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From nowhere: provincializing gay life

Gavin Brown, School of Geography, Geology & the Environment

| have, for many years been fascinated by the figure of the gay English playwright Joe Orton. The
August 2017 marked the 50" anniversary of Orton’s murder, in 1967, by his lover Kenneth Halliwell.
The summer of 2017 also marked the 50" anniversary of the (partial) decriminalisation of
homosexuality in England and Wales. Those two anniversaries do not completely frame what | want
to say in this paper, but they haunt it a little.

John [Joe] Orton was born and grew up in Leicester, the city in the English Midlands where | now live
and work. In fact, he grew up in a working class family on a large social housing estate that is just a
few minutes’ walk from my current home. As well as a novelist and a playwright, Joe Orton is well-
known for keeping a diary — both as a teenager and in the last couple of years of his life. Indeed,
when Halliwell murdered Orton (before taking his own life), he left a message placed on top of the
diary manuscript that stated, “If you read his diary all will be explained”®. His juvenile diary suggests
that Joe felt that Leicester constrained him and sucked the life out of him. Orton grew up in a home
where there was little love or affection (even if he was clearly his mother’s favourite). His younger
sister, Leonie, reflected on their upbringing and his relationship to their mother in the following
terms:

Her cronies all agreed she made them laugh with her outrageous turns of phrase and Elsie
basked in the raucous laughter. Many years later her son’s plays would have the same effect
on West End audiences. John had observed our mother’s behaviour and it must have irked
him. | think he internalised it, stored it away. He was angry and for many years he felt
trapped by the working class deprivation and the hand-to-mouth existence he witnessed
daily on the Saffron Lane Estate.

His mother, by all accounts, was a cruel and self-centred woman who bullied her husband and her
children. His father frequently escaped to the local working men’s club to play skittles (incidentally
located on the corner of my street — a street | will discuss later in the paper). | argue that some of
the (contradictory) aspects of the working class culture that Joe Orton grew up in continue to
contribute to the shape of gay life in Leicester. Using contemporary and historical sources about one
medium-sized provincial city in England, this short paper examines the distinctive features of gay life
outside major metropolitan cities. As such, this provocation engages with the focus of the papers
presented in this special issue on the prevention of homophobia and transphobia in small and
medium sized European cities. However, my comments focus more on thinking about everyday life
in such cities (without focusing purely on hate crimes and prejudice).

Conceptually, this article’s objective is to explore the limits of theories based on metropolitan sexual
politics for understanding the experiences of LGBT people in provincial cities. Empirically, this short
paper draws on literary and archival sources about gay life in Leicester (and the broader English East
Midlands region) in the late 20™ century, along with ethnographic observations conducted in the city
of the last decade. In thinking about these issues through a diverse range of empirical material, this
paper engages with Catherine J Nash and Andrew Gorman-Murray’s call for geographers to utilize
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assemblage thinking to help theorize how contemporary sexual lives and sexual politics are shaped
by the coming together of recent socio-legal changes and various new socio-technical
arrangements3,

Questioning the metropolitan focus of geographies of sexualities

Much geographical writing on the lives of LGBT people remains focused on the experience of life in
major metropolitan urban centres. For example, over the last decade, many commentators have
described significant changes in the size, significance and functioning of those inner city
‘gaybourboods’ where (lesbians and) gay men have tended to cluster for residential and leisure
purposes®. A range of factors are thought to contribute to the decline of these neighbourhoods; but
a key argument is that, with increasing social acceptance of sexual minorities and the rapid (if
uneven) diffusion of formal legal equality, lesbians and gay men no longer need to congregate
together in distinct urban clusters in order to find community and protection®. In many major cities
(but also more widely), the presence of lesbians and gay men has been normalized in a range of
social settings®. Alongside these geographical and socio-legal changes, new digital and locative
technologies have enabled sexual minorities to no longer rely on attending specific bars in order to
meet each other’.

Same-sex marriage, other forms of legal equality, and the apparent shrinking of lesbian and gay
public culture have been taken as evidence of a ‘new homonormativity’ — a form of neoliberal sexual
politics that encourages the domestication of financially independent and self-reliant couples no
matter what their sexuality®. For geographers of sexualities, the spatialities of homonormativity —
where and how it is manifested in and across cities, suburbs and regions — is of particular interest®.
Thinking geographically about homonormativity complicates some accounts of this social
phenomenon. Lesbian and gay people have always lived (and, to some extent, been visible) in the
suburbs and smaller cities, as well as in the inner cities of large metropolitan urban centres. A
number of foundational lesbian and gay oral history projects have recorded and illustrated same-sex
suburban domesticity since the 1960s or earlier®. Similarly, the suburbs should not be taken as a
synecdoche for domesticity, but should also be acknowledged as sites of public sex and locations
where adult entertainment and sex industries also operate!!

