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Recent geographical interventions have begun to question the power relations among
lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans people, challenging assumptions that LGBT
communities have homogeneous needs or are not characterised by hierarchies of
power. Such interventions have included examinations of LGBT scenes as sites of
exclusion for trans people. This article augments academic explorations of trans lives
by focusing on ‘the gay capital’ of the UK, Brighton & Hove, a city that is notably
absent from academic discussions of gay urbanities in the UK, despite its wider
acclaim. The article draws upon Count Me In Too (CMIT), a participatory action
research project that seeks to progress social change for LGBT people in Brighton &
Hove. Rather than focusing on LGBT scenes, the article addresses broader experiences
of the city, including those relating to the city as a political entity that seeks to be
‘LGBT inclusive’ and those relating to the geographies of medical ‘treatment’ that
relocate trans people outside the boundaries of the city, specifically to the gender
identity clinic at Charing Cross Hospital in London. It argues that trans lives are both
excluded from and inextricably linked to geographical imaginings of the ‘gay capital’,
including LGBT spaces, scenes and activism, such that complex sexual and gender
solidarities are simultaneously created and contested. In this way, the article
recognises the paradoxes of the hopes and solidarities that co-exist – and should be
held in tension – with experiences of marginalisation.
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Introduction

While geographers have started to pay attention to the differences that class and ethnicity

make to marginalisation among lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans people (LGBT) taken in

aggregate, gendered differences have tended to be either neglected or assumed to operate

within a male/female binary (see Browne 2006; Duggan 2002; Fish 2008; Jeffreys 2003;

Nash 2007; Taylor 2007). More recently, however, examinations of LGBT scenes as sites of

exclusion for trans people have started to move the framing of gender beyond a male/female

division (Doan 2007; Nash 2007). Such studies have helped to develop understandings of

how trans lives are both lived within LGBT communities and marginalised by the norms

created within such communities. For many trans theorists the task has been to understand

multiple marginalisations such as exclusion from, on the one hand, particular forms of

lesbian and gay community, the pink pound, equalities legislation and other forms of new

gay social and cultural economies and political activism, and, on the other hand,

stigimatisation within heteronormative spaces. In augmenting these considerations with
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geographies that understand the contingent formation of socio-gendered space, we offer

insights into how cities that are purported to be sexually tolerant can be experienced and

understood by those whose relations to LGBT communities – and the norms and

institutions built around them – are complex, tentative and fragile. Using data from Count

Me In Too (CMIT), a participatory action research project that sought to advance

progressive social change for LGBT people, the task of the article is to enable a nuanced

spatial consideration of trans people’s lives in ways that inform contemporary gendered

geographical theorising.

CMIT was initiated in 2005 as a community–university partnership between

Spectrum1 and the University of Brighton (Hart, Maddison, and Wolff 2007). Local LGBT

people who led the community partner participation in the project negotiated and set

priorities among the research aims. This article reflects these roots, arising from how

participants’ priorities informed the research questions. The article begins by outlining key

conceptual areas that are relevant and useful for understanding trans people’s narratives of

the ‘gay capital’, namely trans identities and geographies of sexualities. It then discusses

Brighton & Hove as ‘the gay capital’ and the methods used for undertaking CMIT as

relevant for this article. ‘Locating’ trans people’s lives, this article explores trans identities

within the LGBT collective in the ‘gay capital’, and then how medical interventions locate

trans people ‘outside’ the perceived protection of this city. The article examines how

Brighton & Hove’s framing as a ‘gay capital’ has implications for how trans people

understand and expect their lives to be in the city and how such expectations come up

against their actual experiences. The ‘messiness’ of trans lives transcends boundaries

between examinations of health, politics and uses of city space. In this way, trans

narratives develop conceptualisations of trans geographies. Refusing a model that inspires

hopelessness, the article examines how contingent, paradoxical and flawed collectivities

are formed, and how possibilities of the gay city and LGBT collectivities are experienced.

Such a strategy speaks to current conceptualisations of genders, sexualities and

geographies, arguing that to begin to understand trans lives we must not only account for

power relations (both among those within the category ‘LGBT’ and the relations that

constitute heteronormative spaces), but also to engage with how moments of solidarity,

safety and security are constituted.

The rainbow of trans identities

I am happy to be identified as a transwoman. The biggest issue is that many others in their
ignorance don’t even begin to understand the rainbow of trans identity. (Questionnaire 465)

There are multiple and competing understandings of trans, transsexuality and

transgenderism that feed into and from theoretical interventions regarding gender/sex.

Discussions of trans people have been used by some theorists in attempts to render

conceptualisations of gender fluid, unfixed and performative (Butler 1990, 1993). Trans

people and trans theorists have contested several of the theoretical uses of the subject

position of trans, especially those that are seen not to engage with the experiences and

voices of trans people themselves2 (Namaste 2000; Noble 2006; Stryker 2004). Trans

studies is a growing field of enquiry that seeks to redress both the absence of trans lives in

queer theory (despite the conceptual deployment of trans subjectivities across this field)

and the pathologisation of trans bodies and minds through surgical interventions and as

mentally ‘ill’ (see for example Devor 1997; Ekins and King 2006; Hines 2006, 2007a,

2007b; Lee 2001; Namaste 2000; Noble 2006; Prosser 1998; Rosario II 1996; Stryker 2006;

West 2004; Whittle, Turner, and Al-Alami 2007). Developing from such studies, we place
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this article between theoretical interventions that understand trans (and, more broadly,

gendered) lives and embodiments as recreated through the places and spaces they occupy,

and trans people’s accounts of their experiences, identities and spatialities.

In certain strands of thinking, a distinction between transsexualism and transgender

is drawn, with transsexualism associated with embodied ‘sex’ and transgender with

social gender roles (Coogan 2006; Ekins and King 2006; McKenna and Kessler 1997;

Scott-Dixon 2006; Stryker 2004, 2006). We are working with an understanding that avoids

recourse to the opposition between sex and gender that this division deploys. We privilege

neither a supposedly originary sexual body which gives rise to gendered identification nor a

social or mental category of gender that stands outside its contextual enactment. In doing

this, we are clearly drawing on poststructural feminist analyses of gender/sex in that we are

seeking to move beyond dichotomies of man/woman as well as questioning the location of

gender within pre-existing (or surgically formed) sexed bodies. As well as drawing upon

our own understandings of queer and gender studies (and geographies), we also bring such

literatures into conversation with understandings given to us by our participants. Thus

whilst we recognise the merit of queer trans politics that understand the radicality of trans

in maintaining the open politics of non-recognition, we refuse to abandon labels altogether,

and use them particularly where they are meaningful in everyday lives. Whilst we

recognise that gendered bodies, lives and binaries can be rendered theoretically fluid and

unstable by trans people who transgress simplistic male/female divides, we follow those

who argue that trans people should not be categorically placed outside of gender binaries.

