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women’s film festivals and queer film festivals today
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ABSTRACT
LGBT/queer film festivals provide counter-public spaces for 
marginalised subjects to formulate community, negotiate identity 
and rally under political banners. At the same time, screening work 
by LGBT* filmmakers interpellates spectators into a common subject 
position and locates discursively ‘homeless’ subjects in space and 
time. The creation of queer, urban, community space is particularly 
vital in the current context of rapid urban gentrification which has 
resulted in the steady decline of queer venues in many Western urban 
centres. This article argues strategies of space re/claimation mobilised 
by LGBT/queer film festivals today can be conceptually understood in 
relation to women’s film events of the 1970s. Women’s film festivals 
staged a direct challenge to the social reality of gendered access 
to space and proposed alternative modes of spatial configuration. 
Focusing on UK- and US-based festivals, I will argue that it was 
precisely the way in which women’s film festivals, feminist filmmaking 
practices and theory informed each other that facilitated a multi-
layered reclamation of both material and discursive space for women. 
Drawing on Jose Muñoz's work in Cruising Utopia, I will further argue 
that the occupation of space at LGBT/queer film festivals constitutes a 
radical political act that carries with it the potential of a queer utopia.

LGBT/queer film festivals are more than sites of film exhibition. They provide counterpub-
lic spaces for socially marginalised subjects to meet, cruise, consolidate community and 
identity, and rally under political banners. In the current, neoliberal political climate, queer 
community space is more vital than ever. Many urban centres in the UK and mainland 
Europe are undergoing rapid gentrification, causing property and land prices to soar to 
unprecedented levels. In London, overheated property markets and transport developments 
have contributed to the steady decimation of queer spaces over the last decade, particularly 
those catering to women, queers of colour and the trans community (Campkin and Marshall 
2017). This spatial emergency is reflected in the growing number of queer film-makers 
creating work which addresses turbo gentrification and its impact on queer venues. This 
material has been shown at London-based festivals as diverse as BFI Flare: London LGBT 
Film Festival (Flare); Fringe! Queer Film and Arts Fest (Fringe!); and Wotever DIY Film 
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Festival (WDIYFF), and is often accompanied by social events and panel discussions that 
explore responses to the problem. By screening contemporary and archival film on the 
theme of queer space and its loss whilst creating material community space, LGBT/queer 
film festivals therefore interpellate audiences into a common subject position and locate 
discursively ‘homeless’ subjects in space and time.

Focusing on UK and US-based film events, this article will argue that the political 
strategies of space reclamation mobilised at LGBT/queer film festivals today can be con-
ceptually understood in relation to the women’s film festivals of the 1970s. Developed in 
conjunction with feminist theory and film-making practice, women’s film festivals staged a 
direct challenge to the historical and social reality of gendered access to space, and paucity 
of representations of female subjectivity. Focusing on the Women’s Event at Edinburgh 
International Film Festival in 1972, the First International Festival of Women’s Films in New 
York (FIFWF), 1972 and the New York Women’s Video Festival (NYWVF) of 1975, I will 
demonstrate how, by providing material and community space for women and supporting 
women’s film-making, early women’s film festivals facilitated a multi-layered reclamation 
of both material and discursive space. Such multi-layered approaches can today be identi-
fied at LGBT/queer film festivals, illustrating a continuum between feminist practice and 
queer activism in the realm of film exhibition. Drawing on queer and feminist theory and 
geographies, film festival studies and archival material, I will further argue for the radical 
and potentially utopian nature of such strategies of space reclamation, and demonstrate how 
they are evidenced and vital for queer subjects today in the face of urban gentrification and 
neoliberal city planning. In addition to a theoretical methodology, I will draw on my expe-
riences as an LGBT community organiser, queer cinema curator and founder of WDIYFF. 
As such, I aim to adopt a queer feminist mode of scholarship through the combination of 
theoretical perspectives, lived experience and practice-based research.

Social context of early women’s film festivals

By the early 1970s, and inspired by the civil rights, protest and socialist movements of 
the late 1960s, the women’s movement in the US and UK was gaining traction. Initially 
informed by empiricist and sociological methodologies, second-wave feminists began to 
question how social gender inequality was perpetuated through media stereotypes and 
images. Smith (1999, 14), for example, noted how the roles available to female actors in 
film revolved around physical attraction and the ‘mating game’ played with male charac-
ters while Molly Haskell, in her 1974 polemic From Reverence to Rape, observed that the 
range of roles available to women in Hollywood cinema had actually declined since the 
1940s (1987, 376). As the decade progressed, European feminists began to draw heavily 
on philosophy and psychoanalysis in order to understand the psychic roots of patriarchy 
and female oppression. In her seminal work ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,’ Laura 
Mulvey famously argued that classical Hollywood cinema was a reflection of patriarchal 
psychical structures which constructed ‘woman’ as the passive object of a voyeuristic, male 
scopophilia (1975, 6–18).

