that she did 

not want to live within the Gayborhood were much stronger: 

I think that everyone gets lumped into “gay” and like, I don’t want a 

tranny hooker on my corner. And like, I’ll accept you, you’re a tranny 

hooker, that’s great. But, I don’t want a hooker on my corner no matter 

where I live. So, I certainly don’t want to be living there, and have to go to 

7-eleven, and there’s a tranny hooker on the corner. And I think you don’t 

really get a choice in that. You can’t really find any gay neighborhoods 

that don’t have that other aspect of gay life. And it would just get loud all 

the time. That’s how I would imagine it. I don’t know if that’s realistic, 

but I don’t always want there to be a gay dance party outside my front 

door. You know, I want to be able to go there and leave there. 

 When it came to where they wanted to live, participants looked for signals that 

their sexual identity could be managed to allow for assimilation. Choosing a place 

described as “diverse” or “comfortable” were the most common ways to do this, since a 

relatively liberal neighborhood was taken as a sign that risks would be low. 

Neighborhoods like Center City and Mount Airy had a great deal of racial and ethnic 

diversity, for example, while West Philly and University City have a large presence of 

younger people and the universities which are often associated with a more liberal 

atmosphere. 

Negotiating Multiple Neighborhood Influences 

 In chapter 2, I described several neighborhoods as more gay-friendly or tolerant 

than other places in Philadelphia, and they were popular residential neighborhoods for 

my participants and the gay and lesbian people that they knew. These neighborhoods 
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were all pointed out to me as places I was likely to find gays and lesbians living, but most 

were not especially marked by or identified with gay or lesbian communities. These were 

the areas in which many people felt they could just live comfortably without significant 

concerns that their sexual identity would preclude their citizenship, and about two-thirds 

of my respondents lived in these neighborhoods. 

 Since relatively little work needed to be done to hide, manage, or cope with costs 

related to sexual identity in these neighborhoods generally, participants focused on other 

decision making factors when choosing a specific neighborhood or home. Carlos 

summarized the key decision making factors for him and his husband. 

For where I live now, decision-making factors, cost was the first one. 

Convenience, because we’re close to public transportation. And also, 

feeling like we can lead open lives. That was really important. The fact 

that we bought from a gay couple who had already warmed up the 

neighborhood. These are south Philly white folk. I’m not sure if you know 

them, but they’re not the most open-minded folk in the world. Yet they’ve 

just been amazing with us, just completely amazing. 

 Things like cost of living, rent, public transportation, parking, local amenities, and 

commuting time were all commonly mentioned factors in deciding on specific 

neighborhoods and places to live. These were often considered separately from sexuality, 

but concerns about sexual identity were sometimes mentioned right along with this list. 

Some factors like safety and race emerged as having slightly more complex meanings, 

and strong influences like family might prove more powerful than other decision making 

factors. 
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Negotiating Safety 

 Common to the various types of neighborhoods that participants discussed as the 

most common choices or most desirable choices was “safety.” All participants discussed 

safety in their neighborhoods to one extent or another, a common consideration for most 

people in evaluating neighborhoods regardless of sexual identity. Typical safety concerns 

include robbery, violence, and sexual assault. For all of the participants in this study, 

however, there were elements of their concerns for “safety” based on vulnerability 

connected with their sexual identities. 

 Choosing to live in a “safe” neighborhood did not just mean living where you 

were unlikely to get mugged or have something stolen from your car. Spending time in a 

safe place also meant that managing concerns like sexual identity, gender, or race could 

be put aside to some extent. A safe place provided a break from the everyday work of 

considering the impact one’s identities might have on social interaction. This might apply 

in many ways, but gays and lesbians consistently described their sexual identity as one of 

their primary concerns in narratives that included the possibility of stress from 

misunderstandings to violence. 

 Michael was a 31-year-old, gay identified Latino man. He was single, well-

educated, and he spent a great deal of his time at work in North Philadelphia as a 

therapist in a community with a large minority population and high rates of poverty. Most 

people did not think that an area like the one his office was in was safe, but he did not 

seem to mind. He had also grown up and lived in various parts of Philadelphia during his 

life. He explained his nuanced understanding of safety when he talked about moving into 
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the Northern Liberties neighborhood, where he lived at the time. He pointed out that 

thinking about safety and being aware of one’s sexual identity went hand-in-hand. 

I think that queer people don’t want to live in a non – well, ok, alright – let 

me not make a generalization. Most people don’t want to live in a place 

that’s unsafe, right? And if a place is unsafe, generally speaking, it is 

probably unsafe for queer people, probably. Like if it’s a high risk 

neighborhood... the likelihood that it is more risky for queer people in 

terms of their safety is higher, I would say. So who wants to live in a risky 

neighborhood? Most people don’t unless that’s how you make your 

money. But most people don’t say, “I really want to live there.” So I 

wanted to live in a place that I think was going to be more risky in terms 

of my safety, and I guess that if it’s not that unsafe then it’s probably not 

that un-queer friendly. 

 Safety was not always seen as a given, however. Ruby, the lesbian African-

American woman in her late twenties who spoke in Chapters 3 and 4, considered her area 

in Graduate Hospital, just north of Point Breeze, to be a reasonably safe place. She did 

not describe it as particularly gay or gay-friendly, though, and she mentioned several 

times in our interview that she thought about her safety. She said that she did not do 

anything that would specifically make her sexuality known to her neighbors. 

No I don't think I've done that. I don't think I've ever, ever done. I don't 

think I've made it a point to promote [my sexual identity]. Not in my 

home, like I do maybe somewhere else, but not in my home. I’m 

concerned about safety being a woman here. 

 She lived on the border of Center City, another area thought to be fairly liberal 

with a high population density and moderate racial mixing in many neighborhoods. 

However, she also lived near Point Breeze, where there was a great deal more urban 

blight, lower property values, lower income, and tension between the high proportion of 

minority residents and incoming property developers. Ruby’s assessment of safety in her 

immediate residential area likely incorporated these and other factors. 
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Safety in the Intersections 

 Safety concerns could also become complicated when individuals talked about 

concerns regarding multiple marginalized identities. Ruby recognized in her previous 

quote that making her sexual identity known might risk increasing her vulnerability 

especially because she was a woman. She was not the only one to suggest something like 

this. Grace also discussed the intersection of safety with identity, but she focused on the 

ways that race factored into her family’s evaluation of safe neighborhoods. 

When we came up to look at neighborhoods, we looked a little bit in West 

Philly, but really Mount Airy... seemed like it had everything we were 

looking for in a neighborhood. It seemed like there were lots of families 

around. Our son was fifteen months when we moved? So it seemed kid 

friendly. It seemed really diverse. Our son is mixed race, African-

American/Caucasian, and we wanted to make sure that we would feel 

comfortable in the neighborhood; try to pick a neighborhood where we 

would be treated well. People wouldn’t be, you know, spitting at us in the 

street or anything. So there were some neighborhoods that were very 

obviously out... We wouldn’t even consider. South Philly doesn’t have a 

reputation for being friendly towards anybody that’s not 100% white. And 

I’m mixed race... I think most of our decision making was around [our 

son], but some of it was for us. 

As I mentioned in Chapter 2, Mount Airy has a history of community efforts promoting 

racial integration, and especially West Mount Airy showed nearly even proportions of 

white and black residents. Germantown typically has high proportions of black residents. 

Only two neighborhoods in South Philadelphia were popular among gay and lesbian 

participants, and East Passyunk was still majority white. When thinking about 

neighborhoods, the race of residents who already lived there mattered. 

 Race was also something that Carlos noticed and that he and his husband 

considered when moving to East Passyunk. In their case they chose a neighborhood based 
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in part on their sense of comfort, but comfort in this context meant they believed race 

would not cause a problem. 

You have to also factor in the race factor. We’re both Puerto Rican, and 

most Puerto Ricans live in North Philly. So, we’re kind of like the only 

two Puerto Ricans on my entire block. It was just a matter of where do we 

feel comfortable. So, that was part of it. 

The profile of East Passyunk in Chapter 2, Table 2, suggests that the neighborhood has a 

much higher proportion of Hispanic residents than most other neighborhoods popular 

among gays and lesbians. While Carlos may not have felt that there were many others 

like him around, it is possible that his sense of comfort was informed by the presence of 

people in a similar racial group in more subtle ways. 

 Nadine was a 57-year-old, black lesbian living in West Philadelphia, but she did 

not live near University City. She lived in a neighborhood similar to Kate’s: closer to the 

city’s borders, primarily black, and which she saw as mostly working-class families. This 

was the neighborhood in which she had grown up, because she was helping to take care 

of her aging mother. She had needed to move after ending a relationship almost a year 

prior, and returning to her former home in West Philadelphia was the transition that made 

the most sense to her at the time. She worked two jobs, one at a community service group 

that she had founded herself and another in retail, so she was busy with her work 

schedule most of the week. Still , she felt as though she was connected with her neighbors 

and the local community. 

 Nadine has lived there long enough that she said her neighbors knew about her 

sexual identity, but she also told me that negotiating this was not always easy in black 

neighborhoods like hers. Nadine did not want to eliminate her neighborhood as a 
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residential option, however, because she had family and friends there, and at the time it 

provided for her needs. In her story about the safety risks at the intersection of race and 

sexual identity, she focused on managing her expectations in African-American 

neighborhoods: 

There are differences in how people are treated in our African-American 

neighborhoods. There is a difference between how a gay or lesbian man or 

woman is treated versus if you were in Drexel Hill – I'm just saying use 

that as an example – or even South Philly, and how a white family or 

primarily white community handles their gay or lesbian neighbors, there is 

a difference. I think, for some reason is there's a lot more aggression, and 

not necessarily positive aggression that's dealt with...in the black 

community. Black men think you are taking their women. Now they ain’t 

ever talked to them before, but now they’re eliminated. You know they 

only had a small margin anyway, so now you really, you took away 

yourself, now you're takin' away someone else. So, and I could be wrong, 

but in my experience, Johnny and I'm saying Johnny as in European white 

atmosphere and family, has never been a threat... Unless you have the real 

knuckleheads. I mean they're just, “You're Gay?! What?!”... But you don't 

have that same kind of aggression, it is harsher on the black side. Cause 

now we've “ruined the whole family structure,” everything. 

 While race clearly plays a role here, Nadine’s neighborhood is mostly working-

class, which could also influence her observations. Drexel Hill is a more affluent 

neighborhood, but she shifts her example to use South Philly, where many of the 

neighborhoods are both white and working or lower-middle class areas. This suggested 

that she wanted to find a more comparable white neighborhood. 

 While safety concerns are a common topic in urban sociology, we can see here 

that there is often an identity-specific element to the evaluation of safety in particular 

neighborhoods. Even race did not just mean race when it came to evaluating 

neighborhoods. While neighborhoods were not always eliminated as options because 

sexual identity was perceived as problematic, they were sometimes being eliminated 
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because “safety” was seen as a potential problem. This term could be related to sexual 

identity, however, or it could be linked with other identities like gender or race when 

thinking about more general concerns about crime, harassment, or violence. 

Family and Children 

 Those with children spoke a great deal about the ways in which their 

responsibility to their families took precedence over other concerns when choosing a 

place to live or work. Often, when discussing their families, these individuals were quick 

to note that their identity as a parent and the needs of their children superseded their 

identity as gay or lesbian when it came to determining factors in where they were going 

to live. 

 Grace noted earlier that a great deal of her and her wife’s decision about a 

neighborhood was in thinking about their family. Mount Airy, where they lived, not only 

had comfortable homes and high property values, but also a high proportion of other 

families living there as well. Here she points out that their sexual identities were also 

clearly a part of their considerations, but their identities as mothers and the needs they 

perceived for their son won out. 

It’s hard for me to sort of disentangle our choice of neighborhood, like, 

except that, it’s not that I ever think we’re not lesbians. I guess, every now 

and then, I go, “Oh yeah, we’re lesbians. There are some people out there 

who hate us.” But, it’s more like we’re moms. That’s mostly what our 

family is about is catering to a tall and extremely energetic small person 

who needs to be constantly socialized. 

 Dianne and her wife had two young children. Dianne had the children during her 

previous marriage to a man, but she now had primary custody. She and her wife acted as 

equal parents to the children. While she explained in chapter 3 that she and her wife often 
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came into Philadelphia and visited the Gayborhood to be “out” in the LGBTQ 

community, when it came to choosing a house and a good neighborhood, schools for her 

children and a convenient commute to work every day took priority. 

It's probably a more affluent house. We chose that because of the kids. 

Because it was close to the school, and it was, it was a good place for, it 

was good place to get the kids to school and for us to get to work where 

we were working at the time we bought it. We didn't really take our 

sexuality or lifestyle really into concern all. If we had, well I mean I 

shouldn't say that. I mean we kind of were thinking about it, but sort of 

affirmatively decided to pick the place that was least conducive to that. 

Because, being close to the kids’ school, and being close to work kind of 

trumped all of that... At the time we were looking for a house, we were 

looking in the city … where we thought we would be. You could be more 

out and more open, or we would really ultimately like to be down in 

Rehoboth near the beach houses. But the schools down there aren't good 

and the schools up north are better. So we kind of let the kids trump all on 

that. 

 Considerations for children were always placed in the forefront of narratives 

about decision making, even in cases where sexual identity was still influential. In the 

case of Rick, who I also introduced in Chapter 3, his children did not live with him in his 

Center City apartment on the northwestern outskirts of the Rittenhouse neighborhood. He 

had moved in with his partner after living directly in Rittenhouse, but he needed to live 

somewhere that he could easily travel to his kids or them to him. He felt his sexual 

identity “was a factor to the extent that I wanted to be in an urban environment and 

couldn't see myself in the suburbs as a direct result of how I identify myself as being gay. 

It would be more difficult.” However, he had to balance this with his familial obligations. 

In his case, Rick did not want to move to a family-populated neighborhood away from 

the heart of the city like Mount Airy or West Philly. For him, the compromise meant 

living accessible to his kids because he was near regional public transportation. 
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 Vic, meanwhile, did not have children but he and his partner of 28 years were 

responsible for a great deal of the care and effort in raising his niece. He was in his late 

fifties, and he was white and identified as gay. He had not always been out of the closet 

to his family or in his neighborhood, but he told me that in recent years he was out in 

most areas of his life. He and his partner also needed to help take care of Vic’s aging 

parents until they passed away a short time before the interview. He told me that that they 

might live somewhere different, but his obligations to his family members simply 

precluded that possibility for them. 