Rather, some trans people identify as male or female, while others do not identify

themselves in terms of this binary (see Devor 1997; Hines 2007a, 2007b; Hird 2002;

Lee 2001; Lim and Browne 2009; Monro 2005; Namaste 2000; Stryker 2006). This

assertion has important methodological considerations; for example, questions that address

trans identities should never be conflated with questions regarding definitions of gender in

terms of male/female/other: one can be both ‘fully trans’ and ‘fully female’. Questions that

ask respondents to place themselves on a gender continuum not only cause offence but also

do not accord with the ways in which many trans people think of their identities.

Labelling trans

Many studies have noted the complexity of trans lives and experiences and indicate that

multiple understandings of trans identities and experiences abound among trans people.

Transgender has been proposed as an overarching term that encompasses a plethora of trans

lives and recognises the location of sex within gendered performances (Hines 2007a).

Beyond this, Stryker (2006) argues that ‘trans’ incorporates gender, sexuality and sex

rather than seeing it simply as a ‘gender’ issue. We agree that trans can incorporate these

differences, but we also think it is important to keep distinctions that differentiate between

gender and sexual difference, recognising that these overlap, intersect and mutually

re-form each other. We recognise the importance of conceptualisations that can name and

discuss (as well as create the category) ‘trans people’, but we also recognise such naming is

not devoid of its problems (and potential for non-recognition).

‘Trans’ is the term we were asked to use by the trans people involved in the design and

analysis of the CMIT research. We understand that the term ‘trans’ was not used by all of

our respondents (no individual term was!) and that nor would all theorists or authors agree

that it is the most appropriate (see Hines 2007a, 2007b; Namaste 2000). However, the

(re)claiming of a term such as ‘trans’ enables it to be used in modes of collective action to

effect social change (see Aitchison 2000; Hartsock 1990). A broad term such as ‘trans’ can
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offer a rallying point for collective political mobilisation as well as providing a category

around which can be organised attempts to combat discrimination and marginalisation. This

is not to preclude an engagement with what such a reclamation of terms can do or who it

might exclude, or an engagement with the deconstruction, challenging and transgressing of

that which is labelled. Rather, it is to refute the simplistic opposition between, on the one

hand, a strategically essentialist approach in which identity categories are accepted as

expedients within a political system organised around recognition of identified

‘communities’ and groups, and, on the other hand, queer approaches that attempt to

deconstruct identity categories in the cause of undoing the power relations that such

categories abet. The use of the category trans makes no claims regarding either the fixing or

deconstructing of identities, the latter being a bone of contention in trans research to date

(Hines 2007a, 2007b; Prosser 1998). Instead, we use this article to consider the complexities

and ambivalence that surround trans people’s relationship to both the possibilities of and the

exclusions from the tolerant urbanity of the ‘gay capital’. Turning now to geographies of

sexualities, we seek to explore the useful aspects, as well as some of the limitations, of this

literature for developing trans geographies.

Geographies of sexualities: implications for trans geographies

In developing trans geographies, there is much to learn from geographies that attend to the

relationships between sexualities and space. Conversely, investigations of trans lives offer

some important insights, contestations and conceptualisations that can augment key areas

of geographies of sexualities and queer geographies. Although geographies of sexualities3

have, in the main, been concerned with sexual deviance, such geographies cannot be

overlooked when drawing a conceptual frame in which to understand trans lives in the

‘gay capital’ of the UK.

Within contemporary geographies of sexualities it is widely accepted that space

informs and is, in turn, created through the constitution of diverse sexual identities,

practices and lives. Analyses of the performative constitution of everyday spaces have

considered how they become heterosexualised, as well as how such heterosexualisation

becomes disrupted through the queering of heteronormative space (Bell et al. 1994;

Hubbard 2002; Valentine 1996). Such work has not only opened up useful lines of enquiry

regarding diverse sexualities, it has enabled space to be understood as created as gender

normative rather than pre-existing as such (see Browne 2004a). Yet we would contend that

this conceptualisation could presume a heterosexual space that then becomes queered

through particular actions. Presuming a space is always-already heterosexual also usually

implies presuming it to be normatively gendered, at least until the male/female binary is

transgressed. Instead, we conceptualise place as always becoming gendered (and

sexualised), which opens up avenues to examine the processes and ways in which genders

(and sexualities) become embedded in and through bodies, spaces and identities.

In the context of the normalisations trans people often have to work on in order to be

recognised and ‘included’, such achieved gender normativities are increasingly not only

seen in terms of heteronormativity, but also within discourses of homonormativity

(Halberstam 2005; Richardson 2004, 2005). The complexities of sexual politics regarding

divisions on the basis of class, race and particular ‘meterosexual’ ideals have come to be

centralised in understandings of ‘gay space’ (Halberstam 2005; Nast 2002). In the search

for ‘others’, resistances and transgressions, attention has been paid to a plethora of social

differences, but also to practices that resist or contest regulation and normali-

sation (most commonly, sexual practices between men). Yet, surprisingly, gendered
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analyses – particularly those that move beyond man/woman binaries – remain under-

explored in geographies of sexualities (Browne 2004a, 2004b, 2007b). Nonetheless, there is

much to be learned from lesbian geographies, particularly the claiming and temporary

‘queering’ of heterosexual spaces and the layered constitution of space for those ‘in the

know’, as well as the gendering of ‘gay space’ (Nash 2005; Podmore 2001).

In spite of the extensive queer(y)ing of gender and sexual norms, questions remain

regarding how trans people create and (re)use ‘tolerant’ urbanities that pride themselves in

the acceptance of LGBT people. Simultaneously, explorations of trans lives are a key way

of understanding the importance and limitations of categories such as ‘LGBT’, which are

often used in place of ‘gay and lesbian’ in uncritical ways. The place of trans as one of the

‘add-on’s’ to the category ‘LGBT’ highlights the possibilities of inclusion but also the

experiences of marginalisation and othering. To further explore this paradoxical

positioning, we will now contextualise this article within Brighton & Hove, a city whose

geographical imaginary is tightly connected to sexual difference. Recognising the specific

and contingent formation of socio-sexual and socio-gendered urban spaces, the article

goes on to examine trans people’s accounts to conceptualise trans geographies within and

beyond the ‘gay capital’.