One of the problems with dominant theorization of ‘homonormativity’ is that they attribute too
much power and influence to state and corporate actors. Although formal legislative changes
offering legal protection and equal rights have been (and continue to be) very significant in many
countries, the really profound transformation in people’s intimate lives have resulted from the
cumulative changes in the everyday practices of millions of people, gay and straight. To lead a
publicly visible gay life is now more quotidian than transgressive. Even so the benefits of these social
changes are still experienced unevenly and there are costs associated with this ‘progress’ (which are
borne disproportionately by trans people and queers of colour).

In reflecting on these profound changes in social attitudes and legal frameworks, Jeffrey Weeks
challenged the strong anti-normative critiques of many queer theorists, reminding researchers that
they should “never underestimate the importance of being ordinary”*2. Most lesbian and gay people
do not live in the metropolitan centres where ‘homonormativity’ has been described, theorised and
critiqued. And, those that do, may seldom define their sense of self entirely through the spaces and
social relations that are considered to be quintessentially ‘homonormative’. While there are an
increasing number of studies of lesbian and gay life beyond the metropolitan centres of Australia,
North America and Western Europe?3, the experiences of metropolitan gay men and women are
extrapolated from, globalised, and presented as the universal gay experience too frequently and in
highly problematic ways.
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Just as certain ‘global cities’ have come to dominate key debates and conceptualizations within
urban studies, | believe it is important to challenge any tendency to present the experience of
certain global cities as the barometer against which all gay life and sexual politics is measured®®.
Most lesbians and gay men do not live in London, New York, San Francisco, Sydney or the handful of
other global gay cities that dominate the literature. Even in these cities many (perhaps, most) gay
people will live suburban lives that are not solely focused on city centre living, employment or
consumption. Consequently, social scientists need to study the specific histories and geographies of
gay life in a much wider range of locations, paying attention to whether and how ‘homonormative’
social relations are reproduced in such locations. As | have argued previously, for as long as
homonormativity is theorised as something uniform and universal, scholars risk overlooking the
specific geographies of the social, political, and economic relations that shape gay lives. There is an
uneven geography to these processes and practices (which are experienced in very different ways
depending on their specific geographical context)'>. More than simply contextualizing ‘local’ sexual
assemblages, | believe researchers should “map the complex and often contradictory social
dynamics that produce and are, in turn, reproduced within particular sexual cultures, practices and
desires,”1. Rather than assume that the homonormative subjectivities produced in the dense social
networks and spaces of metropolitan gay life are reproduced in other geographical contexts, |
suggest that researchers should examine the complex range of contemporary and historical factors
(including, but not limited to neoliberal economic policies and modes of governmentality) that shape
LGBT lives in small and medium-sized cities.

In considering the historically and geographically specific production of sexual identities and sexual
politics, | am influenced by debates in Anglophone Geography over the last decade about the
potential of post-Deleuzian assemblage thinking’. Until recently, this strand of thinking has had little
influence within the ‘geographies of sexualities’ sub-discipline, although scholars working in Youth
Studies and sexual health fields have explored how contemporary sexual practices (and the
meanings attached to them) are shaped by assemblages of human beings, technologies and material
objects of various kinds'®. As DelLanda highlights, unlike wholes or totalities, assemblages are “made

”19 Most recently,

up of parts which are self-subsistent and articulated by relations of exteriority
Nash and Gorman-Murray have argued that assemblage thinking offers significant possibilities for an
interpretive analysis of contemporary sexualities that “considers the (re)Jcombination and mutual
constitution of locations, material objects, bodies, experiences, ideas and emotions,”%. In this way,
larger entities emerge out of smaller entities; large scale assemblages are frequently made up of
many smaller assemblages of various kinds. What is important is to understand the ways in which
assemblages come together, stabilize, but also the conditions under which they destabilize and fall
apart. Such an approach might pay attention to local labour markets, flows of capital, (path
dependencies unfolding from) local histories, the use of smart phone technologies, the fleeting
popularity of a new bar, and much more besides. Assemblage thinking draws attention to the
contingent coming together of multiple factors to shape sexual practices, subjectivities, and politics
in a specific time and place. While the primary purpose of this paper is not to make a strong case for
assemblage thinking in the study of the lives of LGBT people, | use it here to illustrate the range of
factors that might shape contemporary sexual politics in Leicester. | use this specific case study to
argue that there is a danger in over-extending universalizing arguments about contemporary sexual
politics that are based on the experience of life in a small number of major global cities.