My mom, my dad were getting up in years, and I knew the time would 

come when they would need my help. Which they did. My mom died in 

’05. My father died in ’09. And I don’t really regret the fact that I was here 

for that, and I suppose that I could honestly say if I had to do it all over I 

would. But, the thought does now cross my mind, that, you know... we are 

free now, to go and live where ever we choose. And, I'm sure as the year 

or years, as they start to go by, we probably will eventually live in a like, a 

more gay-friendly [neighborhood]. 

 It seems likely that many couples can choose to refocus their residential choices 

on their personal wants and needs after their family obligations have passed, and this has 

little to do with their sexual identity. The potential costs of this trade-off during family 

years can be very high for gays and lesbians who cannot pre-select or eliminate 

neighborhood choices because of their families, however. This could mean paying costs 

or putting in additional effort to make up for their sexual identity differences in 

unfriendly territory. 
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Managing in Unfriendly Neighborhoods 

 It was not always possible to eliminate the choice to live in a neighborhood that 

might be unfriendly or unsafe for gays and lesbians. This might mean that the only work 

gay and lesbian people could do was to cope with the potential ramifications of direct 

oppression. In some cases participants faced discrimination or violence, while in others 

they did not but their narratives included strategies for anticipating this kind of reaction 

and attempting to minimize their risks. 

 Vic lived in a working-class neighborhood in the southern part of South 

Philadelphia. It did not have the relatively high property values or typical income of a 

neighborhood like East Passyunk, nor did it have the same proximity to Center City as 

Point Breeze. He told me that people there could sometimes be intolerant or even hateful. 

He said that there were times in his neighborhood he had to deal with “angst” or “stress” 

because he did not feel comfortable there. As he mentioned earlier, he and his partner 

lived there because of his family obligations. Unfortunately this meant managing how 

they acted so that they would not solicit aggression from locals who might perceive them 

as gay. 

I think the thing that is not so good is, there are a lot of nights... when I'll 

say to [my partner], “Let's go out for a walk.” I mean, it would be great to 

be able to walk down my street and hold hands with him, you know? But 

that's something in this neighborhood that you can't do. 

 He did not describe this narrative in the simple black-and-white terms of the 

closet. He saw himself as out of the closet, but that did not mean that identity 

management was not necessary. He knew there could be risks. He told me about a time 

that he and his partner were attacked in their previous apartment in the same 
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neighborhood. This was the catalyst for why they had recently moved into the apartment 

they were living in at the time of the interview. 

To make a very long story short... There was a neighbor that lived upstairs 

that was an absolute hater. He came down to our place. He tried to break 

in. He had a gun. We called the cops... I hate to use this phrase, because it 

sounds so macho... But we ended up beating the living hell out of the guy. 

You know. And, I think it was more from just fear than just revenge or 

anger. ... We were the ones that got arrested for it. We were the ones that 

had to go to court for it. We were the ones that got three years’ probation 

for it. And, that kind of really disrupted my life, because I lost my job 

through that, like whole bit. 

 Carl, the 47-year-old, working-class, gay, white man who spoke in Chapter 3 

about racial differences in the LGBTQ community, also recognized that many 

neighborhoods in South Philadelphia, especially those away from Center City, were not 

very tolerant of gays and lesbians. He knew that people there would be more likely to 

hide their sexuality in their neighborhoods, unlike some other places in the city. He told 

me about his neighborhood, which was also on the south side of the city: 

Everyone that I know who is in South Philly lives a closeted life. So... this 

[area] would fall down there, as far as I’m concerned, like truly low on 

some sort of totem pole if you’re talking - I mean, yeah we’re talking way 

down here where moss is growing, ok - this area - this neighborhood... I 

find there’s nothing enjoyably gay about it, whatsoever. There’s not a 

moment where you could sit there and say, “Oh my god, look!” It’s like, 

“It’s got a [gay] moment!” It just doesn’t happen, ok? You never, ever - I 

never expect to see a fairy slide by here. Whereas, in Center City, you’ve 

got no idea what’s going to happen to you. And, so, that’s how I look at it. 

Tinkerbell is not going by anyone here, in South Philly. In Center City, I 

know I’ll see a Tinkerbell. 

 This did not mean that gays and lesbians were not there, however. Carl did know 

other gay people in the neighborhood, and he knew that they met other gay people there. 

He said that it was not out in the open, however, and people did work to hide it there. 
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I hate the fact that it is so, so homophobic. I have a friend who he doesn’t 

date anything but South Philly, Italian, married guys. I’m serious. He’ll go 

to a bar, and the first dude to turn around and tell him, “You’re a faggot,” 

is the dude he ends up going home and fucking... So, that’s what I mean. 

The hypocrisy of it all in South Philly - and there’s a lot of it - that’s what 

I hate. Truly, truly. 

 Ruby had rules about limiting public displays of affection with other women 

outside her home to manage these kinds of risks. While she noted that this might be 

different if she were at a bar or club, another social event, or just in a different place in 

the city, she deliberately limited her behavior outside her house so that she could mitigate 

potential problems. 

The perfect example of that is the “no holding hands when you cross down 

the street” kind of thing... That's something that I didn't wanna kind of 

parade around the neighborhood. Also, people are just watching, and I'm 

just concerned somebody in this neighborhood would see that, and even if 

they weren't gonna harass me on the street, they'd make a note that there's 

two women that live in that house, and only two women, and the maybe 

they'd watch the house and then some violence could come upon us 

because of that display, but it's not worth it. 

 Sometimes, the other factors involved in choosing a place to live meant that 

participants would end up living in a place that they could not eliminate from their list of 

options even if they were unsure if their sexual identity would be problematic. When it 

was unclear how difficult assimilation might be in neighborhoods like these, participants 

often responded by having rules or strategies to govern how they managed their identity 

in different kinds of contexts. 

 Dianne explained that her affluent, suburban residential neighborhood was not a 

“gay” or “lesbian” neighborhood at all. Raising her two children there with her wife 

meant that they had to place the importance of schools, street safety, and the availability 
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of amenities above any desire to be in a more lesbian-friendly or lesbian occupied 

neighborhood. “Be that as it may,” she told me, “We’re militantly out.” 

 She had a made straightforward rule about living in her neighborhood: 

We bring it up. We constantly bringing up, so there's no 

misunderstanding. Because we have kids, I think you have to be really 

open and upfront about that, because I never wanted to give the 

impression that this is something anybody is embarrassed of. You know? 

This is how it is, this is what it means. You know. We say to them 

constantly. We're gay. That's what that means. So when I introduced 

myself, I always crowbar into the conversation, “my wife...” I always 

force it out there. I always force into the conversation. At the kids’ school, 

you know, everything. 

 Furthermore, Dianne explained that making their sexual identity known to their 

neighbors and other parents in their community was something she saw as a 

responsibility to herself and her family. Rather than reacting to a possible scenario after 

the fact, she chose to take matters into her own hands. 

You always have that sort of – you know there are people that I come 

across that I fear that I'll have a reaction to because I know they're really 

religious or something like that and I don't really know very well. So I 

least kind of feel something with that, but I don't – I force myself to do it. 

I'm not a confrontational person, so I force myself to do it because I know 

I have to do it. Because the worst thing that could happen is if they say 

something about my husband and I have to correct. So I always force 

myself to bring it up. But I've never felt pressure from anybody to keep it 

to myself. You know I mean? Not that I can think of. 

 Kate had a different take on managing her identity in a far-West Philadelphia 

neighborhood that others might not think would have a good attitude toward gays and 

lesbians. She was the white lesbian who was living in a predominantly black, working-

class neighborhood, which was not at all like the West Philly neighborhoods that were 

more popular among other participants. She had moved into the neighborhood several 

months prior to our interview, and she said that she had deliberately moved there because 
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she liked the idea of living among minorities. While she was a sexual minority and her 

neighbors were often racial minorities, she viewed them as similar. 

 She worked at a nearby school whose population she also described as mostly 

Black. She told me that she did not make her identity known to her neighbors or students 

and did not initially describe either as gay or lesbian “friendly.” She told me that her 

sexuality had not been an issue for those around her. 

From the experience I’ve had with the black community, if you’re gay, 

you do your gay thing somewhere else. You don’t do your gay thing at 

home. And that’s just something that I picked up from working in a 

predominantly... black school in a black neighborhood. All my students 

were black, so you know. I think, from interaction I’ve had with parents, 

you just don’t talk about it. They kind of look at you, and if you’re gay, 

“Hmm.” But they don’t bring it up. So, that’s why I don’t think it’s gay 

friendly, just because it’s kind of not talked about. But I don’t know, 

maybe that is friendly. 

While I might have initially viewed Kate’s situation as something closer to a story about 

the closet, she did not see it this way. Her interpretation was that some people might have 

been able to guess (she had also told some of her coworkers), but the fact that they did 

not bring it up or make an issue of it constituted a kind of “friendliness.” This did come 

along with not bringing up or pointing out her identity, however. 

Workplaces and Closet Narratives 

 There was one everyday context in which the black-and-white identity 

management narratives of the closet sometimes returned. In the workplace, it was 

common for most participants to work among people who were heterogeneous in terms 

of sexual identity, at least as far as they were aware. Some stories maintained assimilation 

narratives in workplaces, but it was far more common than in neighborhoods to 
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deliberately hide one’s sexual identity. This was discussed differently from how people 

talked about the passive processes of simply not mentioning sexual identity or the more 

dynamic identity negotiation that was a part of typical assimilation narratives. 

 In some cases individuals simply made it a point to be “out” in their workplace in 

order to clear up any confusion or circumvent the surprise of unanticipated problems, 

much like Dianne did in her neighborhood and said she also did at work. Some people 

also picked workplaces that they knew would be friendly based on their perceptions of 

indicators like same-sex partner benefits, because it was located in a place like the 

Gayborhood, or because it was affiliated with the LGBTQ community directly. 

 It was very common for participants to pick and choose the people they would tell 

about their sexual identity or to have clear rules to govern who would know and the 

people from whom they would deliberately hide their sexual identities. These stories 

more closely mimicked narratives about living in or coming out of the closet. It was the 

only context in which such a rigid “in or out” closet narrative still came up during my 

research with adult gays and lesbians. 

 Michael, who appeared in the earlier section about safety, worked in a healthcare 

facility in North Philadelphia. That area was not viewed by many as a particularly gay 

friendly neighborhood, unlike where he lived in Northern Liberties which was quite 

popular among gays and lesbians. Our interview took place at his office, and I did not 

observe any notable indicators of his gay identity or the office’s attitudes toward gays and 

lesbians. 

 I asked Michael if he came out at work, and he answered: 



  179 

Yes, I always do, but I think that some things make it easier. So my first 

week, my first day that I was here, my boss gives me a summary of a few 

different meetings that I need to attend and one of them was an LGBT 

meeting. I was like ok, I don’t have to worry. So, things as subtle as that. 

And then later on [a coworker] tells me something about friends... and 

something about his partner, and the fact that they had gotten married. 

And he tells me later on that at week that they actually gave him like a 

check, like congratulations on your wedding, and everyone signed a card 

around the office. But ultimately it’s your decision on how open you are, 

right? And that at work, right ‘cause there’s all day, every day, people. 

You constantly make decisions about whether you come out. It’s an 

ongoing process. 

This negotiation is not quite like an assimilation narrative in that he did not let people 

make their own assumptions or feel like he was out if he was deliberately hiding his 

identity. 

 Not every workplace provided participants with signals that gays and lesbians 

would be accepted there. Vic, for example, had simply remained in the closet at his last 

workplace. Unlike Michael’s “always come out” rule for coworkers, Vic had an “always 

stay in” policy. While he made no specific statement about it, his stories about work 

suggested that a high presence of blue collar or working class people made him feel like 

his sexuality might not be accepted. 

 Kate relied upon other indicators to determine if her identity might be accepted at 

work. She mentioned earlier that her neighborhood and her workplace, a secondary 

school, were mostly populated by people that were black. She felt that the tendency for 

black communities she was around not to ask about sexuality could be considered 

“friendly” from the perspective that it was not made to be an issue. Even so, Kate put a 

lot of work into managing her identity. 
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 While she felt neither the need to disclose nor to hide her identity in her 

neighborhood, she put quite a bit of effort into deciding whom she would tell at work. 

Kate told me about how she thought of herself as out of the closet at work, but only 

among coworkers and with some indication they would be accepting. 

I think that I picked and chose who I told. But, I would identify myself as 

out at work, because if someone asked me, I wouldn’t lie. When I first got 

there, I never wore my engagement ring. I would wear it to professional 

development days. I didn’t wear it [teaching] because it was inappropriate, 

and it was a pretty significant rock. So, when we had a professional 

development day, like, I’d wear it because I love to wear it. It was 

beautiful, you know? And people would ask me, are you married? And I 

would say yeah, and if they went further I would tell them more details. I 

wore my wedding ring, which was a band with diamonds, and my students 

would ask me but I’d say no, I’m not married. So I would never tell my 

students, but the coworkers that were my age I told. It took me a little 

while with the older women, especially a lot of them are Muslim, so I 

didn’t know enough about them to know whether or not – like once I 

eventually understood that like… I’m thinking of one in particular. Once I 

knew she was cool and Muslim, like she wasn’t going to be like a problem 

for me, so once I knew that I kind of – I usually just drop it in a 

conversation. 

 Grace was much farther along in her career than Kate was, and Grace felt she had 

some security at work. She also talked about how she specifically chose only to work at 

places that she knew would be accepting and likely to offer institutional benefits like 

domestic partner insurance coverage. Even in her case, though, she needed additional 

rules about when to be out and when not to be. Much like Kate, she talked about being 

out with most of her colleagues in higher education. Neither Grace nor Kate were out to 

the students that they taught, and this kind of intentional hiding of identity with students, 

clients, and customers was not uncommon. Grace, Kate, and others did not see the effort 

of assessing or taking these risks as worthwhile in such a short-term relationship. 
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 Grace added that being in a different kind of place, especially because of work, 

could cause her to be deliberate about hiding her identity. Grace told me about a trip she 

took on which she met a gentleman who she believed might become a helpful contact for 

a work-related project, but she did not know how risky it might be for him to know about 

her sexual identity. 