Creating the ‘gay capital’, living LGBT lives: researching Brighton & Hove

Brighton & Hove, located on the south-east coast of England, has a history of sexual

diversity that has been traced back to the 1800s but is arguably much longer than these

records allow for (http://www.brightonourstory.co.uk). The city of Brighton & Hove is

often read and sold as exceptional in relation to its ‘large’ LGBT population – estimates

vary from 15% to 20% of the city’s total population, which is much higher than the UK

estimate (normally put at 8–10%) or London (which has been put as low as 5%).4

Brighton & Hove city council includes in its tourism literature the city’s image as

‘Britain’s number one gay resort’ (http://gay.brighton.co.uk 2007). Sexual difference,

particularly around lesbian and gay identities and commercial scenes, is a feature of the

city’s place identity (see Bell and Binnie 2006). The council website sells ‘gay Brighton’

by citing its clubs, bars, shops, saunas, beaches, services (which include estate agents,

local voluntary groups etc.), the LGBT-friendliness of local statutory services such as the

police, and its large annual Pride event. Yet Brighton & Hove does not only have ‘gay

areas’; it is itself considered ‘the gay capital’ of the UK by local and national media, as

well as in local government branding (see, for example, http://gay.brighton.co.uk). It is not

only ‘gay areas’ that are sold and perceived (in this research and more broadly through the

media) as ‘safe and accepting’ of sexual difference, but the city more broadly. This is

normally evidenced through the existence of gay-owned and gay-friendly venues across

the city, as well as the visible presence of same-sex couples, non-normative gender

presentations and trans people in the city’s streets and public arenas. Yet there is no public

or community non-commercial space that is designated LGBT on a permanent basis.

Designated full-time LGBT space is therefore located solely in the commercial scene.

The reliance on commercial venues is not always ideal, particularly when these venues are

unavailable, exclusionary or unsuitable (see Browne and Lim 2008b; Cooper 2006). This

article will go on to show how the exceptional status as the ‘gay capital’ is both harnessed

and challenged by trans people’s experiences of the city.

There is not only an expectation but also evidence of local councillors from across the

mainstream political parties recently engaging actively with LGBT issues, such as through

regular columns in a local LGBT magazine, Gscene. Since early 2000, statutory services5
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such as the council, police and National Health Service (NHS) have been further engaging

with LGBT communities and financially supporting organisations such as Pride in

Brighton & Hove, Spectrum and other local community groups. Brighton & Hove has a

number of dedicated LGBT-specific voluntary and community organisations, including

Mind Out (LGBT mental health) and The Clare Project (a trans drop-in and support

group). In contrast to other (North American) cities (see Nash 2007; Nash 2010), ‘lesbian

and gay’ groups and services in Brighton & Hove resisted becoming labelled as ‘LGBT’

groups and services until they were confident that they could offer a suitable service to

both bisexual and trans people. Yet, despite the city’s status as the ‘gay capital’ of the UK,

there has been little geographical research on LGBT lives in Brighton & Hove.

Count Me In Too

Count Me In Too is a community-led participatory action research project that seeks to

advance progressive social change in Brighton & Hove by undertaking research about

LGBT lives in the ‘gay capital’ of the UK. The research, conducted in 2006, consisted of a

large-scale questionnaire with 819 respondents and 20 focus groups that had 69

participants. The research addressed issues of multiple marginalisation and exclusion

within the LGBT collective by targeting focus groups for those identified by the steering

group as ‘multiply marginalised’. The groups identified were those the steering group felt

were often missed in, or not reported in the results of, quantitative LGBT surveys. There

were two focus groups whose members identified with trans communities and identities.

The questionnaire was both located online and distributed through paper copies around

Brighton & Hove. Respondents who, for the purposes of the study, identified as trans were

routed to specific (qualitative and quantitative) questions about experiences that might

relate to their trans identities and how they felt about the ‘trans’ label. This data was

analysed in depth, focusing on trans issues with the help of an analysis group composed of

representatives from a broad range of statutory services and voluntary groups. The analysis

group provided advice about what data was needed and would be most effective in

progressing positive social change for LGBT people. A report and recommendations

(Browne and Lim 2008b) emerged from this analysis process (see also Browne 2007a;

http://www.countmeintoo.co.uk).

In the questionnaire, the question that was used to determine who was to be treated as

‘trans’ for the purposes of the analysis read ‘do you identify yourself as being trans or have

you ever questioned your gender identity?’ The question was clearly separate from

the question that determined participants’ gender identities, which asked ‘which of the

following do you identify as: male, female, no gender, other?’ These questions enabled

identification both within and outside of gender categories and within and outside of trans

identities. They also avoided the reductiveness (and often offence) of subsuming trans

identities to gender categories, which would have required respondents to identify not as a

‘woman’ or a ‘man’ but as a ‘trans woman’ or a ‘trans man’. Forty-three respondents in this

research identified as trans. This figure makes up 5% of the total sample. The majority (n. 29)

of trans respondents to the questionnaire identified as female, with nine identifying as male

and four people saying that they have no gender or identifying as an ‘other’ gender identity.

This gendered identification is forced by tick-box categories, yet when the trans participants

who took part in the focus groups were given open-ended questions, including one that

asked them to label their gender, all identified as female except two who identified as

‘female and TS’ and ‘female and transgendered’. This indicates the salience of enabling

trans people to identify as both trans and as female or male (see also Lim and Browne 2009),
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and the importance of not lumping together trans and gendered identifications, including

along any form of continuum. Thirty per cent (n. 13) of trans respondents identified as of an

‘other’ sexual identity than lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer or heterosexual, 21% (n. 9) as

lesbian and 16% (n. 7) as heterosexual. While this data shows that trans people can also be

lesbian, gay or bisexual, it perhaps also suggests the limitations of collecting data about

trans people’s sexualities using extant identity categories. The disengagement of

heterosexual-identifying trans people from LGBT communities (and hence from CMIT’s

target population) has been addressed elsewhere (see Devor 1997; Doan 2007; Nash 2007).

