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A Marti Gianello Guida,

Che sei statx specchio, da mano a mano

Negli occhi, le code, i riflessi
(non c’@ mai un punto

alla fine dei tuoi versi)

11



IN TRENO, DA AUDRE A ME

“Sento che ¢ la cosa giusta”
mi sento dirlo

ma non sento la mia voce e
dissento

involontariamente

da ogni parte di me.

“La poesia sara la tua forza”

ho letto,

ricercato il senso profondo

tra la paura di non sopravvivere
e quella di sorridere

perché |'erotico di Sé & disperso
il modo che ho di dirlo

trema

di quell’esclusione personalizzata
di cui io

donna in forse

sono la ferita

incisa tra obbligati tentative di
femminilita

sorprendentemente

il contesto sembra plaudire

alla distorta immagine

resa e arresa alla richiesta apparenza

e allora sorrido anch’io

provando a “sentire che € la cosa giusta
a sentirmi in salvo

in quella protettiva e svilente prospettiva
di me

mi guardo attorno

fino a che occhi amici

mi restituiscono il discernimento di me
tra accrocchi di stoffa e colori spenti

n

finalmente, mi ricordo di respirare

disobbedendo all'imperativo di essere
altro da Sé

per esistere

disobbedire

e concedersi quelle carezze di senso

che a poco a poco

al senso di vita fanno spazio

disobbedire

€ meglio che curare

se la cura € un veleno al sapore di vite
che non appartengono

e vivere talvolta

€ quello scherzo che ognuno puo sperare
di ricevere

o fare

di quelli la cui natura inaspettata
e di fatto la scoperta piu attesa

MARTI BAS
FarsiDiVersi, 2018
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Abstract - English

This work aims at expanding the debate about diversity, difference and urban
minorities in Western European cities, looking from a queer and intersectional
perspective. This interdisciplinary study explores the meaning of encounter
and the spatial dimension of lesbian identifications, a subaltern location in
terms of gender and sexuality but dominant from a homonationalist frame.
My aim was to explore the everyday relationships with the city from the
perspective of lesbians, a largely understudied subject within urban literature
outside the U.K. or the U.S.A. The research is based on participant observation
that I conducted between 2015 and 2018 in Milan and in Brussels, and 45
interviews: 29 with participants and 16 with key informants. I adopted
qualitative methodologies and a grounded approach based on abductive
reasoning and constant comparison. The participants were selected on the
basis of their sexual orientation and their relationship with the city (being a
migrant to the city). I retrace the emergence of lesbian subjectivities in Milan
and Brussels as a result of a double exclusion (both within gay and feminist
movements). Challenging the majoritarian/minoritarian opposition, the
research highlights that differences are reproduced within the definition of the
lesbian category itself. In particular, I look at how gender, race, and class
weave together and impact the negotiations with the urban space, with lesbian

spaces and with the category of ‘lesbian’ itself. The results show that the
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participants identify, counteridentify, and disidentify with the category of
lesbian in many ambiguous ways. Ultimately, the conflicts for accessing
certain spaces of comfort (both physical and relational) render intelligible the
other lines of privilege: white, gender-conforming, middle-class, etc.. These
modalities of assimilation, resistance, and disidentification, in fact, are
reflected in their spatial experiences of the city through what I call shrinking
maps as a result of avoidance and negotiation of both homo- and hetero-
normativities - between being “just a normal client” and looking for safe
spaces made of people “with whom I don't have to explain”. By shrinking maps
I mean that the possibilities of encounters are reduced by non-encounters.
Reconsidering the centrality of visibility, I show how the participants
sometimes move through the spaces as — what I call - present-absences:
they are not intelligible through places and relationships’ scripts when they
“pass” sometimes as man, sometimes as straight. Places, indeed, are not
accessible to everybody: the materiality of difference emerges in the
embodied possibilities to choose, or not, among different strategies to access
spaces and identifications. Exclusionary practices are reproduced along the
lines of class, race and notably nonconforming gender expressions, as in the
case of butches and femmes that are perceived as “excessive”. The price is
being excluded not only from spaces, but from lesbian existance: you cannot

be a “real” lesbian.
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To sum up, in this thesis I suggest that “there is no safe space”: lesbian
as a co-formation reproduces other exclusions through homonormative
transexclusions - in the case of Milan - and reproducing white hegemony,
particularly contested in the case of Brussels. Reconsidering the literature on
encounter, this study shows that where plurality is not recognized - through
imaginaries, practices and performances - the access to identification for
certain subjectivities is erased and, along with it, so does the very possibility
of encounters. An analysis in terms of co-formations might be helpful in order
to recognize power dynamics beyond oppositional discourses, therefore
enhancing transidentiarian solidarities and broaden the accessibility to

imaginaries, relationships and spaces within the city.

Keywords

encounters, lesbian subjectivities, visibility, disidentifications, whiteness.
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Abstract - Italiano

Il presente lavoro si propone di apportare una prospettiva queer ed
intersezionale al dibattito sociologico attorno alla diversita, alle differenze e
alle minoranze urbane. Partendo da un approccio interdisciplinare, questo
studio esplora il significato dellincontro con la differenza a partire da
soggettivita lesbiche, un posizionamento subalterno reso dominante
all'interno della cornice omonazionalista. L'obbiettivo & quello di esplorare la
citta a partire dalle esperienze quotidiane di un soggetto minoritario, quello
lesbico, raramente oggetto di attenzione nella letteratura non anglosassone.
Si tratta di uno studio qualitativo interdisciplinare basato su un ragionamento
abduttivo e radicato (grounded theory) e costante comparazione. Ho svolto
due anni di osservazione etnografica tra il 2015 e il 2018 a Milano, Italia, e
Bruxelles, Belgio. Inoltre ho intervistato 45 persone, 29 partecipanti e 16
informatori ed informatrici privilegiate. Le partecipanti sono state selezionate
all’orientamento sessuale e rispetto alla loro relazione con la citta (essere
immigrate in citta). I risultati mostrano che le partecipanti si identificano,
controidentificano e disidentificano con la categoria di lesbica in maniere
diverse e ambivalenti. Infatti, la differenza lesbica produce a sua volta
differenze all’interno della stessa categoria. In particolare dall’analisi emerge
come genere, classe e razza si intreccino per produrre specifiche negoziazioni

con lo spazio urbano, negli spazi lesbici e con la categoria di lesbica stessa.
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Sono i conflitti per I'accesso a certi spazi, fisici ma anche relazionali, che
rendendo visibili le linee di privilegio: bianchezza, conformita di genere, classe
media, etc. Queste modalita di assimilazione, resistenza e disidentificazione,
infatti, si riflettono nelle esperienze spaziali della citta tramite mappe che si
restringono (shrinking maps), risultato di evitamenti e negoziazioni tra etero-
e omo- normativita — tra I'essere “un cliente come chiunque altro” e la ricerca
di posti “safe”, fatti di persone “con cui non ho bisogno di spiegarmi”.
Riconsiderando la centralita della categoria di visibilita, mostro come le
partecipanti attraversano talvolta gli spazi come presenze-assenti, non
intellegibili attraverso i codici dei luoghi e delle relazioni, venendo percepite
ad esempio come uomini, o0 come etero. Queste tattiche e questi luoghi,
tuttavia, non sono accessibili a tutti i corpi nella stessa maniera: la materialita
delle esperienze di diversita si manifesta nelle diverse possibilita di accesso a
strategie e luoghi di identificazione. Queste presenze-assenze si riproducono
lungo linee di classe, di razza, e di espressioni di genere percepite come
ostentatorie e esagerate, come nel caso delle butch e delle femme. “Non c’e
spazio sicuro”: nate dall’esperienza di una doppia esclusione (dentro il
movimento omosessuale e dentro il movimento femminista), le soggettivita
lesbiche intese come una co-formazione riproduce nuove esclusioni, in
particolare con comportamenti omonormativi transescludenti nel contesto di
Milano e di riproduzione dell’egemonia bianca, particolarmente contestata a

Bruxelles. Alla luce della letteratura sugli encounters, questo studio mostra
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che dove la pluralita non e riconosciuta - attraverso gli immaginari, le pratiche
e le performances - viene cancellata la possibilita di identificazione per alcune
soggettivita e con essa si elimina anche la possibilita di incontro. Analisi in
termini di co-formazioni possono favorire il riconoscimento delle strutture di
potere al di la di dicotomici discorsi oppositivi, incoraggiando forme di
solidarieta transidentitarie e espandendo I'accessibilita a immaginari, relazioni

e spazi dentro la citta.

Keywords

Multiculturalismo quotidiano, soggettivita lesbiche, disidentificazioni, fragilita

bianchezza, visibilita

22



INTRODUCTION

It was a sunny Sunday morning at the beginning of November, 2015. I was
living in Milan for a few months and I had just come back from my first visit
to Brussels a few days earlier. It was my second or third attempt at finding a
team since I had moved to Milan. I took the metro to go play football with a
new team. I hadn’t met any of them before, we just discussed on the phone.
As with any first time meeting, I was feeling scared and excited. When I got
out of the metro, in a completely unknown part of the city, I suddenly saw
two women wave at me. My look of surprise was eloquent and obvious enough
to make them explain themselves: “"We were waiting for a woman... with a
sporting bag... Italian... and easy-going. Someone without high heels and
make-up I mean! It was easy to find you” said one of them, smiling. I felt
welcomed, and smiled back at them. We won the match that afternoon and I
spent time sharing beers with them and the good vibe of victory. I gradually

became part of the team.

My lesboradar? activated quite easily, recognizing some relationships and

conflicts in the group. It was familiar to me, and this helped me feel at home.

2 Gaydar, gay radar, lesbodar, lesboradar, or radar refer to the supposed capacity to recognize
other lesbian, gay or queer people when sharing a space (entering a room, walking in the
street, etc.), without talking to them. See for instance:
https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Ilesbodar.
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It was also probably the first time in Italy that I was defined as “Italian”. It
took me a while to realize how similar and yet different I was to them and

what this difference meant to me, and to them.

This is how my intellectual journey began. Through this experience, I tried to
explore the meanings of difference in terms of sexuality, gender, and race,
starting from a specific location: the everyday experiences of the city of
lesbian women having migrated to Brussels or to Milan. Exploring the
literature, I became very interested in the geographies of urban encounters,
and the ways in which sexuality plays a role in the definition of who is

considered marginal in the cities, and to whom.

The common definition of lesbian is a woman attracted sexually or
romantically to other women. This definition assume that the core of lesbian
difference relies on their sexual preferences. In contrast, I consider sexual
difference is built upon and incorporates, first of all, gender and also race,
class, political orientation etc. in various ways that are yet underexplored. This
definition, moreover, is highly controversial for the unproblematized use of
the term ‘woman’. Some understand it as a ‘natural’ biological category -
excluding lesbian trans women, for instance — while others talk about gender
as a performance (West and Zimmerman 1987) or about its performativity

(Butler 2006). Moreover, as pointed out by Black feminism, women are far
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from being an unitary category; rather “it too has its own specificity
constituted within and through historically specific configurations of gender
relations” (Brah 1991, 60). Some lesbian scholar asserts that “lesbians are
not women” (Wittig, 1992) refusing the gender categorization for its implicit
economic and political subordination to men:

Lesbian is the only concept I know of which is beyond the categories

of sex (woman and man), because the designated subject (lesbian) is

not a woman, either economically, or politically, or ideologically

(Wittig, 1992, p. 20. Emphasis in the original).
In contrast, in other feminist pluralist conceptions - like in the case of
womanism, by Alice Walker — the category of ‘women’ has been put at the
center of the analysis. In order to overcome these situated differences, some
authors prefer to talk about women or female same-sex desire to describe a
transcultural and transhistorical phenomenon (Blackwood and Wieringa
1999). Lesbian, in this sense, seems configured as a Western construction
that situates from the beginning other subjectivities (working class, racialized,
disabled, etc. but also bisexual and trans people) at the margins, as Others
thus creating “theoretically ‘impossible’ or ‘unviable’ subjects” as Rahman
(2010) shows about the experiences of gay Muslims. I am aware of these
tensions: “who might identify as a ‘lesbian’ (and what that might mean)
depends on political and social circumstances as well as geographical and
historical specificities” (Nash 2015, 250). I choose to use the term lesbians

for two main reasons. First, I want to bring awareness about these stories and
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make them more visible and easier to unearth among researchers and
activists. Secondly, it is an attempt to resignify the category in an inclusive
sense, especially for trans and racialized lesbians and for bisexual and

pansexual women.

In order to elaborate on this issue, I find the concept of intersectionality only
partially useful, since it lacks the tools to account for the hidden aspect of
power relations and their spatial and relational dimensions. Moreover,
intersectionality also falls short when we need to understand the interactions
between the experience of subordination and domination with the partial
position of privilege that comes with being a white middle-class lesbian, for
instance. That is why, following Bacchetta (2016), I will use the concept of co-
formation, in order to shed light on the interaction and articulation among
domination, subordination, and privilege, as they are lived, experienced, and

embodied by lesbian women in the urban space.

Moreover, 1 find that scholarly debates on everyday multiculturalism,
superdiversity, and encounters, which investigate how difference is negotiated
through situated practices and everyday interactions (Colombo and Semi,
2007), do not take enough into account how sexual difference has been
created. My work is aiming at contributing to the enrichment of this theme. I

engage in a critical understanding of the construction of and along differences
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in the lesbian spatial experiences of Brussels and Milan, two Western European
cities. The encounters, in this sense, are encounters with difference as well as
with similarities, which become spaces of identifications, counteridentifications
and disidentifications (Mufioz, 1999). This work explores the im/possibilities
of encounters for and among lesbians in Milan and Brussels and the

consequences in terms of co-formations of lesbian space-identifications.

A general contextualization of these two cities and ‘herstory’ (how lesbian
women emerged in those spaces as a collective subject in the last decades)
will help situate the research field. The analysis of the interviews will then
deepen the perspective on how and which encounters make identification with
oneself and others possible or impossible. Encounters, indeed, also implies
absences and invisibilities, which are produced through complex,
contradictory and multifaceted dynamics that are highlighted through the

analysis.

Ultimately, this work aims at expanding the debate about diversity, difference,
and everyday multiculturalism in Western European cities, looking at it from

the viewpoint of queer and intersectional perspectives.

The thesis consists of eight chapters, divided in four main parts: theoretical

contextualization (chapters 1 and 2), methodologies and positionalities
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(chapter 3), contexts (chapter 4), analysis of the interviews (chapters
5,6,7,8), and conclusions. In the first chapter, dedicated to the theoretical
contextualization, I will make clear my starting points within the urban
literature. I wrote the second chapter as a toolkit: I describe the key concepts
the guided my analysis (intersectionality, co-formations, encounters,
dis/identification and visibility) in terms of both literature and research design.
The third chapter aims at describing how the research was conducted, putting
emphasis on how my positionality plays a major role both as a tool and as a
limit for the research. The fourth chapter offers a wide overview of Milan and
of Brussels, situating the two cities in their national and historical contexts.
The fifth chapter is built on two parts: the first is dedicated to the historical
emergence of lesbian subjectivities in the two contexts; the second to the
description of the two lesbian scenes. Chapter 6 to 8 are dedicated to the
analysis of the interviews, and each of them is divided in three parts. In the
sixth chapter the emphasis is put on the individual experience of difference
nourished by invisibility and erasures, and the strategies and tactics that the
participants use to keep their sense of self together. In the first part I show
the conflicts that arise from a minoritized position, that lead to the second
part where I discuss the embodiment of lesbians’ counteridentification; the
third part show the role that flirts and relationships have in stabilizing lesbian
existences. Chapter 7 - “shrinking geographies” - focuses on the encounters

and non-encounters within the two cities: First, I look at the efforts and
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consequences of disidentifying with the victim of street violence and how
gendered geographies of fears and homonationalist discourses restrict the
possibilities of encounters. Second, I propose the image of a minesweeper as
a metaphor to look at how the participants strategically avoid not only material
but also symbolic encounters. Third, examining the consequences for non-
encountering with “different” others, I show how collective identifications are
reinforced through “bubbles” with a discussion about the role of self-ghettos,
separatism and safe spaces. Finally, in chapter 8 - lesbian co-formations - I
discuss issues of power, intersectionality and boundaries embedded in the

definition of lesbian identities noticeably in terms of gender, race and class.
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CHAPTER 1: LESBIANS IN TOWN

The term “homosexual community” was first used within an academic context
in the 1950s - Leznoff _and_Westley _published an article titled: “The
Homosexual Community” in 1956 - while the expression “lesbian community”
appears in the late 1960s (Schuyf 1992). An interest in the spatial expressions
of gay and lesbian subjects began in the U.S.A. and Western European
contexts in the 1970s with the emergence also of feminist urban geographies

(Bondi and Rose 2003) and particularly from the 1990s within the field of

urban geography (Castells, 1983; Adler and Brenner, 1992; Valentine, 1993;

The first urban analysis concerning gay and lesbian populations were initially
centered on their residential patterns. In general, most of the studies are
centered on the experiences of gay men with ambiguous hypothesis about the
territorialization of lesbians:

The literature on differences between gay men and lesbians in relation

to urban space is generally ambiguous about the existence of lesbian

spatial concentrations (Adler and Brenner 1992, p. 24).

Castells (1983), for instance, considers that “lesbians, unlike gay men, tend
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not to concentrate in a given territory, but establish social and interpersonal
network”. Adler and Brenner (1992) contest Castell’s argument that “gays and
lesbians tend to behave as men and women” on a double level: first, they
question the difference between gay and lesbian; second, they question the
explanations lying behind these differences:

In addition to questioning whether the differences in relationship to

space between lesbians and gay men are as great as the literature

assumes, we also question the explanations put forward for the
differences that do exist (Adler and Brenner 1992, p. 25).

Studying lesbian’s experiences of space means navigating a large literature
where feminist and urban geographies often overlaps and sometimes
conflictually converge. As highlighted by Bell (2007), the on-going tensions
between queer and feminist approaches plays a role also in the fields of human
geographies:

Urban geography has been home to research on, among other things,

gay gentrification and gay urban politics, most notably in the work of

Larry Knopp (too many papers to cite, but see Knopp 1992 as an

example). Feminist geography has been sometime home to work on

queer politics and theory, though I think it is fair to say there are on-

going tensions between queer and feminism that are also playing out
in geography (Bell 2007, 85).

For these reasons, I could find accounts of lesbian’s experiences of the city

navigating the fields of urban, feminist and queer studies.
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In the 1970s, the emergence of an Anglo-American feminist geography
showed how “the urban was swiftly identified as a key spatial scale through
which gender is experienced and constituted” (Bondi and Rose 2003, 230).
Cities have been considered a site of concentration of human diversities as a
consequence of the density, the heterogeneity, and the large number of
people living in the same place: “The city has thus historically been the
melting-pot of races, peoples and cultures, and a most favorable breeding-
ground of new biological and cultural hybrids” (Wirth, 1938:10). What has
been often discussed is the oppressive or liberating nature of cities both for
women and for LGBTQIA+ people. Anonymity of big cities is what allows to
express non-normative sexuality more freely (Tonkiss 2005): resisting the
conformity of 1950s’ small-town suburbia, men and women in the post-war
USA were drawn to cities as a place to express their ‘deviant’ sexuality. Their
newly-acquired gay and lesbian identities were predominantly urban,
emanating from the social geographies of the streets. The anonymity of the

city made a gay life realizable in a repressive era (Munt 1995, 108).

In particular, some cities - and some areas within these cities — are known to
be more attractive than others in terms of LGBT+ rights and lifestyles,
becoming temporary or long term “gay Meccas” for LGBTQIA+ pilgrims,
migrants or tourists: examples in this respect are nowadays New York, San

Francisco, Tel Aviv, Berlin, Brighton but also Milan and Brussels for their local
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contexts. The narrative of progress which is inherent to such descriptions finds
its counterpart in the idealized rural or small town areas which in turns are
assumed to be intrinsically conservative or homolesbotransphobic, a narrative
that has been empirically and theoretically contested by some authors (
Halberstam 2005; Di Feliciantonio and Gadelha 2016). Brown (2012) observe
that the urban experience of gay men and women become often the model of
the gay experience:
Problematically, the experiences of metropolitan gay men and women

are too frequently extrapolated from, globalized, and presented as the
universal gay experience (Brown 2012, 1068).

Today’s urban literature focuses on sexuality around two main topics: city
branding and gaytrification on one hand and issues of diversity and

superdiversity on the other hand:

While some queer critics of the neoliberal city explore the formation
of gay neighborhoods, which are appropriated alongside other
branded and themed quarters by neoliberal, global and
entrepreneurial cities competing over tourists and investors, others
highlight the promises that ‘mixed’ (multiracial and multisexual) areas
hold for queer bodies whose transgressive expressions are not
palatable to cosmopolitan consumption (Bacchetta, El-Tayeb, and
Haritaworn 2015, 770-71).

The first strand interrogates the “production and the consumption of ‘gay
space’ in cities [...] caught between imperatives of commodification and ideas

of authenticity” (Bell and Binnie 2004); this strand criticizes and discards the
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LGBTQIA+ subjects and communities are conceived as analogous to racialized,
migrant, disable people, and other Others under the umbrella term of
diversity. In both cases, gay&lesbian are most of the time taken together -
leaving aside trans, non-binary, intersex, bisexual, asexual, etc. experiences:
The geographic literature dealing with sexuality and space deals with
heterosexuals, gays, and lesbians, but has been silent on both
bisexuals (Hemmings, 2002) and the transgendered (Namaste,

2001). (Doan 2007, p.63).

I argue that this relies upon a “quasi-ethnic” idea of homosexuality, as I will

show in the next part.

Quasi-ethnic gay and lesbian identity

Central for these spatial analyses is the idea that gays and lesbians

organize around a quasi-ethnic idea of difference:

As many observers have noted, gays in the 1970s increasingly came
to conceptualize themselves as legitimate minority group, having a
certain quasi-"ethnic”status and deserving the same protection
against discrimination that are claimed by other groups in our
societies. To be gay, then, become something like being Italian, or

31 had the impression, while doing the research, that Florida was one of the most — when not
the only - quoted author by non-queer urban scholars willing to include “gay” population
within their analysis. I underline this because Florida’s hypothesis has been contested on
many levels — not last methodologically by Bell and Binnie (2004). See also Halberstam’s
introduction in In a queer place and time, 2005.
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black, or Jewish (Epstein 1987, 120).
Acquiring a quasi-"ethnic” status enables gays to claim rights on the basis of
their collective identity. Taylor and Whittier define collective identities as “the
shared definition of a group that derives from member's common interests,
“recreated in the course of social movement activity” and that “it is necessary
to analyze the social and political struggle that created that identity” (p.352-
353). They highlight three factors - boundaries, consciousness and
negotiations:

Boundaries: “refers to the social, psychological, and physical

structures that establish differences between a challenging group and

a dominant group”.

Consciousness: “consists of the interpretative frameworks that

emerge out of a challenging group's struggle to define and realize its

interests”

Negotiation: “encompasses the symbols and everyday actions

subordinate groups uses to resist and restructure existing systems of
domination” (Taylor and Whittier, 1992, 352-353).

Two aspects are central in such a conceptualization of gay and lesbian
identities: the essentialization of identities and the refusal of the dominant
order. I believe that these two assumptions have major consequences on how
urban literature largely theorizes homosexualities. First, while gays’ ethnicity-
and-rights strategies might be effective for a political movement in a time and
space of multicultural politics of recognition (C. Taylor, Gutmann, and Taylor

1994) such the 1990s in the U.S.A., they suggest the existence of some
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cultural or subcultural elements that make a group of individuals recognizable
as a homogeneous one: a gay/lesbian community. As a consequence, sexual
orientation has become the central and only focus within most of the analysis
of the gay and lesbian movements. This way of understanding difference in
‘culturalist” and essentialist terms is similar to what Brah calls ‘ethnicism’ for

racialized groups:

Ethnicism, I would suggest, defines the experience of racialised
groups primarily in ‘culturalist' terms: that is, it posits 'ethnic
difference' as the primary modality around which social life is
constituted and experienced. Cultural needs are defined largely as
independent of other social experiences centred around class, gender,
racism or sexuality. This means that a group identified as culturally
different is assumed to be internally homogeneous, when this is

According to Warner (1993, xxv) the idea of gay and lesbian community relies

on the Anglo-American model of identity politics based on race and ethnicity:

Although it has had importance in organizational efforts (where in
circular fashion it receives concretization), the notion of a community
has remained problematic if only because nearly every lesbian or gay
remembers being such before entering a collectively identified space,
because much of lesbian and gay history has to do with
noncommunity, and because dispersal rather than localization
continues to be definitive of queer self-understanding ("We Are
Everywhere"). Community also falsely suggests an ideological and
nostalgic contrast with the atomization of modern capitalist society
(Warner 1993, xxv. Emphasis added).

Warner insists on the fact that the idea of a community is inaccurate in

describing the dispersal experience of gay and lesbian people. However, such
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dominant conceptualization produces consequences: gay and lesbian
identities are often crystallized and put outside their historical, geographical,
and social locations, erasing the specific conditions for the emergence of these
subjectivities and the differences among them. To put it differently, “race and
sexuality are predominantly understood as analogous rather than mutually
constituted” (Oswin 2008, 94). What is more, the ways in which race, class,
age etc. play a role in the definition of sexual subjects are not taken into

account in their mutual composition.