We actually ended up having an incredibly lively hour-long conversation, 

and I’m hoping that his [workplace] might actually be a... site for one of 

my [projects], but maybe 45 minutes into the conversation, he looks at my 

wedding ring and says, “What does your husband do?” And, I made one of 

those on-the-spot decisions that I was just going to lie to him. It seemed 

like, just, you know, there was everything wrong with saying, “My 

partner, SHE is a therapist.” And so, I just said, “He is a therapist,” and 

answered his questions truthfully, just using the wrong gender 

 Narratives about being in or out of the closet were not the only stories about 

workplaces, but they were very common in discussions about work in ways that they 

were not when people talked about their neighborhoods. Intuitional indicators of 

acceptance or possible risks could give context for individuals to make more informed 

decisions, but given that the potential costs could be very high and risks could be 

unknown, assimilation narratives had not yet permeated stories about the workplace like 

they had in stories about neighborhoods. 

Queer Neighborhoods and Rejected Assimilation 

 It was not until about halfway through the process of interviewing that I first 

heard about the queer enclaves in West Philadelphia. Participants had mentioned that 

parts of West Philadelphia were gay or lesbian friendly, but only a few described the 

details of the neighborhood in detail with respect to its queer residents. Residential 
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narratives for most gays and lesbians did seem to move toward themes of geographical 

integration and social assimilation in mixed-sexuality neighborhoods, and ambient 

community
17

 when relating to other LGBTQ people. There were some communities in 

Philadelphia that very intentionally tried to maintain geographic proximity to one 

another, even residentially, on the basis of their gender and sexual identities. In these 

cases, participants did not rely on assimilation narratives. Instead, they relied on the kind 

of marketplace narratives that typically described organization into enclaves for gays and 

lesbians in the past. 

 In the previous chapter, I described smaller gatherings of groups in transitional 

private spaces. In these cases, spaces like private homes could be transformed to become 

open to social gatherings of radical queers. This style of gathering in West Philly was 

most common among those who felt they did not fully identify with the LGBTQ 

community at large, or who still expressed strong feelings of marginalization because 

they did not align with more normative or “mainstream” gay and lesbian identities 

(including their association with normative male and female gender roles). 

 Terry was 30 years old when we met for our interview. Terry was biologically 

female, but preferred to use the pronouns “they” and “them” as a way to maintain gender 

                                                 

 

17
 Ambient community is defined by Japonica Brown-Saracino (2011) as “a sense of belonging and a 

connection that arises from informal voluntary and affective ties forged among a heterogeneous collection 

of proximate individuals.” She notes these ties are largely fashioned around shared tastes and activities as 

well as a sense of safety and acceptance. 
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neutrality rather than having gender assigned
18

. They preferred to identify as 

genderqueer, but Terry explained that they spent many years identifying as lesbian and 

still felt a connection to the lesbian community. Terry identified as queer, however, and 

they primarily spent time with queer communities that prefer to reject more normative 

gender or sexual identities. 

 Terry described the difference between the ambient LGBTQ community 

associated with the Gayborhood in Center City Philadelphia and the queer enclaves of 

West Philly as they understood it. 

I think that especially in Center City the gay neighborhoods look very 

different than West Philly. It's mostly white men, it's less of an emphasis 

on the political aspects and more about partying or gyms are huge for that. 

It looks different and I wouldn't even say there's very much of a lesbian 

community in Philadelphia. Maybe like a small enclave in South Philly 

but not really in West Philly or Center City that I know of. I went to 

school in a very lesbian community in North Hampton and it was similar 

to the queer community but a little bit different. I think there is definitely 

more of an emphasis on pride, which the queer community doesn't really 

partake in. You don't see rainbows anywhere in West Philly. 

 When I asked Terry how much of a factor gender or sexual identity was in 

determining where to live, they responded quite bluntly: “It was THE factor.” Instead of 

having an interest in assimilation, an enclave or marketplace of shared queer identities 

and radical politics was more important. Two other radical queer participants, both 

preferring to identify as queer in terms of their gender and sexuality, agreed with Terry’s 

                                                 

 

18
 To respect Terry’s preference for gender neutral pronouns, I use “they” and “them” in this section with 

reference to Terry. These are used in the singular here and not in the plural unless a specific group is clearly 

indicated. 
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assessment. The enclaves were described to me as younger people who bonded because 

of these identities, but the groups there were also fractured. 

 Terry told me about their own recognition that moving toward social assimilation 

might mean moving toward social – and thus geographical – exclusion from the queer 

enclaves because of the radical identity politics that bonded the marketplace there but 

rejected assimilation as a social goal. In the event this happened, people might look for 

another neighborhood with similar diversity and costs of living in another part of the city. 

I am engaged, and I do plan on getting a legal marriage. But I also 

recognize that marriage is complicated and I think that's, that's something 

that's really coming down on our community as we age and are starting to 

think about our relationships and what kind of relationships we want to 

have. I’m starting to feel like quite a few of the couples who decided to get 

married did not feel like they could live in West Philly anymore and they 

just do Germantown. So it's a struggle. 

 It seems here as though the appearance of these enclaves mimics those that some 

gay communities and many lesbian communities were described as having in the latter 

half of the 20
th
 century. As gay and lesbian identities become more accepted by the 

general population in some areas, those who identify more comfortably with normative 

versions of gay or lesbian identities may be able to assimilate into other communities in 

any neighborhood perceived as “safe” or sufficiently tolerant of their presence. 

 Meanwhile, those whose communities are not very visible, not very normative, or 

that are not interested in assimilation c may still rely more heavily on geographically 

located enclaves and use marketplace narratives to describe their experiences living there. 

These can be difficult to identify for outsiders, of course. Researchers sometimes rely on 

census data, surveys, or information from insiders to initially locate hidden communities. 

As I pointed out in Chapter 2, West Philly is characterized by an interesting mix of high 
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property values, low rents, moderate racial mixing, and what is most likely a very large 

population of students and young professionals. These demographic indicators are easy 

enough to see, but indicators of a queer presence there are not so simple to identify. 

 Groups like the queer circles in West Philadelphia can be difficult, if not 

impossible, to locate unless you are a part of the group. Given the fluidity of queer 

identities and complex politics, people are not always easy to identify. Even those who 

are a part of the group do necessarily allow outsiders access to information. I asked Terry 

how I would find out where a queer party or event would be if I were interested. They 

told me quite frankly, “You would probably have to know.”  

Living Beyond the Closet and Shifting Narratives 

 All of my gay and lesbian participants described their adult lives as out of the 

closet, but they were not often living in the Gayborhood or looking for areas they knew 

they would have gay or lesbian neighbors. We can see in earlier chapters that the idea of 

a symbolic LGBTQ community can persist even without residential proximity. Sexual 

identity does not seem to directly dictate the specific neighborhoods where gays and 

lesbians will live, but it shows up as a factor in in narrowing down choices about possible 

neighborhoods. This is often accomplished by excluding neighborhoods where 

assimilation is not perceived as possible without significant effort or at all. 

 Research on the influence of sexual identity in choosing a place to live once 

placed a high level of importance on the proximity of gay and lesbian networks in what 

have been referred to as “gay ghettos” or gay/lesbian enclaves in cities for the benefits 

that can be found there. These decisions were also sometimes made with the 
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determination of the places that allowed one to be out of the closet versus the places 

where gays and lesbians would intentionally hide sexual identities. Neither marketplace 

nor closet narratives were used as much as assimilation narratives when talking about 

these daily life contexts with my participants. The legacy of these prior narratives was not 

completely absent either, though. These stories about choosing everyday places in our 

supposedly “post-closet” world do not show an exclusive trend toward assimilation. 

While assimilation narratives dominated these discussions, competing narratives about 

marketplaces and even the closet that appear in some contexts when assimilation seemed 

impossible, impractical, or undesirable. 

 Only a few of the people of color that I interviewed, and an even smaller number 

of whites, claimed that they made a neighborhood choice that was influenced by race. 

While we saw in the previous three chapters that both gay men and lesbians of color often 

thought about the implications of their race, as did many white lesbians and some white 

gay men, very few cited it as a factor in neighborhood choice. Only 8 of my 27 white 

participants lived in neighborhoods that might be considered reasonably racially mixed, 

like Mount Airy, West Philly, or some areas in Center City. Another 4 white participants 

lived in Point Breeze, which was majority black, but only 2 of them made statements that 

suggested the race of their neighbors was a factor in their choice to live there. 

 This does not necessarily mean race was not a factor for the others, of course. It is 

possible that racial dynamics were invisible in these narratives because they were 

expressed instead as class or family dynamics, which are often associated with racial 

segregation (Moore 2011). It is also possible that those most likely to make these 
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decisions based on their race are less likely to identify as “gay” or “lesbian” and thus less 

likely to be captured by a research project focused on these sexual identities (Brown-

Saracino 2014; Cohen 1996, 1999; Namaste 1996). Alternatively, it may be the case that 

de facto racial segregation in the United States does the “work” of this part of 

neighborhood selection, removing it from a narrative about the work that people will do 

when choosing (Charles 2003; Logan 2013; Massey and Denton 1993; Shapiro 2004). 

Just because it was not a part of the decision-making narratives discussed here does not 

mean that race did not have an influence on where people would or could choose to live, 

but it does tell us that there was at least one factor – and there are likely others – that are 

not easily or consciously visible. 

 This discussion of neighborhoods shows other ways in which some gays, lesbians, 

and queer people are entering the mainstream – by assimilating into mixed 

neighborhoods – but we also find that some of these people are not making this shift. The 

barriers that stand in the way of assimilation are still sometimes cultural and intuitional, 

but in some cases they are about the political projects of individuals and groups who do 

not want to assimilate. If nothing else, I can say there is at least one dialectical conflict in 

these narratives. In spite of all of these points, many participants living in the 

neighborhoods popular among gays and lesbians still insisted that sexual identity was not 

a major consideration in their choice of neighborhood, even when it contradicted their 

own statements. They go on to tell me about how they lived in areas where they saw 

other gays and lesbians, felt comfortable in their communities, were able to access 
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LGBTQ resources or social networks, or did not feel they were at high risk, as if these 

happened by coincidence. 

 Meanwhile, one-third of my participants did not live in a gay-friendly 

neighborhood, or one notably popular among gays or lesbians. With just one or two 

exceptions, all of these people had one or more mitigating factors like family, career, or 

finances that affected the neighborhoods that were viable choices for them. Sometimes 

this eliminated many or even all of the neighborhoods popular among gays and lesbians. 

Sometimes the remaining choices were affluent neighborhoods; sometimes they were 

poor or working-class neighborhoods. Sometimes these other areas were mostly white; 

sometimes they were mostly black. This seemed to depend largely on the intersectional 

context of each person’s situation. In all of these cases, however, people always had 

strategies for navigating their neighborhoods with their sexual identity in mind.  

 Another key process that was often absent in narratives about neighborhood 

choices and even about marketplace navigation in the Gayborhood was the way that gays, 

lesbians, and queer people learned about different places, what they meant, and how to 

navigate them. People could tell me a great deal about their neighborhoods, communities, 

and where they socialized, but this did not necessarily tell me how they went about 

finding those places and learning when and where to go.  
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CHAPTER 6 

FINDING GAY AND LESBIAN PLACES 

Research has pointed to the pivotal role of social networks in many 

aspects of life… Although studies of residential segregation have certainly 

discussed networks in the housing search, the role of networks has not 

been sufficiently elaborated in terms of the formation of preferences. Nor 

has there been attention to how in the residential housing search social 

networks can intersect with members; cultural tastes, habits, and status 

preferences. - Anette Lareau (2014) 

Locating LGBTQ Places 

 Even in the earliest studies of gay and lesbian geographies, researchers relied 

upon several different measures in locating gay and lesbian communities. Quantitative 

measures and many qualitative assessments showed some interesting possibilities, but 

measuring sexuality and sexual identity can often be problematic for various reasons 

including invisibility, hidden identities and behaviors, passing, incorrect identification, 

conflicting identities, lying on the part of participants, rejection of identity categories, and 

a potential lack of understanding on the part of researchers (Bernstein 2007; Brown-

Saracino 2014; Ericksen 2001; Lance, Anderson, and Croteau 2010; Moore 2011; 

Valentine 2007; Warner and Shields 2013). These issues have been no less a problem in 

relating sexuality and sexual identity to urban landscapes. 

 In work like Castells’s (1983) and Adler and Brenner’s (1992), the use of “key 

informants” from the community, as well as published materials like advertisements and 

guides, were instrumental additions to other measures in their attempts to locate gay and 

lesbian geographies. This process of information gathering receives relatively little 

attention, however. While these methods do make sense, they also rely upon the situated 
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knowledge of these informants. If researchers have had this difficulty, even when many 

of them are well-informed or LGBTQ community insiders, then how did these informants 

come to know so much? This process seemed to be largely taken-for-granted among my 

participants who could supply me with a great deal of local information but often 

struggled to tell me where they learned it in the first place. Published information 

appeared to contribute to this at least in part, but social networks – especially the use of 

new technology – appeared to have a great deal of influence on participants’ knowledge 

about local neighborhoods, communities, and places to go. 

 Participants often mentioned the usefulness of simple strategies like Internet 

searches or looking for physical markers for finding the Gayborhood in general. When 

naming specific names of places like bars, clubs, and organizations in the Gayborhood, 

however, people could not easily provide details about how they came to learn of the 

specific places they were telling me they visited or knew existed. Other than mentioning 

Internet searches, participants told me they simply knew because of “word of mouth.” 

 Aimee was 25 years old and lived with straight roommates in West Philadelphia. 

She was a white, lesbian woman who talked in chapter 4 about her experiences trying to 

meet other lesbians. Since she had only moved to Philadelphia about six months before 

the interview, she was able to tell me how she located lesbian places. She saw a paradox 

in how difficult it was for her to find information about other lesbians in the area. 