It has recently been asserted that trans voices in public discourse are often

predominantly middle class, especially as accessing surgery, hormones and other medical

interventions can require both economic and cultural capital (see Hines 2007a, 2007b;

Sreedhar and Hand 2006). This research, perhaps in part because it is based in the UK where

certain treatments are freely available on the NHS, offers a very different economic

perspective on trans lives (see also Whittle, Turner, and Al-Alami 2007). Trans respondents

to CMIT were over three times as likely (60%, n. 25) as non-trans respondents to have an

income of less than £10,000 a year (p, 0.0005). Only one trans person in this research had

an income of over £30,000 a year. Moreover, only 26% (n. 11) of trans respondents were in

full-time employment at a time (in 2006) when 74.6% of working-age people in the UK in

general were in employment (figures from Department for Work and Pensions data 2006,

see Gadenne et al. 2006). This suggests that poverty is something that disproportionately

affects trans people when compared to non-trans LGBT people and general population

figures, and suggests that the gender pay gap does not simply operate across a male–female

divide. Whilst further work is needed on this issue, we report these figures here because

gender, income and sexuality have particular importance in assessing the empirical material

that follows.

The ‘gay capital of the UK’

Doan (2007) has pointed to how LGBT spaces continue to be gendered in normative ways

and how trans people are excluded from and marginalised within such LGBT spaces. Her

findings regarding an ‘American city’ have resonance with accounts in this research that

suggest that the benefits offered by the ‘gay capital’ affect LGBT people unevenly. CMIT

in-depth findings reports have highlighted how trans people are consistently one of the

groups of LGBT people who are most vulnerable to marginalisation and exclusion on a

number of measures. Soraya and Clare, two respondents to CMIT who identified as trans,

also recognise that the supposed acceptance and understanding shown towards LGBT

people by the broader public in the city of Brighton & Hove does not always extend to an

engagement with trans issues:

Soraya: I don’t think there’s a real consciousness of our existence in this city [Brighton &
Hove], not really. I think we’re held as a sort of a bit of a side issue that it’s, again, the sort of
the T, you know, the T on the end of the LGB – ‘Oh, well, they’re looked after aren’t [they],
I think – who are they anyway?’ I don’t think there’s a pro-active consideration of our needs.

Clare: As for politicians, I don’t think they have a clue really about trans. They’re kind of
trying to make sure that they are doing the right thing as far as the LGBT community is kind
of concerned. But there seems to be a great importance to kind of the lesbian and gay side of
things because it’s kind of like, ‘Oh, we’re doing the right thing for the lesbians and gays, so
we must be doing the right thing for the bi and trans as well’. (Trans group 2)

This narrative indicates a perceived engagement with the LGBT collective by politicians

and points to the mainstreaming of gay and lesbian issues6 in Brighton & Hove; yet it also
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suggests how politicians can assume that dealing with lesbian and gay issues includes trans

(and bisexual) concerns, showing an ignorance of the different needs and issues faced by

trans (and, as CMIT showed, bisexual) people (see also Browne and Lim 2008a).7 The city

council is perceived to offer undifferentiated services and policies targeted at ‘LGBT’

people, treating them as a homogeneous mass. This can result in trans issues becoming

sidelined and trans people not being recognised: ‘who are they anyway?’ Such (in)

visibilities can come about through representations that emphasise lesbians and gay men at

the expense of trans people (and, arguably, bisexual people). Trans people can then be

neglected by those, including mainstream policy makers, whose primary understanding of

LGBT communities is formed through such representations. Effectively reducing ‘LGBT’

to the interests of particular groups of ‘L’ and ‘G’ can help to foster a misunderstanding of

what it means to address the diversity of LGBT lives and communities.

There is an important question here regarding who can be recognised, which points to

the tentative and fragile relationship trans people can have to ‘LGBT’ communities. This

becomes even more pressing when partial recognition forms the bases upon which to

speak, be heard, gain services and determine ‘knowable’ social inequalities that need to be

addressed. Some respondents assert that the recognition of gay men and lesbians has an

economic basis and arises from an association between lesbian and gay identities and the

‘pink pound’ (see Badgett 2003; Fish 2008):

Bridget: If I look at the power base, then I would say – and this is an opinion as opposed to
something I could substantiate – it’s a feeling, that it’s mostly quite a strong relationship
between the gay business community and the Brighton Council. I would say that the council
looks at the type of economic benefit we bring to the city, you know, and empowers us or helps
us – this sounds terribly cynical – based upon the economic input.

I still feel, with the exception of what Spectrum is doing, an add-on. I feel the bisexual
community and the trans community is an add-on to the wider GLBT community, and I don’t
think that’s particularly deliberate or unkind. I do question whether there’s an understanding
within our own community of what trans means. I don’t know that the rest of the community
really understand trans. I think there’s always some sort of thing which they can’t quite
relate to. (Trans group 1)

With similarities to academic discussions of ‘homonormativity’, Bridget’s comment

points to how the ‘T’ and the ‘B’ in ‘LGBT’ can be seen as simply an ‘add-on’ to the

economically powerful gay (and, to some degree, lesbian) communities (CMIT also shows

that most trans respondents occupied the lowest income categories, see above and Whittle,

Turner, and Al-Alami 2007). Bridget’s ‘feeling’ regarding the political links between gay

businesses and local government emphasises specific forms of inclusion for gay men and

lesbians in the ‘gay capital’. While we may be wary of how such oppositional terms can

serve to create a homogeneous category of ‘powerful gays’, what is of interest here is how

Bridget contrasts her experiences with the celebratory imaginary of Brighton & Hove

through the difference between trans and bi people, on the one hand, and those who ‘can’t

quite relate’ to trans people, on the other.