Let’s take a look at the second assumption, the refusal of the dominant order:
homosexual identities have been built in and around an opposition with
heterosexual identities where gays and lesbians (and sometimes bisexual and
trans and intersex people) would represent revolutionary or resistant subjects
facing “existing systems of dominations” whereas straight people and straight

places represent the oppressive sides of societies:

All heterosexuals are represented as dominant and controlling and all
queers are understood as marginalized and invisible. Thus, even in
the name of destabilization, some queer activists have begun to
prioritize sexuality as the primary frame through which they pursue
their politics [...] Instead, I am suggesting that the process of
movement building be rooted not in our shared history or identity, but
in our shared marginal relationship to dominant power which

and minoritizing understanding of sexual definition:
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The first is the contradiction between seeing homo/heterosexual
definition on the one hand as an issue of active importance primarily
for a small, distinct, relatively fixed homosexual minority (what order
to as a minoritizing view), and seeing it on the other hand as an issue
of continuing, determinative importance in the lives of people across
the spectrum of sexualities (what I refer to as a universalizing view).
(Sedgwick 1990, p. 1)

Minoritizing approaches are “taxonomic identity-discourses instituted in the
understanding of homosexuality as quasi-ethnic groups. From a universalizing
perspective, on the contrary, “there is the potential, for every woman, to be
or become lesbian” (Milletti 2007, 73). Sedgwick rephrase the essentialist
versus constructivist debate in terms of "minoritizing" versus "universalizing"
understandings of homosexuality, highlighting the political consequences of
such a binary thinking*. She argues that homosexual and heterosexual
identities are in fact co-constructed; homosexuality — as an identity - is

responsive and constitutive of (male) heterosexuality:

4 Sedgwick explains: “I prefer the former terminology because it seems to record and respond
to the question, "In whose lives is homo/heterosexual definition an issue of continuing
centrality and difficulty?" rather than either of the questions that seem to have gotten conflued
in the constructivist/ essentialist debate: on the one hand what one might call the question
of phylogeny, "How fully are the meaning and experience of sexual activity and identity
contingent on their mutual structuring with other, historically and culturally variable aspects
of a given society?"; and on the other what one might call that of ontogeny, "What is the
cause of homo- or of hetero- sexuality in the individual?" I am specifically offering
minoritizing/ universalizing as an alternative (though not an equivalent) to essentialist/
constructivist, in the sense that I think it can do some of the same analytic work as the latter
binarism, and rather more tellingly. I think it may isolate the areas where the questions of
ontogeny and phylogeny most consequentially overlap” (1990, p.40).
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I have been arguing that constructions of modern Western gay male
identity tend to be, not in the first place “essentially gay”, but instead
(or at least also) in a very intimately responsive and expressive,
though always oblique, relation to incoherences implicit in modern
male heterosexuality (Sedgwick 1990, 145).

What I found important is to highlight the relation and co-constitution “very

” \\

intimately responsive” “though always oblique” that exist between Western
gay identities and male heterosexualities. The next paragraph will explore how
this debate has been translated in different understandings of sexualized

spaces.

Heternormativity, homonormativities and homonationalism

A significant body of work has shown how the space of the city is gendered
and sexualized in heterosexist ways. Valentine’s work, for instance, has been
central to make visible the implicit heterosexist norms that are embedded in
everyday places such as home, the workplaces, restaurants, and so on.
Building on a feminist tradition, her analysis criticizes the public-private binary

and show the heterosexualized nature of urban spaces:

Heterosexuality is expressed in the ways spaces are physically and
socially organized; from houses to the workplace, restaurants to
insurance companies, spaces reflect and support asymmetrical family
unit. The lack of recognition of alternative sexual identities means that
places and organisations that exclude lesbian and gay lifestyles and
so unconsciously reproduce heterosexual hegemony. [..] The
dominance of heterosexuality is therefore perpetuated because
lesbians feel out of place because space is organized for and
appropriated by heterosexuals and so reproduces asymmetrical
sociosexual relations (Valentine 1993, 410. Emphasis added).
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What Valentine seems to suggests is that heterosexuality as a norm is
enforced through the physical and social organization of space that make
lesbians uncomfortable - “out of place” - in such places. Lesbian or queer
spaces seem to emerge as a reaction to straight ones: “However implicitly,
public (straight) space remains the original: the real space which gay
space/queer space copies or subverts” (Bell et al. 1994, 32). In other words,
it is what Warner and Berlant (1998) called heteronormativity:

By heteronormativity we mean the institutions, structures of

understanding, and practical orientations that make heterosexuality

seem not only coherent-that is, organized as a sexuality - but also

privileged [...]. This sense of rightness - embedded in things and not

just in sex - is what we call heteronormativity. Heteronormativity is

more than ideology, or prejudice, or phobia against gays and lesbians,

it is produced in almost every aspect of the forms and arrangements

of social life: nationality, the state, and the law; commerce; medicine;
and education; as well as the conventions and affects of narrativity,

The concept of queer is used to highlight and question the normative
assumptions beyond spaces, text, identities, etc. In Fear of a queer planet
(1993) Micheal Warner stated that in order to avoid to be reduced to a
neoliberal gay politics claiming for inclusion and toleration, many people have
shifted their identification from gay to queer:

It is partly to avoid this reduction of the issues that so many people

in the last two or three years — including many of the authors in this
volume — have shifted their self-identification from "gay" to "queer."
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The preference for "queer" represents, among other things, an
aggressive impulse of generalization; it rejects a minoritizing logic of
toleration or simple political interest-representation in favor of a more
thorough resistance to regimes of the normal. [...] The insistence on
"queer" — a term initially generated in the context of terror —has the
effect of pointing out a wide field of normalization, rather than simple
intolerance, as the site of violence (Warner 1993, xxvi).

In this sense, “queer is not a five letters shortcut for gay” (Susan Stryker in
personal field notes, Milan 2016). According to Halberstam, “queer uses of
time and space develop, at least in part, in opposition to the institution of
as a “way of life*” that “refers to nonnormative logics and organizations of
community, sexual identity, embodiment, and activity in space and time”
(ibidem, p. 6). In these terms, normativities and non normativities, rather
than sexual behavior, make spaces more or less queer; however, often
“critical geographers generally depict queer spaces as spaces of gays and
lesbians or queer existing in opposition to and transgression of heterosexual
spaces” (Oswin 2008, 89) reinforcing a binary understanding of space-
identities, as emerge from the following quote:

To ‘queer’ a city therefore means to implicitly recognize the

heteronormative nature of most urban spaces (Bell et al., 1994) and

through overt action create a safe place for people who identify as
queer (Doan 2007).

> “[...] Encompasses subcultural practices, alternative methods of alliance, forms of
transgender embodiement, and those forms of representation dedicated to capturing these
willfully eccentric modes of being” (Halberstam 2005, 6).
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The dichotomy straight/gay is substituted by reinforced through the
heteronormative (dangerous) spaces and safe (queer) ones. Queer
geographers denounce the binarism behind it and argue that gay and lesbians
are not revolutionary subjects indeed, creating or living always in
transgressive spaces:
Gay space is not inherently more resistive or transgressive than
heterosexual space; and, consequently, queer geographers must
recognise that if there are many heterosexualities (Hubbard, 2007)
then it is a folly to position heterosexual space as always oppressive
and restricting the lives of lesbians, gay men, and other sexual and
gender ‘dissidents'. The real potential of queer thinking is to

undermine binary understandings of sexuality and gender rather than
reinforcing them (Brown 2009, 1500).

If space is “actively producing significations and reproducing mechanisms of

queer - in the sense of disruptive - about queer identities and spaces now?
Or, to quote Diana Fuss: “But how do we know when the homo is contributing
to the confirmation of the hetero and when it is disturbing it?” (Fuss 1991, 6).
Following Massey, queer geographers are invited to undermine claims not only
about stable identities, but also about stable identity of places:
But just as the notion of single coherent and stable identities has been
questioned so too could geographers work to undermine the exactly

parallel claims which are made about the identity of place (Massey
1994, 131).
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emphasis on the processes of exclusion that are at stake when activists and
scholars “prioritize sexuality as the primary frame through which they pursue

their politics”:

All heterosexuals are represented as dominant and controlling and all
queers are understood as marginalized and invisible. Thus, even in
the name of destabilization, some queer activists have begun to
prioritize sexuality as the primary frame through which they pursue
their politics. Undoubtedly, within different contexts various
characteristics of our total being- for example, race, gender, class,
sexuality- are highlighted or called upon to make sense of a particular
situation. However, my concern is centered on those individuals who
consistently activate only one characteristic of their identity, or a
single perspective of consciousness, to organize their politics,
rejecting any recognition of the multiple and intersecting systems of

She invites us to redefine what is queer in the sense of disruptive in order to
include non-normative heterosexual Others such as “black women struggling
for welfare, sex workers, punks and other dissidents” suggesting that a
“recognition of the multiple and intersecting systems of power” is needed. In
fact, in the 1990s - when the concepts of heteronormativity and queer were
used to resist proudly to the forms of institutionalization and assimilation that

were becoming available in North America and Europe - sexuality and “sex in

Despite early queer theory's Foucauldian approach, which emphasized
historicizing the politics of desire and the shifting social arrangements
that sustained particular sexual formations, a sort of essentialism
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inflected its account of queer politics, even queer subjectivity, as
inevitability radical (Currah 2013, 2).

It seemed impossible at that time, at least to a certain part of the movement,
to speak about homonormativity since homosexuality was not — yet — on board

of Western neoliberal democracies:

Heteronormativity is thus a concept distinct from heterosexuality. One
of the most conspicuous differences is that it has no parallel, unlike
heterosexuality, which organizes homosexuality as its opposite.
Because homosexuality can never have the invisible, tacit, society-
founding rightness that heterosexuality has, it would not be possible
to speak of "Thomonormativity" in the same sense (Berlant and Warner
1998, 548).

The “institutions, structures of understanding, and practical orientations”
(Ibid. 554) that privileged heterosexuality seemed, until the 1990s, impossible
to think in a symmetrical way for homosexuality, thus heteronormativity had
no counterpart. However, the major changes in legal rights - depenalization
and depathologization of homosexuality, access to marriage and some
reproductive rights, etc. - together with the persistence of pro-LGBTQIA+
discourses prove this idea wrong. In the space of a decade, things have
changed to the point that it is in fact possible to speak about homonormativity,
contrary to Warner and Berland prediction. Lisa Duggan defines it as:
[...] a politics that does not contest dominant heteronormative
assumptions and institutions — such as marriage, and its call for
monogamy and reproduction — but upholds and sustains them while
promising the possibility of a demobilized gay constituency and a

privatized, depoliticized gay culture anchored in domesticity and
consumption (Duggan 2002, 179).
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“prefiero una
libertad peligrosa a
una servidumbre

tranquila”

Maria Zambrano

“Reconvertir el sufrimiento en fuerza”

Figure 1 May I come in? - Roy 2019

The concept of homonormativity helps to question the intrinsic revolutionary
or disruptive nature of gay and lesbian subjectivities and spaces. It is used to
describe the interconnections between (a specific part of) the gay movement
with neoliberal politics in Western context after 2000s. However, there is

another face of homonormativity that I want to recall: the one at work within
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the so-called LGBTQIA+ movement that prioritize sex and orientation over
gender, class, race, etc. As Susan Stryker (2008) pointed out:
homonormativity “is more than an accommodation to neoliberalism in its
macropolitical manifestations. It is also an operation at the micropolitical level,
one that aligns gay interests with dominant constructions of knowledge and
power” (155). She considers it that as another side-effect of the construction
of gay and lesbian as a minority centered around a single issue:

In the first instance, homonormativity was a threat to a broadly

conceived politics of alliance and affinity, regardless of identity; it

aimed at securing privilege for gendernormative gays and lesbians

based on adherence to dominant cultural constructions of gender, and

it diminished the scope of potential resistance to oppression. In the

second instance, homonormativity took the shape of Ilesbian

subcultural norms that perversely grounded themselves in reactionary

notions of biological determinism as the only legitimate basis of

gender identity and paradoxically resisted feminist arguments that
“woman” and “lesbian” were political rather than ontological

In other words, constructions of what is acceptable and what is not are also
at work within LGBTQIA+ communities. In particular, lesbian communities
have a long history of gender “borders war” (Halberstam 1998). On one side,
it has been - and sometimes still is — debated whether trans women are “real

women” or not, and therefore welcomed or not in separatist spaces®. It is what

6 The conflict is between a part of the feminist/lesbian movement that reject trans women on
the basis of their “biological” sex assigned at birth — while refuting gender as a whole. For the
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Stryker refers to with “reactionary notions of biological determinism”. On the
other hand, trans masculinities and butch-femme relationships have been
accused some feminists of betraying womanhood. Queer scholars and activists
such as Ulrika Dahl, Ann Cvektovich and Minnie Bruce Pratt, Leslie Feinberg,
Jacob Hale and Jack Halberstam among others have produced valuable
insights it as I would explore in chapter 8 (see Cvetkovich, 2003; Dahl, 2017;

Feinberg, 1996; Halberstam, 1998 (2010); Pratt, 2009).

) y
Leslie Feinberg ) A | N EPNS4HALBERSTAM

Figure 3 Transgender Warriors and Female Masculinity Covers

In the case of trans people, *homonormativity lies in misconstruing trans as

either a gender or a sexual orientation”:

same reason, trans men do not receive the same treatment. They have been labeled TERF,
Trans Exclusionary Radical Feminist. They do not only refuse this label, but also denounce it
as hate speech. One of the latest example of widely visible anti-trans protest took place at
the 2018 London Pride: https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/anti-trans-protests-london-
pride-transgender-transphobia-terf-Igbt-feminist-a8448521.html.
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Misconstrued as a sexual orientation category, trans appears as a
desire, akin to kink and fetish desire, for cross-dressing or (more
extremely) genital modification. The “T” in this version of the LGBT
community becomes a group of people who are attracted to one
another on the basis of enjoying certain sexual practices — in the
same way that gay men are attracted to gay men, and lesbians are
attracted to lesbians, on the basis of a shared desire for particular
sexual practices [...] that offer respondents opportunities for self-
identification structured along the lines of

___Man

___Woman

__Transgender (check one)

(Stryker 2008, 148).

What homonormativity shows, as a critical tool, is that silences, and
exclusions, do not operate in one and only one direction, from the outside of
the mainstream heterosexual society to the inner queer individual and
communities. Rather, power dynamics, in a Foucauldian sense, are produced,
reproduced and resisted everywhere, including within the LGBTQIA+

individual and movements themselves.
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Figure 4 Gay Men lifted by those at the bottom of the movement - From: Queer. A Graphic History
(Barker and Scheele 2016, 219)
Jasbir Puar famous work Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer
Times (2007) started from a similar assessment, moving the theorization
further in order to include racialized experiences and islamophobia within the

new paradigm of the war of terror post 9/11. As Puar wrote few years later:

I had become increasingly frustrated with the standard refrain of
transnational feminist discourse as well as queer theories that
unequivocally stated, quite vociferously throughout the 1990s, that
the nation is heteronormative and that the queer is inherently an
outlaw to the nation-state (J. Puar 2013, 336).

When and where happened that the assimilation of outlaw gay, lesbians and

trans’” was desirable for the State - at what conditions, with what
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consequences? Homonationalism speaks about the "“collusion between
homosexuality and American [U.S.A.] nationalism that is generated both by
national rhetorics of patriotic inclusion and by gay and queer subjects
themselves” (J. K. Puar 2007, 39). It leads to the incorporation of the good
gay/queer into the body of the nation. She puts forwards three roots of
homonationalism that seems relevant to me in the context of this research:I
foreground three less apparent lineages of homonationalism: the analyses of
terrorist corporealities by feminist, queer, and other scholars; the consumer
habits of the gay and lesbian tourism industry, which consciously defines itself
as a progressive industry that seeks social change through the disruption of

“straight space”; and the liberal multicultural discourses of tolerance and

assemblage, an analitycs of power able to show that “the narrative of progress
for gay rights is thus built on the back of racialized others” — not only from
the right but also from the left - and that “it is not another identity politics,
not another way of distinguishing good queers from bad queers, not an
accusation, and not a position” (337). While homonormativity can be observed
and sometimes chosen or refused on the individual level (avoiding reproducing
the good gay), homonationalism "“like modernity, [...] can be resisted and re-
signified, but not opted out of: we are all conditioned by it and through it”

(336).
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While doing research on LGBTQIA+ issues in urban Western contexts, I think
that it is important to keep in mind this question: how the status of gay-
friendly has become desirable not only for the nation, but also for the city?

With what consequences and manifestations?

When I first engaged with the literature that I mentioned above, I realized
that lesbian experiences are often assumed to be complementary or analogous
to the one of gay men, therefore underestimating the gendered dimension of

their socialization:

Lesbians have historically been deprived of a political existence
through "inclusion" as female versions of male homosexuality. [...]
Part of the history of lesbian existence is, obviously, to be found where
lesbians, lacking a coherent female community, have shared a kind of
social life and common cause with homosexual men. But this has to
be seen against the differences: women's lack of economic and
cultural privilege relative to men; qualitative differences in female and
male relationships, for example, the prevalence of anonymous sex and
the justification of pederasty among male homosexuals, the
pronounced ageism in male homosexual standards of sexual
attractiveness, etc. In defining and describing lesbian existence I
would hope to move toward a dissociation of lesbian from male
homosexual values and allegiances (Rich 1980, 649-50).

Similarly, within most of the feminist literature, lesbians are often depicted as
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a residual and marked group, disappearing within the broader “women
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Figure 5 Gruppi di lesbiche a Milano in Melucci, 1984, p. 147. Emphasis added.

Figure 5 shows a representation of the women’s group in Milan. While any
other group is described by its name, place or function (writing group, health,
skyscraper, etc.), “groups of lesbians” are named as such. Moreover, they are
situated in the highest part of the graph concerning affect and solidarity
(vertical axis) - that mobilizes affective and relational resources - and the
lowest external impact (horizontal axis) that is — according to the authors -

the result of the choice of having a private/individual relationship with the
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outside world rather a than public/collective one (see Figure 6).
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Figure 6 Groups of lesbians in Milan 2, Melucci (1984), p. 149. Emphasis added.

Rare are studies that make a specific distinction among straight and lesbian
feminists, or lesbians and gay men and sometimes even within the broader
label LGBTQIA+. Lesbians’ lives are not specifically investigated outside
lesbian activism - similarly, little is known about bisexuals and trans
experiences outside transgender and bisexual studies. Moreover, because
most of the gay&lesbian literature has been produced in and around the
biggest metropolitan areas of the U.S.A. and the U.K, some authors have

engaged in decentering and “challenging Anglo-American dominance in the

can be found both in feminist literature - centered around gender - and in
works about sexuality — centered around male homosexuality - even if they
are rarely combined together. Some lesbian geographies have been ironically
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examples. What caught my attention, however, was the debate around a
specific space of the city: the lesbian bar(s) and its danger of becoming

extinct.

The disappearing of lesbian bars

Nightclubs were a visible site for women interested in ‘seeing’ other
women, and it is in this literature of the 1950s and 1960s that the bar
becomes consolidated as the symbol of home (Munt 1995, 108).

The documentary Searching for the last lesbian bar in America, broadcasted
in 2015, investigates the disappearing of famous lesbian bars all over the
U.S.A., while many gay men spaces, on the contrary, were doing pretty well
(Samson 2015). In 2018, two more videos appeared with very similar
guestions: The death of lesbian bars® in Australia and Where have all the
spaces for queer women in Toronto gone?®. This feeling of the
disappearing/changing face of lesbian spaces is not unique to North America
and Australia; rather, it is shared within other Western European communities

in big cities like London (Campkin et al. 2016), Amsterdam (Fobear 2012),

8 Accessible at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VhGH-dX2jwk.

9 Accessible at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ef5pp-qjlKg.
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and others. A recent report based on London’s LGBTQI+ nightlife highlights
the differences within the LGBTQIA+ communities and the exclusions within
such spaces:[The research shows] how gay men often outnumber people of
other genders and sexualities; and how there is a lack of LGBTQI BAME [Black,
Asian and Minority Ethnic, nda]/queer, trans, intersex, People of Colour spaces
and venues. [...] Along with the assumption that all LGBTQI venues are
synonymous with ‘gay bars’, another is that these bars are welcoming to all
who identify with the LGBTQI community. Our research does emphasise
common needs for nightlife space across these communities, but also that
they are extremely diverse in terms of gender, sexuality, ethnicity and other

expressions of their identities [...]. (Campkin et al. 2016, pp. 25-38).

This quote highlights two important elements: firstly, LGBTQIA+ spaces are
often understood to be synonymous with commodified nightlife space and
activities. Secondly, they do not welcome all LGBTQIA+ components in the
same way; rather, white gay male bodies are the most present/visible.
According to Warner (1993), the (pre)dominance of middle-class white men
is precisely the consequence of the commodification of the gay and lesbian

culture®. If the absence of and then need for specific lesbian spaces is often

10 “In the lesbian and gay movement, to a much greater degree than in any comparable
movement, the institutions of culture-building have been market-mediated: bars, discos,
special services, newspapers, magazines, phone lines, resorts, urban commercial districts...
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recognized, it is less clear what prevents them to develop new ones:In a city
known worldwide for its tolerance toward lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender
and queer individuals, as well as for being a popular tourist destination for
gays and lesbians, it seems strikingly odd that there is reticence within the
lesbian population to develop additional public lesbian social spaces within the
city. The question on the top of everyone’s mind is: why are there so few

public lesbian social spaces within Amsterdam? (Fobear 2012, 722).

During the exploratory fieldwork I realize that similar questions were asked in
Milan and overall in Brussels (see chapter 5). There is different competing
hypothesis that seeks to explain this phenomenon: for some, lesbians are less
‘exploitable’ than the middle class white gay men as a result of both economic
inequalities among men and women and increased by the effects of the
gentrification of the most marginalized populations - poor, racialized, non-
conforming — which tend to be consistent part of the bar scene. For others,
the homonormativity that gay marriage and adoptions make possible
emphasizes the gendered socialization, particularly in term of sexuality:
lesbians would tend to establish long-term relationships and to create
traditional families more, therefore they would go out less ‘in the scene’. A

third hypothesis considers the evolution in terms of identification: the

This structural environment has meant that the institutions of queer culture have been
dominated by those with capital: typically, middle-class white men” (Warner and Social Text
Collective 1993, pp. xvi-xvii).
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emergence of trans* and queer identities challenge the very idea of
traditionally non-mixed lesbian spaces (Samson 2015). Connected to that, a
fourth option is that lesbian, as a category and as a subculture, si becoming
obsolete. It can contribute to the reflection recognizing that lesbian have long
inhabited often in invisible ways. It is the case of political spaces - within the
feminist, transfeminist and queer activism - as well virtual communities, a

phenomenon that is largely understudied.

New lesbians in town

Where to go when there is no lesbian space to go? I argue through the
research that other circuits are available in order to encounter other lesbians.
However, a person migrating to the city - from the countryside, from another
city or from abroad - might be less familiar with the specific codes and
languages that circulate and make accessible certain spaces. In fact, places
or event that are not easily recognizable - are harder to find and to reach
(chapterCHAPTER 5: ) for an outsider. Bars and streets, indeed, are not the
only places where gay and lesbians meet; there are spaces such regular
restaurants and commodified places where it is known that lesbians hang out
(and/or where it is known that the bartenders are lesbians themselves) that
often become places of encounters. Also, football is a world-wide considered

a place for lesbians or gender-dissident women (Caudwell 2006; Ratna 2013),
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together with other sport, leisure activities and job generally coded as male.
The field of lesbian migration has not received much consideration in the

literature — with a focus either on heterosexual women or gay men:

The ability of queer and lesbian women to migrate, to move or to
simply be mobile (as lesbians or queers) has a tremendous impact on
the ability to just ‘be’. While much consideration has been given to
gay men, migration and mobilities, not as much has been given to the
exploration of lesbian mobilities and migrations (for example, Knopp
and Browne, 2003; Luibhéid, 2008; Annes, 2012; Lewis, 2012; Binnie
and Klesse, 2013).(C. J. Nash 2015, 254).

Nash underlines the “intimate connections between identities and places” that
is at the center of lesbian geographies concerned with questions of identity,

subjectivity, place, inclusion/exclusion shaped through relations of power”

(Ibid.).
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CHAPTER 2: DEFINITION OF THE CONCEPTS AND

PROBLEM STATEMENT

I- Defining some concepts

In this part, I will provide the reader with some tools that I have progressively
added to and through my analysis. First, I introduce the terms of
intersectionality and co-formations that I have used to look at power relations
in Foucaltian terms; second, I would discuss encounters with difference in the
urban space; third, I explain my understanding of assimilation or resistance
patterns in terms of identifications, counteridentification and disidentification;
and fourth I briefly contextualize the way in which I understand visibility and

intelligibility as possibilities of existence.

Intersectionality and co-formations

[...] We are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual,
heterosexual, and class oppression and see as our particular task the
development of integrated analysis and practices based upon the fact
that the major systems of oppression are interlocking. The synthesis
of these oppressions creates the conditions of our lives (Combahee
River Collective 1979, 210).

Forty years after the Statement of the Combahee River collective,

intersectionality is considered to be one of the major contribution of feminist
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theory in the recent years (McCall 2005). While Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the
term, the idea behind was being articulated in different spaces and times . The
CRC described oppressions as “interlocking” or happening “simultaneously,”
thus creating new measures of oppression and inequality” (K.-Y. Taylor 2017,
14). This concept provides for a powerful image - the crossroad - to think
about the effect of multiple axes of power on the lives of marginalized people:

Intersectionality is a way of understanding and analysing the

complexity of the world, in people and in human experiences. [...]

When it comes to social inequality, people’s lives and the organization

of power in a given society are better understood as being shaped not

by a single axis of social division, be it race, gender or class, but by

many axes that works together and influence each other (Hill Collins

& Bilge 2016, p. 2).
Intersectionality has become one of the privileged tools to conceptualize
complex identities and the effects of multiple axes of power on everyday
experiences. In particular, as Nash (2011, p. 7) notices, it helps to dismantle
the binary logic denounced by Hull, Bell-Scott and Smitt (1982) in their
anthology called All the Women are White, All the Blacks are Men, But some
of Us are Brave. This oppositional and over simplistic logic is still much present
in discourses about migrants and gay (and lesbian and trans) rights based on
implicit assumptions that often sound like: “all migrants are straight, all
LGBTQIA+ are white”. Intersectionality, in this sense, is a powerful conceptual

lens able to render visible the erased subjectivities situated at some specific

intersection (Rahman 2010). Originally rooted in the lived experience of Black
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feminist women, this “traveling theory” (Said 1975) has been applied in a
variety of disciplines and contexts. However, questions have been raised
about how intersectional theories can apply and which categories or axes of
oppression should be taken into account:

While an intersectional approach determined by a list of intersections

raises questions about what is left out of the frame, it raises further

questions about how such a frame over-determines who becomes
eligible for intersectional analyses (Shephard 2016, p. 33).

In other words: can a study about white nationalist men gatherings in the
U.S.A. claim to use an intersectional framework? Is there a core of categories
that should be systematically taken into account — namely race, gender, and
class? How can we - as scholars - deal with the “etcetera” problem? The
debate refers not only to what should/can be the focus of intersectional
analyses, but also how and by whom (or, better said, from where) it can be
done, given its feminist standpoint epistemology and its commitment to social
justice. As a matter of fact, some scholars denounce an “ornamental” (Bilge
2013, p. 408) and/or a reified use of the concept (Knapp 2005) exploring the
risks of a white(ning) appropriation that benefits the careers of white woman
scholars, especially in Europe. These authors warn us, and remind us, that
any serious intersectional analysis should found a commitment to social
justice, both in the theory and in the praxis - adopting participatory or
empowering methodologies and taking positionality seriously. Together with

its own success, in fact, came both internal and external criticisms. I am
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interested in the interactions between subordination and domination
experiences with partial positions of privilege. I consider that the image of
cross-road fails to take into account the hidden or invisible dimensions of
power relations (privileges) and the spatial-relational dimension of them (Puar

2012).