All these lesbians, I see them but I don't know if I can actually go over and 

talk with them. Where to find them socializing? It is tough to know, you 

might find out word of mouth. Your friends might say there's this party 

going on here do you want to go to it? You have to make friends with 

lesbians before you can do the things you want to do with lesbians. A little 

bit of a catch 22. 
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 Dianne had been living in the area for more than ten years. I noted in chapter 3 

that she had identified as a lesbian only a few years prior, however, and she left her 

marriage with a man. She began to explore the LGBTQ community in Philadelphia, and 

she was also able to remember a few more details. 

I only knew the – to be honest with you – I only knew the one place to go, 

and that was from a woman that I had gone out with you know when I 

thought I was straight. She knew it, and we went there. And then after that 

I was just crazy on the Internet looking stuff up to see what was going on. 

Philly Gay Calendar and all those list serves and all that kind of stuff. I go 

bananas with it to find out where people go, what's going on. 

The Philly Gay Calendar
19

 is a website where groups and organizations can list LGBTQ-

related events in the area.  

  Aimee’s and Dianne’s comments suggested that information gained through 

social ties were a major factor in finding out about places. They also mentioned looking 

information up online. Some participants casually mentioned the marked spaces in the 

Gayborhood with things like rainbow flags or stickers, but these were usually as if they 

had already known where to find them. I looked for common trends in the use of social 

networks and communication technology, given that these were my main leads. 

Social Networks and Residential Information 

 The process of finding gay and lesbian friendly neighborhoods in Philadelphia 

was somewhat more invisible than finding social spaces like the Gayborhood or bars. 

Some participants could only name a few neighborhoods they thought were gay or 
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 A website for listing LGBTQ events in Philadelphia: PhillyGayCalendar.com 
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lesbian friendly, while others had many details to share. Many of those who had been 

living in Philadelphia for more than one or two years told me that they just knew where 

many gay or lesbian neighborhoods in the city were, or that they could not remember 

how they learned. With regard to residential neighborhoods, the only other hints were 

suggestions that friends or acquaintances had informed people. I had difficulty making 

sense of the apparent absence of a narrative here, though upon reflection I realized I 

could not provide details about how I learned the information I knew prior to starting this 

research either. 

 Annette Lareau (2014), quoted at the start of the chapter, examines the process of 

choosing residential neighborhoods within her population of families in Choosing 

Homes, Choosing Schools. Her participants were concerned with many of the same 

decision making factors as mine, like safety, cost, amenities, and the quality of school 

systems
20

. She found, however, that participants did not always do very much work 

actually researching these specific topics. A few did, but most simply relied upon the 

knowledge of their collective social networks to help inform them about the safety or 

quality of neighborhoods that were within their socio-economic means. 

This did not mean that the information these networks “knew” was necessarily 

accurate. Some did more work researching or getting involved with schools, but many 

contacts had relied upon their own social networks to help with the work of learning 

about neighborhoods as well. As long as people trusted their social networks, information 

                                                 

 

20
 Lareau focuses her research on families with children, and the discourse about schools was always 

present. Only about a third of my participants had children or other family ties that would suggest particular 

interest in schools, though some of those who commented on this were planning families in the near future. 
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about sexuality, sex markets, and marketplaces was also conveyed through them in a 

similar way. Laumann (2004) explained: 

Social networks have distinct effects on sexual partnering through two 

major mechanisms: information and control. As for information, because 

social networks tend to be composed of people with similar characteristics 

and, therefore, structure contact between members, information of 

necessity circulates among members. This information includes where to 

go, whom to approach for introductions, and proper manners once 

introduced. For example, because the lesbian sexual marketplaces are 

widely dispersed and not easily identified, one of the most important 

functions of lesbian social networks is the dissemination of information 

about which bars or clubs are the most likely places in which to meet other 

lesbians. Social networks also convey information about the intentions of 

potential partners. For example, potential partners may be more likely to 

trust one another if they are introduced by a mutual friend than if they 

meet through a personal ad. 

 Lareau (2014) argues in part that the narratives and experiences of her participants 

do not necessarily reflect a complex process of gathering knowledge about these factors 

in choosing neighborhoods. Instead, she suggests that sometimes the knowledge 

participants have is simply a reproduction of the knowledge that exists in their social 

networks, and their neighborhood choices simply reflect the common discourse that is 

embedded in these networks. 

 Ralph was a 25-year-old, white university student who identified as gay. He lived 

in East Passyunk, and had moved there earlier in the year. Before he moved there, he had 

he had lived in West Philly with a friend and roommate while he was trying to figure out 

plans to work and return to school to complete his degree. He was living on a budget and 

needed to make sure that his residence gave him access to school and work. However, he 

still wanted to live in a gay-friendly neighborhood. 
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 While many participants had a great deal to say about how they chose the 

neighborhood they lived in, Ralph was able to tell me how he narrowed down his choices 

from any neighborhood to the ones he looked at most closely. 

I guess originally, it was just cause of the bars and restaurants in the area.  

Also, my best friend, or some of my best friends, live in South Philly, but 

have since moved away.  And they seemed to like South Philly more than 

other places in Philly. So, I thought it would be better. 

 Social networks contribute to knowledge about neighborhoods among my 

participants, though their networks often provided information that was structured by 

sexual identity concerns into account even if this was not overt. Given that most gays and 

lesbians in the research lived in just a handful of neighborhoods out of the city’s many 

possibilities, it is plausible that my participants’ residential patterns were also a reflection 

of their local social network’s collective knowledge, opinions, and discourse, even 

though they often did not view them as gay or lesbian identified neighborhoods and did 

not believe sexual identity was their primary decision making factor. 

 This is ultimately an assumption, however. Since the narrative was so difficult to 

identify, I cannot say with certainty that this is the case. It is worth speculating, however, 

to the extent that it helps us to consider the assimilation themes that guided narratives in 

the last chapter. It would have been helpful to ask participants more about what 

information they researched before moving into their neighborhood, asking them to 

reconstruct the process, or perhaps even observing those searching for a new place to live 

during their process. 

 In the event that social networks are predisposing certain neighborhoods to gay 

and lesbian interest in housing, then these networks would be a potent tool in invisibly 
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replicating social and sexual marketplaces tied to the interests of these networks. I cannot 

offer more here, but this does provide an interesting avenue for possible future 

investigation. Perhaps a follow up to this work could revisit interviews, conduct surveys, 

or engage in a process of participant observation to better understand how gays and 

lesbians choose places, rather than simply relying on explanations of how they believe 

they have chosen these places. 

Social Networks and Marketplace Construction 

 Discussions about social networks with regard to social spaces and communities 

showed me that people could say the most about how they formed networks when they 

were newer to the area or had less knowledge about it. When Aimee first moved to 

Philadelphia, she tried to connect with social networks that already existed in order to 

develop her own. She relied primarily upon technology at first, then she moved to relying 

on the people she had met when possible. 

So what I did was I just found MeetUp
21

 groups and I showed up and then 

I have ones that I would go back to and ones that I wouldn't. And then 

when you are there, they will recommend other MeetUp groups... It is 

really, social media is the big thing.  But again, you don't necessarily 

know. Until you have been to a city it is really intimidating.  I know a lot 

of lesbians that just use OkCupid. They use it to date, to make friends and 

they use it just to find lesbians... 

 If she was looking for a smaller gathering or private party, Aimee told me that it 

might be difficult to know what kind of place to try or if she would be interested in the 

kind of community there: 

                                                 

 

21
 Meetup.com is a website for arranging offline meetings of people with a listed, shared interest. 
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I would rather go to a gay restaurant or a gay bar most of the time, but I 

don't know where these things are, and they aren't really advertised. I’m 

on Couch Surfing
22

. Have you heard of them? It is a website where you 

can stay with strangers for free, and they have message boards and things 

as well. So a number of the queers go to this group, and when I go into a 

new city I will just post, “A female going to be in Minneapolis. Where are 

the good places to go to?” and all of the gay people will give me 

suggestions. 

Aimee identified three specific websites to me, CouchSurfing.com, MeetUp.com, and 

OkCupid.com, but these were not the only sites or programs that participants used to 

connect with others. 

 Tanya was 28 years old, identified as a white lesbian, and worked as a laboratory 

researcher in University City. She lived in South Philadelphia a short distance south of 

East Passyunk, but she frequently stayed at her girlfriend’s apartment in Center City. 

They were not always in touch with other lesbians. Because they did not live in the 

Gayborhood or another area where their lesbian friends were close by, they relied upon 

other means of connecting with social networks. 

 Tanya mentioned social networking websites that were focused more on 

maintaining existing social ties and networks than finding new networks. Many of these 

websites allow users to subscribe to groups or events. Even though Tanya was not a big 

social media user, she still relied on it as her primary means of tapping into social 

networks for information. 

Facebook. I don't really go on Facebook ever, so my girlfriend tells me 

pretty much... pretty much everything is [coordinated] on Facebook. I'm 

not on Twitter but that could be it to, but pretty much my girlfriend tells 

me. I try to disconnect a little bit from social media. 

                                                 

 

22
 Couch Surfing is located at Couchsurfing.com  
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 None of the websites mentioned so far target a specifically gay or lesbian 

audience. Anyone can use them regardless of sexual identity. However, gays and lesbians 

could set up private or public groups to post information and communicate with other 

gays and lesbians. This was helpful locally, but people mentioned that this was also 

useful when drawing upon online contacts who lived in or had visited other areas. 

 Social networks did not just provide a passive tool for information gathering. 

Networks also engaged in the collaborative construction of place on both large and small 

scales. Organizing house parties, large events, softball games, or dinner parties are all 

examples of the ways that members of networks communicated in order to identify times 

and places for gay and lesbian gathering. Another example that appeared in chapter 4 

came from Victoria, who had helped to organize the large events for lesbians that took 

place each month in transitional spaces. She commented there that, “We did it all through 

social media ... word of mouth.” When people discussed these activities with each other, 

they traded a sense of what the events and places were about, who was meant to 

participate, and whether they were positive or negative. 

 These social networking Internet sites, as well as the interpersonal connections 

that already existed between friends, helped to facilitate all kinds of place-making. They 

passed along information, but in doing so they also facilitated the construction of a social 

and sexual marketplace. While there are many general uses for this kind of information 

passing, like advertising or event planning, what is especially important to the stories that 

were presented in chapter 4 is how social networking technology can help to create places 
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and utilize transitional spaces. These tools seemed to have become a key player in the 

marketplace narratives of gays and lesbians in Philadelphia. 

 Even though many of these networks involved people living in the same city or 

sometimes the same neighborhood, connecting with others, coordinating gatherings, 

making social plans, and even soliciting dates or sex were almost always done through 

technology. Obviously people spent time together in physical space. Participants 

mentioned casually talking about upcoming plans or events, coordinating social 

gatherings, or even trying to get a date in person. These were treated as incidental 

interactions, though. When asked how people found information about gay, lesbian, 

queer, or LGBTQ events and communities, even older participants told me that the bulk 

of the work was done with communication technology. 

Technology and Ambient Communities 

 Communication and social networking technology played an interesting role in 

the narratives that people told about developing social networks, meeting people, and 

navigating their connections with other LGBTQ people. The Gayborhood provides a 

place for the LGBTQ community to symbolically reside, but it also provides the 

expectation of a sexual marketplace that people could rely upon. In this way, the 

development of an ambient community seems to conflict with the desire for a 

marketplace, because the exodus from gay and lesbian enclaves might suggest that the 

concentrations that compose a proximal community would disperse. 

 My participants told me that one option for maintaining networks was through the 

use of technology. People could connect online to artificially enter a market without 
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needing to enter an actual place existing in a physical space. They did not have to go to a 

bar, club, community center, event, or bathhouse to meet other gays and lesbians. 

 Carlos explained to me that the need for some communities to rely on 

coordinating gatherings in physical space to develop their markets and connect with 

others like them was diminishing because of online options. He told me one story in 

particular about a friend involved with the “bear” community, a niche community of gay 

men interested in meeting other large men with body hair. 

You know I had a friend who’s one of those bear people and he was at the 

last bear convention and he said that the numbers were rapidly shrinking 

because nobody goes to those conventions anymore because you can find 

them online. You know, back in my day if you really wanted to be bears 

you had to go to the convention especially if you were in central 

Pennsylvania, you just weren’t going to meet anybody you know? So that 

piece, that’s what I think about now when I think about the community...  

 Carlos saw this as positive because it provided more opportunities in exchange for 

relatively little work or cost. 

The internet has really changed the way we interact and find each other. 

And even, you know, you find parties all the time. That’s another thing I 

was thinking, that helps us. You know, that would be the only place where 

you can find them. Then you can just get online, people have parties, and 

you go into their house and it’s the same deal and you don’t even have to 

pay. You know. So, wherever there’s an internet connection you can 

probably find a community. That’s pretty amazing. 

 Many participants talked about using websites to find other people with similar 

sexual or social interests. Gregory, for example, discussed his use of social networking 

websites and smart phone applications to find other gay men both near home and while 

he was away traveling. He felt that most of his networking to meet other gay men was 

being done this way now, though it was not always the case. 
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Yeah, this has been an ongoing issue. A lot of it has been from Manhunt, 

or Grindr. A guy I had a date with last night I met him on Grindr... Yeah, 

this is probably the first normal conversation I've had in a very long time. 

(laughter) There's nothing sexual. It's actually very refreshing. So yeah we 

met on Grindr. How else? How long? I mean years ago I had done 

volunteering... or got involved in certain gay organizations. Yeah, I made 

friendships. Seemed to be more the case in the 90s and early 2000s than 

now. 

 Gregory mentioned two options for gay men: Manhunt, a website featuring online 

profiles for gay men to connect with others usually for dating or sex, and Grindr, an 

application for smart phones that only links the profiles of men in your current 

geographical area and then allows you to chat with them in real-time text. Gays could use 

this kind of technology to find out a variety of local information, to meet gay friends, to 

set up dates, or to find sex partners in their area all without the need to step foot into a 

shared social space. 

 The ability to connect with others online can connect members of an ambient 

community without requiring proximity in geography Even so, the interest in having 

LGBTQ-affiliated space in cities has not disappeared. Much as the Gayborhood 

facilitates assimilation by allowing gays and lesbians to live throughout the city without 

sacrificing a marketplace, the ability to interact online, meet others online, and find 

opportunities online all provide a similar opportunity. 