Recognition in the ‘gay capital’ is not only restricted to economic or formal political

fields; knowable bodies are also constituted on the streets. Acceptance of particular gender

non-normativities associated with lesbians and gay men can be based on spatially specific

constitutions of normative and non-normative gender boundaries:

Well when I am in Brighton people are often ‘too’ open, it sounds odd but people often
mistake me for ‘another butch lesbian’ . . . people don’t seem to take into account that my
breasts are bound and I’m packing, in fact they want me to know, that I know, that they know
I’m ‘female’ which often results in me being called ‘miss’ or ‘madam’ etc., which I find very
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frustrating. When I’m in Bristol (my home city) I pass pretty much all the time, everyone
assumes I’m male. So sometimes it’s good to have narrow minded people around that only
believe in two genders! (Questionnaire 284)

That this is a trans male narrative is important here, reflecting how trans masculinities and

femininities can be diversely (mis)read (and privileged). Such (mis)readings constitute

gender through the sighting of gendered bodies (Browne 2006) in ways that cannot be

untangled from the political, economic and social relations discussed by Bridget, Soraya

and Claire. As has been noted, gender and sexuality are diversely constituted through

space; here, the gendered reading of a body is affected by geographically specific norms

regulating the recognition of gender performativities. Place matters as to whether an

economy of recognition allows (mis)recognition as a lesbian performance of masculinity

or simply recognition as male.

The place of the city in the reformation of gendered (mis)recognitions speaks to the

spatiality of gender. Placing trans lives within the ‘gay capital’ not only allows us to move

from the council boardroom to street, it also emphasises the place of LGBT communities

in constituting trans (in)visibilities in this ‘tolerant’ and exceptional city. Conceptualising

trans lives within the gay city, one needs simultaneously to consider their place within and

outside of LGBT groupings through the overlapping intersections between politics,

economics and embodied sightings. Thus, ‘the gay capital’ is created through who is seen

(literally and figuratively) as part of the LGBT collective by politicians, services and the

‘wider community’. Trans lives both contribute to constituting the city’s civic cultures and

are, conversely, constituted in part by them. Yet, for trans people who live, work, socialise

and/or use services in the ‘gay capital’, trans geographies of the city extend beyond the city

limits.

‘It’s rather like playing Russian Roulette’: beyond the boundaries of ‘the gay capital’

If, as we have shown, trans lives are reconstituted through place, we must also understand

how places are linked to – as well as distanced from – each other, thereby creating trans

geographies. Experiences of health services offer insights into the complexities of trans

spatialities that not only create the ‘gay capital’, but that also involve how trans people

negotiate Brighton & Hove beyond its boundaries. Because trans lives are often medicalised

for either ‘gender reassignment’ or mental health interventions, many trans people have

multiple and ongoing interactions with health services. Whilst there are numerous sexual

health services that cater specifically for gay men, Brighton & Hove does not have any

facilities that ‘treat’ trans people.8 Thus the framework for the care of trans people used by

local health services (re)locates trans people outside of Brighton & Hove in order to obtain

clinical treatment. In this context, this means a journey to London for ‘treatment’.

The gender identity clinic at Charing Cross Hospital – the destination of these journeys –

was frequently mentioned in this research and never in a positive way:

Soraya: I recently asked the head of the Claybrook Centre [at Charing Cross Hospital] if he
considered me to be mentally ill and he said, basically, yes . . .

Sarah: They’re the people who are supposed to be looking after us. It’s a reason why a lot of
people take off to other distant countries and get through the operation and all the rest of it and
some of them don’t pick the right person and then they have all sorts of complications. It’s
why a lot of people won’t go through Charing Cross; they’d rather sort of take chances like go
to Thailand and find a half cheap back street surgeon . . .

Soraya: Absolutely, so the system that’s in place now damages people quite extensively.
It isn’t even that we are not cared for; we are damaged by the system.
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Georgina: I admit, I’ve had trouble at Charing Cross – [name of doctor] there he’s a complete
arsehole.

Soraya: Society is really, really very cruel often . . . and going to Charing Cross to meet
somebody like [name of doctor] is – makes it worse, not better.

Sarah: We keep beating on about Charing Cross but that is . . . a big, big, big sticking point in
the trans community. (Trans focus group 2)

There are material and symbolical geographical implications of being ‘sent off’ to

‘Charing Cross’ whose doctors then ‘[make] it worse, not better’. For trans people in the

south-east of England, ‘Charing Cross’ can act as a significant part of the experience of the

health ‘system’ – one that ‘damages’ trans people’s wellbeing. Soraya’s use of the term

‘system’ also implies the lack of control trans individuals can feel with respect to the

decisions made and categories used in their treatment. ‘Charing Cross’s’ ‘treatment’ adds to

the cruelties of broader (presumably non-trans) ‘society’, and this in spaces that are

supposed to ‘care’ for patients.

The absence of local services that cater for trans people was believed to be one of the

main reasons for the failings of the gender identity clinic treatment pathway and for some

trans individuals taking risks with their health:

Soraya: I don’t think it’s just the NHS. I think that the PCT [Primary Care Trust] should work
with the council to provide an overall consciousness of needs for trans people in this
community. At the moment, the services aren’t joined up. They’re not joined, and during
transition people can be very, very vulnerable as well as being in an unsafe place.

Researcher: What would you like to see in Brighton & Hove? What would you like to change?

Susan: Have our own centre, nothing to do with Charing Cross. We should have our own
medical professionals with the knowledge.

Soraya: Distress is a mental health issue. It’s caused by the system, not by the transsexuality,
and the thing is that if this could be understood so that then the safety people could really work
with the people who are giving local treatment – [currently] the treatment is being given a
long way away from here. There’s no way that they could match up with it. The whole system
is splintered, broken up, inconsistent and not joined in any way and does not work for people’s
safety, for their health, for their wellbeing or anything.

So despite that, I think that if we had a special centre, then at least it would be somewhere
where people could always go and know that they would get decent treatment, if they weren’t
just sent off to Charing Cross all the time – to be sent off 70 miles to go and see some
unsympathetic jerk. (Trans focus group 2)

Setting up a here/there dichotomy between Brighton and London, the participants believe

that trans people would have some form of control if services were located locally. This

belief rests upon the idea that within Brighton & Hove trans people are included within an

LGBT collective (as well as within the broader imagining of Brighton & Hove as ‘the gay

capital’) with whom local service providers and the city council are seen to engage

seriously. If Soraya associates ‘Charing Cross’ with the cruelties of broader ‘society’, the

desire for a local gender identity clinic seems to imply a vision of Brighton & Hove as a place

that affords shelter and protection from the hostility, indifference and lack of understanding

exhibited by that broader society. In this way, the trope of the ‘gay capital’ is used to call for

services that will work for ‘people’s safety, for their health, for their wellbeing’.