Leicester then and now
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Orton grew up on the Saffron Lane Estates, a large social housing development build in the inter-war
period to address the city’s severe housing shortage?!. His mother worked in the hosiery factories
that, along with precision light engineering, made the city have one of the highest per capita
incomes in Europe in the 1930s. Despite this affluence in the city, the Orton family struggled
financially and there was seldom enough money to meet Elsie Orton’s aspirations for herself and her
eldest son. Elsie Orton pawned her wedding ring to pay for Joe to attend a private business college
in the city. Consequently, when he left school he took low grade clerical jobs, rather than following
his peers on to the factory floor. Nevertheless, Orton retained a strong sense of his working class
identity throughout his life. At the height of his fame, in the months before his death, his diary
recorded the following encounter about a cheap fur coat he had received as a gift from his agent.

“I've discovered that | look better in cheap clothes.” “l wonder what the significance of that
is,” Oscar said. “I’'m from the gutter,” | said. “And don’t you ever forget it because | won’t”?2,

In her recent autobiography, Leonie Orton considers the role of class loyalties in influencing Joe to
maintain (an arms-length) relationship with his family after he moved to London and, eventually,
achieved fame as a writer. Tellingly, she also note how Joe acknowledged the role class played in
scripting his homoerotic desires.

Why John kept in contact with us does surprise me somewhat. He knew we were ill-
informed and uneducated but he also knew we intrinsically cared for him. Does it show a
vestige of care on his part? | like to think so because for him to disown us would have been a
betrayal of his working class roots and he was justifiably proud of what he’d achieved. His
bias towards the working classes is apparent in this quote from his diary:

‘It’s the fucking middle classes,’ | said, falling back, when in doubt, upon class hatred,

‘I’'ve never got a hard on over a middle-class kid yet’??

Orton’s juvenile diaries reveal little sexual interest in men in his teens (although they chart a number
of failed relationships with girls of his own age). However, in his adult diaries, he recalls that as a
young teenager, in the early 1940s, he was ‘interfered with’ by a man in the toilets of a local cinema
(an encounter that Orton seemed to remember somewhat nostalgically as an adult)?.

Leicester today is, of course, very different to the Leicester that Joe Orton grew up in in the 1930s
and 1940s and occasionally returned to, grudgingly, once a year when he felt obliged to visit his
family?. Leicester is currently the tenth largest city in the United Kingdom. The population of the city
is approximately 350,000 people, with closer to half a million people living in the city and its suburbs.
In the 1970s, the city received a large influx of East African Indians fleeing persecution in Uganda and
Kenya. Many of these men were professionals or entrepreneurs who had run successful businesses.
Because of this, Amin has argued that quite quickly they came to create jobs in the city, rather than
being seen to compete with the city’s existing working class populations for work?6. Over time they
have been joined by other flows of migrants from the Indian sub-continent, elsewhere in Africa, and
from Central and Eastern Europe. Consequently, the social geography of the city is comprised of a
rich patchwork of neighbourhoods shaped by different intersections of ethnicity, religion, and social
class. Leicester is the first local government district (outside parts of inner London) where no single
ethnic group forms the majority of the population?’. These changes in the Leicester’s demographics,
along with the unexpected discovery of a dead king’s bones under a car park in the city centre?, and
the even more unexpected success of the city’s football team in 2016%°, have all helped to raise the
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profile of the city (inter)nationally®. In many ways, in recent years, the city has challenged the
monotonous logic of its own motto, Semper Eadem (always the same), which encapsulated Joe
Orton’s frustrations with the city so well.

When | moved to the city nearly ten years ago, after a lifetime living in London, the city challenged
lots of my assumptions about the geographies of LGBT lives. In that context, | turn now to briefly
charting some of the recent history of gay life in the Leicester and the surrounding region.