According to Carastathis, the metaphor of intersecting “axes” of power is not
the most appropriate to investigate the “interlocking systems of oppression”:
“an analysis of the way that systems of oppression ‘interlock’ has as its point
of focus the matrix of micro- and macro-political relations that produce
subjects, whereas intersectional analysis focuses on the subjects produced by
those relations, conceived of in identic terms” ( 2008, p. 25). Bacchetta (2009,
2015) offers an interesting analysis distinguishing between unilinear,
multilinear and aggregate models of power. Intersectionality would consist of
a multilinear model: focusing on the intersection, the risk is to exclude those
who are not part of the linear axes of power considered within the analysis.
On the other hand, aggregate models - based on the idea of matrix or
assemblages - go beyond this linear approach to incorporate the density and
the intensity of power relations. An example of assemblage analysis is the
Puar’s work on homonationalism in “Terrorist assemblages: homonationalism
in queer times” (Puar 2007). In this work, Puar criticizes intersectionality for

stabilizing identities:
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As opposed to an intersectional model of identity, which presumes that
components—race, class, gender, sexuality, nation, age, religion—are
separable analytics and can thus be disassembled, an assemblage is
more attuned to interwoven forces that merge and dissipate time,
space, and body against linearity, coherency, and permanency.
Intersectionality demands the knowing, naming, and thus stabilizing
of identity across space and time, relying on the logic of equivalence
and analogy between various axes of identity and generating
narratives of progress that deny the fictive and performative aspects
of identification: you become an identity, yes, but also timelessness
works to consolidate the fiction of a seamless stable identity in every
space (Puar 2007, p. 212. Emphasis added).

As Puar (2005, 2007, 2012) and Bacchetta (2009, 2015, 2016, 2017) pointed
out, one of the feminist critiques of intersectional models is that they do not
systematically take history and space into account: “this analytical framework
does not necessarily take into account genealogies or scales of power”
(Bacchetta 2009, my translation). In this sense, intersectionality and
assemblages should not be seen as oppositional but rather frictional (Puar
2012). That is to say, the two models arise from two sets of literature that
have been seen as separate but - as feminist scholars - we should “aspires
to an affirmative, convivial conversation between what have generally been
construed as oppositional sets of literatures: that of women of color
intersectional feminist theory, and feminist theory that has been invested in
postrepresentational, posthuman, or postsubject conceptualizations of the
body” (Puar 2012, 50). In her famous article “Mapping the Margins:

Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against Women of Color”,
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Crenshaw wrote in a note: “I consider intersectionality a provisional concept
linking contemporary politics with the postmodern theory” (1991, p. 1244).
This conciliation is what I see in Bacchetta’s concepts of co-formations and co-
productions. Based on a Foucauldian understanding of power as dispositif, co-
productions address the fluid and “indivisible way in which power operates
through the material, discursive, embodied, social, psychological and symbolic
dimensions” (Bacchetta 2016, p. 277) at different scales. For example,
capitalism is a co-production in which one can see multiple relations of power
at once (Ibid.). Power, in this sense, is co-produced simultaneously and in
non-linear ways (as in an assemblage). At the same time, co-formations
account of how subjects are produced (at the intersections) and how they
reproduce and/or challenge the co-productions of power in which they are
embedded (in this case, homonormativities and homonationalism). Co-
formations are the ways in which power produce “all the subjects, the material
conditions, the behaviors and the existing objects” (Bacchetta 2009, my
translation).

Subjects are co-formational subject-effects that are constructed in

multiplicities of relations of power [...] they come to occupy (and to

leave) shifting places in an always potentially unstable continuum of

subaltern-to-dominant subjects and subject-positionalities (Bacchetta

2017, 169).

They account for “not only subjects like lesbians of color” but also those

hybrids mermaids, embedded in both privileges and oppressions systems
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“such as a lesbian, working class, rural, French woman” (Bacchetta 2009, my

translation).

These interlocking systems of oppression can “take both active forms which
we can see, and embedded forms which as a member of the dominant group
one is taught not to see” (McIntosh 1997, 298). Being white, for example, is
one of this embedded forms through which oppression manifests as a
privilege, a privilege of neutrality and normality that therefore is not
visible/seen. In other words, “"domination, subordination, and privilege are like
three heads of a hydra [...] discrimination cannot be ended by focusing only
on subordination and domination” (D. Davis 1996, 709). Intersectional
theories, which emerged from the lived experiences of black lesbian and
heterosexual women in the United States, offer a grammar to think of and
speak about the complex articulation of simultaneous systems of domination.
However, the articulations between domination, subordination, and privilege
- what Puwar calls “different levels of ontological complicity” (2004) - have
not been a primary focus of these analyses:

It has become commonplace to speak of intersections of race, gender

and class. However, the complicated processes where outsiders are

simultaneously insiders have not been explored in depth (Puwar 2004,
p. 152. Emphasis added).

In this research I want to focus on “the ways in which privilege and oppression
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interact, forming each subject’s experiences” (Nash 2008, p. 11).

Encounters with difference

The sexual self is always a spatialized self (Hubbard 2018, 1296).

Deriving from the Latin incontrare, the first meaning of “encounter” is against,
contrary to. It is a “a face-to-face meeting between adversaries or opposing
forces and thus a meeting in conflict; hence a battle, skirmish or duel” (Wilson
2017, 2). In Encounters: two studies in the sociology of the interaction,
Goffman define encounters or “focused gathering” as: "“one type of social
arrangement that occurs when persons are in one another's immediate
proximities of people have long accompanied the accounts of cities and city
life to the point that encounters are considered to be the marker of the city:

European cities remain places where intergroup encounters can
develop and where cultural production takes place. The cities are the

2002, 1.
As a matter of fact, a considerable body of urban literature has focused on the

positive consequences that encounters among strangers - belonging to

11 “A gathering may itself generate a fleeting little group but also to examine the relation between this group and long-standing groups from

which the participants in the encounter may derive” (Goffman 1972, 13).
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different social, ethnic, religious, subcultural, etc. groups - might have in
enhancing solidarity by reducing stereotypes and discriminations (Amin 2002;
Oosterlynck et al. 2016; Valentine 2008; Wise and Velayutham 2009). The
underlining hypothesis is that sharing meaningful time, space, and activities
increases the chances to overcome an ingroup and outgroup distinction and it
will therefore diminish the potential conflicts among different groups. It relies
certain conditions, interpersonal contact is one of the most effective way to

reduce prejudice and enhance tolerance and respect.

From a microsociological perspective, Amin looks at the “local liveability, that
is, the micropolitics of everyday social contact an encounters” to study the
everyday multiculturalism rather than looking at the role and the normative
position of the State (Amin, 2002: 959). Valentine (2008), in line with Allport’s
contact theory, proposes to consider what happens in spaces of meaningful
contact, namely places where individual’s representations can be modified by
that person coming into contact with a culturally distinct category member
and subsequently modifying or elaborating the beliefs about him/herself and
the “Other”. The contact can be direct or indirect: every type of interaction
can be significant, the physical encounter between neighborhood as well as

interactions through objects, discourses or media.
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Oosterlynck et al. (2016) define encounter as one out of four sources of
solidarity within contemporary Western societies, together with shared norms
and values, interdependence and class struggle. Encounters - defined as
“informal social interaction with strangers” - are thought as complementary
to the other three; they are available on the micro-level even in case the

macro-sources of solidarity are not available (see table 1).

Table 1 Encounters as a source of solidarity - Table from Oosterlynk and

colleagues, 2016.

Table 1. Four sources of solidarity.

Definition Authors
Interdependence Collective benefits of specialization and + Durkheim on organic
social differentiation solidarity

Spencer on voluntary
cooperation
de Tocqueville on civil society
Beck on reflexive individuals
Giddens on active trust
Shared norms and Moral integration in community of norms «  Durkheim on collective
values and values consciousness
Etzioni on reciprocity in the
community
Putnam on social capital
Struggle Struggle for shared interests against + Marx on the unity of the
common enemy working class
= Weber on class and status
groups
Encounter Informal social interaction with strangers +  Simmel on sociation
Chicago School of urban
sociology

According to Sara Ahmed, “the term encounter suggests a meeting, but a
meeting which involves surprise and conflict” (2000, 6). She suggests that
encounters are also meetings with others — alien or strangers - through which

our collective identities are shaped and reshaped. In her words:

Identity itself is constituted in the ‘more than one’ of the encounter:
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the designation of an ‘I’ or ‘we’ requires an encounter with others.
These others cannot be simply relegated to the outside: given that
the subject comes into existence as an entity only through encounters
with others, then the subject’s existence cannot be separated from
the others who are encountered. As such, the encounter itself is
ontologically prior to the question of ontology (the question of the
being who encounters) (Ahmed, 2000, p. 7).

I consider encounters as the sites where identifications with the selves or other
are made possible or impossible: “A thesis on the priority of encounters over
identity suggests that it is only through meeting with an-other that the identity
of a given person comes to be inhabited as living” (Ahmed, 2000, p. 8.
Emphasis in the original) (Ahmed, 2000, p.8). In fact, as Wilson suggests, the
risk is to forget “who’s missing at this table”: “a focus on encounter does not
deal well with absence and thus can actively marginalize species and non-
human animals that are not easily encountered” (Wilson 2017, 12). Absences,
as well as “invisible others” — as I will further explore in the next paragraph -

tend to be excluded from the analysis.

To sum up, looking at everyday encounters can highlight the process of
construction of the self and the other, as well as accounting for the
hybridization of identities and cultures in the city!?. However, it can also hide

the structures of power:

The danger of everyday civil encounters therefore is that they obscure

12 According to Valentine, “cultural difference will somehow be dissolved by a process of
mixing or hybridization of culture in public space” (2008, 329).
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or leave untouched this question of who has the power to tolerate,
and therefore wider issues of equality and mutuality [...]Jand the
necessity to do not forget about tolerance in term of equality and
justice (Valentine 2008, 329).

The ‘logic of singularity’ can preclude the scaling up (Wilson 2017, 11);
however, since the possibilities of encounter are embedded the histories of
each context, encounters themselves speak about both micro but also a macro
structures of power: encounters can “shift the boundaries of what is familiar”
while at the same time the possibilities of encounter are shaped by “broader
relationships of power and antagonism” (Ahmed, 2000, p. 8). What happens
in encounters when difference can be as invisible as sexual difference? How
are boundaries and solidarities among lesbian identities shaped through

encounters in two European global urban contexts?

Dis/identifications

What does it mean to be gay? Do lesbians and gay men constitute a
“deviant subculture”? A “sexual minority”? A privileged “revolutionary
subject”? Is homosexuality a “preference” (like a taste for chocolate
ice cream)? Or perhaps an “orientation” (a fixed position relative to
the points of a compass)? Or maybe it's a “lifestyle”, like being a
“yuppie” or a surfer? Is being gay something that has some
importance? Or is it a relatively inconsequential difference? (Epstein
1987, 118. Emphasis added).

“What does it mean to be gay? [...] is being gay something that has some
importance? Or it is a relatively inconsequential difference?” (Epstein 1987,

118). During the process of research, the very nature of the label lesbian was
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constantly put under scrutiny. Rather than questioning “what does lesbian
mean?” I chose to look at how the identities work in the everyday interactions

with others.

José Esteban Mufoz in Disidentifications. Queers of Color and the Performance
of Politics (1999) makes a distinction in terms of identifications,
counteridentifications, and disidentification that has been very useful in this
respect. Based on a deep analysis of the psychoanalytic idea of identification,
and mediated by Athusser concept of interpellation, Mufioz distinguishes three
possible ways through which the subject is constructed by (and through) the
ideological practices. He relies on the works of Pécheux, who talks about (1)

identifications, (2) counteridentifications and (3) disidentifications (see Table

2).

Pécheux (on The “Good The “"Bad Subject”, “Working on and
Althusser Subject”, The the revolutionary subject against” the dominant
interpellation): normal subject ideology - the subject
how a subject as an inside ideology -
is constructed crossed identifications
by ideological - vampiric
practices understanding of

subject formation

71



Theorists

Assumptions

about majority

and minority

subjects

identities

Political

strategies

and

Booker T-

Washington

Clear boundaries
dominant

/dominated

Being

Inside

Assimilation

Teresa De Lauretis’s, W.E.B.

Du Bois

Clear boundaries dominant

/dominated

Being

Outside

Anti-assimilation, Separatism

Judith Butler, Diana
Fuss, José Esteban
Mufioz, James
Baldwin, (De Lauretis’s
desire), Michel
Foucault,
Moraga&Anzaldua’s
This Bridge Called My
Back, Norma Alarcon,
Stuart Hall, Michele
Wallace, Eve K.
Sedgwick, etc.

Unclear boundaries,
in-betweenness.
Multiple axes and
intersections of

oppressions

Doing

Against, Beside

“An ambivalent
modality [...] to resist
and confound socially
prescriptive  patterns
of identification”

(Mufioz 1999, p. 28)
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Table 2 Identification, Counteridentification and Disidentification in Mufioz, 1999 - Elaboration of the
author
Identification is a psychoanalytic construct which explains the formation of the
self through the adaptation of models taken from others:
A psychological process whereby the subject assimilates an aspect,
property or attribute of the other and is transformed, wholly or
partially, after the model the other provides. It is by means of a series

of identifications that the personality is constituted and specified
(Laplanche and Pontalis in Mufioz, 1999, p. 7).

Mufioz wants to argue that “the subjects who are outside the purview of
dominant public spheres encounter obstacles in enacting identifications
[because] these normativizing protocols keep subjects from accessing
identities” (Mufioz 1999, p. 8). For instance, the dominant perception that
gueer “it’s a white thing” — endorsed from both white and postcolonial scholars
like Franz Fanon - prevent queer people of color to access queer
identities/identifications. A second idea is that subjectivity cannot be reduced
nor to a social constructivist model nor to an essentialist understanding of the
self: “clearly, neither story is completed” rather, identity is a site of struggle,
it is a “process that takes place at the point of collision of perspectives that
some critics and theorists have understood as essentialist and constructivist”
(Mufioz 1999, p. 5,6). A third idea is that minoritarian and majoritarian
subjects do not access the “fiction of identity” with the same degree of

comfort:
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The fiction of identity is one that is accessed with relative ease by
most of the majoritarian subjects. Minoritarian subjects need to
interface with different subcultural fields to activate their own senses
of self (Mufioz, 1999, p. 5).

To sum up, according to Muhoz, identity is a fiction, a process and a site of
struggle which is tied up with dominant ideologies or normativities and it is
more uneasily accessed from the structural position of subordination defined,
for instance, in terms of sexuality and race. Identification is the process to be
or become part of the world through assimilationist practices.
Counteridentifications is the process to resist normativities and hegemonic
identifications, exemplified by Teresa De Lauretis theorization of lesbian
separatism, or in Wittig's words:

Consciousness of oppression is not only a reaction to (fight against)

oppression. It is also the whole conceptual reevaluation of the social

world, its whole reorganization with new concepts, from the point of
view of the oppression (Wittig 1992, 18).

Disidentification, instead, refers to survival strategies that are based on
ambivalent - neither inside nor against - negotiations with the hegemonic
structures:
Disidentification is meant to be descriptive of the survival strategies
of the minority subject practices in order to negotiate a phobic
majoritarian public sphere that continuously elides or punishes the
existence of subjects who do not conform to the phantasm of
normative citizenship (Mufoz, 1999, p. 6).

Disidentification is “an ambivalent modality [...] to resist and confound socially

prescriptive patterns of identification” (Mufioz 1999, p. 28). While Munoz’ idea
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of disidentification is more related with a doing rather than a being, and to
questioning rather than affirming, identifications and resistance both fall in
the field of ontological definitions of identities. The question is not what but
how “identity is enacted by minority subjects who must work with/resist the
condition of (im)possibility that dominant culture generates” (Munoz 1999, p.
6); the focus shifts from being to doing — not what identity is but what identity
does: the making of identities, and more specifically the identities-in-
difference®® that “emerge from a failed interpellation within the dominant
public sphere” (Mufioz 1999, p. 7). To conclude, Munoz makes limitation of
the concept clear, stating that disidentifications are not always the adequate
strategy for all minority subjects all the time (Mufioz 1999, p.162):
Disidentification is not always an adequate strategy of resistance and
survival for all minority subjects. At times, resistance need to be
pronounced and direct; on other occasions, queer of colors and other
minority subjects need to follow a conformist path if they hope to
survive a hostile public sphere. But for some, disidentification is a
survival strategy that works within and outside the dominant public
sphere simultaneously (Mufioz 1999, p. 5).
I use this concepts in my analysis with two considerations in mind: is this

theory, based on the experiences of queer people of color QPOC

(independently of their gender!*) mainly living in the U.S.A. valid for lesbians

13 The term comes from Chicana feminists Gloria Anzaldua and Cherrie Moraga in their work
This Bridge Called My Back: Wrtitings by Radical Women of Color (1981 [2015]).

14 Mufioz, in this work, does not seems to question explicitly gender privileges, while he
mentions class privileges (Chapter 7, see p. 164).
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(independently of their racial positioning) living in Western Europe a few
decades later? The point that I want to make is that although Mufioz uses “the

rr

terms such as ‘minoritarian subjects’ and ‘people of color/queers of color’” as
synonymous, I do recognize throughout the research different positionalities
of the participants concerning race and therefore different possibility in terms
of “accessing identities”. In other words: who are the “minoritarian subjects”
excluded from hegemonic interpellations is not always clear cut, in my case.
A second consideration concerns the underlying idea  that
identification/assimilation, counteridentification/resistance, and
disidentification/survival strategy are alternative options that, in the end,
would contribute to create different subjects (an assimilate/ resistant
/strategic survivor). The dilemma is not a new one; Catherine Walsh, quoting
Anibal Quijano, rephrases it as the “outside, inside and against” dilemma:

For Quijano, this construction denotes a continuous flow, filtration,

and articulation of subject positions that exceed or go beyond the

binary either/or. It points to strategic shifts, tactical moves, and an

intertwined complex of relations that transgress and traverse power

domains, all postured and understood as forms of struggle against the
dominant order (Mignolo and Walsh 2018, 74).

Starting from what Munoz considers the limits of disidentification, what I argue
is that each of these strategies are applied by actors according to different
context and their margins of possibilities and self awareness. What the
disidentificatory practices significantly show is that minoritarian subjects not

only dispose of, but create a “crucial practice of contesting social subordination
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through the project of worldmaking” (Mufoz 1999, 200). The concept of
disidentification echoes what Adolfo Alban (2008) calls re-existence:
The mechanisms that human groups implement as a strategy of
questioning and making visible the practices of racialization, exclusion
and marginalization, procuring the redefining and re-signifying of life
in conditions of dignity and self-determination, while at the same time

confronting the bio-politic that controls, dominates and commodifies
subjects and nature (Mignolo and Walsh 2018, 18).

are the possibilities of politicizing disidentification, this experience of
misrecognition, this uneasy sense of standing under a sign to which one does
and does not belong?” (219). In the next chapters, I will use Munoz
conceptualization in order to understand how the participants negotiate their
sexuality within, outside and beside the white heteronormative and
homonormative systems in which they are embedded and how norms and

exclusions are reproduced or challenged through their spatial practices.

Visibility and intellegibility

Si una época se define por lo visible y lo enunciable, por sus
superficies de visibilidad y zonas de legibilidad, la identidad es esa
arruga que hace visible ese extrafio desajuste, una disfuncidon de los
artefactos del ver y decir que la misma época produce para
reproducirse. [...] Continuamos siendo el punto ciego del espejo
retrovisor, una presencia invisible /invisibilizada en un marco de
visibilidad hegeménica (flores 2013, 117-18)

According to Mubi Brighenti, “the relationship of looking at each other

constitutes the site of mutual recognition, misrecognition or denial of
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recognition of the other - in short, the site where we constitute ourselves as

“visibility days” (intersex, bisex, trans, lesbian, autistic, etc.) demonstrate?®.
On one hand, invisibility is contested as a politics of erasure from the realm
of possibilities that lead to the disappearing of specific bodies and desires.
Visibility, on the contrary, represents a self-determination strategy since “the
sight is an apparatus that produces bodies” as the feminista y activista gorda
(feminist and fat activist) Lucrecia Masson points out:

I consider important now to name myself as fat, defining fat as a

strategy of selfnaming. [...] Naming myself in order to turn visible.

Occupy the space in order to turn visible. [...] Why do we need to turn

visible? Because the sight is an apparatus that produces bodies. There

are way of seeing that creates bodies, says valeria flores. There are

ways of seeing that creates desires, and there are way of seeing that

creates beauty, I would add (Masson, 2014. My translation, emphasis
added).

What is not seen, in this sense, it is not only forgotten ; rather, it is erased.
Through certain ways of seeing, through self determination and selfnaming,

new bodies and desires are created and brought into existence. Silences and

15 Interestingly, the last Lesbian Lives Conference (2019, 24th edition) - that, according to
their website, is “the world’s only annual academic conference in Lesbian Studies”- was titled
‘the politics of (in)visibility’.
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erasures take place at every level of lesbian experiences and lead to what
Cvetkovich (2003, p.20) has called an “institutional neglect”. She argues that
gay and lesbian histories are based on “forms of privacy and invisibility that

are both chosen and enforced”:

Forged around sexuality and intimacy, and hence forms of privacy and
invisibility that are both chosen and enforced, gay and lesbian cultures
often leave ephemeral and unusual traces. [..] Their lack of a
conventional archive so often makes them seem not to exist, and this
book tries to redress that problem by ranging across a wide variety of
genres and materials in order to make not just texts but whole
cultures visible (Cvetkovich, 2006, p. 20-22. Emphasis added).

In other words, visibility is a tool for intelligibility and existence: what is
invisible (for instance because of the lack of a conventional archive) “seem
not to exist”. It works both for recognition and for the control of unexpected
bodies?! and, within scopic regimes such as the Western contemporary on, is
a privileged concept to look at processes of subjectivation:
Without losing any of the sense of these ambiguities and
ambivalences, or of their dynamism and incoherences, or of conflict
between and within scopic regimes, visual practices fix the subject
into the authorised map of power and meaning: it views the map and

the subject, it is vigilant of boundary transgression and it is a vigilante
wielding fear and terror. In and through dominant scopic regimes,

16 “The effects of visibility swing between an empowering pole (visibility as recognition) and
a disempowering pole (visibility as control). The opposition between recognition and control
highlights that visibility is a two-edged sword: it can confer power, but it can also take it
away; it can be a source of both empowerment and disempowerment. Visibility is a rippling,
anadyomenic phenomenon” (Mubi Brighenti 2010, 39).
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Through visibility, an “authorised map of power and meaning” is constructed :
certain subjects are named, while other remains impossible, such as gay
Muslim identities (Rahman 2010). If visibility also means recognition, Skeggs
put emphasis on the spatial dimension of it:

Visibility is about an empirical recognition of being in or out of place

that invariably invokes regimes of placement. Claims for political

recognition rely on an investment in a future belief of knowing where

one’s place should be and making claims for that space: the claims

for a ‘right’ always invoke a projection into the future where justice
can be found if the ‘right’ is given (Skeggs et al., 2004, p. 220).

She notes that “public visibility and spatialization are mechanisms for the
construction of oppositional gay identity” (Ibid., 221). Visibility is also related to
the neutrality of privilege: both hypervisible and invisible subjects are those who
outdistance the norm. In her work “Space Invaders” (2004), for instance,
Puwar focuses on the differentiated level of inclusion experienced by white
women’s bodies and racialized men’s bodies in white and male dominated
British institutions. She asks: “"What happens when women and racialized
minorities take up ‘privileged’ positions which have not been ‘reserved’ for
them, for which, they are not, in short, the somatic norm” (p.1)? The somatic
norm is rendered visible through the bodies of those who are noticeably
different: white women, compared to white men, and black men, compared

to white men. Ritualized performances of hegemonic masculinities and

whiteness are rendered legible through the necessary negotiations of
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disrupting bodies coexisting in the same space. Exploring the interactions with
space, visibility and the norms embedded in it allows for taking into account

privileges, dominations, and subordinations simultaneously?’.

Some authors, however, also emphasize the ambiguity of visibility: within a
system dominated by vision (Haraway 1988) “visibility is a trap” (Foucault
1975). According to Bersani, “once we agreed to be seen, we also agreed to

being policed” because “visibility is a precondition of surveillance, disciplinary

p._32). Invisibility, on the other hand, can also be a strategy used by non-
hegemonic groups to avoid external grid of intelligibility (Bacchetta 2009;

Mubi Brighenti 2010, 178-181).

From an hegemonic perspective, “what is invisible simply does not exist, in

the sense that it has no political relevance” (Mubi Brighenti 2010, 176). I think

17 In this sense: “Race, class and gender don’t simply interact with each other. They can
cancel each other out and, in fact, one can compensate for the others” (Puwar 2004, 127)
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that the use of the word "existence" in the discourses of many non-normative
civil society organizations is revealing in this sense. For example, in the Italian
documentary "Lesbians do not exist"®, as well as in the French march for
Existrans?®, invisibility is contested because it means erasure from the realm
of possibilities, the disappearing of specific bodies and desires. According to
Mignolo, naming is what gives the power to manage knowledge,

understanding, and subjectivity:

The rhetoric of modernity that aims to persuade you through promises
of progress, growth, development, and newness of objects, composed
of three interrelated domains: first, a field of representation, which
grounds its power in the very idea that signs represent something
existing, and, second, a set of rhetorical discourses aimed at
persuading you that the world is as the field of representation tells
you it is. The belief that signs represents something existing is based
on the presupposition of universal naming. He who has the privilege
of naming and implanting His name is able to manage knowledge,
understanding, and subjectivity (Mignolo and Walsh, 2018, p. 139.
Emphasis in the original).

The privilege of naming it is rooted in a rhetoric of modernity based on the
primacy of the visible and on a "Western world-sense that privileges entities
and beings (ontology; Martin Heidegger’s Being)” over relations (Mignolo and
Walsh 2018, 135). These assumptions create the basis for a representational

system of knowledge where “reality” (entities, objects) exists prior to

18 e lesbiche non esistono (Lesbians do not exist). Direct by Laura Landi e Giovanna Selis -
who I wish to thank for their generosity in making their movie available. Italia: Satoschi doc,
Produzioni dal Basso, 2012. 60'.