However, treatment geographies for trans people do not simply pertain to travel to and

from gender identity clinics or issues with transitioning. When considering trans

geographies, routine interactions with GP (general practice doctor) care can leave trans

people vulnerable to discrimination:
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Kate: [There] was a GP in this case, who I assume was a quite strong Roman Catholic, who
told me, ‘Why couldn’t I just be an ordinary gay man instead of wanting to be transgendered?’
as if I had a choice about it. Another one who had to examine my legs and proceeded to cover
my body with the white bit that we normally lie on because she couldn’t actually look at my
genital areas, which, you know, my penis hadn’t been removed at that stage, and then
proceeded to tell me that I was a sinner, etc.

Since I’ve been in Brighton most of the people I’ve related to – either at the front desk or the
GPs – have actually been relaxed about me being transgendered on the service. My major
concern is access. When I go to GP surgery, I had absolutely no choice at all of whether I can
investigate, ‘Is this GP friendly to me or are they not friendly?’ It’s rather like playing Russian
Roulette, and we’ve already explained twice I got shot in the head.

I was fortunate in that I could afford to pay for my transition privately. If I hadn’t and I had
to stay with one of my negative experiences, then I think it would have been incredibly painful
and very stressful and maybe damaging to my transition. (Trans focus group 1)

Kate’s account illustrates how experiences of transphobia at the hands of GPs can

subsequently result in fears and difficulties regarding access to primary health services.

Here, imagined geographies stretch from elsewhere into the health spaces of Brighton &

Hove. Despite the ‘acceptance’ of Brighton & Hove and her ‘relaxed’ experiences to date,

Kate is concerned. Her encounters in other places inform her expectations of health

services in Brighton & Hove. Such symbolic links, associations and remembrances link

dispersed ‘health’ spaces, indicating that trans geographies cannot be neatly bounded.

Moreover, experiences of ‘treatment’ are affected by class and material wealth, suggesting

that conceptualisations of ‘homonormativities’ may be useful for investigating differences

among trans people. Kate had a very different experience of health services, empowerment

and choice when transitioning privately compared to some of her experiences of state

support. In addition to the CMIT data discussed earlier regarding trans respondents’

greater likelihood to earn less than £10,000 a year and not to be in full-time employment,

other research has suggested that any economic privilege trans people might have may not

survive transitioning (Whittle, Turner, and Al-Alami 2007), especially in cases where

workplaces become dangerous (see Doan 2010; Hines 2010).

Trans geographies of the ‘gay capital’, then, pertain not only to what happens inside

the boundaries of the city, but also, as is clear from the example of health care, to how trans

people are moved ‘outside’ of the ‘gay capital’ and to the expectations that they bring to

the city from their experiences elsewhere. From the perspective of receiving treatment at

‘Charing Cross’, Brighton & Hove can become imagined as an accepting place where

LGBT people wield some influence. More than just moving trans people around, such

treatment geographies can remove the protection that some trans people feel they have in

the exceptional spaces of the ‘gay capital’ from being part of Brighton & Hove’s LGBT

communities. Whilst within the city there are issues of exclusion, misrecognition,

discrimination and abuse, these respondents appeal to an imagination of the city’s

institutions paying at least some attention to ‘LGBT’ needs, so that belonging to an

‘LGBT’ collective can be thought to offer some potential gains over being sent to

‘Charing Cross’. Nevertheless, Kate points to the limits of individual choice, where

information on the trans friendliness or otherwise of GPs in the city is not available.

Within the ‘gay capital’s’ LGBT communities: the paradox of positive perceptions

and ongoing marginalisations

Geographies of sexualities have investigated the co-constitution of material places and

sexual politics, recognising the importance of creating place-based political strongholds
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(see for example Bell and Binnie 2000, 2006; Richardson 2004, 2005). Knopp (1998), for

example, has noted how the spatial concentration of ‘gay’ voters in particular urban

localities in the US translates into political influence. Arguably, trans people do not claim

space and territory in ways that can influence formal political processes. Yet the

testimonies in the previous section suggest that the potential empowerment of trans people

draws on the perceived territorial power of being part of an ‘LGBT’ collective that

constitutes a ‘significant minority’ in Brighton & Hove. We depart from the insights

offered by Doan (2007) regarding an ‘American city’ and Nash (2010) regarding Toronto,

whereby both authors identify the problems of marginalisation, othering and exclusion

faced by trans people and the assumptions implicit within the naming of an ‘LGBTQ’

community, but neither offers any hope that there may be a way out of these problems (see

Sedgwick 2003). By contrast, being part of a ‘significant minority’ within a UK legislative

context and within the administrative and imagined context of ‘the gay capital’ does have

particular advantageous effects. It allows the potential for different parts of LGBT

communities to be heard, in particular by city authorities and service providers. For trans

people within Brighton & Hove, being part of a collective with lesbians, gay men and

bisexual people is not only (or, some would argue, even) a strategic alliance, but also

offers the hope of being listened to and having their needs attended to, as well as

the empowerment of being within ‘the system’. In this section, we recount some of the

respondents’ positive perceptions of Brighton & Hove; and yet perceptions of the

awareness and acceptance of trans people in the city are in the main remarkable because

they occur in the face of wider prejudice. Holding these in tension, we contend that the

paradox of the ‘gay capital’ is that it offers hope and experiences of marginalisation often

in ways that are co-constituted.

Bridget attests to how she has faced ‘no real rejection’ in Brighton & Hove, and Soraya

points to her place in the city:

Bridget: I could join a lot more of the trans-type groups if I wanted to. I’ve chosen not to do
that – that’s my own choice. Generally, the community is quite accepting. I’m quite out about
who I am. I don’t tell people much, but if it’s appropriate or if they need to know because of
circumstances, I’m upfront and I tell them and I get no real rejection. I’ve had a few verbal
abuses, which I’ve dealt with in the way I felt was best, but that’s a lot, lot less than other
places where I’ve been, so I find very, very little of that in Brighton. I feel I can go most
places. I just live a fairly ordinary life. I enjoy the fact that we’ve got a, you know, gay
community here. I enjoy going round to [name of LGBT/gay café]. I enjoy going to the [name
of LGBT/gay pub], so, and [name of another LGBT/gay pub] and I always feel welcome and
fine. (Trans focus group 1)

Soraya: I just like the town and it’s just because of the buzz and the excitement and the sea and
the interesting things and the great people and the large LGBT community, because I very
much have a real queer identity, which I enjoy, and so I like to be with that . . . and I think, too,
that it’s a very open town. Being trans for me is not an issue here at all. So that’s good. (Trans
focus group 2)

Soraya’s discussion of her relationship with the city includes a move from the city’s

‘LGBT community’ to her own ‘queer9 identity’. She offers a context in which to

understand this ability to slip from one to the other: the city’s ‘openness’. This ‘openness’

is also associated with her trans identity being relatively unremarkable in the city, and

might be seen as indicative of a rather flexible, accepting and dynamic set of norms

operating within LGBT communities in the city to govern recognition and belonging.