A historical geography of gay life in Leicester

While my doctoral research in East London had looked beyond the centrality of city centre
‘gaybourhoods’ in gay men’s lives®!, the geography of the infrastructures of LGBT lives in Leicester
challenged my thinking further®2. Those infrastructures were neither as dense, nor as extensive, as |
was used to finding in London and other large metropolitan cities; but they were not entirely absent
either. | quickly discovered that Leicester was home to a small number of bars and clubs, and that
one of them claimed to be one of the oldest continuously-operating gay bars in England.

In the years after the decriminalisation of homosexuality in England in 1967, from the mid-70s
onwards, there were a small core of gay activists in Leicester who built a range of community
organisations. As well as social groups, they set up a gay telephone helpline and befriending service.
This helpline was the first gay community group in England to receive public funding. In 1983 they
hosted a national conference of gay helplines. Out of this helpline infrastructure, they created the
Leicester Gay Centre (now the Leicester LGBT Centre) in 198533,

What became the Leicester Gay Group started as the Leicester branch of (the national) Campaign for
Homosexual Equality, but over time it became little more than a social group (organised and
attended by many men who were largely closeted in most areas of their lives)34. There were a small
group of gay radicals in Leicester in the late 1970s who formed a local Gay Liberation Front group. To
some extent, they (possibly) had stronger support amongst the heterosexual Left in the city, at the
time, than amongst other gay activists, and edited a ‘gay pride’ special issue of a local, left-wing,
community newspaper in 1977%. However, in many ways the centrist Liberal Party were the driving
force of gay politics in the city for much of the 1970s and ‘80s. One of their leading members,
Bernard Greaves, initiated a campaign against police entrapment of gay men in toilets and cruising
areas in the city, replicating a campaign he had previously initiated in Cambridge®®. This campaign
eventually inspired: first, changes in police procedure; and, later, the law.

These stories are helpful in rethinking common narratives about (the paucity of) LGBT life in
medium-sized provincial cities. But | would also suggest that elements of these pasts might continue
to shape life in Leicester. What path dependencies did they establish? What opportunities did they
create? What other opportunities did they shut down?

The commercial bar scene in Leicester has never existed in isolation — rather it forms part of a wider
regional network of LGBT social life circulating between Birmingham, Nottingham and Leicester, as
well as small towns in-between. Throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s, many men from Leicester
would travel to the Pavilion Club in rural Derbyshire — a gay club owned and run by its members that
was located in a former village sports pavilion®”. This venue serves as a useful reminder that the gay
bar scene has relied on a diverse range of economic forms and relationships to sustain it over many
decades®. In the spirit of Gibson-Graham’s work on diverse economies, | see value in reading the
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economies of LGBT life for difference, rather than sameness, to draw attention to those
organisations and relationships that rely on economic practices that cannot easily be reduced to
‘neoliberalism’, but hint instead at other possibilities®.

| would suggest that local gay identities in Leicester were shaped by a wider culture of interstitial
‘Midlandsness’ — being in the heart of the country but never at its centre; caught in the
contradictions between collective urban working class cultures and the conservatism of the
surrounding countryside. Working class lesbian and gay subcultures (such as drag and butch-femme)
persisted as a central aspects of local gay life for longer than in many larger cities. Anecdotal
recollections by middle-aged and older gay men suggest that local gay bars in Leicester were typified
by a culture of brawling and street-fighting (sometimes for the ‘fun’ of it, sometimes in self-defence)
well into the 1980s.

In contrast, some of the ‘activist-run’ gay social groups were typified by more individualistic,
conservative and libertarian attitudes that were suspicious of state-intervention, but also suspicious
of collective political resistance®. Few in these groups strongly valued the importance of ‘coming
out’. Their interests and outlook on life largely reflected the habitus of the provincial middle classes
(and the most affluent layers of skilled workers). They were more likely to invite the local Anglican
bishop to discuss the theological implications of homosexuality, than a gay activist from London.
Similarly, their meetings and outings celebrated English homosexualities (for example, the music of
Benjamin Britten) and the faded camp splendour of stately homes, rather than transatlantic gay
liberation chic. | now turn to thinking about how these histories might linger on in shaping
assemblages of contemporary sexual subjectivities, norms, and politics locally.

In the last two decades, social attitudes about homosexuality have liberalised significantly and there
have been rapid shifts towards formal legal equality for lesbians and gay men in many countries®.
The impacts and consequences of these social changes have been uneven and inconsistent. The lives
of many lesbians and gay men have been improved by increased social tolerance and legal ‘equality’;
but, these gains have not been enjoyed universally. There remain fears that these new ‘rights’ have
strengthened the relative privilege of more affluent white gay professionals.