Navigating Unfamiliar Territory 

 Many publications, community organizations, and LGBTQ-themed websites 

related to Philadelphia put up information or guides to help direct people to particular 

places. As we saw in Chapter 3, one readily available example was tourism information 
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about the Gayborhood posted online by the City of Philadelphia. This was meant to 

specifically catch the attention of newcomers interested in LGBTQ places and direct 

them into this neighborhood. Efforts like these provide readily available information 

about gay and lesbian places, but the information is limited to what is made available by 

content providers. This can limit the ways that people perceive and understand the 

LGBTQ community and its constituents in Philadelphia. 

 Both locally and when traveling people go online to find LGBTQ or LGBTQ-

friendly destinations. They may want to verify the safety and comfort of the place, or the 

ability to verify that a sexual marketplace exists in their destination. Individual reasons 

for seeking gay and lesbian places could easily vary from individual to individual, but 

this was a process that came up over and over for about half of my participants who 

traveled or took recent vacations they could remember. In examining these cases, I found 

that people were able to more readily describe the processes by which they sought gay 

and lesbian places and their motivations for doing so. 

 It was not always important to participants that their destinations be LGBTQ 

focused or friendly locations, especially when they were attending things like family 

reunions, traveling for work or business purposes, or when the reason for their travel was 

not tied to their own personal goals or recreation. However, when it came to traveling for 

leisure, or even taking personal time during a trip taken for other reasons, participants 

frequently wanted to find LGBTQ places to visit. 

 Sometimes people felt that their minority sexual identity made them outsiders in 

generally straight places. Jennifer was a white, lesbian woman in her early twenties. She 
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had a girlfriend of several years who lived with her in a townhome in South Philadelphia 

just south of East Passyunk.  They visited a resort in Mexico that was not specifically 

known for catering to LGBTQ people, and even without a serious incident she said her 

girlfriend was unhappy. 

We went to Mexico a couple months ago, and we were in an all-inclusive 

beautiful... resort and, couples only. And as you would imagine: all 

straight couples. So we were the only [lesbians]... and it like made her like 

so upset when we got home. And I didn't even know...  Nobody bothered 

us at all. A few of younger couples were asking us questions ‘cause they 

were like stupid... like... drunken guys, but yeah. Like, it made her come 

home and just would be upset and was like, “I just wish we would fit in 

more.” But we were in an all-inclusive straight resort, no, we're not going 

to fit in in that situation. So yeah, in that kind of situation, it kind of sucks 

that we're not part of the norm. 

 Concerns like Aimee’s girlfriend expressed to her show us the interest in finding a 

gay or lesbian marketplace when traveling. These interests were only sometimes related 

to finding possible sex partners, especially among couples. These were more often related 

to the desire to know that there would be opportunities for relaxation (without much 

effort), a comfortable social atmosphere, and no need to explain their relationship 

situation. 

 Kate, the woman from South Philadelphia, worked in places every day that she 

did not see as particularly gay or lesbian friendly. When she traveled, she looked for the 

opportunity to spend her time among other gays and lesbians. She told me about her 

holiday trip to Rehoboth Beach in Delaware, which was known among locals as a gay 

and lesbian friendly town to visit. 

To “Rehomo?” Yeah. Rehoboth. We did that a few years for July 4th 

weekend. It’s like, let’s make all of the gays go to the beach. And I do, do, 

do, do love a gay beach. I do like to be away from straight people on a 

beach, because you don’t know – you go to the beach, you see people 
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from everywhere. I like having a designated beach where if my girlfriend 

wants to wear cargo shorts, she can wear cargo shorts and no one will say 

anything about her cargo shorts. 

 I introduced Michael in chapter 5 as a 31-year-old, gay, Latino who lived in 

Northern Liberties. Michael travelled somewhat frequently. He too thought that vacations 

should require minimal effort and a high rewards. When I asked why he might look for a 

gay place while traveling, he told me about an overseas trip he took. 

Well I was just thinking... It depends on where... I think people will 

probably let loose a little bit more if they aren’t in their own city. If you 

catch my drift... Like, I went to Barcelona for three weeks this summer. 

Quite a different experience than I planned for. Oh my God... My 

motivation is to hang out with my friends and have a good time. Probably 

have a couple of drinks, dance, maybe meet people, if I meet people that 

would be fun, if I make more friends, better, if I score a date you know 

that’s fun too. But I think one thing that I would like to do when I go out is 

to meet people if I’m in that mood. 

His desire to “let loose” in a place away from home, or to meet people, carried the 

insinuation that sex might be a part of this meeting. Many people, straight and gay, look 

for these kind of romantic or sexual opportunities as a way to enjoy themselves while 

away from the typical constraints they faced at home (Ryan and Kinder 1996). To do this, 

however, people needed to find a marketplace in which they were likely to meet a 

partner.  

 Some couples suggested that they looked for opportunities to invite others into 

their sexual relationships with their partners from time to time, but they were often 

reluctant to discuss the topic. Carl, who I introduced in Chapter 3, was older and had 

been with his husband of many years. He was very open in his discussion with me, and 

he had to look in advance for opportunities to find a kind of marketplace for his particular 

sexual interests along with his long-term partner. 
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I love getting naked in public. I am not kidding you. Four o'clock in the 

morning you might find me out there having sex. I don't know why I do 

these things. I just can’t help myself, and I drag [my] poor [husband] 

along. So, wherever I am I am going to make sure that there is a place for 

me to have sex outside. 

 Ruby also felt it was important for her to find an LGBT place to stay while 

vacationing if possible. She was more concerned with safety than sex, however: 

Oh god, so that absolutely has to do with LGBT inclusivity and an 

accepting environment, usually because it's me as a woman traveling, or 

I’m with another woman, or a couple of other women, and even though 

me and my partner are feminine-presenting and some others are feminine-

presenting. But the thing is still, you are women traveling alone, and then 

if you are on a romantic vacation – if you want to something romantic. I 

definitely look at Travel Adviser’s listings of LGBT places that are LGBT 

inclusive. So it is limiting in that sense, but it is incredibly important to 

me. It's a fricking vacation! I am not trying to get into any kind if brawls 

or anything or BS with somebody being 4,000 miles away from home. 

There's no way that's going to happen... I am really conscious of that. I 

will pay extra money to stay in a gay hotel or LGBT-friendly hotel and do 

what are LGBT-friendly activities. If I can't find anything that is LGBT 

friendly I will just be really careful when I am there. 

 When I asked Ruby how her experiences had been, she said, “No bad ones, 

because I am so hyper vigilant about it. No bad ones related to my sexuality.” Bad 

experiences for other participants did not tend to involve things like violence or crime, 

but very simple forms of exclusion or micro-aggression could spoil an experience. 

 Timothy told me about his experiences traveling to the Bahamas with his partner. 

Timothy was 45 years old and black, and he explained that some of his family grew up in 

the Bahamas. He now worked as a medical doctor in Philadelphia, and he lived with his 

partner in an affluent neighborhood just past the southwest border of the city. Because of 

his family history, Timothy and his partner had a particular interest in visiting the 
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Bahamas when their busy work schedules allowed. While they had many positive 

experiences, Timothy told me that their first time visiting was a bad experience. 

And we just asked, we said we know that, you know, the Bahamas has had 

a history of, you know, being somewhat intolerant but, you know, will we 

be safe there? And they said, “Oh, you know... you'd be welcome. We take 

care of everybody.” So that's kind of the bad answer. So we actually... 

took our chances, and we went to this place and it... The first time we 

stayed at this other resort and again some of the people were a little...were 

a little distant and they asked us about three times when we first got there, 

they asked us, three times, “Do you want a room with two beds?” We said, 

“No, we want one bed.” They said, "Are you sure? We have a room with 

two beds." We said, "No we want a room with one bed." So you know it 

was a little ridiculous, and so we ended up not liking that resort. 

 Finding a marketplace for LGBTQ inclusion required work. Especially for people 

who were not locals or who didn’t have a social network established at their destination, 

these places might remain hidden or the effort in finding them might exceed the benefits. 

Michael remembered a time when he was younger and traveling for a conference. While 

it was not a trip for pleasure, he told me that he still wanted to find a gay place to go in 

his down time. 

I went to Rhode Island once for a conference. And it took me forever to 

find a gay bar. And then, I didn't want to go. Now, I would have gone by 

myself, but then I wouldn't. I didn't want to go by myself. Finding these 

holes in the wall are just so difficult sometimes. But I think that as time 

has gone on it's been easier. Certainly, if going to vacation, I'm not going 

to vacation in a place where I'm not going to be able to go to a gay bar. 

When I asked him how he would go about finding a place like this today, he said, 

“Online. But like those little, like, pamphlet-like things... But which are mostly online.” 
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Travel Research and Local Knowledge 

  In order to minimize the amount of work that would need to be done while on 

vacation or away from home, people needed to do research in advance. Aimee usually 

started like many people today, gay or straight. She began her search on the web. 

Usually I just Google it and then depending on the quality of the site I will 

sort of... It is tough when you do it that way there is no quality control. I 

really feel like I depend on word of mouth. Like, I look for 

recommendations.  Like if I find your website for your gay bar, I can't 

really tell what I am going to get when I go there. Or I look at an 

About.com article about the gay destinations in that city and to see what's 

worthwhile doing on that list... I just prefer it even if I am not looking for 

anything romantic. 

 Tanya also suggested that search engines and review websites could help to 

provide information on establishments in a given destination, including whether or not 

they might be focused on gay or lesbian clientele or have a friendly atmosphere. She told 

me how she might typically start this kind of process. 

Usually like, kinda do a Google search. Or, like for a town I'll like look on 

Yelp and see what's there. I'm trying to think what else. I might look up 

some stuff like is there a bed and breakfast. Like is it a gay bed and 

breakfast. It would probably be easier than trying to explain stuff. 

 This is not something that is exclusive to gays and lesbians, though in cases like 

Aimee’s and Tanya’s, they told me it was important to find information that could 

indicate how their sexual identity might be received. Sites like About.com and Yelp do 

not just provide compiled information. These sites also allow other people logging on to 

provide feedback and comments. This means that Aimee and Tanya could tap into the 

knowledge of everyday people who knew local information about their destinations that 

they did not. 
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 In Timothy’s case, he and his partner did the kind of diligent research to find gay 

or gay-friendly places they could visit during vacations, but instead of relying exclusively 

on the web, they tended to ask questions of locals directly. He believed that if there was a 

gay community “presence” then locals would seem to know information that would help 

him and his partner to choose places to stay or to visit. 

I think we ask, and if it turns out that it's a place that's not very, that's not 

inclusive or gay-friendly or accepting, we're not going. We really 

diligently do the research to find out, if there's a, you know if there's a gay 

community there or I would say a presence, I would say. More like a gay 

presence there, if they're accepting of gay people. We definitely ask the 

questions. When we make the reservations we often ask, “Are you gay-

friendly? Are [you] comfortable with same sex couples?” I don't try to 

travel anyplace with my partner where we can't be ourselves with each 

other. 

 Ruby gave me a much more detailed explanation of her own process doing 

research on LGBTQ travel destinations. She describes how doing research on potential 

destinations would often lead her to seek local knowledge from the people there. She 

assumed they would have more knowledge because they lived or worked in the area on 

an everyday basis. 

Travel Adviser is a good place to go and you know, the Advocate always 

puts out a list. Curve Magazine, it’s a lesbian magazine, they put out like 

all the different magazines will put out good lists. And so, I usually, like, 

take the lists and do like cross-references. That’s how I pick a place, and 

then once you pick a place it’s a good idea if you haven’t gone before and 

it’s generally pretty accepting, then do research and like finding out if 

other people have been there. You can usually call around; you know, call 

hotels and see what they know because they know their locale. So see 

what they know about the places. And if you can... find a hotel that’s fairly 

accepting and if the magazine hooked you up with a place that you go to 

give you an idea of accommodations.  From the hotel, you get an idea of 

where the gay bars are or like the gay outings and things like that... and a 

local will give you a run down. 
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 Locals were not part of these participants’ social networks, but sometimes people 

did draw upon their social networks for information about travel destinations. Ruby told 

me that because she traveled so often, her networks had come to rely on her for 

information about a variety of locations they knew she had visited. 

So they are all the things women do. I think it is pretty realistic to be 

honest. So yeah, it has a lot to do with how I pick where to vacation. 

People know that I vacation and they will ask me for recommendations of 

places to go that were really nice in terms of making accommodation for 

or were also LGBT friendly. It's important. 

Rather than going directly to locals, Ruby’s friends went to her as a person with first-

hand travel experience. 

 Social networks still provided information when seeking gay places, though they 

were more difficult to access when people traveled outside their local areas. Some of the 

people who traveled to destinations near Philadelphia or made their plans with locals 

could still rely on their networks for information. 

 Grace was a bi-racial mom who discussed how her identity factored into her 

neighborhood and workplace decisions in chapter 5. Here she describes how she and her 

wife used to travel to Rehoboth Beach in Delaware (the same place that Kate talked 

about). She explained that Rehoboth was a common summer vacation spot for them 

before their son was born, and she said that it was well known for having many gay and 

lesbian places and an LGBTQ friendly atmosphere. 

 Grace was able to rely on her own local knowledge in this case, which she had 

learned from her friends and acquaintances when she lived in Washington DC as well as 

in Philadelphia. She raises some of her concerns here, but because her social networks 
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had informed her of the LGBTQ friendliness of the area, she already knew about the 

marketplace of opportunities to enjoy without being worried about sexual identity. 

So vacations, we definitely think about, “Where can we go where we're 

going to feel safe as a family?” And I think, before [my child] was born, 

we definitely used to go a lot to Rehoboth.  Which is a place in common, I 

think, that a lot of Philly people go down to Rehoboth and a lot of D.C. 

people go over to Rehoboth... It is just really nice to be in that really queer 

atmosphere, and kinda know everyone here is cool with this. We don't 

have to think about anything at all.  You know, you can walk in a 

restaurant and hold hands and nobody's ... going to ask any questions. I 

mean, nowadays two women go out to a restaurant – nobody thinks 

anything of it, you know? It’s a complete non-issue. But, if you sat and 

held hands, you have to think about it like, is this... cool with everybody?  

Are we going to make an issue?  If somebody's been drinking are they 

going to get nasty about it?  You know, whereas there [in Rehoboth], like, 

woohoo! 