19 Existrans is both the name of an annual march and a French association that fights for trans
resistance, existence and visibility. To know more: http://existrans.org/.
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knowledge and therefore it can be studied, understood and represented “as it

s,

IS

Western civilization was built on entities and de-notation, not in
relations and fluidity. The concept of representation is subservient to
ontology [...] it is through knowledge that entities and relations are
conceived, perceived, sensed, and described [within a given
cosmology/epistemology] (Mignolo and Walsh, 2018, p. 135.
Emphasis in the origina).

In other words, the question of nhon/existence brings forward the question of
Western hegemonic representation. As Bacchetta points out: “It's just
impossible to ‘see’ subjects outside this intelligibility hegemonic grid”
(Bacchetta, 2009, p. 17. My translation). Therefore, it is staying outside the
dominant visible frame that these subjects can create a decolonized space
where ‘is possible for [veiled French lesbians] to start to exist, in an
epistemological and political sense:
The existence of veiled lesbians opens a doubt about the ontological
certainty of the visual as a transparent field of signification [...]
revealing a breach through which is possible to disrupt the grid
according to which they are inconceivable and go beyond, to create a

decolonized space where it would be possible for them to start to exist
(Bacchetta, 2009, p. 17. My translation).

Bacchetta seems to argue that invisibility, rather than visibility, can be a viable
strategy to exist against the norms that erase certain subjectivities in the first
place: « Knowledges have not just ‘forgotten” women, their amnesia is

strategic and serves to ensure the patriarchal foundation of knowledge »
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(Grosz 1995, 40). It is on these foundational erasures that the
heteropatriarchy is rooted:
Due to the character of male-dominated realities within so-called

‘Western’ societies, it is in a sense correct to state that, in many social
space, lesbians do not exist. (Olasik 2015, 201)

Rather then through claims of visibility, it is through selfdetermination and
selfnaming, that the space for erased subjectivities - lesbians that do not exist

- can be created in order to brought them into intelligible existence.

The purpose of this study is to explore the city as a space of encounters and
exclusions from the perspectives of those considered different, more
specifically from lesbians migrating to big cities. One of the units of analysis
is the city; therefore, the concept of migration is defined in urban terms rather
than at a national or international level. Significant legal differences exist
between country-nationals and foreign migrants, as well as between EU and
extra-EU migrants, documented and undocumented people, asylum seekers,
etc. and these statuses heavily impact daily experiences. However, I assume
that the city is apprehended in a more reflexive way when coming from

another experience (having the possibility to compare) and “starting from
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zero” (re-creating networks, routines, etc.). Migration, in this sense, is the
experience of choosing (where to live, what to do outside the working time,
etc.) from a specific location (which includes gender, sexuality, class, race,
preferences, abilities, etc.) among the structural possibilities offered by the
city (in terms of housing market and cultural activities or pre-existing
networks, for instance). Within the Western European context, big cities -
often the capital cities such as London, Berlin, Amsterdam but also
Manchester, Bologna, Barcelona, etc. — are considered the better or easiest
places to live for LGBTQIA+ people both in terms of anonymity and political
activism or cultural landscapes. Milan, in the Northern part of Italy, and
Brussels — the capital of Belgium - follow this pattern. Moreover, they are both
considered global and cosmopolitan cities, cross-roads of financial and cultural

exchanges, and sort of "LGBT heaven” (Eeckhout and Paternotte, 2011).

Research Questions

I argue that, despite the improvement of legal conditions for lesbians in these
two contexts and the global disappearance of lesbian spaces discussed in the
previous chapter, lesbian identifications do not dissolve; rather, they maintain
their relevance. In Brussels, for example, there are a few blogs for
new(lesbian)comers complaining about the difficulties of finding specifically
lesbian spaces in the city, and where activists self-organized to create them -

though in ephemeral ways (see chapter 5). At the same time, intersectional
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approaches have convincingly demonstrated that sexual orientation alone is
not enough to describe the experiences of people (Rahman 2010; Anthias
2008; Manalansan 2006; Ratna 2013; Ceperiano et al. 2016; Y. Taylor 2009;
Rodo-de-Zarate 2015). I am interested in exploring the everyday experiences
of exclusion and inclusion of lesbian, bisexual, and queer women coming to

live in Milan or in Brussels.

My research questions are:

What are the everyday strategies of identification, disidentification
and resistance that lesbians create to affirm their existence in two
supposedly gay-friendly Western European cities?

How encounters shape |lesbian counter/identifications and
disidentifications?

What aspects of lesbian identities are welcomed and what are left
aside in urban encounters?

First, I am interested in how encounters but also non-encounters operate in
reproducing lesbian as a meaningful collective identification for the
participants. Second, I interrogate how race, class, gender operates for and
through lesbian spaces and identifications. Third, I question the everyday
spatial practices that can be read as assimilation — or “de-gaying” quoting
Bersani — disidentification and resistance within the debates around identity
politics and multiculturalism. I attempt to reply to these questions in chapter

6, 7, and 8. In chapter 6 - lesbian imaginaries and social existence - I explore
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the strategies of counter/identifications and disidentification that the
participants adopt in order to affirm their existence; I touch upon issues of
in/visibility and hegemonic representations discussed in this chapter. Chapter
7 - shrinking geographies - is dedicated to the encounters and non-
encounters in the city and how gendered geographies of fears and
homonationalist discourses restrict the possibilities of encounters. Finally, in
chapter 8 - lesbian co-formations — I discuss issues of power, intersectionality
and boundaries embedded in the definition of lesbian identities noticeably in

terms of gender, race and class.

What I want to get out of it is to 1) traces and map out this lives and
trajectories that are not generally traced (epistemological impossibilities) 2)
thinking systematically about power relations that limits or enhance
possibilities to live lesbian lives in urban spaces. My aim is to 3) question how
society and social norms are dealing with difference, adding to the thinking of

place of minoritized groups from these specific lesbian locations.

What is at stake is the place of minoritized groups and individuals within the
postmodern Western neoliberal societies, the question of living together, of
living “parallel lives” and the competing hypothesis that “cultural difference
will somehow be dissolved by a process of mixing or hybridization of culture

in public space” (Valentine, 2008: 324) or that “people exist increasingly in
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cultural bubbles with little intersection” (Wood and Landry 2008, 174).
Through this work, I aim at gaining understanding of historically and
geographically situated lesbian experiences of inclusion and exclusion in the
urban public space of two gay friendly and multicultural Western European

global cities.

Focusing on the encounters, I want to explore how social differences become
spatial differences and viceversa — what Doreen Massey calls “the politics of
interrelations” (2005, p. 10). More broadly, I share the hope that “[...] greater
clarity in how we conceptualize ‘difference’ may aid in developing sharper

political strategies for social justice” (Brah 1991, 54).
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGIES AND POSITIONALITIES

The chapter describes how the research was conducted, highlighting the
iterative process of negotiation between the research design on paper and the
interactions in the fields. In particular, I reflect upon my positionalities and

how they shaped and were reshaped by the research process.

S NETENE. G N R eI

Figure 2 Tailler d'ofici - Roy 2019
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Since the early stages of the research, I found necessary to gather information
from the field because of the little empirical data available on the topic. The
first data I collected, therefore, became necessary for the design of the
research, in a continuous dialogue between the design and the field. My initial
the question — where are the lesbians? — was intentionally broad and it aimed
to put emphasis on the underlying assumptions that I could find in similar
research about (homo)sexuality and the city: (1) gay people can be seen and
studied as a category, a group, or a subculture with homogeneous features -
in terms of class or race for instance (2) they have similar spatial practices,
especially in big (North American) cities (3) lesbians are often included (even
if not always explicitly) in the gay category, therefore assuming that sexual
difference prevails over gender difference (4) the way sexuality is organized
in U.S.A. and U.K. cities is comparable to other Western European contexts
(Adler and Brenner, 1992; Brown, 2006; Doan, 2007; Florida, 2004; Knopp,
1995; Moore, 2015). The question “Where are the lesbians?” helped me,
initially, to question these assumptions that I encountered in the literature
about urban studies on gender and sexuality. On one hand, following the
development of the geographies of encounter (Amin 2002; Gawlewicz 2016;

Valentine 2008; Valentine and Sadgrove 2014; Wilson 2017), I was interested
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in the places of encounter and non-encounter and on the women'’s perceptions
of inclusion and exclusion on those urban spaces. At the same time, I was
concerned with an anti-essentialist approach to lesbian identities and
identifications. Since the first steps, the research was situated in what has
been called “the identity paradox” (Bertone 2009, 96; Gamson 1995):

This debate, and other related debates in lesbian and gay politics, is

not only over the content of collective identity (whose definition of

"gay" counts?), but over the everyday viability and political usefulness

of sexual identities (is there and should there be such a thing as "gay,"

"lesbian," "man," "woman"? (Gamson 1995, 390)

Therefore, I found useful to combine ethnographic explorations of the two

cities with in-depth interviews.

Participant observation

I carried out participant observation between September 2015 and June 2018
at cultural events (performances, debates, theater), engaged meetings,
institutional events, sport events, and on-line public conflicts on social media
both in Milan (Italy) and in Brussels (Belgium). I also attended five Pride
parades: two in Brussels, one in Milan and two in Turin (Italy) with some
friends and some participants from Milan. I used different strategies to
observe and reflect on the observation, which are resumed by the following

observation grid:
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e Chronology: describe what was observed chronologically overtime, to
tell the story from the beginning to the end
Key events: describing critical incidents or major events, not
necessarily in order of occurrence but in order of importance
Various settings: describe various places, sites, settings, or locations
in which events/behaviors of interest happen
People: describing individuals or groups involved in the events

Process: describing important processes (e.g. Control, recruitment,
decision-making, socialization, communication)

The ethnographic fieldwork provided for important insights about the context
and allowed me to take into consideration not only the presence - which are
represented through the participants to the interview - but also the absences

of my fieldwork.

Interviews

If, as queer thinking argues, subjects and subjectivities are fluid,
unstable and perpetually becoming, how can we gather ‘data’ from
those tenuous and fleeting subjects using the standard methods of
data collection such as interviews or questionnaires? (Browne and
Nash 2010, 1).

The thesis draws on qualitative interviews conducted with 45 individuals which
I distinguished into participants (n = 29) and key informants (n = 16). The
participants were recruited in Brussels (n = 14) and in Milan (n = 15). Three

tables in the appendix resume the main information both of the interviewees
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and of the interview. The selection of the participants was one of the most
challenging part of the project: how could I find participants without
presupposing essential definitions of their origins and sexual orientations? It
seems to me that this is a major challenge for all those engaged with queer
thinking about identities and subjectivities, as the above quote points out
clearly. Browne and Nash openly criticize quantitative research methods that
tend to confirm stable ideas of lesbian and gay based on those “individuals
prepared to identify with particular sexual variables” (2010, p. 12); I argue,
however, that this can also be the case within qualitative research. Moreover,
the same concern haunted me about the definition of the origin of the
participants. How can the experience of “being a foreigner” to the city be
translated avoiding methodological nationalism? (Wimmer and Glick Schiller
2002) or stranger fetishism (Ahmed 2000)? How could I think the recruitment
process in order to welcome the experiences of nomadic subjectivities
(Braidotti 2010)? My provisional solution was to diffuse the following message
translated in Italian, French, English, Spanish, and Flemish (for the Belgian
case only): Do you live in Milan/Brussels for at least two years? Do you
originally come from a different country or region? Are you a woman attracted
mainly by women? If you answered 'yes' to this three question, you have the

perfect profile for participatingin my research in urban sociology. I

20 Methodological nationalism is the naturalization of the nation-state by social sciences
(Wimmer and Schiller 2003, 576).
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am looking for women willing to share their everyday experience of the city of

[Milan/Brussels]. (Fieldnotes, Milan 2016).

These languages were chosen as a matter of inclusivity and in line with my
own linguistic competences. The idea of expanding beyond them - including
Arabic, Nigala, Swahili, Creol or Tagalog among others — was resisted by the
fact that I would have not been able to follow up on that, therefore creating
expectations that I would have not be able to fulfill. In fact, the interviews
have been conducted in Italian, English, French, and Spanish. What is more,
even if I tried to keep the definition of “lesbian” as broad as possible, the
channels that I used to diffuse my message were already situated within a
specific cultural context. This announcement circulated via personal contacts
both via email and via social media such as Facebook, and it was also diffused
through the local LGBTQIA+ associations such as the RainbowHouse in
Brussels. In order to reach different group of people, I also reduced the use

of snowballing technique.

According to an iterative and grounded approach, the first interviews I
conducted were very broad and general, and I ended up with semi-structured
interviews during the collection and analysis process. I started using narrative
interviews (Atkinson 1998; Bichi 2007), lead by an opening up question:
“Would you talk to me about your life, starting from whenever you want”. I

soon realized that this approach was not adequate to explore the relationship
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of the participants with the city, and more specifically their experiences of
inclusion and exclusion. Similarly, early on I abandoned the idea of introducing
some visual elements during interviews, such as a map of the city, because it
ended up to be distracting and confusing. I therefore followed the idea of
asking each participant to choose a place where to meet for the interview, “a
place that you like and in which you feel comfortable to talk”. This was useful
for me to explore different part of the city and as an entry point to discuss
about and in the city from a different point of view. I used semi-structured
interviews, revised before each meeting in order to grasp new elements of
what was constituting the draft of my analysis. The interviews lasted between
50 minutes and 180 minutes and covered a range of topics related to
participants’ favorite spaces in Milan/Brussels and their feelings and
perceptions of thoses spaces and the spaces that they avoided or they do not
like to go, as well as the networks mobilized to find those spaces in the first
place. The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim by myself with

the explicit permission of participants.

Texts, images and on-line observation

Several types of secondary data have also been collected. These include flyers
of events, public campaigns, press and advocacy reports, text and images of
performances and cultural events and meeting transcripts. I also followed the

Facebook pages of the local LGBTQIA+ organizations and some on-line public
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debates that was echoed off-line. The function of the visual material is twofold:
onh one hand, it constitutes part of the empirical participant observation, and
it has been systematically analyzed as such (cultural approach; gain
information from images); on the other hand, it is used in the following
chapters to support the reader (through images) and better explain the

research result (methodological approach) (Harper 1993).

Secondary sources: a methodological note

Un'ultima osservazione: le lesbiche producono un volume di teoria
maggiore dei gay, almeno qui in Europa. Sulle ragioni di questo
fenomeno i pareri sono diversi e non € il caso qui di aprire una
discussione sul tema. Ci € sembrato perd utile segnalarlo (quaderni
viola p.40)

Lesbian histories were not easy to access nor in the case of Belgium nor in
Italy (chapter 5). Whereas for the history of the gay - and the feminist -
movement many sources exist, and they are available in public libraries - the
resources concerning specifically lesbian movements were more hard to find.
storia del movimento delle lesbiche which retrace lesbians’ activism in Italy in

the 1970s and the 1980s. From the book cover it is affirmed that “this is the
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first book that systematically deals with the history of political lesbianism in

Italy”.

ROMA | -2 -3 GILUGND 2007 0, arcilesbica

la storia che
an c'era

v movimenta delle leshiche in Italia

Figure 7 Arcilesbica's Congress on the Lesbian Movement's History in 2007. Source: Arcilesbica.

In the penury of institutionalized herstories of lesbians in Milan and Brussels,
I attempt the construction of what Halberstam has called “silly archives” and

Cvetkovich describe as an “archive of feelings”:

In the absence of institutionalized documentation or in opposition to
official histories, memory becomes a valuable historical resource, and
ephemeral and personal collections of objects stand alongside the
documents of the dominant culture in order to offer alternative modes
of knowledge (Cvetkovich, 2003, p. 20. Emphasis added).

Ephemeral and personal collections became relevant alongside the
institutional sources, challenging to the modern and neoliberal system of
knowledge production that label valuable and valid knowledge versus

“popular” knowledge.
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Other sources for this chapter are: the records?' of a congress significantly
titled La storia che non c'era. Il movimento delle lesbiche in Italia (The history
which did not exist. The movement of lesbian women in Italy), organized by
Arcilesbica the 1-3 June 2007 in Rome (Figure 7); blogs and websites; books
and paper reviews that I have found thank to and through private and public
activists’ archives that are not available - not even existing — in academic
libraries. Table 3 exemplify the difficulties that I had encountered in terms of
sources. I chose to look at titles that made more or less explicit reference to
lesbianism in order to show how hidden these stories are. This is also the
reason why I chose to maintain the word lesbian from the frontpage of this
thesis. It is not an exhaustive table, and more titles could be added to the list;
however, it shows the time consuming - and sometimes money consuming -
effort to find traces of lesbian histories outside the feminist and lesbian
circuits. I was able to find only 5 books out of 19 in the library of the University
where I was working (unimib); 2 of them (by Teresa De Lauretis) were not
specific to the Italian context. I excluded other sources that where available

in this library in the field of psychology or pshychosocial theory.

21 Available on-line thanks to Radio Radicale at this adress:
http://www.radioradicale.it/scheda/227152/la-storia-che-non-cera-il-movimento-delle-
lesbiche-in-italia
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10.

11.

BOOK TITLE (Author)

La donna clitoridea e la donna vaginale (Lonzi)

I movimenti omosessuali di liberazione (Spolato)

L'’amante celeste. La distruzione scientifica della

lesbica (Fiocchetto)

Amore proibito. Ricerche americane sull’esistenza

lesbica (DWF)

The practice of love: lesbian sexuality and perverse
desire (De Lauretis)

E l'ultima chiuda la porta. L'importanza di chiamarsi
lesbiche (Quaderni Viola)

Soggetti eccentrici (De Lauretis)

M@iling desire. Conversazioni di una comunita
lesbica virtuale (Acquafredda)

Omosessuali moderni: gay e lesbiche in Italia
(Barbagli e Colombo)

Memoria irregolare. Vent'anni di testi lesbici

selezionati da Bollettina del CLI (AAVV)

Nespole, Nunzie e Camionare. Il lesbismo a Bologna

tra gli anni 70/80 (Cavallin)

YEAR

1971

1972

(2019)

1987

(2003)

1985

1994

1995

1999

1999

2001

2002

2002

LIBRARY

unimib

unimib

/

unimib

FOUND

online
Not
accessed
Found
through
activists
Not

accessed

online

Not

accessed

/

Found
through
activists
Not

accessed
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12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

Diversi da chi? Gay, lesbiche e transessuali in 2003
un’area metropolitan (Saraceno e Bertone)
Cocktail d’amore. 700 e piu modi di essere lesbica 2005

(Soggettivita Lesbica)

Fuori della norma. Storie lesbiche nell'Italia della 2007
prima meta del Novecento (Milletti e Passerini)
We will survive Lesbiche, gay e trans in Italia (AAVV) 2007

Il movimento delle lesbiche in Italia (Arcilesbica) 2008

Le cinque giornate lesbiche in teoria (Borghi, Maneri, 2011
Pirri)

Orgoglio e pregiudizio. Le lesbiche in Italia nel 2010 2011
(Quaderni Viola)

L'emersione imprevista: storia del movimento delle 2018

lesbiche (Elena Biagini)

Table 3 Fantastic texts and where to find them

unimib

unimib

/

Found
through
activists
Not
accessed
/

Found
through
activists
Not
accessed

online

Found
through

activists

Recently some efforts have been made in the Italian case to collect queer

experiences and knowledge through the creation of networks and archives,

like the Archivio Queer Italia?? (Queer Italy Archive), an on-line platform

22To

know more (English version
http://www.archivioqueeritalia.com/about/archivio-queer-italia/.

available):
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gathering knowledge produced by a variety of actors, ranging from the

academy to the arts.

The analysis is largely based on an inductive and iterative methodology, a
broader understanding of grounded theory inspired by the work of Charmaz
(2006), Clarke et al. (2015) Glaser and Strauss (2009). According to Charmaz
and Mitchell (2014), there are five key elements present in every grounded
analysis:

1 simultaneous data-collection and analysis

2 pursuit of emergent themes through early data analysis

3 discovery of basic social processes within the data

4 inductive construction of abstract categories that explain and

synthesize these processes

5 integration of categories into a theoretical framework that specifies
causes, conditions and consequences of the process(es)

Adopting an inductive and emergent approach has several consequences on
the research process. I discuss briefly two important elements: circularity and

constant comparison.

Iterative Research Design

The analysis was an ongoing process that oriented and re-oriented the data

collection, with frequent incursions in the fields, as well as revisions of the
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research design. Figure 8 shows a model for research an iterative research
design; instead of a linear process, “the design of a qualitative study should
be able to change in interaction with the context in which the study is being
conducted” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 7). Sensitive to the fieldwork, in fact, this
research has been articulated and rearticulated many times especially in terms
of ethics (validity in the figure. See the last section of the next chapter),
therefore influencing the methods, conceptual framework, and research
guestions in new directions. In this sense, as the figure illustrate clearly, “the
research questions are not the starting point, rather they are the center of the
research design” (Maxwell 2013, 4) and they have been pivotal in constantly

reorganizing both the collection and the analysis of new data.
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QUAULITATIVE RESEARCH: A
MODEL FOR QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH DESIGN
(MAXWELL 2013)

UTERATURE / THEORIES
PERSONAL
BELIEFS
PRACTICAL POLITICAL
PRIOR FINDINGS
THEORETICAL
PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

RESEARCH
QUESTIONS
What, specifically, do
you want to better
understand about the
settings and
participants that you
are studying?

RECRUITING PARTICIPANTS

SELECTION OF SETTING(S) VALIDITY THREATS

DATA COLLECTION ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS

DATA ANALYSIS

Figure 8 Iterative research design - Adapted by the author from Maxwell, 2013.

Comparative approach

A comparative approach is a theory building approach. In the end the
sociological work is to explain why the world out there is like that and
not otherwise, or to make your bet. (Vicari Haddock 201623)

A comparative approach is a theory building approach. According to Tilly
(1984) there are 4 strategies for comparison, pointing at different aims:
I. Individualizing comparisons assume an historical and specific causality

and path-dependency; they highlight the peculiarities: “the point is

23 Fieldnotes, notes from Serena Vicari-Haddock lecture, 2016, University of Milano Bicocca.

103



to contrast specific instances of a given phenomenon as a means of
grasping the peculiarities of each case.”

IT. Universalizing comparisons shows similar patterns in different contexts:
the aim is “to establish that every instance of a phenomenon follows
essentially the same rule.”

III. Encompassing comparisons consider variations as part of a larger
system: the goal is to place “different instances at various locations
within the same system, on the way to explaining their characteristics
as a function of their varying relations to the system as a whole.”

IV. In variation-finding comparisons, the goal is “to establish a principle of
variation in the character and intensity of a phenomenon by

examining systematic differences among instances.”

Grounded theory is “an act of conceptual abstraction” (Holton 2007, 272) that
is to say that GT is also a theory building approach. It is based on the tension
between the situated and idiosyncratic uniqueness of grounded experiences,
and the work of theory, universalizing and generalizing by definition and by
scope. Comparison is the key to make this tension productive. Using GT, the
researcher compares everything and all the time; GT employs a method of
constant comparison (Schwandt, 2007, p. 37). A GT approach compares not
only data, but also data with codes and categories, and categories among

themselves. In other words, the invisible ropes that keep theories reliable to
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empirical data are made, in GT, through comparison. The researcher adopts
an abductive reasoning (Timmermans and Tavory, 2012) which implies a
circular movement of contextualization - decontextualization - re-
contextualization that happens between the books and the field. Far from
being a blank page, the commitment of the researcher is to change concepts
to fit the data rather than the opposite. Sensitizing concepts (Blumer 1954)

serve this scope.

Coding, mapping and memoing

In qualitative approaches, data analysis it often understood as an iterative
and constant process of questioning data, both through new collection and
new analysis. In this sense, the analysis is not a separate phase of the
research process. From the very beginning, thinking and writing about the
relations of observations (memoing) provide initial explanations for those
relationships and help to pose new questions to data. According to Marvasti
“data analysis is inseparable from theory and theorizing” (Silverman and
Marvasti 2008, 36) because the research process is a cyclical, dynamic and
inventive process where existing theory, data collection, data analysis and
writing/theorizing are interrelated. Therefore, data analysis is an integral part

of the research process from the moment in which the research begins.
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I experienced a first major challenge during the interview process: how to
collect good, rich data? How to formulate good questions? It was useful to
think about what kind of information I was considering as data to be collected.
I was looking for:

* Qualities rather than quantities. For examples, “Living in Milan/Brussels
since 2 years” was a general indication useful to identify participant that
migrated to the cities and established some kind of relationships and
boundaries within it. I wanted to exclude short-term staying that are
frequent, especially in Brussels. For this reason, “2 years” was not only
a recruitment strategy, but more as a way to collect qualitative relevant
experiences within the cities.

« Data related to behaviors and lived experiences rather than concepts,
opinions and values. For that, it was very useful to ask questions such
as: “Can you give me an example ?” or * Do you remember one episode
that you want to share with me ?”.

Most of the analysis was done on the transcripts of the interviews, although
sometimes I found necessary to go back to the audio files in order to recall
details such as non-verbal expressions that got lost through the writing
process. Moreover, I analyzed the memos I wrote right after the interview in
my field notebooks which contains information about the interview interaction.
In a way, the fieldnotes are both analysis - in the sense of a reflexive activity

- as well as data that I recorded afterwards. The process of progressively
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coding and analyzing also influenced the interview track : once a theme
emerged from one interview, I tried to explore it during the next ones until I
join a satisfactory degree of saturation. It was the case, for instance, for the
use of online dating apps: I did not plan from the beginning to discuss these,
assuming that they were not a thing within the lesbian dating scene, especially
compared to the gay male one, when one participant told me that « every
lesbian is on wapa [a lesbian dating app], but nobody talks about that » I felt
the need to investigate this further and I incorporated it in the interview track.
I understood coding as the process of attaching labels to lines of text in order
to compare both similar and dissimilar pieces of information. I mainly used
two level of coding:

1. Initial coding: usually line-by-line, is used to identify the emergent
categories, meaningful themes within the interview or among
interviews.

2. Focused and axial coding: this goes towards a categorization of the data
in order to bring the analysis to a higher level of abstraction, it’s process

of hierarchization.
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o Produces new exclusions?