The boundaries of the socially acceptable have shifted, as sexual minorities increasingly seek to
demonstrate their ‘sameness’ with heterosexual social norms*2. In the era of same-sex marriage, gay
life has been domesticated. The politics of contemporary austerity look favourably on stable
romantic couples with the capability and resources to secure each other’s welfare without recourse
to state benefits. When considering Duggan’s definition of ‘the new homonormativity’ as an
expression of the sexual politics of neoliberalism®, it is important to consider neoliberalism not only
as an economic theory, but a form of governmentality that promotes personal responsibility and
individualised autonomy in the context of marketized ‘free choice’*.

In Duggan’s articulation of the ‘new homonormativity’, the term ‘new’ is crucial and implies two key
points: first, that the phenomenon she was describing was historically specific to the start of the 21
century; and, second, that it was distinct from other potentially normative expressions of
homosexuality that might have existed in earlier periods. A recent historical geographical analysis of
the lives of LGBT people in the 1970s and 1980s who were members of GRAIN —the Gay Rural
Advice and Information Network in England and Wales — suggests otherwise®. That study explored
how the seeds of the new homonormativity were sown in the period when neoliberalism was still in
the ascendancy. There are dangers in seeing neoliberalism and, therefore, homonormativity as all-
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encompassing®®. Theorizations that see expressions of neoliberalism and homonormativity
everywhere, in everything, foreshadow other experiences, economic practices, and social
relationships. Such theorizations of homonormativity frequently overlook geographical variation and
specificity in the lived experience of sexual minorities such that they (re)centre exactly the
metropolitan experiences that they critique®’.

An ordinary street

Here is a photo of the sunset over my street [insert Figure 1 here]. It is a very ordinary residential
street — neither in the city centre, nor quite in the suburbs. At one end of the road is the large local
working men’s club where Joe Orton’s father found solace in games of skittles. The street is a
mixture of late-19'" century terraced housing built for the workers of a local factory and larger
houses built in the mid-20™ century. Some houses are owner-occupied, many are privately rented.
The street is home to people from a range of social backgrounds. It is home to a more ethnically
diverse range of residents than it was a decade ago, and there have been subtle shifts in the class
composition of the residents — there are undoubtedly more highly educated professionals here than
a few years ago, but | hesitate to suggest that that is necessarily the result of ‘gentrification’ (as
opposed to subtler dynamics of urban change and churn)®. At present, the neighbourhood
continues to be socially, economically, and ethnically diverse. No new social group has come to
define (or substantially change) the social character of the neighbourhood, nor visibly displace
existing social groups. There are still several clothing and light engineering factories in the nearby
streets, but the workers are as likely to be recent migrants from Poland or Lithuania as people born
in the city. But the factories are no longer the defining feature of local working class life — many
more people are employed in retail, catering, and carework. For the graduates living locally, a degree
may help secure an ‘office job’ but it is no guarantee of secure employment or a significantly higher
income. Clearly, however, the incremental changes in the social mix could reach a tipping point and
enact a qualitative shift in the character of the area. For now, with this mix of people and
experiences, new ideas and practices are assembled which shape the habitus of the area (including,
its attitudes to LGBT people).

The subtle changes in the character of this street over the last decade have meant that the numbers
of lesbian, gay and bi people living on the road have become considerably more visible — both on the
street and online. Where once my partner and | were just about the only visible gay couple on the
street, there are now several sets of lesbian parents with their children; there are a few other gay
male couples; there is the bisexual guy (who used to live with a male lover and now lives with his
wife and child — his Grindr profile simply states ‘love me, love my wife’); and there have been many
more visibly LGBT teenagers living with their families nearby. Many commentators have lamented
the role of new digital technologies in contributing to the erosion of public gay culture and the
clustering of gay residences and businesses in particular kids of ‘gaybourhoods’®. In contrast, an
assemblage approach highlights how these technologies might be contributing generatively to the
formation of new LGBT spaces and spatialities®®. The geo-locative technologies embedded in most
dating and hook-up apps make other clusters of LGBT people visible, reconfiguring the boundaries
between public and private space, and (potentially) creating a new sense of location and
connectedness in a locality®?. In large metropolitan areas, with big, dense populations, the grid of
(100) nearby users visible on an app like Grindr can change rapidly as one moves short distances
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across the city. However, in a city the size and density of Leicester, the same group of users tends to
be visible more constantly, even if their relative proximity changes as one moves across the city. This
can mean that the ‘gay community’ feels more restrictive, but also (potentially) more tangible. On
apps that appeal to more specific gay subcultural groups, the users displayed on screen can stretch
50 kilometres or more across the region.