 Dianne told me that she, her wife, and her children visited Rehoboth Beach often 

in the summers. She had a social network there as well, but she still found ways to 

continue to connect with local gays and lesbians. She told me how she knew about 

comfortable places to visit there, but she still sought out more local contacts. 

Probably through like a friend of a friend type of thing... I met a woman 

at, I went to a, there's a Methodist church down there that has a gay-

friendly service at 9:30. I went to that. It was teeming with gay people, 

and I ended up talking to another woman at the little coffee afterwards, so 

I met her at church and we went out with them once... But I think it's just 

that kind of thing, I would say, like friends of friends and that one lady at 

church. 

 Gregory, the white male in his late forties who lived in an apartment in 

Fairmount, liked to travel out of the city when he was able. He prefers to take trips 

outdoors, go hiking, or visit other faraway locations. He went so far as to let his local 

network take care of the work of choosing some of his destinations for him because he 

knew they would pick the kind of vacation he would like. 
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A friend is thinking next year of going on a trip to Iceland and it's with a 

gay group. And the reason this time it's more than okay to, is that there 

will be three people for a fact that I have to like who will be going, so, it's 

kind of, yeah, a no brainer... 

 Both research and local knowledge helped participants locate gay places when 

they were traveling. In some cases, they could access the knowledge of local networks by 

talking to individuals willing to share what they knew. In other cases, this became 

possible by using websites where people could ask questions and share answers no matter 

where each of them lived. 

Epistemology of LGBTQ Places 

 Participants had a great deal of difficulty describing the processes by which they 

came to know about gay, lesbian, and LGBTQ places. Especially in the context of 

Philadelphia, those who had lived here for a while seemed to treat their knowledge as a 

matter of course. While it was clear that social networks and communication technology 

played a key role in helping to discover or distribute information, the kind of knowledge 

that comes with residency seems to be irreplaceable. It also often seems to reflect the 

knowledge that people learn through their pre-existing networks, which is likely to 

reproduce particular narratives about places in the city and LGBTQ communities there. 

 In not knowing how they knew about the gay and lesbian friendly neighborhoods, 

but in knowing and in employing assimilation narratives in those places, participants are 

creating a de facto marketplace by replicating the information that other gays and 

lesbians have collected and disseminated among themselves. While their stories suggest 

that assimilation is the most common narrative in residential areas and proximity to other 
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gays and lesbians is not a major concern, the hidden story about social network 

replication means that these networks do the work of ensuring a marketplace is likely to 

exist in those neighborhoods. 

 When all else fails, however, marketplaces seem likely to persist because of the 

technology now available. People are able to contact others in the ambient community 

across distances even without negotiating the space in between. This means people can 

share information, expand their social networks, expand their opportunities to meet other 

gays and lesbians, meet friends, find sexual partners, find dates, and even figure out 

where to go in their own city or another city. Anyone can use technology in this way, not 

just gays and lesbians. In the past, however, these groups had to congregate in the 

geography of a city or another spatial context with situated knowledge about the sexuality 

of those around them, otherwise they risked sacrificing their marketplaces. Based on 

these discussions of how people find gay places, information about gay and lesbian 

communities, and networks of other gays and lesbians, this is no longer the case. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS, AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Taking such critically queer perspectives runs the risk of giving 

Philadelphia a bum rap and taking pot-shots at LGBT cultures. But I was 

convinced when City was published, and remain convinced today, that we 

are strong, smart, and savvy enough to recognize the difference between 

constructive and deconstructive criticism, and that we need to do so as we 

imagine queer futures. - Marc Stein (2004) 

Staying in the Margins or Entering the Mainstream? 

 I return to my original question: Have gays and lesbians entered the urban 

mainstream, or are they still relegated to the margins? The answer can be summarized in 

a word: both. In many ways, gays and lesbians are assimilating into the dominant culture 

of the city. As individuals and communities, there is a high level of acceptance. However, 

this acceptance comes with conditions. Some places in the city are more accepting than 

others, or at least they seem that way to many queer people. Even in accepting places, 

only some gays and lesbians – those who face the fewest barriers based on their sexual 

and other identities – are able to assimilate and take larger strides toward full citizenship 

and the benefits and opportunities that come with it. 

 The assimilation narrative showed up in two major ways, which are quite 

different. The first overarching assimilation narrative is about residential neighborhoods. 

The number of gays and lesbians who are no longer interested in living in enclaves with 

other sexual minorities was high. Meanwhile, they often view the barriers that have kept 

them out of residential neighborhoods that are primarily heterosexual as diminishing, at 

least in certain neighborhoods. The potential opportunity here is for gays and lesbians to 
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gain the potential benefits of more freely negotiating their individual needs by having 

many options for places to live. 

 The second assimilation narrative is on an intuitional scale. The gay and lesbian 

places becoming not just visible but also acknowledged and accepted in the city 

landscape are a signal of the assimilation of LGBTQ communities into the fabric of the 

city. As prominent symbols of community, this ambient, umbrella LGBTQ community 

and the Philadelphia Gayborhood district have begun to facilitate the assimilation of gays 

and lesbians into the fabric of the city’s dominant culture as well. This is recognized 

through the reinforcement by institutions like the city government and the local media, 

and this institutional reinforcement reproduces discourse around these symbols such that 

they take on a life of their own. They no longer require that gays and lesbians gather 

together in those spaces as a residential community. Instead, many gays and lesbians are 

able to live in mixed neighborhoods, but they know that a stable marketplace and an 

ambient community are waiting for them when they want it. 

 Marketplace narratives, which focus on ensuring that there are opportunities 

available (like sexual partners, relationship partners, support resources, community 

inclusion, and urban space for example), were once frequently used with narratives about 

the “closet.” These urged gathering into urban gay and lesbian enclaves where people 

could do less identity management work to deal with the implications of their sexual 

identity, while also ensuring that they had a marketplace available for the opportunities 

they wanted, which could not always be found elsewhere in the city. As gays and lesbians 

are moving out of enclaves, however, marketplace narratives lose their relevance for 
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many in determining where to live. The narrative of the closet has largely disappeared, 

and instead marketplace narratives are used in tandem with assimilation narratives.  

 These narratives are not monolithic or universal. They suggest some of the more 

potent themes that guide discourse about everyday gay and lesbian life in a city like 

Philadelphia. They do not offer the only explanations, however, nor do they exist as the 

only narrative 100% of the time. The closet narrative is still evident when many gays and 

lesbians talk about work, which might suggest to us that either the possible costs of a 

problem at work are too high or the perceived risks that a sexual identity related problem 

can develop at work are too high. The assimilation narrative also breaks down for some 

individuals and groups, like those who still face significant barriers. There are also people 

and groups that are not interested in assimilation socially or geographically, like the queer 

communities found in West Philly for example. 

 Meanwhile, groups with multiple and intersecting marginalized identities often 

drew more heavily on marketplace narratives in describing their experiences. Since the 

most readily available, stable, and visible marketplaces were also associated with the 

most visible and powerful groups – usually whites and men – groups like lesbian and 

queer women, people of color, lesbian and queer women of color, and those with more 

radical and queer gender and sexual identities sometimes did not always feel that they 

belonged in supposedly shared, community places. These people needed to do more work 

to find or create marketplaces. Sometimes this meant putting in a great deal of additional 

effort. In other cases, it meant sacrificing the option of assimilation. These narratives 
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suggest some inequality within the LGBTQ community, but they also suggest that not all 

people within that community share the same goals or strategies for achieving them. 

Implications for the LGBTQ Community 

 In some ways, this work is a critique of the LGBTQ community. While this 

community is very important to my participants, it cannot cater to all of the diverse wants 

and needs of those under the “umbrella” at all times. Some people are likely to gain the 

benefits of progressive social change, while others are likely to continue to face barriers 

and reap fewer rewards. This is not a new phenomenon, nor is it a pattern that is 

exclusive to LGBTQ communities. In this case, however, there are practical positive and 

negative lessons for the LGBTQ community and for niche sexual communities that might 

fall under this umbrella. My goal here is not to say that the community, especially in 

Philadelphia, is doing a “bad job.” In many ways that is not the case. Marc Stein summed 

up a similar goal to mine in his quote at the start of this chapter, however. I think that 

even if we are doing well in many ways, there still may be issues to address, and we may 

be able to do better yet. 

 It is apparent that there are many people who feel that it has been difficult for 

them to find a comfortable, safe, happy place in the city that meets their diverse wants 

and needs. In many ways, having a very public and visible neighborhood that represents 

the LGBTQ community can open up doors. Even so, people of color, women, and people 

expressing a variety of less common gender presentations may find it difficult to belong 

in this place. Awareness of this and the desire to act in a way that will encourage 

inclusivity might help some. An acknowledgment that these places might never feel 
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inclusive to some groups and the provision of urban space that can be utilized to help 

create places – even temporary ones – for niche groups and communities is another 

possible way to address this inequality. If nothing else, what became abundantly clear to 

me after conducting this research was that the Gayborhood and the LGBTQ community 

in Philadelphia have great potential compared to the hidden enclaves and struggling 

communities in the past or in other places. The power that comes with this can be just as 

effective at excluding as it is at including, and if we do not make managing this an active 

and engaged process then the structural inequalities that exist at so many other levels in 

society are likely to reproduce themselves in “our” territory. 

 The LGBTQ community here in Philadelphia does seem to be making efforts to 

be inclusive in organized ways. Local community groups, marches, and social events 

have advertised their interest in inclusivity. Some groups have published statements to 

encourage participation from people with many types of backgrounds. These trends are 

encouraging, and I hope that these efforts only continue to grow and develop as our 

understanding of the situation grows and develops. The work of local and national 

organizations, activists, and political bodies can be influential in these efforts. 

 A more widespread cultural change is also needed, however. It is easy for us to 

bond with those we see as like us, and easy for us to feel distant from those we perceive 

as different. Inclusivity needs to happen not just among our organizations, but also 

among our circles of friends, and with each of us as individuals. As women, people of 

color, those among the working class, and people who wear their gender in unexpected 

ways continue to encounter exclusion even within the LGBTQ community, it will take 
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effort on behalf of this very community for us to try to extend the olive branch of social 

justice in the same way that we hope society at large will continue to do for us. 

Implications for Policy and Research 

 The work of those within the LGBTQ community is of course only a part of 

continuing to work on issues involving inequality and experiences of marginalization. 

Whether you identify as gay, straight, male, female, black, white, Latino, trans*, asexual, 

or anything else, the ability to feel like a full-fledged member of society, both in terms of 

participation as well as gaining the rights and benefits of participation, requires effort at 

every level. Many perceive the progressive anti-discrimination policies enacted in the 

City of Philadelphia in recent years to be a good step toward this, and similar policies 

may help to guide social change. 

 The attempt to define people by particular identities and to enact policy protecting 

or providing assistance just for these identities has obvious limitations. The less obvious 

limitations come when we feel that policy exists, but either our social environment or the 

simple reality of everyday life cannot facilitate the intended goal. For example, we can 

create policy that says that people can use restrooms that best fit their gender, or we can 

mandate the establishment of gender-neutral facilities, but if people do not feel 

comfortable or safe using these then the effort will provide limited returns. 

 In terms of research, it will continue to be important for urban studies to consider 

that sexual identity is a factor in terms of the kind of geographic and demographic 

variables we often look to examine first. In fact, what is perhaps more tricky is to 

consider that sexual identity is likely already a factor in some of these variables, so a 
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measurement of the outcomes alone may cloak the influence of sexual identity. People  

often claim they simply want to live in a liberal or safe neighborhood, but they may be at 

the same time trying to tell us that they – as a person with a minority sexual identity – 

want to minimize their risks and the additional strategic work required to simply live at 

home on an everyday basis. Thus, there are really two stories being told here. One might 

have to do with crime or politics, while the other has to do with how people may see 

themselves as insiders or outsiders in their neighborhood and community. 

 It is also certainly possible that some of these issues also apply to those who 

identify as something other than gay, lesbian, or queer. This may apply to many 

heterosexuals or mixed-sexuality groups, like those in BDSM or furry 

(anthropomorphism) communities and subcultures for example. These groups may also 

be doing very subtle work on a day-to-day basis to manage how they consider their 

sexual identity in the context of place and in the geography of the city. While I did not 

discuss those groups in this particular work, this does provide a basis for asking similar 

kinds of questions, and it also gives us the basis for thinking about how the particular 

character of certain communities or neighborhoods may carry invisible meanings for the 

people that live in them. If in fact people replicate the influences of their social networks, 

then the thoughts, feelings, and interpretations of those in these networks about things 

like jobs, schools, neighborhoods, government, local business, and so on are invariably 

going to be affected. 

 Exactly how we sort out these stories methodologically speaking is not an easy 

task. The first step, however, is to acknowledge that this is a possibility. There may be 
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cases in which it is impossible to be sure, especially given the possibility of change in 

terms of identities, communities, and neighborhoods over time. It is an academic and 

intellectual disservice, however, if we render the issue invisible either out of ignorance or 

because it is inconvenient. 

Research Limitations 

 There were often times that I found it difficult to solicit participation in the project 

from people. This happened with all groups, and at least some lack of response is to be 

expected in research. People often feel they do not have time, they cannot provide quality 

answers, or that they simply do not have any interest in participating. There were many 

occasions where prospective participants were contacted by telephone or email after 

being referred by someone else or providing their contact information to me directly, 

presumably because they found my recruitment materials. Even with these efforts, these 

prospective participants did not always follow through with scheduling or on 

appointments even with reminders. 

 These typical issues in research are likely to have some impact here, though I 

have no way to know for sure. It is possible that monetary compensation as an incentive 

to participate could have helped with some of these typical issues, but funding for this 

was not possible. It is also possible that alternative methods of recruitment could have 

helped, though I faced limitations on time, funding, and exposure. I relied heavily upon 

snowball sampling through community organizations, personal contacts, and former 

participants. This type of word-of-mouth recruitment was clearly the most effective, 
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though I would estimate about a quarter of the participants came to me through other 

means like fliers or online postings. 