From these quotes and echoing the assertions made by respondent 284, above, it could

be argued that there is a certain level of understanding regarding diverse (female)

gender identities in Brighton & Hove. While respondent 284 bemoaned how such an

626 K. Browne and J. Lim

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Po
nt

if
ic

ia
 U

ni
ve

rs
id

ad
 J

av
er

ia
] 

at
 0

9:
53

 2
3 

Ju
ne

 2
01

2 



understanding paradoxically denied his being recognised as a trans man, the fact that many

people within Brighton & Hove may recognise and accept ‘butch’ lesbians and other forms

of female masculinities might conversely allow trans women to experience ‘a lot less’

abuse than ‘other places’. Consequently, it is through the comparison to ‘other places’ that

the remarkable difference of Brighton & Hove is imagined.

The place of LGBT people as a collective in the city is important in considering the

possibilities for change:

Susan: [In] the city of Brighton & Hove generally, I think the trans group is being carried on
the back of the past numbers of lesbian and gay people in the city. So I think there’s a general
awareness that there is a lot of people here in that category and therefore there’s a general
acceptance and ease and relaxed about that being part of the Brighton culture, and I think
we’re benefiting from that, generally. I also think at an individual level people haven’t got a
clue what it means really to be transgendered. (Trans focus group 2)

Susan identifies the paradoxical potentials of the label ‘LGBT’. Here, most individuals

within the city have, for Susan, failed to grasp the nuanced differences among LGBT people,

resonating with Soraya, Claire and Bridget’s assertions above. Even so, in Brighton & Hove,

with its desire (and governmental imperative) to address the ‘significant minority’ of LGBT

people in the city, trans people can ‘be carried’ by the historical weight of numbers of

lesbians and gay men. The LGBT collective has potentials and possibilities not recognised

by organisations that argue that sexualities are separate from gendered identities and so

should be separately represented. Territorial power claimed for lesbians and gay men can be

(re)deployed to create a ‘part of Brighton culture’ that trans people can benefit from.

Perceptions and experiences of Brighton & Hove as a welcoming and accepting city

should be held in tension with experiences of the city as a site of abuse, prejudice and

discrimination. The contrast between experiences of marginalisation and the impression of

Brighton & Hove as relatively accepting of trans people constitutes a paradox: it is because

of the problems of marginalisation faced by many trans people (within and beyond the

city) that trans people can make an investment in the promise offered by the imaginings

of Brighton & Hove as a place that can accept, listen and attend to trans needs.

The ‘gay capital’ is flawed and imperfect, but for some it offers hope, shelter and respite,

even if it is just by being ‘better than other places’. Respondents’ narratives suggest that

there are perceptions of territorialised forms of political influence that can be associated

with levels of acceptance in the city. To critique only the problems experienced by trans

people in the city would not only neglect how trans people spoke of Brighton & Hove in

nuanced, complex and paradoxical ways, but it would also (re)produce specific forms of

trans (and gendered) geographies that tend to inspire despair and hopelessness. We hope to

have avoided such a counsel of despair.

Conclusion

Geographies have much to offer considerations of trans lives; conversely trans spatialities

are rich fields of enquiry for geographers. The socio-spatial analysis offered in this article

has conceptualised the diversity of trans experiences within LGBT communities and within

broader (heterosexualised) institutions. The imaginings and experiences of the ‘gay capital’

offered in respondents’ accounts has enabled us to compose trans geographies that

encompass a variety of areas that might otherwise appear to be rather disparate – local

government, business, health, use of city space etc. There is much more to be said to address

the nuanced landscapes of trans lives and to explore the potential relationships between

geographies, trans lives and trans theories. Our aim here has been to open up debates that

Gender, Place and Culture 627

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Po
nt

if
ic

ia
 U

ni
ve

rs
id

ad
 J

av
er

ia
] 

at
 0

9:
53

 2
3 

Ju
ne

 2
01

2 



further develop conceptualisations of the spatialities of trans lives in ways that attend to

solidarities, hope and promise alongside, and at times concurrently with, marginalisation,

othering and exclusion.

Whilst cities and gender are often understood as co-constituted, prioritising trans voices

recognises how the complexities of their lives and perceptions refuse to be bounded within

city limits. The construction and imagination of Brighton & Hove’s ‘exceptional’ status as

‘the gay capital’ is both questioned and deployed throughout this article. Thus, it is not

possible to assert that Brighton & Hove is perceived as accepting but is ‘actually’ intolerant,

or vice versa. Rather, there is untidiness. So, for example, we found that at times Brighton &

Hove was experienced as accepting, easy and relaxing, which is remarkable because of the

prejudice trans people commonly experience in Brighton & Hove and in ‘other places’. At

other times, as Kate’s ‘Russian Roulette’ account affirms, spaces in the ‘gay capital’ were

read as unsafe in part because of prejudicial experiences elsewhere. Stretching the

geographies of the city allowed us to account for ‘treatment’ geographies that provided the

context for imaginations of empowerment within the system in Brighton & Hove. It also

allowed us to account for GP spaces that transcended their association with the ‘gay capital’

to become associated with experiences elsewhere. More than this, it required us to hold in

tension discriminations and empowerments, prejudices and potentials that refused easy

delineation or oppositional positionings.

Our critical interventions for this article were inspired and confounded by trans people’s

discussions of the places in which they found hope, solidarity and comfort. To focus only on

the lack of understanding of trans issues within Brighton & Hove’s cultures elides the

possibilities for change that can be related, in part, to belonging within an LGBT collective

in the ‘gay capital’. The politics and alignments that constitute effective representation in

Brighton & Hove work because some local institutions are receptive to LGBT demands

(most recently, NHS Brighton & Hove is leading on the development of a trans strategy).