(la volpe e l'uva: if | cannot have the grape, |
will renegotiate my desires) (il

Produces Bridges?
(how and where to bulld sofidarities)

Figure 9 Author’s example of mindmapping - 2018

To sum up, here are some principles that I followed during the data analysis
and collection inspired by a grounded approach:
« Simultaneous data collection and analysis
« Pursuit of emergent themes through early data analysis
+ Continuous redefinition of the interview track
+ Inductive construction of abstract categories that explain and synthesize
these processes
+ Sampling to refine the categories through comparative processes
» Integration of categories into a theoretical framework that specifies
causes, conditions, and consequences of the studied processes

« Discovery of basic social processes within the data
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In order to keep tracks of the evolution of this collection-analysis process - in
a place more easily accessible than my 8 research diaries — I found useful to

rely on a qualitative data analysis software, Nvivo.

Use of software for the analysis: Nvivo

Many software exists for doing qualitative data analysis (QDA). QDA is the
range of processes and procedures whereby we move from the qualitative
data that have been collected into some form of explanation, understanding
or interpretation of the people and situations we are investigating. According
use QDA softwares. Some of the pros are: increased speed; increased
consistency, particularly with coding; enhanced displaying features that allow
researchers to visually explore their data through diagrams and color coding
and so forth; the ability to consolidate all the data (notes, memos, interviews,
and so on) into one integrated database. Among the cons that I experienced
there is the risk of distancing from the texts that loose its material consistency
and improve the risk of following the “counting” quantitative logic.Nvivo
allows also for modeling: different ways of visualizing and reflecting upon data

are available, and one example is Figure 10.
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210 ANALYSIS

Confiicting personal and 1| [AEdVities In meant L' [Deserving 16 bela ! [Belng undacu~ | Having & 1= | [Being o

Figure 10 Author’s Modelling through Nvivo, 2018

ITI- Validity and ethical issues

I began to experience the meaning of my whiteness as a point of
location for which I needed to take responsibility (Rich 1985, 219).
Guilt and defensiveness are bricks in a wall against which we all
flounder; they serve none of our futures [...]. Guilt is not a response
to anger; it is a response to one’s own actions or lack of action. If it
leads to change then it can be useful, since it is then no longer guilt
but the beginning of knowledge (Lorde 1981).

Validity refers to the extent to which the theorization accurately represents
the social phenomena to which it refers. It pushes the researcher to questions
like: How might my conclusions be invalidated? What are the plausible
alternative interpretations? The reliability instead is the capacity to replicate

research results over time and across different investigators or investigations.
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Finally, I am concerned with the ethical question: What are the consequences

of my theorizations for the subjects involved?

The first validity threat might rely in some assumptions I made through this
rather famous article called White Privilege and Male Privilege: a Personal
Account of Coming to See Corresponcences through Work in Women's Studies
does a sort of mental experiment. She tries to think about her
unacknowledged white privileges starting from her studies about men’s
privileges. This mode is based on the assumption that every system of
oppression is based on fundamentally similar mechanisms, that is to say that
race, class and gender works in rather analogous ways. White/straight

fragility, Male/White/Cis privileges illustrate this widespread idea.

A second threat is known by ethnographers and anthropologists as the risks
of the insider. Rinaldi, quoting Heaps, explains that people studying non-
normative sexualities withing the Chicago school of the 20" century where
afraid of being identified with their research subjects and this lead to a
decreased interest on the subject (Rinaldi 2016, 76). I recognize myself in
similar ways in this situation: on one hand, this assumption facilitates the

research process, as this interaction with one participant illustrates:

I am happy... to participate to this research... I do believe that there
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is not enough and few stuff available about us, and our history...
(Ornella, Brussels 2017. My translation, emphasis added).

On one hand, I did not have to come out in any ways with the participants,
because the relationship was based on the assumption that there was an “us”,
that we shared the same sexual orientation. Who else would choose to do a
research about lesbians, if not a lesbian?? On the other hand, I had to both
disidentify myself twice: first, while collecting and analyzing data, I tried to
reflect critically on how and what resonates with my own experience;
secondly, I found myself identified with the subject of my research in many
occasions — during conferences for instance — perceiving clearly what Rinaldi
reported above. Being an insider from a position of marginality does not offer
the same privileged viewpoint on the matter as being an insider on whiteness
in terms of credibility, legitimacy, and respect. The third threat that I identified

the next session.

24 Another participants stated: “non lo so, avevo dato per scontato che tu fossi lesbica, poi...
magari... poteva benissimo non esserlo, no? perd un po' perché mi ha detto Antonia,
[gatekeeper]che & una mia amica ... un po' perché spesso questi son temi che... se li sceglie
chi fa parte della comunita...e.... mmm... pero ero curiosa di... non so se userei la parola
controllo... cioé se tu mi avessi fatto delle domande che io ritenevo sbagliate come punto di
vista te l'avrei detto, no?” (Interview with Marta, Milan 2017).
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How I became white and where I had to stop

Doing fieldwork, I became white. I became conscious of my whiteness in a

sudden and unexpected way, experiencing the pain of being excluded for

something I did not consider myself responsible for: the color of my skin and

the colonial history of white people. It was also related to my role as a

researcher, as knowledge producer or extractor of knowledge-value. The

argument was simple: “The same way a man will never fully understand the

Figure 11 "The day that I became white” — Pin

from a Brussels activist, the picture is mine.

experience of being a woman, a white
woman will racialized woman”. For
the sake of anonymity, the situation of
this conflict is hard to recall in details.
What matters here is what
consequences this episode had on me
and, consequently, on my research

process.

Although I had previously engaged
with the question of positionality and
power relations in the field, it is only

through a strong emotional

experience that I start to take (my) racial positioning seriously. The initial
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reaction was of defensiveness: you misunderstood me, I am a good
researcher, I am conscious of the power dynamics and I will not perpetrate
domination or racism by any means. This was followed by a moment of
guiltiness and despair, in which I seriously thought of giving up on doing
research in general. In many ways, the reactions I had to this episode can be
explained by what Robin Di Angelo called white fragility (DiAngelo, 2016,
2018): in a racist system in which a racist is seen as 1) an individual, “always
an individual, not a system, who 2) consciously do not like people based on
race — must be conscious - and 3) intentionally seeks to be mean to them”
(DiAngelo 2018%°) I could not recognize myself into this description: “And if
that is MY definition of a racist, then your suggestion that anything I've said
or done is racist or has a racist impact, I'm going to hear that as: you just
said I was a bad person”. These are consequences of the fact that “the
dominant interpretation of racism has been a moral one which sutures it to
assessments of individual character” (Lentin 2018, 403). Therefore, I was
unable to see my responsibilities, as a white person and as a researcher, in
perpetrating systems of domination or epistemic violence: “"White fragility is
meant to capture the defensiveness that so many white people display when

our world views, our identities or our racial positions are challenged”. White

fragility was a useful concept to me because it explains where the emotions -

25 Source: Robin DiAngelo, *Why ‘I'm not racist’ is only half of the story”, Big Think, Published
1 October 2018, available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kzLT54QjclA
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that I experienced when I have been refused because I am white - come from,
and what could be the unintended consequences of dismissing them. In what
ways was I unintentionally reproducing a colonial gaze? How could I deal with
my unconscious white — and able, fit body, and class and other invisible to me
- privileges, gazes, (in)sensitivities? In other words, how could I take theory
and practice seriously into account? DiAngelo argues that her ideas are
“unapologetically rooted in identity politics” because “a critical examination of
white identity [is] a necessary antidote to white fragility” (DiAngelo 2018, xiv).
A powerful image comes to my mind as a metaphor: in September 2017 the
first French intercollegiate master program in gender studies was launched in
Brussels. The picture of the inauguration day (Figure 12) that circulate in the

news sounds like a joke: 8 people dressed in costume, 7 of them are men, 8

of them are white.

/g) Cercle Féministe de I'ULB ha condiviso un post
T 16 settembre 2017 - §

Inauguration du Master en genre avec un panel évidemment approprié...

Isabelle Simonis @Simonisisa

Isabelle Simonis @Simonisisa

Rentrée Universitaie Sous e signe de | -1 avec le lancement cu Master Genre
InterUnits FR. 1 mesure du Plan #Egal w8

Rentrée universitaire sous le sign
InterUnifs FR. 1 mesure du Plan

Q1 1 v a 02

Figure 12 Launch of the Master in Gender Studies in Brussels, September 2017. Sources: (left) Twitter

account of Isabelle Simonis @Simonisisa @égalité h-f and on the right; (right) Feminist Circle of the
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Université Libre de Bruxelles (ULB), facebook account.

Isabelle Simonis, the Ministry of Social Promotion, Youth, Women’s Right and
Equal Opportunities for the social Belgian party in the French-speaking
community at that time commented: “The Academic Year starts under the
sign of equality between men and women through the launch of an
intercollegiate Gender Master. First measure of the Equality Plan of the
Fédération Wallonie-Bruxelles (FWB)”, the feminist circle of the Université
Libre de Bruxelles (ULB) reposted the same picture with this sentence: “The
inauguration of the master with an obviously appropriate panel..” (my
translation). I consider these images powerful to remind me the importance
of presenting a coherence between theory and practice while doing research.
Saying that I was adopting a critical and decolonial approach was not enough
to be credible; I had to put these theories in practice in the way I was doing
research. How? Challenging my privileges was only one part of the story. The
underlying question was about agency and representation, the evergreen
dilemma: “can the subaltern speak?” (Spivak 1988); in other words: “Can one
do intersectional research without the ex-colonized people?” asked in the
French context by Ait Ben Lmadani and Moujoud (2012. My translation).
Becoming conscious of my white positionality, I felt the urgency to position
myself with respect to this dilemma, although in a provisional way. Imagining

a continuous line, I had as example two extreme points of view: on one side,
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a deconstructionist perspective saying: it doesn’t matter who you are and with
whom you’re doing research, what matters is how the research is done. At the
opposite side, activists and researchers claim that speaking, and producing
knowledge, are acts of power and therefore the subjectivities of those who are
able to speak matters in terms of reproduction or challenge of the existing
hierarchies. What happened changed my consciousness about the racial
positioning of my viewpoint. Arfini demonstrated that research itself is an
embodied experience and that through the experience of vulnerability one
becomes really sensible and aware of power dynamics (Arfini 2014). In a way,
after sensitizing concepts such as white privilege and white fragility applied to
me through an experience of vulnerability, they changed both the recruitment
process and the way I looked at the data that I had already collected.
Acknowledging my location allowed me to consider the predominance of white
participants as a data itself, accounting for the construction of lesbian
identities and spaces as mainly white. In other words, my evolving
positionality as a (becoming aware of being) white, highly mobile, playing
football, activist, multi-lingual speaking, perceived as lesbian/bisexual/queer,
more or less feminine, outgoing, cisgender person resulted as a limit of the

research, as well as an unexpected source of data collection.
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CHAPTER 4: SETTING THE CONTEXTS

This chapter zooms into the scenes where the research took place, Milan and
Brussels, in order to situate the two metropolises within their broader national
frames. I looked at the structure of the resident population, the recent history
of urban migration, and the LGBTQIA+ policies in a comparative although not
always symmetrical way. Overall, I want to convey an idea of the imaginaries
surrounding the two cities and some of their neighborhood - as the titles I
hope would suggest. The idea is give a little taste of what one might expect
when moving to Brussels, or Milan, as it is the common experience of all the
participants. In other words, what are the possibilities that these gay-friendly

cosmopolitan cities might offer to the participants?

Milan is the largest urban area and the second most populated city in Italy
after Rome (Figure 13). The metropolitan region of Milan has the highest
average income in Italy, with a concentration of high-income groups, low
unemployment rates and a very developed tertiary economy (Andreotti 2006;
Barberis, Angelucci, Jepson and Kazepov, 2017). According to Ranci and Torri,
Milan is the "richest and broadest urban area of our country" (Ranci and Torri

2007, 5. My translation). At the same time, inequalities measured by the Gini
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index in 2009 were the highest among the largest Italian cities. According to
D'Ovidio (2009), 40% of wealth is owned by 10% of the population but with

the economic crisis, the index has slightly increased (Barberis, Angelucci,

Jepson and Kazepov, 2017).
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dei-processi-di-trasformazione-in-corso-nelle-grandi-aree-urbane-italiane/?°

From the point of view of the government, Milan has been governed by right-
wing coalitions for almost twenty years, since direct mayor elections were
introduced in 1993. In 2011 the victory of a center-left coalition led by Giuliano
Pisapia was a major change and an important statement both at the local and
at the national level. In 2016 a similar center-left-wing coalition has been re-
elected for the following 5 years. At the same time, since 2009, the
municipality - which had been divided since the mid-1990's into nine "zone di
decentramento” ("areas of decentralisation") - has been undergoing an
administrative re-organization. Implementing the Constitutional reform of
2001, the "provincia", which was a mid-term between the city and the region,
has been abolished and the "Metropolitan City" has taken its functions. The
Metropolitan City of Milan includes the inner city of Milan and parts of its
extended suburbs. This reform increased the autonomy of the nine "zone di

decentramento”, now called "municipi" (Figure 14).

26 The image was used for the presentation of the Research Project of National Interest (PRIN)
named "Territori post-metropolitani come forme urbane emergenti: le sfide della sostenibilita,
abitabilita e governabilita" funded by MIUR and coordinated by Alessandro Balducci. To know
more: www.postmetropoli.it
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Figure 14 The nine municipalities?”.

From Figure 14, one can see that the Duomo, the center (zone 1), has a round
shape. The outline of this central area is the first of three concentric ring roads
called circonvallazioni — similarly to the rings of Brussels - which mark out the
city:
The first and smallest one represents the city-centre where higher
educational levels and job positions concentrate. The second one
represents the residential districts, and the third one represents the
outlying neighbourhoods with lower income households. Some of

these latter neighbourhoods developed mainly after World War II
under the pressure of migration (Andreotti 2006, 90).

From my ethnographic fieldwork and comments of the participants, I observed

that these spatial divisions are reflected in different perceptions of the

27 Source: https://www.informazione.it/c/68334A32-2DA2-4FE2-BFC2-
9C92ECCEDO011/Interpellanza-in-Senato-sulla-mancata-applicazione-in-tutte-le-sue-
possibilita-del-Decentramento-Territoriale-a-Milano-presentata-dal-Sen-L-Orellana-e-altri-
Senatori.

121


https://www.informazione.it/c/68334A32-2DA2-4FE2-BFC2-9C92ECCED011/Interpellanza-in-Senato-sulla-mancata-applicazione-in-tutte-le-sue-possibilita-del-Decentramento-Territoriale-a-Milano-presentata-dal-Sen-L-Orellana-e-altri-Senatori
https://www.informazione.it/c/68334A32-2DA2-4FE2-BFC2-9C92ECCED011/Interpellanza-in-Senato-sulla-mancata-applicazione-in-tutte-le-sue-possibilita-del-Decentramento-Territoriale-a-Milano-presentata-dal-Sen-L-Orellana-e-altri-Senatori
https://www.informazione.it/c/68334A32-2DA2-4FE2-BFC2-9C92ECCED011/Interpellanza-in-Senato-sulla-mancata-applicazione-in-tutte-le-sue-possibilita-del-Decentramento-Territoriale-a-Milano-presentata-dal-Sen-L-Orellana-e-altri-Senatori
https://www.informazione.it/c/68334A32-2DA2-4FE2-BFC2-9C92ECCED011/Interpellanza-in-Senato-sulla-mancata-applicazione-in-tutte-le-sue-possibilita-del-Decentramento-Territoriale-a-Milano-presentata-dal-Sen-L-Orellana-e-altri-Senatori

neighborhoods: the city center (Duomo, Brera, Navigli) in the first circle, is
considered a chic place, for rich people or tourist - to avoid if it not strictly

necessary, as I will show in chapter 7.

From an economic and cultural point of view, “Milan has represented, for the
first post-war decades, the most influential urban area of the country” (Ranci
and Torri 2007, 6. My translation?®). In particular, it hosts publishing and
television industries with brands known at the national scale such as Mediaset
(television), Bompiani, Mondadori, Garzanti, Feltrinelli and Rizzoli (books). Il
Corriere della Sera, historically one of the main Italian newspapers, was
founded here in 1984. Many important journalists and intellectuals wrote on
its pages, Pier Paolo Pasolini? among them. Due to the richness of job
opportunities Milan attracts both new residents and regional commuters
(Andreotti 2006, 100). The internal mobility, as well, is very high and it is
characterized by very big distances between the “point of production” and the
“point of reproduction” (Katznelson in Foot 2004, 68). Therefore, traffic along
these roads is very intense, and the city is often associated with cars and

smog:

28 Milano ha rappresentato per i primi decenni successivi al dopoguerra, I'area urbana piu
influente sia sul piano economico che culturale, dell'intero paese (Ranci and Torri 2007, 6).

2%pier Paolo Pasolini, born in 1922, was a writer, film-maker, poet and hard critic of the
consumer society among many other things. He was a controversial public personality, in part
also because of his known homosexuality. He was killed in 1975 in circumstances that were
not clear.
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The city had become a kind of video game where relaxation was
impossible and dangers lurked in every corner. Yet, protests were few
and ineffectual. The city was dominated by a culture of individual
mobility, and of car ownership. A cultural revolution would be required
to change things, and in the rush-to-spend of the 1980s and 1990s
(with the removal of the minor restrictions on traffic in the city center)
the car became the real (and ubiquitous) boss of the city (Foot 2001,
730)_

In terms of population, in 2017, 19,3% of the 1.380.873 inhabitants was
composed of foreign national residents (Comune di Milano 2017). Milan also
attracts young students and workers from other Italian regions, particularly
from the South (Andreotti 2019, 13). For its size, family and age structures
and its attractiveness of capitals and workers, Milan is considered a highly-
diverse, where diversity is defined as “the presence or the co-existence of a
number of specific socio-economic, socio-demographic, ethnic and cultural

groups within a specific spatial entity, such as a city or a neighborhood”

The biggest gay scene of Northern Italy

For what concerns the LGBTQIA+ population, according to an international

gay guide called Patroc, “"Milan also has the biggest gay scene in the whole of

30 In italian: La citta & ostaggio della cultura della mobilita individuale e dell'auto privata. La
frenesia consumistica degli anni ottanta e novanta, unita alla riduzione delle limitazioni al
traffico nelle vie del centro, producono un incontrastato predominio dell'automobile, vera
signora della citta a tutti i livelli (economico, ideale, spaziale) in un contesto di mobilita
esasperata imposta dall'economia urbana e postmoderna basata sul terziario (Foot 2004, 18)
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Northern Italy”3!. The expression “gay scene” refers to bar and clubs explicitly
dedicated to an LGBTQIA+ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexuals, Trans, Queer, Intersex,

Asexual etc.) public, with no specific reference to lesbians.

In political terms, the new left-wing coalition of Milan is trying to promote an
image of a progressive city for LGBTs. When the Equal Opportunities assessor
Francesca Zajczyk discussed the introduction of a gender city manager?®,
inspired by cities like Vienna, Stockholm or Berlin, this position has been
criticized by the Radical party for its narrow understanding of gender and
equality33. In particular, the Radical association Certi Diritti which advocates
for LGBT rights, bid up asking for a Diversity Manager:

[...] As Radicals [party, nda] we are convinced that we should not

reduce the focus only towards women issues but rather open up to

politics able to give value to every kind of diversity, like gender, ethnic

origin, religion or personal beliefs, physical abilities, sexual orientation
or gender identity. Therefore, we propose the adoption of a Diversity

31 patroc is a guide that “provides travel information for gay men who like to explore other
countries, curious about their people, culture and life” and it member of the International Gay
and Lesbian Travel Association IGLTA. Source: https://www.patroc.com/gay/milan/.

32 Source: http://www.ingenere.it/articoli/pianificazione-urbana-gender-city-manager-
intervista-francesca-zajczyk

33 The Radical Party was political party founded in 1955 with strong anticlerical positions and
supportive of many civil rights claims, in particular of the Italian Gay Movement. They
supported the movement and they included in their lists the first openly gay candidates. Since
1989 it ceased to participate in formal elections and it turned into an non-governmental
organization called Transnational Radical Party and then Partito Radicale Nonviolento,
Transnazionale e Transpartito (Nonviolent, Transnational and Transparty Radical Party).
However, its members and some of its leader like Marco Pannella and Emma Bonino presented
themselves in Radical Lists. In 2016, some Radical candidates participated to the local
elections in Rome and Milan.
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Manager for Milan able to promote respect and integration towards all
(Certi Diritti, 2017. My translation34).

At the same time, Riccardo de Corato, from the far-right party Fratelli d'Italia,
polemically affirmed:
At this point, we should start to claim for a Normality Manager because
keeping protecting sexual difference the one that would be

discriminated will be heterosexual people (Il Giornale. My
translation)?3>.

The claim for a normality manager reveals what the use of the term “diversity”
hides: the claim for LGBT+ rights. At the same, it is a good illustration of the

conflicts around the so-called “ideology of gender” that is going on in Italy and

Meanwhile, the city applied for and was awarded the title of “capital of gay
tourism” in 2020, when it will host the 37th convention of the International
Gay and Lesbian Travel Association (IGLTA). This shows how an investment
on (part of) the LGBT issues is nowadays used to build a pleasing and

progressive image of the city — often through processes of commodification

34 In original [IT]: Noi Radicali siamo convinti che non si debba restringere I'attenzione alle
sole donne, ma allargare |'orizzonte a politiche capaci di valorizzare tutte le diversita, siano
esse di genere, di origine etnica, di religione o convinzioni personali, di abilita fisiche, di eta,
di orientamento sessuale o identita di genere. Per questo motivo rilanciamo con la proposta
di un Diversity Manager per Milano per promuovere il rispetto e l'integrazione a 360 gradi
(http://www.certidiritti.org/2017/11/07/milano-il-gender-manager-non-basta-comune-
guardi-tutte-le-diversita/)

35 http://www.ilgiornale.it/news/milano/l-omo-manager-e-candidatura-essere-capitale-
turismo-gay-1460777.html
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and pinkwashing. Since 2014 and 2015, for example, companies like Google,
Twitter, Car2Go (a car-sharing business) and Vitasnella are participating and
funding the Pride of Milan. Michele Pontecorvo, in charge of the communication
of Vitasnella and Ferrarelle (mineral water companies), declared: “"We are
doing it because the participants are part of our target. It is a way to be in
contact with our consumers” (Tebano, 2015. My translation). It is interesting
to notice what kind of subjectivities are made visible by this process of

institutionalization, and how, as I will discuss it further in the next chapters.

To sum up, Milan is seen as a city of the North, gray from smog and fog, busy
and noisy with cars and buses: "Milan is universally considered an ugly city:
its beauty is hidden, private, to found behind the closed doors, the inner
courts, the few humble squares" (Foot, 2003: 14. My translation3®). At the
same time, in virtue of its economic and geographical position, it attracts new
residents and capitals, following the new trend of the globalized economy
(Ranci and Torri 2007, 5) and presents itself as modern: "in this territory
[social change] arrives in advance and with more intensity compared to the
rest of the country" (Ranci and Torri 2007, 5. My translation, emphasis

added). Moreover, Milan is investing in its city branding (Rolando 2014), as

36 In Italian: “Milano viene universalmente considerata una citta brutta: la sua bellezza &
nascosta, privata, si cela dietro ai portoni sbarrati, negli interni dei cortili, nelle poche piazze
discrete" (Foot, 2003: 14).
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the cases of the Universal Exposition "Expo" in 2015, and 2020 capital of gay

tourism show.

Two Souths of immigration

In the last century, two major waves of migration invested Milan, and
they produced profound impacts on the sociospatial construction of the city
that we know today (Andreotti 2006; Foot 2004). The first one took place in
the 1950s-1960s as a consequence of the economic boom known as miracolo
italiano (the Italian miracle). People from the countryside and from Eastern
and Southern regions started to migrate to the bigger cities of the North where
the industries were concentrated. They were looking not only for jobs but also
for the well-being promised by the mass consumption society. If in 1950s-
1970s migrants were coming mainly from within the national borders, during
the 1980's and 1990's, a new wave of residents invested the city and they

were coming from abroad, mainly from Northern Africa and Eastern Europe.

During the 1950's Milan became "the capital of miracle": its strong industrial
sector was leading the Italian booming economy. Breda, Falck, Innocenti, Alfa
romeo, OM, Pirelli started to attract people from the countryside, the Eastern
and the Southern regions of Italy. From 1951 to 1966, 400.000 new
immigrants reached the city from all over the country (Foot 2004, 58).

According to John Foot, "an entire periphery has been built for the
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immigrants, as well as by the immigrants themselves” (Foot 2004, 54. My
translation®’. Emphasis in the original): the flow of new populations fostered
the growth of the urban and suburban area, both with structured intervention
- as in the case of Comasina, where new houses were constructed to host the
newcomers - and with the birth of spontaneous agglomeration, called Coree,
"because of the resemblance with the images from the Corean war” per la
somiglianza con le immagini che provenivano dalla guerra in Corea" (Foot

2005, p. 139. My translation3?).

Figure 15 Hut of a Corea of Milan - Credits to Centro Sviluppo Creativo Danilo Dolci

The new settlements were created close to the inner city, in new and old

industrial neighborhoods like Bovisa. Many of them, however, found an

37 In the Italian: "un'intera periferia urbana fu costruita per gli immigrati, e anche dagli
immigrati stessi" (Foot 2004, 54).

38 In original [IT]: per la somiglianza con le immagini che provenivano dalla guerra in Corea
(Foot 2005, 139).
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accommodation in the suburbs or in the immense hinterland, contributing to

the expansion of the metropolis:

With the arrival of hundreds of thousand immigrants from all the
peninsula, the periphery started to impose on the historical center:
around the city new settlements were born. As a result, the urban
area extended pushing towards Venice, at east, and towards Turin, at
west (Foot, 2003: 11. My translation??).

Milano found itself, in few years, at the core of a metropolitan area way larger
of the traditional one [...]. It turns from metropolitan city into the capital of a
mega-city-region, a “policentric metropole” (Ranci & Torri, 2007, p. 3. My
translation9).Starting from the 1970's and particularly during the 1980's and
1990's the immigration fluxes changed and Italy - which had had a long
history of massive emigration- started to be a receiving country:

The number and the typology of “space invaders” has raised since the

first migratory waves at the beginning of the 1990s. In the North, this

new wave has progressively full the semantic spaces of the previous

migration, that of the Other-meridionale, and everywhere it has full

old and new spaces of the post-fordist organization of work (Petrovich
Njegosh, 2013, p. 275. My translation??).

3% In original [IT]: Con l'arrivo di centinaia di migliaia di immigrati da tutta la penisola, la
periferica si € imposta sul centro storico: intorno alla citta sono sorti nuovi insediamenti che
hanno esteso l'area urbana su un territorio che a est si spinge in direzione di Venezia e a
ovest verso Torino (Foot, 2003: 11).