 Among those who did participate, most seemed glad to be a part of the project and 

happy to help with the research. People were often concerned with their answers and 

asked if they were able to give me "what I was looking for" or something along those 

lines. However, this suggests they had some personal investment in the process. Several 

people also expressed that they wanted to help because they saw it as participating in 

something connected with the LGBTQ community. In at least one case, a respondent 

referred me to a contact through email and referred to me as "family," suggesting an 

insider connection as a gay man myself. Thus, there could certainly be some bias among 

my participants in that many of them may have personal investment in gay, lesbian, 

queer, or feminist issues, and these were among the sort of interests that participants 

expressed to me. I may be missing the involvement of some people who simply feel they 

have little connection or investment in the community at large or in their own sexual 

identities. 

 Some participants also spent time talking with me more casually after interviews, 

and they often expressed interest in knowing the results of the project. This suggested to 

me that "compensation" for some participants may have come in the form of a reciprocal 

relationship with the research. I only talked about the details of the research project after 

interviews, however, so as not to introduce any bias into the responses of respondents 

beyond what may have come from explaining the premise of the project as a part of 

participants' informed consent. 



  221 

 Even with the wide variety of participants who I interviewed, I feel fairly 

confident that there were some hard-to-reach populations that may not have been 

adequately represented. I put effort into oversampling on the basis of race, often by 

attempting to solicit participants from community groups, online groups, and social 

networks where gay, lesbian, and queer people of color were likely to see my requests. I 

also asked my own networks as well as previous participants to pass the word on to 

anybody from these groups that they happened to know. This was somewhat successful, 

though I am aware that I did not get access to some potential participants. After one 

interview, a participant confided in me that he knew some black gay men that likely had 

interesting stories, but because I was a white, middle-class researcher from a university, 

they were not likely to talk to me. He was quite blunt, which I appreciated, in letting me 

know that I might have better luck gaining their trust by finding people with an insider 

status in these groups to work with, but I did not have that opportunity during this 

research. 

 I did not, however, realize the limited diversity in socio-economic class 

representation until late in the project. I asked about participants' income, but other 

measures of social class may have given better information about class status. Thus, 

while I feel I was able to obtain diverse racial participation, I have limited responses from 

those who might be considered working class. I also have very little participation from 

participants who were particularly wealthy, with few household incomes over $100,000 

per year and none over $250,000 per year. Only one participant noted that she believed 
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she came from a socio-economically wealthy family, though their wealth does not 

necessarily reflect how she lived at the time. 

 I also would like to have gathered additional data on participants, especially after 

reviewing and coding our interviews. It would have been helpful to know more specific 

information about where respondents lived within their neighborhoods. As I point out in 

Chapter 2, there are social and demographic differences within the neighborhoods as 

respondents conceptualized them. It would also have been helpful to have more specific 

information about each respondent’s class. I asked respondents about their income and 

job, and most provided information about their education. If I had more specific 

information for each respondent, however, it would have been much easier to define class 

and how each person was able to draw upon social or economic capital in the context of 

my research topic and questions. 

The Future of This Research 

 In the future, I would like to see this research continue to develop, and I also hope 

that other research on these types of topics can grow out of this work. I believe this 

makes a contribution to the field in terms of developing tools and theories, as well as 

general knowledge on the topic of LGBTQ communities and places, but this also has the 

potential to provide more overall insight into how contemporary sexual identities 

intersect with other particularly salient factors in everyday interactions including the kind 

of contexts that we often take for granted around us. 

 During this project, it became apparent to me that there are other marginalized 

sexual identities that also warrant attention, especially as gay and lesbian identities are 
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becoming more able to assimilate in many ways. Meanwhile, several participants 

commented on the difficulty in thinking about the place of bisexuality. I had chosen not 

to include those who identified primarily as bisexual due to logistical limitations on time 

and resources. I do believe that bisexuals would be able to contribute another compelling 

perspective to this kind of research given the suggestions by prior research and personal 

experience that bisexuals are often included in name under the LGBTQ umbrella, but in 

reality many do not feel as though they are accepted by gays and lesbians since they are 

able to pass as heterosexual in many instances. 

 I also had the opportunity to speak with a number of trans* identified people 

during the research, and a number of participants in the research told me that they felt 

that while gays and lesbians may be seeing a higher level of acceptance than in the past, 

this was likely not the case for trans* people. Many of those who preferred to identify as 

queer or who did not prefer to identify within binary gender terms when possible told me 

that they saw these more radical identities that challenge not just heteronormativity but 

also gender roles and identities as the persistently marginalized. Thus, while I attempt to 

examine gender in this project, my conceptualization was largely based within binary 

gender classifications. I think that the research would be much more robust with the 

inclusion of more trans* people and the ability to move away from gender classification 

to allow for a more radical, queer, and open discussion about how atypical gender 

identities and presentation may be much less visible and very important ways in which 

place-based marginalization and inequality still occur. Furthermore, even within the 

LGBTQ community, those who identified as more radically queer or as trans* may, like 
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bisexuals, experience a sense of being outsider to the larger gay or lesbian identified 

population. 

 Critiques of “homonormativity” and “homonationalism” that are growing in queer 

studies could develop research like this as well. As I described with the West Philly queer 

communities and enclaves, it seems likely that those who – by choice or by structure – 

have the lowest chances of assimilating into and being accepted by dominant culture in 

the United States are the ones most likely to remain in the geographical fringes of the 

city. Even if they are not on the physical outskirts, they may still be less likely to have 

access to space, less likely to be visible or acknowledged, and less likely to feel as though 

they belong to the communities around them including the LGBTQ community at large. 

This could explain why we see these kinds of smaller communities continuing to develop 

local enclaves or clusters within the geography of the city. Gays and lesbians may have 

the opportunity to adopt a more ambient sense of community as Brown-Saracino (2011) 

describes, while these more radical groups still require a more focused local sense of 

place since they may not feel that the central, visible LGBTQ community provides them 

with the opportunities they need, much as gays and lesbians expressed these feelings as 

they are written in studies during the 1980s and 1990s. 

 Finally, it is important to note that this kind of research of a type that needs to be 

able to adapt over time. Local circumstances, local geographies, local economics, and 

even coincidental local events can have a profound impact on communities over time. 

Many participants discussed topics like gentrification, development and developers, the 

economic and socio-political changes in the City of Philadelphia. These will undoubtedly 
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continue to change over time, and these can act as push or pull factors driving migration 

into or out of particular neighborhoods. We have already seen that few of the participants 

in this research live in the Gayborhood, most citing that he rising costs due to the 

increased desirability of the real estate makes living in the area impractical for all but the 

fairly wealthy. This does not mean the Philadelphia Gayborhood has disappeared. It has, 

however, changed in terms of its function and interpretation for people in Philadelphia, 

and similar changes are being observed in other cities throughout the country. We must 

assume that these kinds of changes will continue, and thus we must assume that over time 

the specific details about where people live, work, socialize, or find community will 

change as well. 

 The premise underlying the research, however, seems less likely to change. After 

all, a key theme in this research has been that narratives have already shifted. The sexual 

identities of individuals and communities, in context, are likely to play a role in these 

changes along with these various other micro, macro, and structural factors. Among those 

whose identities are integrated, at least in some ways, into the mainstream culture of our 

society, we may see some limitations or strategies change to require less work or impose 

lower costs. Meanwhile, for those whose identities remain farther into the margins, 

resources may remain limited, risks may remain high, and the need for research to pay 

closer attention to the changing meaning among sexual identities becomes paramount if 

we hope to address experiences of persistent inequality.  
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APPENDIX A 

RESEARCH INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Interviewer instructions, notes, and prompts are in italics. These are notes for the 

interviewer only. Sub-points in italics are meant to act as probes only if these topics are 

not mentioned by participants as part of the general questions. Any items in quotation 

marks are meant to be mentioned to participants as they are written here. 

 

“The goal of my project is to understand how gay men and lesbians think about the places 

they live, work, and interact. I would like to talk to you for a little while about these 

places, and how you think they might relate to your sexuality, if at all. Please feel free to 

talk about anything you think might be important, however, even if it doesn’t have to do 

with your sexuality.” 

 

SECTION 1: Current Residence and Living Situation 

 

“I would like to begin by talking about where you live now. I’m interested both in your 

neighborhood as well as your current residence.” 

 

1. Let’s by talking about your neighborhood. What neighborhood do you live in? 

a. Can you tell me about what it’s like to live there? 

b. Why did you choose to live in this neighborhood? 

c. What do you think were the most important factors in your decision to live 

there? 

2. How do you like living in your neighborhood? I am interested in the good things 

and the bad. Let’s talk about the good things first. 

a. (Next) What about the bad things? 

b. Do you think of your neighborhood as a safe place? Why or why not? 

c. What things about your neighborhood would make you recommend a 

friend live there or not live there? 

i. Would your recommendation change if the friend were 

gay/lesbian? 

3. What do you call yourself with regard to your sexuality? 

4. Some of the people I’ve talked to have said being gay or lesbian is important to 

them and that it influences the decisions that they make. Others say it’s less 

important. Some say it is not very important at all. How important would you say 

it is to you? 

a. In what ways do you think it is more or less important, if at all? 

b. Going back to the place you’re living now, was your sexuality a factor in 
your decision to live there? 

5. How much do you think your neighbors know about your sexuality? 

a. Can you think of any times you felt that you had to hide it? 

b. What about showing it off? 

6. What does the idea of a “gay” or “lesbian” neighborhood mean to you? 
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a. Do you think you live in a “gay” or “lesbian” neighborhood? 

b. (If not) Would you call it gay or lesbian friendly? 

c. What things make you think of it that way? 

7. How mixed is your neighborhood in terms of the people in it? 

a. What factors are you basing this judgment on? (race, income, jobs, family 

type) 

8. What kind of home do you live in? (A house, townhome, apartment, etc.) 

a. Do you live with anyone else? Can you tell me about the people that you 

live with? 

i. Why are you living with these people? 

ii.  Do they know about your sexuality? Do you think it matters to 

them? 

b. (If not mentioned) Are you in a relationship? For how long? 

i. Do you have any children, or are you thinking about having 

children in the future? (How soon?) 

ii.  (If so) Do you think that <having or planning for> children <has 

changed/will change> what you look for in a place to live? How? 

9. Have you ever had a friend moving to the city ask you for advice on where to 

live? What did you tell them? 

a. What was your friend’s sexuality? 

b. Did you consider their sexuality when giving your advice? 

c. How did you figure out for yourself the sort of information you gave 

them? 

 

SECTION 2: Past Residences and Living Situations 

 

“I want to move now to talking about your past situations for a while, like the earlier 

parts of your life, and where you’ve lived before.” 

 

1. How “out” would you say you are? (friends, family, home, work) 

2. How old were you when you first came out? 

a. “I’d like to ask you about places that you lived before you came out.” 

3. I’m interested in the places you have lived in the past. Let’s start with the place 
you grew up, and you can move on from there. 

a. Can you tell me where that was, and what your experience there was like? 

b. What people did you tend to interact with a lot while you lived there? Did 

they know about your sexuality? 

c. At what point did you come out? What prompted this for you? Did your 

living situation change as a result? 

 

SECTION 3: Work 

 

“Now I would like to ask a few questions about your occupation, and what you do for 

work or income.” 
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1. What would you say is your occupation? 

a. Is that what you’re doing for work right now? 

b. (If not) What are you doing for work? 

c. (If yes) Is there something else you would rather be doing, or that you’re 

working toward doing as a career? 

2. What is your interaction with people like through your job? 

3. Is there a particular place you go every day for work? 

a. (If not clear) Are you “out” at work? 

b. Do you tend to tell the people you work with about your sexuality? Under 

what circumstances do you or do you not tell them? 

c. Can you think of any times you’ve done things to manage how people 
think about your sexuality? 

 

SECTION 4: Community 

 

“Now I’d like to ask you about the communities you belong to, and which ones are most 

important to you.” 

 

1. Can you tell me about the communities you are a part of? 

a. Which ones are most important to you? Why? 

2. If I were to ask about the gay or lesbian community, what would that mean to 

you? 

a. What purpose do you think the community serves generally? 

b. What purposes does it serve for you personally? 

3. What have your experiences with the gay/lesbian community been like? 

4. In what ways, if any, do you feel especially connected with this community? 

a. Can you tell me any particular moments or events where you felt like a 

part of the community? 

5. Are there any ways in which you feel disconnected? 

a. Can you think of any particular incidents where you felt distanced? 

6. What do you think are the good and bad aspects of the lesbian or gay community? 

a. What brings these specific aspects to mind for you? 

7. Do you ever have any interest in meeting new people from or through this 

community? Why? 

a. How do you go about doing this? 

b. Has this situation ever been different for you at other points in your life? 

 

SECTION 5: ñVisitingò Places in Philadelphia 

 

“I’d like to move on to talking more specifically about Philadelphia, and the gay or 

lesbian places you know of in this area.” 
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1. Can you tell me what you consider to be the gay or lesbian neighborhoods in 

Philadelphia? 

a. How did you learn about which neighborhoods were gay or lesbian areas? 

2. Do you ever visit gay neighborhoods in Philadelphia like the ones we just 

discussed? 

3. Do you ever go to particular gay/lesbian places to shop, relax, or socialize with 

people? 

a. Where do you usually go? What do you do there? 

b. How often do you go? 

c. Is there any place you only go occasionally? 

4. How do you choose where to go? What factors are important to you? 

a. How might someone new to or visiting the area find out about the places 

they should go? 

5. Returning to the places that you like to spend time, what would a typical time out 

be like for you? 

a. How much do you feel like you can act how you want to act when you are 

there? 

b. Can you think of a time where you ever felt pressured to behave a certain 

way, or made to feel bad for the way you were acting? 

c. Do you think your interactions in these places have changed the way you 

think about your sexuality? 

i. (If so) What has changed? 

ii.  What caused it to change? Were there any specific moments or 

experiences? 

6. Have you ever had an experience where you felt like your gender was a problem? 

a. What about the gender of people you were with, or that you saw? 

b. Have you ever experienced others treat someone unfairly because of their 

gender? 

7. Have you ever had an experience where you felt like your race was an issue? 

a. What about the race of the people you were with, or that you saw? 

b. Have you ever experienced others treat someone unfairly because of their 

race? 

 

SECTION 6: Visiting Places Outside Philadelphia 

 

“Now I want to ask you about spending time in places outside of Philadelphia, and what 

your experiences there have been like.” 