Consideration of the possibilities offered by local political cultures and investments in

LGBT recognition and solidarities requires spatially nuanced analyses that do not neglect

the place of marginalisation in creating the desire for such possibilities for positive social

change. As this article has shown, such geographies will both draw on and exceed the locales

under investigation, extending (beyond) these locales through experiences, memories and

imaginings.
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Notes

1. Spectrum is Brighton & Hove’s Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender Community Forum,
established in 2002 to provide infrastructure and community development support to LGBT
communities and to promote partnership work and community engagement in the planning of
services and policy. http://www.spectrum-lgbt.org.

2. It should also be noted that the possibilities of living beyond ‘recognition’ and ‘outside’ of gender
binaries in ways that are often celebrated by queer academics may not be possible or even desired
by many trans people.

3. The full history and development of geographies of sexualities is well documented and will not
be repeated here (see Bell and Valentine 1995; Binnie and Valentine 1999; Browne, Lim, and
Brown 2007).

4. Accurate figures are impossible. For some, this is because the census does not count LGBT
people; however, as Browne (2010) argues elsewhere, the assertion that it is possible to ‘find’ a
sexuality figure through census data collection needs to be critically interrogated, recognising that
this process of data collection and categorisation will create as well as ‘discover’.

5. Statutory services are those required by statute to be provided by the state and include a range of
welfare, health and social services. They are often delivered at a local or regional level. The
obligation to provide such services is usually accompanied by an obligation to monitor the
effectiveness of their delivery. As Brighton & Hove is believed (no ‘accurate’ figures are
available) to have a ‘significant’ LGBT population, there is a requirement for such services to
provide for this sector of the population (see Cooper 2006 for a more critical discussion).

6. The contention that bi people can be included with lesbians and gay men is problematic given that
the CMIT findings showed bi people on a number of indicators and with regard to personal
experiences were much less likely to be included within the ‘mainstream’ (see Browne and Lim
2008a). Indeed, there is evidence in this research and elsewhere that trans and bi people can create
important solidarities in the face of marginalisation by lesbians and gay men. The CMIT findings
show considerable commonalities between bi and trans experiences of Brighton & Hove, and
point to: how the labels ‘bi’ and ‘trans’ are useful but limiting; how rigid boundaries between
gender and sexuality are contested; how being ‘lumped in’ with lesbian and gay without proper
recognition and support is questioned by several bi and trans respondents; and how bi and trans
people are often ignored when subsumed within the category LGBT. Recognising these
similarities in Brighton & Hove, the bi and trans working group operates to enable bi and trans
voices and experiences to be heard. Nonetheless, it should be noted that bi and trans cannot be
collapsed into one another. For example, for some trans people, there is no link or attachment to
LGB people or communities. Consequently, in recognising similarities and solidarities, we must
also be attentive to differences, enabling both bi and trans voices to be heard and to come together
when and where this is appropriate.

7. It should, of course, be added that this is not to set up a lesbian and gay versus bi and trans people
binary. Rather, Count Me In Too found, as many other studies have shown, that multiple
marginalisation and exclusions affect lesbians and gay men. In addition, it is problematic to set up
a ‘homonormative’ figure of privilege as Brown (2009) and others have shown.

8. Although ‘treatment’ implies some form of illness, disease and/or something being ‘wrong’, it is
used here more loosely to refer to engagements with medical services that were both sought out and
desired by participants in this research. There is an important discussion to be had regarding how
such desires are narrated, and it is envisaged that this article will open up avenues of further
investigation. In addition, the article specifically focuses on the perspective of trans people in the
‘gay capital’ and, in this way, focuses on one specific form of analysis. Further work might take
account of recent geographical and other research that has examined patient activism and
deconstructions of the biomedical gaze. Such work might also explore the growing trans literatures
that critically consider medical interventions and needs.
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9. Queer is not a word commonly used in Brighton & Hove, exceptions being its use among very
specific groups, for example, academics, Queer Mutiny, and Club Wotever. The term is not added
on to the end of acronyms, and it is not commonly used as an umbrella term in the LGBT press or
among organisations. Rather, queer events often mark themselves as distinct from lesbian and gay
venues and events, offering alternative, often non-commercial spaces that can afford other forms
of acceptance for gender and sexual identities, expressions and ‘hirstories’ (The spelling of the
word ‘hirstories’ demonstrates resistance to the gendering within male/female categories of
his/herstories)
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ABSTRACT TRANSLATION

Vidas trans en la ‘capital gay del Reino Unido’

Las intervenciones geográficas recientes han comenzado a cuestionar las relaciones de

poder entre personas lesbianas, gay y trans, desafiando las suposiciones de que las

comunidades LGBT tienen necesidades homogéneas o que no están caracterizadas por

jerarquı́as de poder. Tales intervenciones han incluido inspecciones de los ambientes

LGBT como sitios de exclusión para las personas transexuales. Este artı́culo amplı́a los

estudios académicos de las vidas transexuales por medio del enfoque sobre ‘la capital gay’

del Reino Unido, Brighton y Hove, una ciudad que es notablemente ausente de las

discusiones académicas de las urbanidades gay en el Reino Unido, a pesar de su mayor

fama. El artı́culo se basa en ‘Inclúyanme a mı́ también’ (CMIT, por sus siglas en inglés),

un proyecto de investigación de acción participativa que busca el cambio social para las

personas LGBT en Brighton y Hove. En vez de centrarse en los ambientes LGBT, el
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artı́culo aborda experiencias más amplias de la ciudad, incluyendo aquellas relacionadas

con la ciudad como una entidad polı́tica que busca ser ‘inclusiva para LGTB’ y aquellas

relacionadas con las geografı́as de ‘tratamientos’ médicos que reubican a las personas

transexuales fuera de los lı́mites de la ciudad, especı́ficamente en la clı́nica de identidad de

género en el Hospital de la Charing Cross en Londres. Argumenta que las vidas trans están

excluidas de los imaginarios geográficos de la ‘capital gay’, y a la vez inextricablemente

ligadas a los mismos, incluyendo los espacios, ambientes y activismo LGBT, de manera

que complejas solidaridades sexuales y de género son simultáneamente creadas y

desafiadas. De esta forma, el artı́culo reconoce las paradojas de las esperanzas y

solidaridades que coexisten – y deberı́an ser mantenidas en tensión – con las experiencias

de marginalización.

Palabras clave: transgénero/transexual; exclusión; investigación de acción participativa;

salud; pertenencia
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