40 In original [IT]: Milano si trova, nell'arco di pochi anni, al centro di un'area metropolitana
ben piu vasta di quella tradizionale [...]. Da citta metropolitana, Milano si trasforma nella
capitale di una mega-city-region, una "metropoli policentrica” (Ranci and Torri 2007, 3).

41 In original [IT]: “II numero e le tipologie degli “space invaders” si € accresciuto a partire
dalla prime ondate migratorie all'inizio degli anni novanta le quali hanno progressivamente
riempito al nord gli spazi semantici della precedente ondata migratoria, quella dell'altro-
meridionale, e ovunque vecchi e nuovi spazi dell’organizzazione del lavoro post-fordista”.
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Figure 16 Evolution of the Resident Population of Milan 1861 -2011 - Comune di Milano, ISTAT

Contrary to the 1950's, when new neighborhoods such as Comasina and
Quarto Oggiaro were built to host the new residents, the administration of
Milan did not facilitate the settlement of the newcomers. Their patterns
followed the housing market logics and the little social housing available. As a
consequence, the city rather than having clear "immigrant neighborhoods" as
was the case of Turin (Foot 2004, 54-55), showed divides in terms of class
and well-being:

The most marked form of segregation, as Preteceille remarks in his

studies of other European cities (2000), does not seem to regard so

much the lower as the upper classes, which segregate themselves in
the more central and exclusive areas of the city (Andreotti 2006, 90).

With regards to the foreign population, at the end of 2016 foreign residents
constitute 16% of Milanese residents. It is important to notice that in Italy,
citizenship is based on the ius sanguinis and a law for the naturalization of

children of foreign citizens still does not exist. This entails that young adults
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who were born and raised in Italy still count as "immigrants". According with
the law 91 of 1992, in fact, one can ask for citizenship only after 10 years of
legal residence. People who are born in Italy can introduce their demand only
between the age of 18 and 19 and proving to have lived in the country with
no interruptions. Before 18 years, one can ask for citizenship only if one of
the parent acquire the Italian nationality. The estimate number of people
which grew up in Italy but is not recognized as a citizen is one million. They
called themselves Italiani senza cittadinanza (Italians without citizenship) and
they are currently struggling for reforming the law through a campaign called
L'Ttalia sono anch'io (Italy is me, too)*. In Milan, the claims for citizenship
rights found a voice in the organization 2G Seconde Generazioni (Second
Generation).

In terms of origin, more than 2/3 of the foreign nationals come from 7
countries as shown in Figure 17: Philippines (16%), Egypt (14%), China
(11%), Peru (7%), Sri Lanka (6%) Romania (6%) and Ecuador (5%). The
visibility of those communities both in the media and in the participant's

representations, though, does not reflect this numbers. The Filipino

4"Ttaly is me, too" (my translation) it's a campaign and also a draft legislation asking for the
introduction of the Ius Solis (For more information: www.italianisezacittadinanza.it). The law
has been approved by the Chamber of Deputies, but on the 23 December 2017 it did not went
through the Chamber of Senate for the final approval because the legal humber of Senators
was missing. Unicef reported by the newspaper Il Fatto Quotidiano talks about a "barbaric
page of history" (https://www.ilfattoquotidiano.it/2017/12/23/ius-soli-manca-il-numero-
legale-il-senato-non-fa-nemmeno-finta-di-discutere-la-legge-unicef-pagina-incivile-per-
litalia/4057646/).
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community, for instance, even though it is one of oldest in the country and
the biggest in the city, is quite absent in the Italian media. More visible are
the Chinese immigrants, who started to settle in the beginning of the XX

century in what is called today the "Chinatown" neighborhood.

10 Nazionalita prevalential 31/12/2016

BANGLADESH
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~FILIPPINE
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/
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Fonte: Comune di Milano - Area Open Data - Unita Statistica

Figure 17 Foreign nationals' origins in Milan 2016. Source: Comune di Milano

A third example of scarce visibility concerns the Eritrean and Ethiopian
community. Present in Italy since the end of the World Wars, it recalls a too
often forgotten Italian colonial past:

Still today, with a real censorship of the mixed-race [meticciato], the

italo-somalian people born during the protectorate are publicly
invisible (Petrovich Njegosh, 2013, p. 300. My translation*3).

43 In original [IT]: “Ancora oggi, con una vera e propria censura del meticciato, gli italo-somali
nati in Somalia durante il protettorato sono pubblicamente invisibili” (Giuliani 2013, 300)
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Asmarina** is a brilliant documentary about different generations
within this community and their relationships with the city of Milan.
This heterogeneous group gravitates around Porta Venezia, a
gentrifying neighborhood which interestingly has being identified as
the Milan's gay district — as I will discuss further in the next chapter.
In contrast, men - rather than women - with Latin American and
North African origins constitute the most visible, common and often
stereotypical idea of immigration today. When episodes of urban
violence occur, they are highly covered by media and they became the
occasion for racism and fears to come out and being expressed openly
and publicly.

The Latin American community, for instance, is very active and organizes
many events like the Milano Latin Festival in Assago or football tournaments
in the outskirts of the city which attracts many Latin American people living in
the neighboring cities. In particular I got in contact with the Salvadorian
community, which is the biggest diaspora outside the American continent
(Report di Internazionale Gang Salvadoregne). The complexity of this
community is often reduced to the presence of Salvadorian gangs, as one can
easily discover by a short experiment: I typed "Milano Salvadoregni" or
"Milano Salvadoregne" (Salvadorian Milan - masculine or feminine) on
www.google.it; in the first results, 9 out of 10 are about episodes related with

crimes and violence, and one is about demography.

44 Asmarina Project are "voices and images of a postcolonial heritage". It is a docufilm realized
by Alan Maglio and Mehdin Paolos about the habesha Milanese community. For learning more:
http://asmarinaproject.com.
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milano salvadoregni L Q

Como, arrestato [atitante internazionale salvadoregno membro delle ...

Tutti mmagin Maps Motizie Video Altro Impostazioni Strumenti

milano.rep iti..fcomo_; _latitante_ gno_membro_delle_gang-15...
23 dic 2017 - E' stato catturato in Italia, eprecisamente in provincia di Como, il Iattante internazionale
Circa 25.600 risultati (0.98 secondi) Luis Alonso Rodriguaz Hemandez, membro della 15th Strest Gang, nota anche come Tesarcito de

bambini, una delle pid forti & influenti bande di strada californiane di origini salvadoregne. L'uomo

IMilano & |a capitale europea delle gang salvadoregne - Roberto ... rintraceiato & infatti ...

hitps: e internazionale it/.../mil I pit; pea-dell lvadoregne ~

24 apr 2016 - Per trovare le fracce delle maras a Milano non ¢'& b scgna di pender= n periferia. Tiger, Le gang suqamemcane alla conqu|sta di Milano - I'Espresso

un e filisto salvaderegno con cui sena entrato in contstto due anni fa, mi ha dato 2ppuntamento = 1 Ja-milana-l quelle-ira-bande-sudamericane... ¥
piazza Cadorna, selo un quario d'ora 3 piedi da piazza del Duome, nel centro della citta. “Dobbiamo 7 ott 2015 Ez Tio 10 contro “MS12". Droga, rapine, stupri. Cosa sono e dove operana |e bande
andare alla ... salvadoregne {2 non solo) in lottz per il controllo della cittd. Gruppi che assomigliano per molti aspett

alle associazioni mafinse italiane, con cui forse sono anche in contatto )

Salvadoregni nella citta metropohtana di Milano {MI} statistiche e .

https: fwww tuttitalia ithor provincia-di i fel-salvador . ¥ Milano, preso 1l finto Lass.lsta cne na wolentato Ia turista canadese: fa ..
Cittadini stranieri provenienti dal E| Salvador e residenti in cittd metropolitana di Milano. Distribuzione milano.comiere.it/.../mil i gang-latinos-fl402ca-c.
nei comuni della provineia ed andamento demografic nagli anni recenti. Dati ISTAT. 15 nov 2017 - Milano, prese il finto tassista che ha violentsta | turista canadese: f2 parte di una gang

di latinos. Ar'estato un salvadoregno di 28 anni, membro della Ms18: sarebbe il responsabile dello
stupro della 30enne avvenute il 17 settembre scorso. Awrebbe anche violentato una ragazza in treno ne!

L'onda di sangue della Maras a Milano - Il Giornale 2010: i dna ..
wenwilgiornale itfnews/crenacheflonda-sangue-maras-milano- 1477462 html =
26 dic 2017 - La zona di Milane ha Ia sua storia di sangue = di violenza lagata slle pandillas i
salvadoregne: |2 M313 & la Mara 18, entrambe nate a Los Angeles negli anni '20. Uccisero a coltellate 18enne durante una rissa ... - Cormiere Milano
milano_comiere. it/ fucci 18en issa-amesiali-aliri-due-lafi bb1 .~
28 mar 2017 - Due salvadoregni afflisti alls gang Ms12 sona stati aestati dagl sgent della Squadra
Pericolo Maras a Milano: lo stupratore era della Mara1s - Il G|0rr|a|e mobile di Milano per l'omicidio di Albert Dreni, il ragazzo albanese di 18 anni ucciso in via Castelbarca
ww\wlglomale it/ fmilano/pericol tuprat marals-1464051 ht... a notte del 2 luglio 2018. Gli investigatori diretti da Lorenzo Bucessi hanno eseguite dus ordinanze di
16 nov 2017 - Il pericola maras salvadoregne a Milano continua ad essere presente & sono i fatti a custodia _..

di'nc-stra'lc-: Jos& Balmare Irahets Argueta, il ventottenne fermato per lo stupro dells turista canadese
avvenuto |o scorso settembre e per un aliro caso analego nel 2010, era un membro della Mara 18, una
delle due gang ...

IMara Salvatrucha - Wikipedia

https:ifit.wikipedia orgiwiki®ara_Salvatrucha =
La MS-13 nasce negli anni 50 in Galifarnia da immigrati salvadoregni con lo scopo di difendere |

Milano, ucciso a coltellate dalla gang latina Ms 13: sette arrestati- Il ... connazionali dalle gang afroamericane & messicane. Recentements questo gruppo chiamato MS-13 =i &
hittps: fiwww ifattoquotidiano it » Cronaca Nera spostats verse paesi diversi tra loro come Ecuador e Argentina. Malti giovani membri della gang iniziane

11 ago 2016 - La Squadra mobile di Milano ha arrestato sette ragazzi ritenuti membri della gang 2 integrare l= ..

salvadoregna Mars Salvatrucha. Ms 13, che lo scorso 3 luglio hanno partecipate al duplice

accoltellamanto svwenuto fuori dalla discoteca Lime Light di via Castelabarco & su un tram, dove

vennero feriti due ragazzi, uno dei ... Ricerche correlate a milano salvadoregni

Figure 18 "Milano salvadoregni” on Google.it, 20 February 2018.

For what concerns the perceptions about North-African men, or people seen
as such, the fear increases as a result of decades of national and international
politics associating Islam and Muslim people with terrorism. In terms of urban
space, while the communities of Filipinos and Chinese are visible through food
and commerce, those other groups are portrayed through episodes of
violence, crime or — concerning mainly cis- and trans- women - for sex and

domestic work.

134



Difference in visibility of certain communities can be related with processes of
ethnicization and de-ethnicization* which do not invest all the groups in the
same way. Thinking back to the first wave of migration, one can notice that
the only group marked by visibility was that of immigrants from the Southern
regions. First of all, they were recognizable, marked by visible differences: the
language®®, the physical aspect, the culture, the urban marginality. Secondly,
they were marked as different also from other categories of immigrants,
notably from the Eastern regions or from the countryside of Lombardy.
Thirdly, they were accused of a failure to integrate the Milanese society
creating “exclusively Southern [...] ethnic islands” (Foot 2004, 71). This closed
communities were concentrating in two bars, after being chased from

everywhere else, and this area was called “the casbah” (Ibid.*’). One can see

4> Ethnicization is the process of differentiation of a group on an ethnic basis. Martiniello
argues that ethnicity is created through the "production and reproduction of social and political
definitions of the physical, psychological and cultural difference among groups" (2013, 29. My
translation)."[La verita € che] la riduzione degli immigrati meridionali a categoria etnica - la
loro "diversita" e "estraneita" - costitui un fenomeno profondo, basato precisamente sulle
differenze di linguaggio, di accento, di aspetto fisico, di collocazione marginale nel tessuto
urbano, fattori che ora sono associati all'ultima immigrazione [...]. Ma queste rappresentazioni
rivelano anche il modo in cui gli immigrati italiani a Milano vissero, negli anni, il cambiamento
del loro status: sono diventati bianchi, come gli italiani emigrati in America nel corso del
ventesimo secolo" (Foot 2004, 53. Emphasis in the original).

46 Ttaly has a very big variety of dialects spoken in every region. The differences can be very
strong even from one city to another one, becoming incomprehensible for someone who do
not come from the same area.

47 [IT] “Le ricerche sulla Barona, un altro quartiere operaio milanese, confermano
I'impressione derivante da Baggio. [...] Come nel caso di Baggio, vi erano nette divisioni
spaziali tra la popolazione lombarda e gli immigrati. Infatti via Biella (persino i humeri civici
erano specificati) era nota come "un'isola etnica" e gli abitanti, "esclusivamente meridionali",
erano considerati dei criminali, attaccabrighe ostili e rumorosi, pessimi genitori. Secondo
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how a similar logic of differentiation applies today to certain categories of
foreign-nationals but not to all of them. The historian John Foot talks about a
"failed comparison" (2004, 51) to illustrate that in spite of many common
aspects, the national and international waves of migrations have been rarely
compared or narrated together. Often, the internal migration has been
described as a successful integration, whereas the international one from the

1980s is depicted as “negative and non-integrating” (Idib.).

For the purpose of this research, it is important to highlight two points. Firstly,
the stigmatization associated with immigration does not affect only foreign
citizens, but migrants in a broader sense - including national and international
migration as well as people with a migratory background. Secondly, it does
not affect all groups in the same way: some of them - the meridionali of the
1950' as well as the musulmani of the 2000's - suffered from a process of

ethnicization*®, while others remain or become white, and therefore are

perceived as neutral, non visible as different.

I'ILSES [Istituto Lombardo di Studi Economici e Sociali che commissiond una "Ricerca
sull'integrazione sociale in cinque quartieri di Milano" nel 1964, Nda] gli abitanti di via Biella
avevano ricostituito la loro precedente "piccola comunita...chiusa in sé stessa...un vero e
proprio paesino nel rione". I rapporti fra gruppi di origine diversa erano perlopiu tesi. Dopo
essere stati cacciati da alcuni bar della zona, gli immigrati erano concentrati in soli due bar
della stessa via Biella, nota come la casbah” (Foot 2004, 71).

48
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Brussels is the capital of Belgium, a relatively small North-European country
11.267.910 inhabitants (Registre National, 2016). Brussels it is also one of
the three federal entities that composes this federal State: Brussels-Capital
Region (bilingual) is situated among the Flemish speaking Flanders, in the
North, and the French speaking Wallonia in the South. Moreover, it is known
internationally as the European capital as a consequence of the presence of
EU institutions (the EU Parliament and the EU Commission) but also other
international organization such the NATO - which make English the third

spoken language in the city.

Situated at the heart of Belgium, Brussels in many ways it reflects the

complexity of this small country:

At the same time, this city is considered unique and celebrated or
contested for its peculiarities. There is no doubt that Brussels is more
well-known than Belgium, of which it is the capital city® (Delwit, Rea,
and Swyngedouw 2007, 9, my translation).Brussels reflects the
compromise on which relies the Belgian state: “Brussels regional
institutions are set up as a kind of mirror of the Belgian institutions”
(Deschouwer 2009, 53).

49 In original [FR]: “II ne fait aucun doute que Bruxelles soit plus connue dans le monde que
la Belgique dont elle est la capitale” (Delwit, Rea, and Swyngedouw 2007, 9).
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Figure 19 The stratified institutional levels concentrated in Brussels - Source - Nationaal Geographisch
Instituut (Lagrou 2000)
In order to approach the complexity, let me inscribe Brussels within its

national federal system:

Brussels is an essential part of the Belgian compromise concerning
the territorial organization of the area. [...] Brussels very much
resembles Belgium, where the same principles of strict separation and
mandatory collaboration are also applied (Delwit and Deschouwer
2009, 1-3).
In Belgium, in fact, a population of 11.358.357 inhabitants (Registre National
2018) is divided in three territorial regions - Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels

- and three linguistic communities - Flemish, French and German (Figure 20).
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Région de langue

allemande

Région bilingue Région de langue francaise

de Bruxelles-Capitale

Figure 20 Belgian Regions and Communities -Blaise, Faniel, and Sédgesser 2014, 10.

Established as a unitarian state in 1830, the Kingdom of Belgium is nowadays
a constitutional parliamentary monarchy of a federal state. This very tiny state
has a heavy debt towards its colonial past, notably towards countries like
Rwanda, Burundi and Congo. Congolese descendants are present since the
1960s and they are particularly active despite their small number compared
to other groups and despite their “social invisibility”(Demart 2013, 7). In
1885, under king Leopold II, Belgium took control over the Etat Indépendant
du Congo, a sub-Saharan African state which became a formal colony in 1908.
This country - 80 times the size of Belgium - became a supplier of gold, cobalt,
cotton, coffee, palm oil, copper and uranium: "The latter especially turned

Congo into more than just one of the many colonies in Africa. And it made
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Belgium much bigger than its size on the European continent could justify”

(Deschouwer 2009, 216).

The current political and institutional organization is the result of many
adjustments between the two main linguistic communities - the French and
the Flemish one- that lead to what has been called a consociational

democracy?, a regime based on constant negotiations and compromises.

[ )

Commu- | Autorité

i Régions
nautés | fédérale 9

Etat central

Provinces Provinces

Communes Communes

A la naissance de I'Etat Aujourd’hui

Figure 21 The Unitarian State and the Federal State — Blaise, Faniel, and Sdgesser 2014, 11.

This process of federalization and regionalization began after the World War
IT with a growing linguistic — as well as an historical, economic and political -

conflict between the Flemish-speaking and the French-speaking communities.

>0 The term consociationalism was invented by Arend Lijphart to talk about an institutional
system based on a compromise among different groups or communities e.g. religious or
linguistic groups. This regime is based on the recognition of the minority groups and the
existence of specific rights, on the principle of co-nationality, on the equal division of power
among these groups, on a proportional distribution of resources and on a system of veto
(Deschouwer 2009; Von Busekist 2012).
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It led to a progressive autonomy and the creation of two distinct areas of
influence: Flanders in the North and Wallonia in the South. In the 1960s
nationalist Flemish started to claim for more recognition and visibility,
especially in the capital city: “According to Flemish nationalists, Flemish
language should be equalized to French language within the capital city of a
country with two linguistic communities”! (Witte 2012, 60. My translation).
While Flanders (the Northern region) and Wallonia (the Southern region) start
to develop autonomous institutions since the 1970s, Brussels has been often

a site of contestation:

Brussels. Problem or solution? Problem, because nor Flemish nor
Walloon want to leave the capital city. Enclave within Flanders,
Brussels is a city, a region and the capital of both communities as well
as the capital of the federal state and of Europe. Not less than six
legislators have competence on its territory (Busekist 2012, 11. My
translation>?).

Brussels acquired the status of autonomous region only in 1989, becoming

the third federal entity as Bruxelles Région Capitale. Situated within the

>1 In original [FR]: "Dans la capitale d'un pays avec deux communautés linguistiques, la
langue néerlandaise, estiment les nationalistes flamands, doit obtenir un statut équivalent a
celui de la langue francgaise" (Witte 2012, 60).

2 In original [FR]: “Bruxelles. Probléme ou solution? Probléme, car ni les Flamands ni les
Wallons ne souhaitent se départir la capitale. Enclave en territoire flamand, Bruxelles est a la
fois ville, region, capitale de chacune des deux communautés, de I'Etat fédéral et de I’'Europe,
et pas moins de six législateurs sont compétents sur son territoire” (Busekist 2012, 11)
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Flemish territory, it is officially bilingual®® even if Flemish constitute only 10%
of the population. According to the Belgian consociational principles, “"Brussels
is a region that can only be governed as long as both language communities
find a common ground to govern together” (Deschouwer 2009, 53).Besides
being the capital of the two linguistic communities, of the federal state and

|II

the so called “capital” of Europe, Brussels has its own government and its own
parliament which have exclusive competences over many issues such as urban
planning, mobility, education and economy. The Brussels’ parliament has 89
members (72 French and 17 Flemish) and no decision can be made against
the minority thanks to an official veto system called ‘alarm bell’ that can stop
any decision perceived to be against the minority interests. In 2014 a new
reform (the Sixth State Reform) has increased its autonomy by giving new

competencies and new financial means for a budget of 4 billion Euro in 2016

(Bousetta, Favell, and Martiniello 2017, 3).

The region is divided in 19 municipalities (Figure 22), which constitute the
most direct interaction between the institutions and the resident population.
Every newcomer, for example, has to get registered to the municipality where

he or she resides in the first three months of permanence in the country. Every

>3 "To make it clearer, bilingualism means that the state institutions are obliged to address
citizens either in French or in Flemish. It does not mean that the civil servants are fluent in
both languages" (Bousetta 2017, 5).
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municipality elects its own representatives and manages the taxation and the
access to facilities such as public schools, sport and créches. Moreover, it has
to ensure financial and political participation through establishing its own
Centre Public d’Action Sociale (CPAS Public Center for Social Action) which
“offer a wide range of assistance measures, which are available to the
commune’s most disadvantaged citizens in some circumstances”
(Be.Brussels/CPAS. My translation). What is more, the municipalities enhance
a sense of belonging: “A significant part proportion of the population - just as
in Flanders and in Wallonia - feel connected to the municipality which they

live in”(Delwit and Deschouwer 2009).
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Source : Observatoire de la Santé et du Social de Bruxelles

Figure 22 Brussels' Municipalities (in French) — Observatoire de la Santé et du Social de Bruxelles

This complex multiplicity of levels of governments is considered both as a
limitation and as an opportunity for the emergence of new policies and actors.
Concerned about cultural policies, Genard and collegues (2009) show how the
multiplication of competences between the French and the Flemish institutions
lack of long-term vision and impact the accessibility. Libraries and cultural

centers, for examples, are separated systems according to which linguistic
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community is funding and a user needs two different cards to access them.
Moreover, when it comes to the strategies to involve the newcomers, the
cultural field becomes a battleground for the two communities willing to
expand their area - and language - of influence. At the same time, this
competition can also become an asset: in a place where there is no hegemonic
cultural model, many initiatives can find their expression. Bousetta and
colleagues (2017) consider that this multilevel governance system s
responsible for Brussels “openness”‘. It can have "“potential democratic
benefits” because it opens “new modes of politics ‘beyond the state’” where
“non-hierarchical powers and competencies [it institutes] may create new kind
of opportunities for entrepreneurial marginal groups” (2017,6). In other
worlds, the institutional labyrinth becomes the ground where counter-power
can emerge: it is a “mille-feuille of competences so entangles that every power

contains its own counter-power”® (Von Busekist 2012, 10. My translation).

A dual city?

In 2018 Brussels had over 1.191.041 million inhabitants (Registre National),

which represent almost 10% of the Belgian population. In 2016, 34,6% of the

>4 “Brussels is first and foremost an open city” (Genard and collegues 2009)

In original [FR]: “Bruxelles est avant tout une ville ouverte”. “"Bruxelles Ville Ouverte”
(Brussels Open City) is also the title of the book by Dewit, Rea, Swyngedouw 2007.

5 In original [FR]: “Un millefeuille de compétences tellement enchévetré que tout pouvoir
contient son contre-pouvoir”(Busekist 2012, 10).
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resident population had a foreign nationality (Lafleur and Marfouk 2017, 35).
At the same time, the Capital Region produce 20% of the GDP (Witte, 62).
This region, in fact, is the richest of the country, and according to the
Globalization and World Cities (GaWC) 2016 it is listed in the eighth place
among the European cities (after London, Paris, Milan, Frankfurt, Madrid,
Warsaw and Amsterdam). Most of the people working in the Capital are
employed in the third sector (90%) and more than half of them (56%) are

commuters - the so-called (in French) “navetteur.e.s” (Witte 2012, 62).

1. Tauxde risque de pauvreté, Belgique et régions, revenus 2015
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Source : SPF Economie - Statistics Belgium, Quality Report Belgian 5ILC 2016

Figure 23 Poverty rates for regions — SILC 2016
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At the same time, however, a third of the population lives under the poverty
threshold (Figure 23) and the unemployment rate is among the highest of the
country, especially among less-educated and among non-EU migrant

population (Figure 24).

Figure4-5: Taux d‘activité par ge, niveau de diplome et nationalité, Figure4-7: rmumpummuam«umm,
Belgique et Région bruxelloise, 2016 )
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Figure 24 Activity and Unemployment Rates for Age, Education and Nationality

These polarizations are also concentrated spatially. Instead of the classic
opposition inner city / periphery induced by suburbanization in a Fordist
society, in Brussels it is express by a west-east divide (Kesteloot and Haegen
1997, 117) with a poor ex-industrial area developed around the Canal, on the
north-west side, and a rich residential area expanding on the hills of the east

and south-east side, close to the so-called “"European Quarter”. Observing
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these cartographies, some authors consider Brussels as a dual city (Witte
2012; Vanhellemont and Pauly 2015; Kesteloot and Haegen 1997; Corijn and
Vloeberghs 2009). From a spatial and urban perspective, these divisions are
the result of a long term lack of regulation, where “the presence of the
European institutions and European expats led to reinforce the pre-existing
divides in the city” (Vanhellemont and Pauly 2015, 52). As a consequence,
some municipalities are perceived as homogeneous and divided worlds: Saint-
Josse, for example, is also called the “Turkish neighborhood”, or Molenbeek is
perceived as the Moroccan one, while “other parts of the city remain often
exclusively white and Belgian, and lack contact with the culturally diverse part

of the population” (Bousetta, Favell, and Martiniello 2017, 5).
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Fig. | - European quarter, city centre and poor crescent
Source: Wijkmonitong, 2014
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Tab. 1 - Gross income levels (Source: Magosse, 2006, p. 669)

Degree Function Min Max %
Master Top 4,137 16,094 050
Bachelor Executives and administrators 3232 7,672 0.19
(Post)Secondary Secretarial and clerical 2,525 4,682 0.29
(Post)Secondary Manual labour 2525 4,138 0.02

Figure 25 Brussels’ spatial divisions: Poor Crescent and European Quarter — Vanhellemont 2015, 51.