 

1. Have you been able to go on a vacation or a trip outside of Philadelphia any time 

recently? 

a. (If not recently) What about at some point further in the past? 

b. What sort of trips have you gone on most recently? Where to? 

2. How did you decide on your destinations? 
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a. When you’ve visited these places, did you ever try to seek out gay or 
lesbian places? 

b. What was that like? 

c. How did you figure out where to go while you’re there? 

d. Have there been any times this worked out well for you? 

i. (Follow up with) What about bad experiences? 

 

SECTION 7: Demographic Information 

 

1. Could you tell me your date of birth? 

2. What racial category or categories do you identify yourself as? 

3. What is the zip code where you live now? (for possible use with census data) 

4. [Hand the respondent a card with lettered income categories] Could you tell me 

which category most closely corresponds to your total yearly income? You can 

just tell me the letter. 

 

 

At the completion of the interview, thank the respondent for his/her time. Record notes 

about how the interview was conducted, the demeanor of the participant, and any other 

potentially important information about the interview process or the interview 

participant. 
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APPENDIX B 

SUBDIVIDED NEIGHBORHOOD PROFILES 

Table 7. Subdivided Neighborhood Population and Density 

Region 

 

Neighborhood 

Total Population 

(people) 
Land Area 

(sq. mi.) 
Population Density 
(1,000 per sq. mi.) 

Northwest    

 Mount Airy, East 18,516 1.54 12.04 

 Mount Airy, West 12,635 1.93 6.54 

 Germantown, East 10,688 0.93 11.50 

 Germantown, Morton 6,338 0.36 17.52 

 Germantown, W. Central 7,382 0.61 12.09 

 Germantown, Penn Knox 2,018 0.18 11.02 

 Germantown, Westside 4,467 0.23 19.09 

 Germantown, Southwest 8,834 0.52 17.13 

 Manayunk 7,470 0.48 15.56 

Near Northeast    

 Fishtown 16,307 1.00 16.31 

 Northern Liberties 5,966 0.62 9.64 

Center City    

 Society Hill 7,162 0.24 29.25 

 Old City 6,197 0.44 13.93 

 Center City East 1,473 0.15 10.05 

 Logan Square 11,213 0.64 17.39 

 Washington Sq. West 12,353 0.33 37.68 

 Rittenhouse 21,582 0.52 41.86 

 Graduate Hospital 11,228 0.50 22.53 

 Hawthorne 3,460 0.15 22.75 

 Bella Vista 5,071 0.15 33.22 

 Queen Village 7,113 0.24 29.47 

West    

 University City 17,578 1.28 13.77 

 Spruce Hill 9,935 0.33 29.92 

 Walnut Hill 5,538 0.24 23.01 

 Cedar Park 8,653 0.33 26.45 

 Garden Court 2,902 0.11 25.24 

 Woodland Terrace 1,577 0.05 33.87 

South    

 Point Breeze 16,977 0.61 27.88 

 East Passyunk 9,377 0.23 39.99 

 

Source: 2010 Census block level data 
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Table 8. Racial and Ethnic Proportions of Subdivided Neighborhood Population 

Region 

 

Neighborhood 

White
a
 

(percent) 
Black 

(percent) 

Hispanic
b
 

(percent) 

Asian
c
 

(percent) 

Other
d
 

(percent) 

Northwest       

 Mount Airy, East 15.32 78.43 3.38 0.86 4.54 

 Mount Airy, West 47.57 44.93 3.22 1.57 4.54 

 Germantown, East 3.95 92.01 2.74 0.38 3.28 

 Germantown, Morton 3.12 91.75 3.66 0.35 4.21 

 Germantown, W. Central 26.00 65.62 3.39 2.74 4.66 

 Germantown, Penn Knox 17.00 76.66 2.58 0.89 5.00 

 Germantown, Westside 18.18 74.55 3.74 1.70 4.81 

 Germantown, Southwest 7.51 87.51 2.61 0.65 4.17 

 Manayunk 89.33 4.99 2.62 1.57 2.29 

Near Northeast      

 Fishtown 86.92 3.00 5.99 2.32 4.78 

 Northern Liberties 71.34 12.03 9.47 4.98 7.54 

Center City       

 Society Hill 86.20 2.64 3.31 6.02 2.81 

 Old City 66.55 15.31 7.15 9.42 3.53 

 Center City East 23.08 46.16 5.09 23.63 5.16 

 Logan Square 70.01 9.89 4.66 13.31 3.61 

 Washington Sq. West 70.12 9.69 4.71 12.81 4.43 

 Rittenhouse 76.11 5.65 4.55 11.45 3.41 

 Graduate Hospital 54.26 33.05 5.11 5.07 4.99 

 Hawthorne 50.26 33.38 6.04 8.64 5.00 

 Bella Vista 76.61 3.16 9.94 8.32 7.36 

 Queen Village 68.14 20.33 5.38 4.11 4.61 

West       

 University City 50.67 12.29 4.98 28.67 5.14 

 Spruce Hill 51.35 18.81 5.77 20.53 5.81 

 Walnut Hill 9.97 81.46 2.74 3.16 4.60 

 Cedar Park 39.05 49.04 4.66 4.01 5.97 

 Garden Court 39.18 47.93 4.34 5.62 5.44 

 Woodland Terrace 50.60 16.23 2.22 27.84 4.44 

South       

 Point Breeze 9.86 79.48 4.67 4.12 5.51 

 East Passyunk 67.10 2.43 13.86 14.93 10.05 

 

Source: 2010 Census block level data 

 
a
 Includes Non-Hispanic whites only 

b
 Includes all identifying with Hispanic ethnic origin 

c
 Includes all identifying with Asian or Pacific Islander racial categories 

d
 Includes all identifying as multi-racial or with a category not previously mentioned 
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Table 9. Demographic Profile of Subdivided Neighborhood Population 

Region 

 

Neighborhood 

Median Gender Family Status 

Age 

(years) 
Male 

(percent) 
Female 

(percent) 
Family 

(percent) 
Nonfamily 

(percent) 

Northwest       

 Mount Airy, East 39.5 43.8 56.2 79.5 20.5 

 Mount Airy, West 44.2 47.4 52.6 70.0 30.0 

 Germantown, East 32.1 41.3 58.7 87.3 12.7 

 Germantown, Morton 36.8 42.4 57.6 72.9 27.1 

 Germantown, W. Central 37.3 45.7 54.3 55.4 44.6 

 Germantown, Penn Knox 45.5 44.5 55.5 55.2 44.8 

 Germantown, Westside 29.9 49.3 50.7 64.4 35.6 

 Germantown, Southwest 32.3 40.8 59.2 80.7 19.3 

 Manayunk 31.4 48.9 51.1 47.5 52.5 

Near Northeast         

 Fishtown 35.0 50.5 49.5 67.4 32.6 

 Northern Liberties 34.5 51.3 48.7 51.0 49.0 

Center City          

 Society Hill 46.8 46.2 53.8 61.9 38.1 

 Old City 42.7 49.4 50.6 44.2 55.8 

 Center City East 32.9 59.3 40.7 45.6 54.4 

 Logan Square 39.5 43.0 57.0 34.5 65.5 

 Washington Sq. West 32.6 49.1 50.9 28.0 72.0 

 Rittenhouse 35.1 48.2 51.8 38.0 62.0 

 Graduate Hospital 31.6 51.3 48.7 52.5 47.5 

 Hawthorne 34.5 51.6 48.4 66.2 33.8 

 Bella Vista 36.1 54.6 45.4 59.7 40.3 

 Queen Village 34.3 47.9 52.1 59.8 40.2 

West          

 University City 20.9 52.9 47.1 16.3 83.7 

 Spruce Hill 26.3 52.1 47.9 40.6 59.4 

 Walnut Hill 33.9 41.0 59.0 68.0 32.0 

 Cedar Park 33.9 51.8 48.2 57.3 42.7 

 Garden Court 37.5 45.3 54.7 52.8 47.2 

 Woodland Terrace 23.5 44.9 55.1 19.9 80.1 

South          

 Point Breeze 36.0 43.4 56.6 70.3 29.7 

 East Passyunk 35.8 47.2 52.8 71.3 28.7 

 

Source: 2008-2012 American Community Survey 5-year estimates for Census block groups 
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Table 10. Economic Profile for Subdivided Neighborhood Households 

Region 

 

Neighborhood 

Median 

Income 

Category 

Poverty Line Status Family Status 

Below 

(percent) 

Above
a
 

(percent) 
Family  

(percent) 
Nonfamily  

(percent) 

Northwest       

 Mount Airy, East $50,000-59,999 15.7 84.3 57.7 42.3 

 Mount Airy, West $60,000-74,999 14.1 85.9 47.0 53.0 

 Germantown, East $25,000-29,999 31.2 68.8 65.3 34.7 

 Germantown, Morton $25,000-29,999 33.0 67.0 52.7 47.3 

 Germantown, W. Central $30,000-34,999 19.9 80.1 32.3 67.7 

 Germantown, Penn Knox $10,000-14,999 53.6 46.4 30.3 69.7 

 Germantown, Westside $25,000-29,999 37.4 62.6 40.0 60.0 

 Germantown, Southwest $30,000-34,999 21.3 78.7 55.7 44.3 

 Manayunk $50,000-59,999 14.1 85.9 33.6 66.4 

Near Northeast      

 Fishtown $35,000-39,999 18.5 81.5 46.1 53.9 

 Northern Liberties $75,000-99,999 9.2 90.8 32.8 67.2 

Center City       

 Society Hill $75,000-99,999 5.8 94.2 42.1 57.9 

 Old City $75,000-99,999 10.6 89.4 29.4 70.6 

 Center City East $45,000-49,999 14.6 85.4 28.7 71.3 

 Logan Square $45,000-49,999 18.8 81.2 20.7 79.3 

 Washington Sq. West $50,000-59,999 23.1 76.9 16.9 83.1 

 Rittenhouse $60,000-74,999 13.9 86.1 24.6 75.4 

 Graduate Hospital $50,000-59,999 18.8 81.2 36.6 63.4 

 Hawthorne $60,000-74,999 11.9 88.1 47.6 52.4 

 Bella Vista $50,000-59,999 9.6 90.4 40.2 59.8 

 Queen Village $60,000-74,999 14.0 86.0 39.7 60.3 

West       

 University City $15,000-19,999 53.7 46.3 16.4 83.6 

 Spruce Hill $30,000-34,999 31.6 68.4 28.9 71.1 

 Walnut Hill $25,000-29,999 32.6 67.4 41.1 58.9 

 Cedar Park $35,000-39,999 18.3 81.7 35.3 64.7 

 Garden Court $35,000-39,999 26.5 73.5 31.3 68.7 

 Woodland Terrace $15,000-19,999 41.8 58.2 16.6 83.4 

South       

 Point Breeze $25,000-29,999 29.1 70.9 45.9 54.1 

 East Passyunk $40,000-44,999 19.2 80.8 48.2 51.8 

 

Source: 2008-2012 American Community Survey 5-year estimates for Census block groups 

 
a
 Includes households at the poverty line as well as those above 
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Table 11. Profile of Subdivided Neighborhood Housing Characteristics 

Region 

 

Neighborhood 

Median  

Home Value 

Median 

Unit Rent 

Owned 

(percent) 
Rented 

(percent) 

Occupied
a
 

(percent) 

Northwest       

 Mount Airy, East $198,605.17 $678.00 65.4 34.6 90.7 

 Mount Airy, West $297,332.53 $732.05 54.1 45.9 92.9 

 Germantown, East $101,378.39 $591.36 59.1 40.9 85.8 

 Germantown, Morton $118,781.50 $555.08 40.8 59.2 88.0 

 Germantown, W. Central $213,292.42 $761.15 27.0 73.0 86.3 

 Germantown, Penn Knox $78,076.56 $465.42 19.5 80.5 88.2 

 Germantown, Westside $149,173.87 $671.70 24.8 75.2 87.2 

 Germantown, Southwest $112,277.86 $672.03 53.3 46.7 87.2 

 Manayunk $208,378.68 $1,076.79 49.4 50.6 90.3 

Near Northeast       

 Fishtown $157,528.33 $713.60 66.5 33.5 88.7 

 Northern Liberties $321,265.11 $1,351.10 48.6 51.4 84.4 

Center City        

 Society Hill $607,808.75 $1,348.50 60.7 39.3 90.5 

 Old City $497,015.87 $1,423.60 46.6 53.4 86.5 

 Center City East $263,524.24 $898.39 23.9 76.1 86.8 

 Logan Square $296,859.99 $1,391.08 28.9 71.1 91.7 

 Washington Sq. West $414,683.26 $969.42 22.8 77.2 91.8 

 Rittenhouse $501,214.94 $1,324.92 31.4 68.6 88.1 

 Graduate Hospital $356,360.24 $867.76 50.4 49.6 86.8 

 Hawthorne $357,116.13 $976.29 52.6 47.4 80.6 

 Bella Vista $324,968.35 $924.26 53.7 46.3 92.0 

 Queen Village $401,073.21 $758.84 44.9 55.1 92.5 

West        

 University City $222,340.43 $1,065.38 1.8 98.2 94.2 

 Spruce Hill $400,211.54 $876.09 17.8 82.2 93.6 

 Walnut Hill $148,468.06 $636.84 29.1 70.9 82.0 

 Cedar Park $295,616.21 $755.74 32.9 67.1 86.4 

 Garden Court $230,215.07 $650.11 30.9 69.1 90.9 

 Woodland Terrace $361,100.00 $802.87 3.4 96.6 88.6 

South        

 Point Breeze $97,123.47 $610.05 52.3 47.7 80.0 

 East Passyunk $200,550.14 $653.83 61.2 38.8 91.0 

 

Sources: 2008-2012 American Community Survey 5-year estimates for Census block groups (values, 

rents, ownership, renting); 2010 Census Block level data (occupancy) 

 
a
 All units not counted as occupied are considered to be vacant 
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APPENDIX C 

FULL-COLOR MAPS OF POPULAR LGBTQ NEIGHBORHOODS 

 

Figure 26. Color Map of Conceptual Philadelphia Neighborhoods  
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Figure 27. Map of Subdivided Philadelphia Neighborhoods 
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