Time spent on Grindr or other locative hook-up apps reveals many more men in the surrounding
streets who are looking for ‘discreet’, ‘no strings attached’ encounters with other men®2. It can be
tempting to think of these men as living in somewhat similar circumstances to the men that the
young Joe Orton encountered on these streets sixty or more years ago. But, of course, social
attitudes are very different now, so too is the law, and they have access to locative hook-up apps to
facilitate meeting other men for sex. The socio-legal, socio-technical, and socio-legal assemblages
that constitute their sexual lives are, of course, historically and geographically specific.

Discussion

On the basis of these observations, | want to close this paper with some thoughts about how
contemporary gay life in small and medium-sized provincial cities like Leicester could be theorized.
As should be clear by now, my intention is not simply to theorize LGBT life in provincial cities, it is
also to ‘provincialize’ some of the common theorizations about LGBT life and contemporary sexual
politics that are based on (and continue to prioritise) the experiences of life in metropolitan ‘world
cities’3. By thinking with assemblage theory, | want to provoke an exploration of the ways in which
‘local’ sexual cultures and politics come together and stabilize, but also how they might destabilize
and fall apart. As | began to do in the previous section, this means paying attention to local divisions
of labour, the (symbolic and material) legacies of local histories, flows of migrants and flows of
capital, the use of smart phone technologies, and many other elements. | think there are several
points to make:

First, LGBT people are becoming more visible in cities of this kind (and they are not concentrated in
specific gay neighbourhoods, but dispersed across most of the city). By moving beyond a one—
dimensional focus on ‘homonormativity’, it might be possible to trace how different LGBT
subjectivities shape sexual cultures and politics in a specific location. In doing so, a greater range of
LGBT people might come into view. The recent history of Leicester serves as a reminder that LGBT
people have found ways of creating a range of social, sexual and support infrastructures for
themselves in ‘ordinary’ cities for many decades.

While major cities like London continue to be a pole of attraction to young LGBT people>* (as they
were for the young Joe Orton nearly seventy years ago), the cost of living there and a dysfunctional
housing market are making other locations increasingly more affordable and attractive for many
people. It is too early to tell how this centrifugal dispersal and displacement will reconfigure
assemblages of sexual cultures and politics in cities like Leicester over the next few years.

The social impact of recent equalities legislation (although open to critique on many levels) has had a
material (and, largely, positive) impact on many people’s lives. | actually wonder if, in many ways,
their impacts might actually have been greater in provincial cities? After Miller’s anthropological
studies of everyday life in contemporary London, | would suggest that what is at work here are not
strong ‘social norms’ that discipline people to behave in specific ways, but a looser desire to place
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oneself in comfortable proximity to ‘the ordinary’ — not to conform absolutely, but equally not to
stick out too much®.

As elsewhere, the development of locative dating and hook-up apps is changing the ways in which
people find each other, assess their surroundings, and locate themselves (socially and sexually)
within space. This plays out differently in a mid-sized provincial city than in might do in a large,
densely populated world city like London. If, in London, proximity and immediacy of opportunities is
everything, in a city like Leicester, | think the use of these apps can be shaped by different
temporalities and spatialities. Certainly, the sense of existing within networks of mobility spanning a
whole region (rather than just a city), still persists. With potential sexual partners stretched across a
wider area, the apps are driven less by the possibility of immediate contact and satisfaction. At least
for some demographics, meetings can take more planning and longer to arrange, so there is more
opportunities for something close to friendships to develop.

At a societal level, gay life in cities like Leicester is shaped by the same political economic and
governmental pressures to be self-reliant, domesticated, and ‘homonormative’. However, these
social relationships are shaped by the spatialities of life in a provincial mid-sized city in different
ways than in metropolitan areas. In much of my work on the geographies of sexualities over the last
decade (since moving to Leicester) | have questioned how useful the ‘big’ concepts of queer theory
really are in the context of a city like Leicester. | have suggested that those concepts are frequently
shaped by the metropolitan intellectual cultures and economies within which they were developed.
Instead, | have called for more nuanced studies of the political, economic, social, technological and
material infrastructures that shape LGBT lives in specific locations. | still think that this project is vital
and important.
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