The civil servants involved in E.U. institutions or related activities, including
their families, has been estimated around 10% of the Brussels’ population; a
third of them is Belgian (Bernard 2008). They are often criticized by the
Brusseleirs which consider them responsible for the increasing housing prices
and the ongoing process of gentrification. Most of the residents, in fact, have
developed a “love-hate relationship” towards the international functions of

Brussels (Corijn et al. 2009, 4): on one hand, 53% of the Belgian population
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trust the European Union (European Commission, 2017); on the other hand,
Brussels inhabitants criticize the negative image associated to the city as a
consequence of the presence of the E.U. and NATO bureaucracy. They claim
for a cosmopolitan identity instead: “Long misrepresented as the gray, scruffy
and rather boring adopted capital of Europe” (Bousetta, Favell, and Martiniello
2017, 2. Emphasis added), the identity of the Brusseleirs is emerging in the
last two decades as a separate one, insisting on irony and multiculturalism in
order to show “the real Brussels behind the presence of European institutions”

(Ibidem. Emphasis added).

> BRUSSEDS N

Figure 26 Play-on-world of the city branding campaign “"Sprout to Be Brussels” — Source:

https://sprouttobebrussels.be/
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Figure 27 Mixity Brussels Campaign 2017

Diversity is welcomed, according to various public campaign. Some of them
focus on ethnic diversity as, for example, in Mixity Brussels in 2017. Other
campaigns are focused on sexual and gender diversity. For example, All
Genders Welcome is a campaign promoted by the RainbowHouse Brussels in
2017-2018 that has been adopted by 11 out of 19 municipalities fostering the
visibility of a wide range of gender expressions and identities beyond the
men/women binary system. It consists of a visual campaign (Figure 28 and

10) as well as a training for the civil servants.
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Figure 28 All Genders Welcome Campaign 2017-2018

Figure 29 All Genders Welcome Campaign - Non binary gender expressions
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The celebration of diversity also comes from initiatives of the civil society,
such as the festival Made in Bruxsel, from January to May 2018°%. The name
chosen put forward the zinneke nature of the city, “neither Walloon nor

Flemish, neither French nor Flemish speaking” (Rex 1998, 19).

LGBT rights and touristification

where same-sex couples could get married. Here, this institution is accessible
to any nationality if one member of the couple resides in Belgium. Adoption is
possible both for single parents and couples since 2006 and reproductive
technologies are accessible through the National Health System. There is an
anti-discrimination law that punishes hate-crimes on the basis of the sexual
orientation (Idib.). In 2017, a partial depathologization of trans identities has

been achieved through an emendation of the law 2007 praised by trans

%6 In the description of the event of the closing night, one can read:”"Two-third of the Brussels
inhabitants do not have Belgo-Belgian references. Brussels is the second most diverse city in
the world. Two-third of the households are multilingual. Superdiversity seems to be our main
feature. This cosmopolitanism is searching for its own identity within the institutional
complexity and the community-based multiplicity. We would like to celebrate this diversity
and its creative energy during this closing evening. Because that’s exactly what makes the
city more inspiring than the country, that gives a perspective to urbanity as a post-national
society. It is in that way that Brussels can excel. It is precisely through this outstanding
contribution of diversity that this city could become the laboratory of the future” (Bruxel
Academy 2018).
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organizations such Genres Pluriels and their allies (RainbowHouse and Tels
Quels) *’. Most of these laws and rights are claimed in Italy nowadays but also
contested (see chapter 6).. These rights were not achieved by a strong
LGBTQIA+ movement; rather they are the result of a favorable sociopolitical
context combined with the absence of a strong organized opposition there
were instead massively present in France (manif pour tous) and in Italy
(Sentinelle in piedi and Family Days) (Borghs 2016; Borghs and Eeckhout
2010; Garbagnoli and Prearo 2017). On the contrary, many LGBTQIA+
associations nowadays are funded and supported by local and federal
institutions, such the Ministry for Equal Opportunities — again, this is not the
case in Italy. Not surprisingly, Cavaria - the Flemish holebi >® umbrella
association - is nowadays one of the biggest LGBTQIA+ organizations in
Europe (Borghs 2016, 32). Also the Brussels’ RainbowHouse - which hosts
more than 60 LGBTQIA+ associations nowadays - benefits from political and

economical support from the institutions.

In terms of representations, Belgium boasts the world second openly gay
Prime Minister: the social-democrat Elio Di Rupo, a Waloon with Italian origins

in charge between 2011 and 2014. The first one was in fact a lesbian, the

57

8 Holebi is the Flemish for LGB: homosexuals, lesbians, bisexuals. The name was changed
from Homosexual Working Groups Federation (FWH) to Holebifederatie (in order to include
lesbian and bisexuals) and finally in gavaria in 2009 in an effort to include trans-related issues.
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Icelandic J6hanna Sigurdardoéttir (Lens 2017). Other politicians from all colors
are now out, and interestingly an out policeman became police chief in
Antwerp in 2012 (Borghs 2016, 30). As a matter of fact, since a few years,
police officers (rainbowcops) and the white-men-gay parts of far right
movements such the N-VA (Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie) are present and -
contested* - part of the annual Pride parade. The institutionalization of Pride
in Brussels goes hand in hand with touristification: since 2012 the city Tourist
Office is involved in the organization of the parade®®; as one can see in Figure
30, a explicit reference is made to Stonewall, a riot lead by queer and trans
people of color against the police brutality, but - ironically I would say -

“things have changed a lot since”.

> From the flyers distributed in 2019 by the cortege vnr - the angry parade [FR]: “Cette
année encore, notre cortége est énervé, politisé et fermement opposé a la récupération de
nos luttes. Nous vomissons le détournement des prides contestatoires et révolutionnaires
(n‘oublions pas que cette année marquera les 50 ans des émeutes de Stonewall !) devenues
rassemblements marchands et nationalistes. La Pride sert aujourd’hui les intéréts de ceux qui
nous précarisent et nous assassinent. Tout comme a la Belgian Pride 2018, notre message
est clair: POLICE - EXTREME DROITE - RACISTES - POLITICARDS - CAPITALISME : HORS DE
NOS LUTTES !”.

60 Source RTBF, 2015: https://www.rtbf.be/info/societe/detail la-belgian-pride-a-20-ans-
petite-histoire-de-cette-manifestation?id=8969367.
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visit.brussels &% 6OE

DO & SEE SLEEP EAT&DRINK GOING OUT
Museums, visits, Hotels, hostels, Restaurants, bars, Clubs, shows & concerts,
monuments... booking.. breakfast... live music, party

Brussels Pride
19/05/2018 - 19/05/2018

This annual event, celebrated around the world — in
Brussels it now includes a parade, concerts, and shows
— has its roots in the Stonewall riots in New York in
June 1969, which grew out of a protest against police
brutality to gays. Things have changed a lot since.

Figure 30 Brussels Pride in Visit.Brussels 2018
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CHAPTER 5: AM I THE ONLY LESBIAN IN THE WORLD? THE

EMERGENCE OF A LESBIAN SUBJECTIVITY

Si dice che nella vastissima zona di mare triangolare compresa tra
I'arcipelago delle Bermuda, il punto piu occidentale dell’isola di Porto
Rico, e il punto piu a sud della penisola della Florida, si siano verificate
dall’Ottocento ad oggi humerosissime e misteriose sparizioni di navi,
barche, aerei. Meno misteriosa € la scomparsa delle lesbiche in un
altro “triangolo maledetto”, quello costituito da razzismo, sessismo e
eterosessualismo. Questo Triangolo delle Bermuda patriarcale e
fratriarcale ci cancella ideologicamente, se non materialmente, dalla
carta geografica dei soggetti politici, trasformandoci in soggetti
inesistenti (Fiocchetto 2011).

In her recent book about the emergence of a lesbian subjectivities in Italy in
the 1970s and the 1980s based on more than 40 interviews with activists of
that time, Elena Biagini recall a situation happened during the congress of

June 1982 through the memories of Simonetta Spinelli:

It was amazing than because people from Perugia were arriving - 1
must say that I am really a bad person sometimes, someone should
stop me! The first one comes: “You know... I am the only lesbian from
Perugia”. I say: "Don’t worry, I am glad you came, there will be other
people coming from other places where they are the only one”. After
a while, another one come: "I am the only lesbian from Perugia!”
“Look, there should be another one, now I don’t know where she is
but I will show you later”. At the third one who came I took the
microphone and I said: “"Everyone who is the only lesbian from Perugia
please stand here in the front!” (Biagini 2018, 130).
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Through the memories of her interlocutors, Biagini recalls a moment in which
many “only lesbian of that city” comes together and meet for the first time.
Interestingly, "I am the only lesbian in the world” is also the title of the
publication of the acts of the separatist lesbian congress of 1985, one of the
“many first lesbian congress” in Italy between 1981 and 1987 (Biagini 2018;

Vannucci 2008).

Lesbian emerges as a political subjectivity in the 1970s both in Belgium and
in Italy, within and against the homosexual and the feminist movements. I
briefly highlight some common issues - politics of silence, double activism,
separatism - that in my opinion help having a deeper understanding of the
current fractures, debates and alliances despite the local specificities. The first
part is dedicated to the early years — 1970s and 1980s - and focus on the
political strategies that lesbians chose to fight their double discrimination - as
women and as gay. The second part is a reconstruction based on secondary
data as well as on my ethnographic explorations of the places that lesbians
had until the 1990s compared to the more recent years in both Brussels and
Milan. I conclude the chapter with a methodological note about the scarcity of
sources and reflections from the 1990s on and I advance some hypothesis
about the transformation of the movement due to the progressive
institutionalization - and the cooptation within neoliberal democracies (see

the discussion about homonationalism in chapter 1); the possibility to have
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virtual spaces of encounters; and a raising consciousness about the need for
intersectional alliances and struggles. I trace the emergence of lesbian
subjectivities through a brief genealogy of the movements in Belgium and in

Italy from the 1950s.

Figure 31 "History is a serious thing. Homosexuality is not" signed by FN, a far right movement.

Torino, Italy, 2017.
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Figure 32 Subjects/1 - Giulia Parri, 2019
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Politics of silence

At the beginning or the XX century, Italy was considered a relatively friendly
place for gay men, a sort of “imagined place” for foreigners - especially the
South and the islands. In contrast to Great Britain or Germany, there were no
laws against homosexual behaviors. The sanctions were therefore moral and
mainly inflicted by the Catholic Church or the community itself (Rossi Barilli
1999). While a real persecution happened in Germany under the Nazi
dictatorship — which has been called the forgotten Holocaust or the Homocaust
(Arcigay, 2009) - in Italy the fascist regime adopted a so-called "politics of
silence":

Based on this politics of silence, the Italian Criminal Code never
punished homosexuality as a crime, rather demanding the repression

While in many countries homosexuality was forbidden - in Germany and U.K.
homosexual conducts were punishable by law, while in the Netherlands and
France there was a higher age of consent- nor Italy nor Belgium had specific
legislation on the matter. In Belgium “homosexuality fell under laws related

to debauchery and public indecency. Medical doctors tried to cure
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and failed: in 1927 the Criminal Code - known as Codice Rocco and still in
force — was created and a bill to punish homosexuality was introduced and
rejected. The motivation added to the rejection was that "luckily and proudly"
in Italy homosexuality was not so widespread and in any case some juridical
tools were already available for the police forces. In 1962-1963 other three

attempts were made to introduce an anti-gay law but they did not succeed.

Between imagined utopia and moral repression, homosexuals and transsexual
people did start to gather in a political sense in the 1960s and 1970s. In
harmony with other movements in U.S.A. and Europe, the first gatherings
were using the term omofilia (homophilia) and were aimed at recovering the
image of the inverted or perverted person which was associated with the
homosexuality. In Belgium for instance the first homosexual organization was
the Centre Culturel Belge- Cultuurcentrum Belgié (CCB), founded in 1953 by
a woman, Suzanne De Pues, better known under the pseudonym Suzan

Daniel®* (Figure 33).

61 Her chosen name is a tribute to Daniel Darrieux, French actress.
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het ondraaglijk besef

Figure 33 Suzan Daniel in the cover of the newsletter of the Suzan Daniel Archives, 1998

She was inspired by the Nederlands’ COC, Cultuur en Ontspanningscentrum,
quit®? it a year later for political conflicts and misogyny within the group
originating from the fact that gay men found hard to have a woman at the
head of the organization (De Pues 1998; Lens 2009; Borghs 2016). Similarly,
the Italian gay movement started to raise in the beginning of the 1970s:
following the Stonewall riots, and inspired by the French Front Homosexuel

d'Action Révolutionnaire F.H.A.R.®®* (Homosexual Front of Revolutionary

62 In her own words, thirty years later (fr): “Femme seule pour diriger |'organisation, la
misogynie fit, vite, son apparition et ces messieurs s’arrangérent pour me lasser avec leurs

the French Front Homosexuel d'Action Révolutionaire (FHAR) during the 1970s: “founded by
women, it has been little by little taken over by men, while women quitted it and founded the
Gouines Rouges group” (2016, 27. My translation).
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Action), in 1971 Angelo Pezzana founded in Turin the Fronte Unitario
Omosessuale Rivoluzionario Italiano F.U.O.R.I. (the Italian Unitary
Homosexual Revolutionary Front). The group was animated by Marxist ideas
and some of its principles recall those of the post-colonial National Liberation
Front in Algeria and elsewhere. The FUORI! first created a recognizable
headquarter for a network of activists that were already connected through
different cities in Italy - Rome, Padova and Milan - and abroad, especially in
France. It was the first Italian organization openly declared as homosexual,
and they organized the first contestation in 1972 during the First Italian
Congress of Sexology in Sanremo. At the beginning, the FUORI! was clearly
identified with radical leftist ideas but it quickly turned to be more moderate
with the lasting alliance with the liberal Radical Party in 1974. The members
of Milan, however, with Mario Mieli®® among them, refused this change of
direction and confirmed the revolutionary aim with the constitution of the
Fuori-autonomo:The Fuori’s activists from Milan choose to provoke. They sell

their journal dressed with violent and outrageous make-up, with glitter and

64 Mario Mieli is a key figure of the movement. Born in 1952, he was only 25 years old when
he published "Elementi di Critica Omosessuale", based on his dissertation thesis in moral
philosophy. Starting with a clear statement on his own positionality, he declared the common
intent but different experience of gay men and women: "Come la tesi, questo libro concerne
principalmente I'omosessualita maschile, anche se molti degli argomenti trattati riguardano
I'omosessualita in senso lato. In quanto checca, ho preferito fare riferimento all’'omosessualita
femminile il meno possibile, poiché le lesbiche sono le sole persone che sappiano cosa sia il
lesbismo e che non ne parlino a vanvera" (Mieli 1977, 7).
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golden sequin they stare at people and accuse them: “you’re repressing your

homosexuality” (Mieli 1977, 155. My translation®).
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Figure 34 Three numbers of the journal Fuori!

The many - conflicting — faces of the Fuori! can be illustrated by Figure 34.
From the left: the first numberin 1971;1974, a number dedicated to feminism
and lesbianism; a number of the autonomous collective of Milan - with "6

guestions to discover if you’re homosexual or not”.

Some gay people started to conceive their sexual orientation as an identity
and a highly politicized tool for social revolutionary struggle. For many,
however, this male-dominated world, was not the place where a lesbian

subjectivity could emerge. As Mieli highlighted in 1977:

65 In original [IT]: I milanesi del Fuori! scelgono la via della provocazione. Truccati in maniera
violenta ed esagerata, con le paillettes e i lustrini dorati vendono il loro giornale fissando la
gente in maniera accusatoria dicendo: “tu reprimi la tua omosessualita” (Mieli 1977, 155).
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The presence of revolutionary lesbians is the the strongest connection
between the gay movement and the feminist movement:
revolutionary lesbians create the homosexual movement of women;
and we hope that the women movement become more and more
homosexual (Mieli 1977, 178. My translation®®).

During the 1970s, with the blooming of the sexual revolution, both a gay
provocative movement and an engaged feminist movement were born. The
revolutionary lesbians represent “the strongest connection between the gay
movement and the feminist movement”, they were present in both of them
but they often disappeared among and within the two (Kaufer 2016). As
Porpora Marcasciano, gay and trans activist, noticed in her autobiography, it
was evident the almost complete evidence of lesbians:

It was evident the almost complete absence of lesbians, not only in

Pistoia but in every situation of the gay movement. [...] I cannot tell

the reasons for that absence, I think that in that period the majority

of lesbians refer to the feminist movement where they had more
reasons to identify with (Marcasciano 2014, 198. My translation®’).

Lesbians were ‘absent’ in the gay movement, perhaps because - as Porpora

suggests - they had more things in common with the feminist movement, at

6 In original [IT]: “La presenza delle lesbiche rivoluzionarie € il legame principalissimo tra
movimento gay e movimento femminista: le lesbiche rivoluzionarie formano il movimento
omosessuale delle donne; ed e auspicabile che il movimento delle donne diventi sempre piu
omosessuale” (Mieli 1977, 178).

67 In original [IT]: “Era evidente I'assenza quasi completa delle lesbiche, non solamente a
Pistoia ma in tutte le situazioni del movimento gaio. [...] Non so dire esattamente a cosa fosse
dovuta quella assenza, credo che in quel periodo la maggior parte delle lesbiche facesse
riferimento al movimento femminista in cui aveva forse pil motivi per cui riconoscersi”.
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that time. This seems to suggest that gender, more than sexuality, was the

common issue for lesbians (and feminists) political struggles.

Double activism and separatism

Lesbians organize as lesbians, just as gay men organize as gays. But

lesbians also organize as oppressed women. Their politics and their

culture reflects this double vision (Adler and Brenner 1992, 33).
Especially at the beginning of the movement, in the 1970s, many lesbian
women found themselves in the position to "choose" between fighting for
sexual liberation in a male-dominated activism or fighting for gender equality
within a predominantly heterosexual context. While some lesbians - which
were sometimes called le omosessuali (the homosexual women) to mark their
affiliation to the gay movement and to distinguish them from the feminist
one® - found a space within the gay movement®®, most of the debate
concerning lesbianism took place within the feminist movement. According to

Simonetta Spinelli, activist in Italy at the time: Until the 1980s we discussed,

talked, debated about lesbianism only within feminist collectives, where there

68 As Sedgwick explains: “This terminological complication is closely responsive to real
ambiguities and struggles of gay / lesbian politics and identities: e.g., there are women-loving
women who think of themselves as lesbians but not as gay, and others who think of
themselves as gay women but not as lesbians” (Sedgwick 1990, 17).

69 In the 1970's Maria Silvia Spolato - who showed up on the 8 March 1972 as the first woman
with a banner about the homosexual liberation in Rome, Campo dei Fiori - founded the local
organization of Fuori! in Rome. Some women - including one straight woman - were also
present in the Fuori! of Torino and they participated actively to the first political action in
Sanremo, against the Sexologists Congress (Danna 2007; Ibry 2007).
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has always been a significant number of lesbians. There where no other
voices. Mute were the very few women that recognized themselves in the
FUORI. The lesbians that created spontaneous groups did not aspire to have
a political discourse. Within parties and unions such as UDI, lesbians were not
out because they do not want to break the unity of leftist women (Spinelli
2016. My translation”). Feminism, in fact, was able to provide for "spaces
where to meet and for the possibility for physical and mental autonomy" from

economic and political autonomy of women was really restricted.

Some feminist, however, were afraid that the social stigma attached to female
homosexuality will become a mark of the whole feminist movement and they
asked for the sexuality to be kept private (Danna 2008). This clear paradox -
the personal was not political? — was experienced also within other movements
in Europe, like the Belgian one. Lesbian women were invited to participate to
the Women’'s Day, but they were asked to stay in the back in order to be not

too visible (Borghs 2016, 42):

70 In original [IT]: “Fino agli anni Ottanta, di lesbismo si € discusso, parlato, polemizzato solo
nei collettivi femministi, nei quali |la presenza delle donne lesbiche & sempre stata significativa.
Non c’erano altre voci. Mute erano le pochissime donne che si riconoscevano nel FUORI. Senza
desiderio di parola politica le lesbiche che si ritrovavano in aggregazioni spontanee. Mai
dichiarate, per non turbare I'unita delle donne della sinistra, le lesbiche dell’lUDI” available at
https://www.nazioneindiana.com/2016/09/17/simonetta-spinelli-1-storia-semplice-diventa-

complicata/.
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Feminists were often depicted as men-haters and they feared that the
visible presence of lesbian women within the feminist movement
would strengthen that image. They did not want lesbian woman to
become too dominant or too visible within the feminist movement.

4

Lesbian women were allowed to attend the annual “Women’s Day”
(Vrouwendag), but were asked to stay in the background. Lesbian
women also advocated breaking through the heterosexual norm and
heterosexual feminist women feared that this would be interpreted to
mean that every woman had to be lesbian (Borghs 2016, 42.
Emphasis added).

Fearing a visible presence of lesbians - that is to say, the visibility of women
not reproducing a reassuring image of femininity - the women’s day was
organized asking lesbians “to stay in the background”. Marginalized in both
homosexual and feminist movements, some lesbians decide to self-organize

and make their voices heard.

The need for autonomous spaces did not lead to an end of the feminist
activism, rather it became a sort of "double activism" (Vannucci 2008, 37). In
1980, for instance, the first lesbian newspaper Pagina Lesbica (Lesbian Page)
was published in the Quotidiano Donna (Woman Journal). This space was very
important to spread the news and reach the most isolated people. Moreover,
it was a key tool for the organization of the first lesbian congress which took
place in 1981. The same year, around 120 lesbians took to the streets for the
first time on their own to protest against the arrest of two women kissing in

Agrigento (Ibry 2008).
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The double activism - doppia militanza - was one of the strategies adopted by
lesbians in order to keep their struggles together: some lesbians were active
both in the homosexual and in the feminism movement; later, some were
active both in the feminist and in lesbian groups. They were, to sum up,
“actively fighting in many struggles (included those which did not concerned
them in the first place, as is was the case for the decriminalization of
International des Crimes contre les Femmes’? that took place in Brussels in
1976. Some lesbians present themselves within a newly created International
Lesbian Front and speak about their theories of compulsory heterosexuality
and lesbian persecution (Lens and Nessi 2018) in front of a feminist public.
According to (Horton 1976, 85) lesbianism was presented as a feminist
strategy with these words:
The working group declared: “Phallocracy and male domination allow

for crime against women to be possible. [...] Being lesbian means that
you refuse to relate to men, and this would beat capitalist and

71 In original [FR]: “Au carrefour des luttes des femmes et des mouvements homosexuels, les
lesbiennes restaient dans une forme d'invisibilité, tout en étant a la pointe de nombreux
combats (y compris ceux qui ne les concernaient pas directement, comme pour la

72 To know more [FR]: “En 1976 des milliers de femmes se donnérent rendez-vous du 4 au 8
mars au monts-des-arts a l'occasion du "L'objectif est de dénoncer les 'crimes' dont les
femmes sont victimes a travers le monde" (DENIS & VAN ROKEGHEM 1992, 199). Ce fut une
grande rencontre internationale pour parler de "maternité forcée, crimes médicaux et
psychiatriques, travail ménager non payé et travail salarié, oppression des femmes des
minorités raciales, violence contre les femmes et des femmes en prison". Furent présentes
des femmes venant de 29 pays différents, majoritairement occidentaux; un message de
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patriarchal system to the roots. [...]". An impressive number of
lesbians showed their courage by being out publicly. The participants
of the Tribunal were astonished by their argument and their bravery.
(Horton 1976, 85. My translation’3)

It is important to notice that not many lesbians at that time were out, and
often they would use pseudonyms as it was the case for the already mentioned
Suzan De Pues alias Suzan Daniel’. One participant to a debate about the bar
lesbian culture that took place in Brussels in May 2018 remembering the first
pride parade said: “I remember... a lot of people in the first parade they were
wearing sunglasses... there were many people afraid of loosing their jobs...”
fieldnotes Brussels, 16 May 2018, debate about the culture of lesbian bars
organized by the Brussels Lesbian Archive, BAL).

In Belgium many lesbian groups appeared since the late 1970s. Most of them,
especially on the Flemish side, had a physical space were to meet and
published a review. These spaces hosted social and cultural events as well as
leisure moments; moreover, they were the places where political discussions

took place and political actions originated, often in agreement with other

73 In original [FR]: Le lesbianisme comme stratégie féministe fut présenté avec éloquence. Le
groupe de travail déclara: "La phallocratie, la domination male, rend possible ces crimes
contre les femmes. [...]. Etre lesbienne signifie que vous refusez d'avoir a faire aux hommes,
et ceci frappera le systéme capitaliste et patriarcal a ses racines. [...]". Un nombre
impressionnant de lesbiennes démontrérent leur courage en manifestant publiquement. Elle
projettent un réseau lesbien international. Les participantes au Tribunal furent électrisées par
leur argument et leur bravoure” (Horton 1976, 85).

74 De Pues explains [FR]: “A cette époque, la vie privée et sociale était pleine d’embdlches.
C’était dur a assumer. Beaucoup d’entre nous vivaient en vase clos, souvent solitaires. Nous
portions, presque tous et toutes, un masque pour passer inapercu(e)s. Le mensonge faisait
partie de notre vie quotidienne; ¢a n’était pas drole! (De Pues 1998, 4).
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lesbian groups. For this reason, a lesbian coordination was created in Flanders
in 1978 under the name of Cocolev - codrdinatiecomité lesbische vrouwen. It
lasted for few years — until 1981 - but it worth to be mention because of the
contestation to the Vrouwendag, the Women’s Day. After some attempts to
obtain more space within the feminist movement - with the distribution of
flyers first, and the creation of the Lesbies Doe Front later- in 1986 some
activists decided to organize an annual non-mix Lesbiennedag’, which is “still
nowadays the biggest lesbian event in Belgium, especially for Flemish lesbian
In Italy the first lesbian group — Vivere Lesbica (To live lesbian) - started to
gather within the feminist collective of the Pompeo Magno in Rome in 1975.
The first public lesbian come out was in 1979 during the 8th of March
demonstration - the International Women’s Day. At the same time 1979 is
also the year of the first trans public contestation in a swimming pool of Milan

which gave birth to the first Italian trans organization, the Movimento, M.I.T.”’,

75 En 1987, elle sera trilingue et coorganisée e.a. avec Artemys et Lilev. De 1995 a 1998
Aksent Op Roze ou Atthis seconderont les derniéres années d’organisation par la Lesbies Doe
Front. La Lesbiennedag sera alors reprise par le FWH, devenu la Holebi- federatie
(homosexuels, lesbiennes, bisexuel/les), qui obtiendra la subvention d'un budget de
fonctionnement et d’une fonction a mi-temps pour l'encadrer. Ces derniéres années un
regroupement de lesbiennes, Folia, renforce |‘organisation.

76 Cette grande journée de rencontre lesbienne annuelle en non-mixité va rester jusqu’a ce
jour le plus grand événement lesbien en Belgique, notamment pour tous les groupes lesbiens
flamands (LENS 2009).

77 MIT was the Italian Transsexual Movement. Through its long history - it is still active today
- it changed many times the words of its acronym in order to be updated and more inclusive
of trans* identities. To read more (it): https://archive.is/20070223061225/http://www.mit-
italia.it/storia.htm.
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still active today. In Milan, some lesbian women that had started to gather
around the Libreria delle Donne (Women's Library) decide to name their group
Soggettivita Lesbica (Lesbian Subjectivity) after a meeting with Teresa De

Lauretis in 1997, "underlining the value given to any personal experience and

Double activism was often supported by the choice of separatism. Since the
1980s, new subjectivities emerge and they create autonomous and often non-
mix spaces to discuss their specific battles:

Due to this conflicts and misrecognition, many lesbian organizations

that would appear until the 1990s would choose the autonomy - both
from gay movement and from feminist movement, being often in

One of the major contribution was the ability to break the politics of silence

and isolation both on a political and on a personal level.

In 1985 in Palermo, a national gay organization, called Arcigay. It formally
included both homosexual men and women but was largely men dominated.
By the end of the 1980s even the lesbians that chose the non-separatist

strategy started to claim for specific women spaces within the organization,

78 In original [FR]: En raison de ces conflits et méconnaissances, beaucoup d'organisations
lesbiennes qui vont apparaitre jusqu'aux années 1990 vont choisir I'autonomie - a la fois du
mouvement gay et de celui féministe, tout en restant souvent en dialogue avec les deux.
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but also for economical and political support from the gay men. In 1989 in
Verona an event for women called Il giovedi Arcigay si fa donna (Thursday
Arcigay becomes woman) was organized, thanks to the initiative of Graziella
Bertozzo: 300 women affiliated to Arcigay met for the first time to talk about
female homosexuality, "until then considered exclusively a male field because
lesbianism was separatist"’°. A coordination between women within the main
homosexual Italian organization was born — Arcigay Donna (Arcigay Woman)

- in Verona, Napoli and in 14 other cities in less than a year.

72 In original [IT]: “fino ad allora ritenuto campo maschile per eccellenza dal lesbismo, che
era essenzialmente separatista.” Accessible on:

https://www.arcigay.it/en/archivio/2002/01/storia-1980-2006/.
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=
>
ARCI GAY DONNA

COORDINAMENTO NAZIONALE
LESBICHE NON SEPARATISTE.
© ITALIAN COORDINATING COMMITEE FOR NON-SEPARATIST LESBIANS
© NATIONALE ORGANISATION ZUR KOORDINIERUNG DER NICHT SEPARATISTISCHEN LESBENGRUPPEN
© GRUPO DE COORDINACION NACIONAL DE LA MUJERES LESBIANAS NO SEPARATISTAS
© ORGANISATION ITALIENNE DES LESBIENNES NON SEPARATISTES

Figure 35 Arcigay Donna: Italian coordinating commitee for non-separatist lesbians, 1989

The 1990 congress of Arcigay recognized the women’s claims by voting the
equal representation of 50% men and 50% women and choosing Graziella
Bertozzo as the national secretary. For the first time, a lesbian woman was
publicly visible, interviewed by newspapers with her name and picture. This
choice of mixity in this case was motivated by the idea that homosexuality
was not only a men’s issue and that if women had their peculiarities, men had
their own too. The idea was, however, that they should find a common path
together: "women start to work on issues where their presence was seen with

suspect - as it was the case with HIV activism" (Santostefano 2008). They
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were working both on their specific need as women, and for the cause in
general. In 1994 the organization is renamed Arcigay Arcilesbica and the first
"gay&lesbian" national pride was launched. Unsatisfied with the choices and
the redistribution of resources which were in favor of gay men, two years later
the organization was split in two: Arcilesbica and Arcigay. However, some local
sections did not agree with this choice and quit the overall organization in
order to keep working together between gays and lesbians. This was the case
of Torino, Firenze, Sassari, Verona, Catania, and Padova®.The blossoming of
associations and events seems to stop at the end of 1990s. In Belgium very
few groups are created after 2000, with restricted aims (cultural or leisure
activities, for instance). It is the case of Fuchsia (2002- ; Bruxelles) et Folia
(Gand). It worth notice, however, that the main association in Brussels
nowadays - the RainbowHouse, gathering over 60 LGBTQIA+ associations -

was founded by a group of lesbians.

I report this fact because this fractures are still visible today within the
movement. In Milan, for example, both a group of Arcilesbica and one of
Arcigay Donna exist. Their associations are situated in the same street, via
Bezzecca, almost facing each other. The weekly reunion, in 2017, was on

Wednesday night for both of them. Despite this proximity, which is supposedly

80 https://www.arcigay.it/en/archivio/2002/01/storia-1980-2006/
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not only spatial, the relationship between the two groups is quite hostile. A
second reason to recall these events is that self-definitions often reflect
different political strategies (separatism or inclusion). Lesbians was the label
chosen by separatist feminists, inspired by the analysis of Monique Wittig and
Teresa de Lauretis. Some of them defined themselves just as "lesbians" -
choosing politically to give no reference to a specific gender - some others
prefer to specify "lesbian women". On the other hand, women within the gay
movement called themselves "homosexuals" or "homosexual women" to
highlight the affiliation to the gay movement in general. The presence or
absence of the world "lesbian" - both in event or organization® - today is
symptomatic of different historical and political paths that are not always

known by the new generations of LGBTQI+ activists.

Vanishing lesbians (again): between institutionalization and virtual encounters

Since the late 1990s, I identify two shifts that might be partially responsible
for the ‘disappearance’ of lesbians places of socialization (chapter 1): on one
side the institutionalization of (a part of) the movement, on the other side the
possibility offered by the web of virtual encounter and dating apps.I have
already described at the end of chapter 4 the evolution of the Belgian

LGBTQIA+ movement. In Italy the first national Pride parade took place in

81 Arcilesbica, for instance, is today (2018) the only national organization using the word
"lesbica" explicitly on its name.
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Rome in 1994. Since 2000, after two failed parades organized separately, the
demonstration has been only one and it has been travelling through Napoli,
Palermo, Milano, Bologna, Roma and a few other cities. In recent years,
however, the LGBT+ activism started to reach the middle- and small-size
urban centers, gradually supported by different local administrations.
Following the initiative of the Naples’ Arcigay committee, in 2013 the first
Onda Pride (Wave Pride) was organized: 6 different demonstrations in 6

different days and cities. In 2017, 23 cities participated.

In 2016 the Cirinna’s bill on civil unions was approved, after months of
parliamentary discussions that lead to eliminating a provision on stepchild
adoption from the text. Same-sex parenting was the troubling issue, opposed
from the right-wing and resisted by a part of the lesbian and feminist

movement strongly committed against surrogacy:

As a result, a homophobic narrative specifically directed against gay
fathers, intertwined with a feminist one against the exploitation of
surrogate women, ended up damaging LGB non-biological parents,
who remained unrecognized by the law, since stepchild adoption was
not approved. Moreover, during this whole process, lesbian mothers
were totally invisibilized. As a consequence of the debasement of the
original text of the bill, a strong reaction of protest spread throughout
the different parts of the Italian LGBTQ movement (from the
mainstream and assimilationist NGOs to the most radical queer
collectives), which gathered in local and national street protests
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(Motterle, forthcoming®?).
The erasure of a part of the bill lead to a reaction from different parts of the
movement, from more assimilationist to queer groups, that took the streets

together.

SOMEWHERE IN ITALY...

WOULD YOU YOU SAY THAT JUST
MARRY ME? ‘CAUSE IT'S ILLEGAL.

Q
ec)

MikYLOC

Da qualche parte in Italia:
- MI sposi?
- Lo dici solo perché ¢ illegale

Figure 36 Would you marry me? eff&emm by mickyloc, 2013

Both for supporter and for skeptics towards the institutionalization of same-

sex marriage, and LGBTQIA+ rights in general, the law debate constituted an

82 Tatiana Motterle, Lesbian Couples in Rome: Queering Family Meals?, forthcoming.
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excuse for opening a public discussion that closed rapidly after the law
approval. As a matter of fact, certain associations such Arcigay lamented a

consistent drop of participation since.

A second element that might have contributed in changing the configurations
of political spaces is the emergence of the first online communities. In Italy
the first lesbian mailing list and the first lesbian website were born in 1996:
LLI Lista Lesbica Italiana and Pagine Lesbiche, later renamed "elleXelle". In a

penury of off-line places for encounters, the on-line community became the

“a socio-cultural French-speaking network to meet women, communicate,
chat and participate to social events in your region or elsewhere”®, These
websites have been since mainly a place “to meet women” but also a
networking machine that was able to produce cultural-political events. It is
from the virtual platform of Lista Lesbica that the annual festival Lesbiche
Fuorisalone was first imagined and then realized. The interface of the websites
allows a room for discussion that is lost in the dating app such Wapa or Tinder,

built on a GPS-based Grindr model?*. Although forums still exist, I would argue

83 Accessible online: https://www.lezardes.com/.

84 Grindr est néée en 2009 aux Etats Unis d'Amérique comme application de rencontre pour
hommes homosexuels et bisexuels. Elle s'est rapidement répandue en Europe et elle est
présente aujourd'hui dans la plus part des pays du monde.
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that most of the virtual interactions happen nowadays in a more face-to-face

and less community-based arena.
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Figure 37 Subjectivites/2 - Giulia Parri
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The herstories of lesbians can also be retraced through the spaces they
inhabited. While historiographic approaches often implicitly retrace national
accounts (see the critique to methodological nationalism, chapter 3), looking
at spaces allows for a specific focus on Milan and Brussels. This part is a brief
ethnographic exploration through the past and present lesbian traces within
the two cities. For Brussels, one of the main sources has been the L-Tour, that
Marian Lens organize since 2013 (Lens and Nessi 2018). This long-term
activist walks with activists and curious people through the most significant
points of the city connecting memories to places, gossips with official history,
the past with the walkable present. In the case of Milan, on the contrary, I
was not able to rely on such sources - something that might worth exploring
in further works, since the memories of these stories are still alive in some of
the people that lived them. I attribute such asymmetry to the different ability
that I had to enter the so-called lesbian scene in the two contexts: contrary
to what one might expect from my positionality as Italian insider, the field in
Brussels was easier to enter, to identify and - in a way - to map out. The
physical places are easier to find and access, and I could encounter different
generations of lesbians and LGBTQIA+ people. In Milan, on the contrary, the

scene appeared to me quite scattered, as I will show in the following parts.
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Brussels Lesbian Scene

The Galerie Royale Saint-Hubert, right in the city center, is a classy shopping
center; in the XIX century it was "a small street with a bad reputation, with
1980s, it was the place where one can found the few underground gay and
lesbian bars, that were recognizable only to those who know the exact building
and the doorbell. Once inside, you were asked to write your name and address
on a register and experienced party people would suggest the novices to make
them up: “"When you entered it was... like a paradise... it was like a sect...” [...]
"I remember at Saturday nights... that was a private club... the Madame... you
had to fill your name, and... the police was coming... and was taking... and all

I/AA\\

our names were there... we were all well known as lesbians...” “...everybody
wrote fake names...” “yes!... yes...” [the public laugh] [...] "Madame was
famous, it was in a guide called Gaia...” (fieldnotes Brussels, 16 May 2018,
debate about the culture of lesbian bars organized by the Brussels Lesbian
Archive, BAL). The names’ list and the hints given to the novices suggest an

underground culture that was also made of dangers. Beside the bars, there

were other meeting place that were undercover. It was the case of Artemys,

85 In original [IT]: “une ruelle de mauvaise réputation avec sa faune particuliére" (Lens 2017,
14).
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a bookshop that chose to sell only women authors - so that the mainstream
costumers did not guess that it was a lesbian bookshop. However, it was
known by those who were looking for information that was hard to reach:
“"Books - especially at a time when there was no internet - were amazing
sources of information about lesbian lives” (fieldnotes Brussels, 16 May 2018,
debate about the culture of lesbian bars organized by the Brussels Lesbian

Archive, BAL).

FETE D'INAUGURATION OPEMINGSFEEST OPENINGDAY
23 NOV. h librairie

boekhande!
| bookshay

18h T
| 24h 30 '€ staurant - bar

28 MOV. 16h.concert 350F -400F
18h 30 the party

S vt souels

&\ ?M*;W

AU SRS
VOO VRGN
Ll

Figure 38 First edition of Artemys newsletter, inviting to the opening party “for women only”- Picture

by the author from the archives of the KBR, Koninklijke Bibliotheek van Belgié

Marian Lens opened Artemys in 1985 in chaussée d'Ixelles, and she explains
that it was not an easy economic task to keep the bookshop open (Lens 2012).
The place, however, existed for thirty years, thanks to the postcards selling

and an involvement in the French lesbian activist network. Beside the books,
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Artemys was a place of exchange and political activism, but also a “centre de

crise”, a support center:

We replied on an existential, juridical, medical level, on average 2
hours per day, for free and without any subsidies. [...] Taking care and
hosting teenagers was always a risk of being accused for corruption

The first floor was “for members only” and allowed for a certain secrecy; at
the same time a broader audience was reached through events organized “for
women only” (see Figure 38). In Brussels as in other places, a glorious and
taugh past is often compared to a lighter present:
“I was only interested in meeting other lesbians, and I did it also
through feminist groups... although I was not interested in the
politics...” "It was hard to find places... public spaces... this is why it
was so necessary to have bars..” “...is this why nowadays is not a
necessity anymore?” “noooo” [the public openly disagree] (fieldnotes

Brussels, 16 May 2018, debate about the culture of lesbian bars
organized by the Brussels Lesbian Archive, BAL).

Interestingly, the audience of this debate disagree with the narrative that
having specific lesbian space is not perceived as a necessity anymore. This
conversation took place among different generation of lesbians, from their
60ies to their 20ies, in a bar called MoDa, Mothers and Daughters. It was first
launched in December 2017 as part of a series of event called "The future is
feminist", hosted at the Beursshouburg, a bilingual (Flemish/French) cultural
center situated at the core of Brussels. Mothers and Daughers was presented

in the program with the following description:
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For the last three Friday nights of 2017, the team of queer arts
magazine Girls Like Us are taking over the Beursshouburg café and
turning it into a lesbian bar. A third space. A lesbian space. A safer
space. Run by lesbians for lesbians and their friends. Not your regular
bartenders, not your regular menu, not your regular economy, not
your regular program, not your regular decor and definitely not your
regular evening. A nod to a previous generation, who defined lesbian
culture, and a tribute to precious lesbian bars everywhere, Mothers &
Daughters is a space for celebration and otherworld activities and
encounters, in the center of town?8°,

Due to the big success - 1185 people interested on the facebook page and
the room was crowded until the closing time - the concept was proposed again
during the Pride month in term of an ephemeral lesbian bar - lasting two
months and meant to disappear. The organizers had a financial support of
15.000 euros from the municipality and 5.000 euros from the LGBTQIA+

community through a crowdfunding (Lens and Nessi 2018).

86 http://www.beursschouwburg.be/en/events/a-lesbian-bar/mothers-daughters-3/ dernier
acces 20 février 2018.
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Un bar, Abar,

Un espace artistique, An art space,

Un lieu lesbien, A safe,

Inclusif, Inclusive,

Safe, Feminist,

Queer, Queer,

Féministe. Lesbian place.

—Pensé par des —Run by lesbians, queers
lesbiennes, des queers, and feminists for lesbians
des féministes, pour and their friends.

les lesbiennes et leurs

ami-e-s.

Een bar, reLai e La DUE
Een kunstplek, e
Een veilige, S
Inclusieve, J
Feministische, sbd) IS0 Al Lol 4 o oS & i by
Queer, \
Lesbische locatie.

—Georganiseerd door

lesbiennes, queers, en

feministen voor lesbiennes

en hun vrienden.

il

Figure 39 Mothers and Daughters 2018

The bar works with a double system of price, symbolically representing the
30% salary gap between men and women. The users are invited to choose
checking their privileges, and acting accordingly - as it is explained on the
website: « If you have a privileged position that means your wages, and
access to opportunities and documented work are positively affected by your

gender, sexuality and/or ethnicity, then choose menu B"®’. Similarly, a flyer

87 http://www.mothersanddaughters.be/ last accessed 20 June 2018.
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at the entrance suggest some rules for being a good lesbian ally: everybody

is welcomed until the safety of the space for lesbians and their friends is

guaranteed (figure 9).

ear fmn 55

As w-undom.nd it, bol"ﬂ'
good m ™

%{)earﬁ wsr

‘ (yes, this o
why we want to be open Mudom !
to our bar and don't R lmowthh M’
work with a door policy g’.' ~ You are careful about how
based on gender and/or “%  you and your fellow ally-

friends occupy our space.

Figure 9 Guide de I'allié.e au bar Mothers&Daughters, Juin 2018

The success of this initiative lead to repeat it the following year, from May to
June 2019. Mothers&Daughters’ experience shows that the small humber of
women present in the gay areas lamented by many participants is largely a

matter of im/possibilities rather than of a lack of interest. This is also why a

blog such Lesbibru exist:

This blog was born in 2011 based on the evidence that women did not
always know where to meet other women in our capital city. In the
bars, tourists often asked me: “"Where are the lesbians?” A pity for the
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capital of Europe, isn't it?88,
It seemed a pity, in 2011, that the capital of Europe has such a shortage of
options to offer to lesbians. Here are collected the “activities, nights, events
for lesbians or where lesbians usually hang out”. A similar version exist in
English: SillyLilly - Brussels for Lesbians®®. Although there are no permanent
lesbian bars, some festivals are organized every year, and they become a sort
of annual rendez-vous for lesbians, feminists and queer folk: L-Festival
(inclusive lesbian festival), Elles Tournent (movie festival of female directors)
or Pink Screen (queer movie festival). Relevantly, the spaces that hosts these
events - such Cinema Nova, for instance - are perceived as safe during the
year, even with other events and potentially other publics. Alice, for instance,
explains that what matters to her is the general public of the bars she goes
to. When a bar hosts some lesbian, gay or queer event during the year:

There are some specific [LGBT] events that are organized in certain

spaces... and this makes me choose where I hang out... I mean, the

place should not be LGBT always... but the fact that sometimes there

is some LGBT event in this space, like the Queer Party at Rimake, it

makes me think that the public is generally open-minded... yes...
(Interview with Alice, Milan 2017).

88 In original [FR]: Ce blog est né en janvier 2011 suite a un constat: les femmes ne savaient
pas toujours ou rencontrer d'autres femmes dans notre capitale. Au bar, les touristes me
demandaient souvent "mais elles sont ou les lesbiennes a Bruxelles?". Un peu dommage non
pour la capitale de I'EuropeSource: http://lesbibru.blogspot.be/p/propos-du-blog-et-de-son-
auteure.html consulté en ligne le 12 Janvier 2018 dernier accés 24 février 2018.

89 Accessible en ligne: https://www.sillylilly.net/
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Knowing that a space hosts regularly LGBTQIA+ events show some kind of

open-mindedness and therefore makes that space a safe.

Figure 40 Maps from the project "Mapping Further Feminisms @ Bxl/" at Beurs, 2018 - Fieldnotes

As a matter of fact, the gay street is the boys street: situated in rue de marché
au charbon (literally coal market street) with a play-on-word, it became known

as rue de marché au garcon - boys’ market street®. Quite anonymous during

%0 La Libre Belgique, Rue du Marché au Garcon. Le gays se sentent visés. Laurence Dardenne,
14 juin 2016. Accessible at:
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the day, at night and especially during the week-end or special events such
the pride parade, a crowd of gay people, mainly men, hang out in the 5 or 6
bars pressed in this 50 meters-long street. Among them is situated the
RainbowHouse known also as MAC - Maison Arc-en-Ciel - the biggest

LGBTQIA+ association in Brussels hosting more than 60 LGBTQIA+

associations in its three floors building (Figure 41).

l

Figure 41 The RainbowHouse and its volounteers in 2017 - http://rainbowhouse.be/fr/qui-sommes-

nous/

The MAC is the only place there conceived also for lesbians:

The only place where you can find a lesbian, is the RainbowHouse.

https://www.lalibre.be/belgique/rue-marche-aux-garcons-a-bruxelles-les-gays-se-sentent-
vises-575fbd9635705701fd863d6d.
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This is why we call it THE lesbian bar. When I go out in the scene I
don’t even consider it as a place to go to... (Interview with Pierre, gay
activist).

Pierre explains that — despite the many initiatives to keep the RainbowHouse
open as a place of encounter for everybody, he doesn’t even see it as a

possible place of encounter.

Milan Lesbian Scene

The case of Milan is a bit different. Although Milan is known for having a lively
gay scene, there is not an officially gay street as in the case of Brussels.

According to Patroc®!, bars and clubs are not concentrated in a particular area:

Milan also has the biggest gay scene in the whole of Northern Italy
[...] The bars and clubs are scattered all over Milan, but there are no
particular gay areas (except a certain concentration in the Porta
Venezia area). You might have read about a so-called "gay street" but
that's just 3-4 gay venues close to each other in Via Sammartini and
can not be considered the gay center of Milan (Patroc, 2018).

Via Sammartini, close to the Central Station, used to be called the gay street.
However, according to this guide, one can find only 3 or 4 gay venues. From
my ethnographic fieldworks and the interviews, the only area recognized a
gay neighborhood is Porta Venezia. It is situated between the Central Station

- previously known as a cruising area - and the city center. Moreover, it is

°1 patroc “provides travel information for gay men who like to explore other countries, curious
about their people, culture and life” and it member of the International Gay and Lesbian Travel
Association IGLTA. Source: https://www.patroc.com/gay/milan/.
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the place where the Ethiopian and Eritrean descendants own bars and
restaurants since decades, and now is undergoing a process of gentrification.
Even though I would qualify via Sammartino as a male gay only, also Porta
Venezia is quite male dominated, as Susy points out:

The places in Porta Venezia I found ... ehm... and I went there a couple

of times with some friends but... they were... [complaining voice] /you

knowy/... mostly again you know like most places in the world, very

male oriented, you know... a lot more... oriented towards gay men
and very... /full/ of gay men ... (Interview with Susy, Milan 2017).

Susy went there few times but she finds the predominance of men excessive.
Another area that is developing a commodified LGBTQIA+ scene is the so-
called Nolo, the Norther part of Loreto. Rita notices bars new popping up and
addressed mainly to ‘faggots’:

I've lived near Pasteur, that is in... the Nolo area... and now for example

another [gay] bar has just opened, and there is another [gay] place

that has opened recently... and also there... it is becoming... forgive

me, but really a faggot [frocia in the original] situation because... in

fact, there is a lot more gay men... and very few gay women, yes
(Interview with Rita, Milan 2017).

She uses the insult ‘faggot’ not inclusive of lesbians — as it is in use among
queer activists in Italy - rather to points at the predominance of men, as in
the case of Porta Venezia.However, in Milan has also a prominence of non-
commodified spaces of voluntary-led organizations. Arcigay and Arcilesbica,
for instance, which are two of the major national gay and lesbian

organizations, are both present in Milan; moreover, since the beginning of
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2000, almost each of the five universities has is own LGBTQIA+ group: B.Rain
Bicocca, GayMilano Statale, PoliEdro. Such spaces appeared to be the easiest
to find, especially for those who do not have a previous network before moving
to Milan:

And... when I arrived in Milan I looked for... an LGBT association to

know whether there was any possibility of... a help... because it is for

these reason that I came to Italy [...] and google, my friend google..

[laugh] it helped me. I found Arcilesbica and I went there one day, on

Saturday (Interview with Lali, Milan 2016).
Lali moved to Italy precisely to find a more supportive environment compared
to her country of origin and the found Arcilesbica thanks to her friend google.
Leila was put in contact first with one Arcigay project (Progetto IO,
Homosexuality and Immigration) and then through different people she came
to Arcilesbica:

When I knew that I had to come here, in Milan, I talked to... Pietro, of

the Homosexuality Immigration project... and Pietro put me in contact

with another person, from Arcilesbica... and in this way I knew Arcigay

and Arcilesbica... but if you go on the internet... on how is it called,

wikipedia... or even if you look for... NGO or anything connected with

LGBT issues the first thing that you’ll find is arcilesbica, arcigay...
mainly Arcigay (Interview with Leila, Milan 2017).

She started to create these connections even before coming, as soon as she
knew that she would have moved to Milan. It might not be a hazard if both
Lali and Leila went through the asylum process, which involve the need to
proof their homosexuality — and associations often play a key role on that

(Giametta 2018). Despite this hypothesis, that would need to be investigated

195



further, both participants express the need to find supportive and
understanding networks - therefore encouraging to look at that the search for
lesbians’ associations as motivated by different needs. I argue that
associations and NGOs are easy to find because they use ‘universal’ keywords,
so easy that can they can be also ‘googled’, other places seem undercover.
For instance, certain leisure activities often coded as masculine - like football

- typically attract lesbians:

You know, there is something I wanted to talk with you about... A lot
of people, when I say that I play football, they immediately call me
‘lesbian’. I don’t know why, maybe because women players they feel
like men because they are doing a men’s sport... or maybe because
people see how girls playing football behave, I don’t know. Right after
you say “I'm playing football”, they call you lesbian. A lot of people do
not know about me, but when I say that I play football they say: “Ah,
you play football then... I see...” (Interview with Sakina, 27 years old,
living in Milan for 5 years, Moroccan origins, lesbian).

People immediately call you lesbian if you say that you are playing football,
as if playing ‘a men’s sport’ would make you feel as a man. Implicit here
emerges the connection between manhood and lesbianism, that I will explore
further in chapter 6 and 8. Indeed, women’s football is cross-culturally — even
if not everywhere - considered a place for lesbians or gender-dissident women
(Caudwell 2006; Ratna 2013). In this sense, it becomes a sort of undercover
place of encounter - where one can find other people “that...you know”:
And... then... yes, I met also a lot of people playing football... [laugh]

you know. It was the opposite to what happened in [my hometown]
because in my team it seemed that nobody... you know... was lesbian
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or something (Interview with Paola, Milan 2017).
The idea that football is a lesbian space is so rooted that Paola was surprised
- and perhaps a bit deceived - of finding none in her