Limited and oppressive representations of female subjectivity were exacerbated by a lack 
of women working in the film industry, particularly as directors. Although Leni Riefenstahl, 
Lois Weber, Dorothy Arzner and Ida Lupino had made the breakthrough to mainstream 
cinema in the first half of the twentieth century, commercially successful women directors 
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remained scarce. Some, like Maya Deren, were able to achieve a measure of recognition 
in the avant-garde but, as Robin Blaetz notes, experimental women film-makers ‘received 
neither the critical consideration nor the jobs that accompanied it’ (2007, 2). A call to arms 
was subsequently issued by feminists for women to create their own cinema, resulting in 
a ‘cine-feminism’ (White 2006, 146) which was made practically possible by technologi-
cal developments in 16 mm film and, later, video. Consequently, the early 1970s saw the 
founding of a number of women’s film-making collectives including Women Make Movies 
in the US and the London Women’s Film Group in the UK. Working in collectives increased 
financial viability and allowed women to mobilise feminist working practices whilst con-
structing autonomous female subjectivities: as Barlowe (2003, 11) writes, ‘Access to the 
means of production … was the key to real power.’

The absence of ‘real’ women from the screen and directorial positions was reflected in 
the roles available to women in public life and their relationship to public space which, as 
feminist geographers have demonstrated, has been historically regulated by a matrix of 
gendered, social norms. Valentine (1989, 386), for example, describes how real and per-
ceived violence, male aggression and victim blaming have resulted in the restricted use and 
occupation of public space by women, while Bondi (1998, 162) discusses how the ideological 
equation of public space with masculinity and private space with femininity causes women 
to feel that they have less right to occupy outdoor, urban space. The feminist movement of 
the 1970s formulated a challenge both to the lack of representation of women in the media 
and the problematic relationship between women and space.

Organisation and politics of early women’s film festivals

Early women’s film festivals in the West were usually non-hierarchal, volunteer-run enter-
prises that rejected the idea of film festival competitions.1 Organised by activists, film-mak-
ers and scholars, the women’s film event emerged as one of the few places in which women 
film-makers and the new film-making collectives could publicly screen their work, circulate 
feminist ideology and critique the status quo (Rich 1978). Programmes were often hugely 
varied and the majority of festivals screened both contemporary and archival work. For 
example, the programme at the FIFWF comprised some 170 films in addition to slide 
programmes, and included narrative features from established directors such as Arzner 
and Lupino; documentaries by Kate Millet and Anne Tresgot, and experimental work by 
Gunvor Nelson and Marie Menken. Moreover, contemporary work by film-makers like 
Mai Zetterling (The Girls, 1968) and Barbara Loden (Wanda, 1970) were shown alongside 
archival material, including Mädchen in Uniform (Leontine Sagan, 1931) and The Wild 
Party (Arzner, 1929). This breadth of programming was reflected at the Women’s Event in 
August of the same year, which presented a smaller but no less diverse selection of films 
and included several of the films shown in New York.2 Although an eclectic approach to 
programming invited a degree of criticism, it can be seen as a concerted bid to establish a 
continuous presence of women working in film, thereby identifying and claiming space in 
the film canon and industry as a whole.3

Women’s film festivals were, at their core, political activities. Writing in Women and Film 
in 1975, Martineau (1975, 21) stated, ‘I find it hard to see how the women’s film festival can 
avoid being a political statement, or how seeing a political film is different from hearing a 
political person or indeed how politics can be kept out of anything.’ Similarly, Rich (1998, 31)  
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describes how event organisers actively sought to mobilise a political agenda: ‘For a younger 
generation just emerging from a sixties countercultural framework, women’s film festivals 
were experimental laboratories, producing a new feminist cinematic consciousness while 
simultaneously putting into practice the political commitment behind the activity.’ The 
political agenda was further pursued through the workshops, panels, activities, discussions 
and social events that were as integral to the festivals as the films themselves.4 Events which 
allowed attendees to interact with film-makers were a crucial tool in demystifying the 
relationship between film-maker and spectator, and in rethinking the life of the film itself: 
as Martineau (1975, 27) remarks, ‘The filmmaker continues to work with the film after it’s 
finished, where the product isn’t disassociated from the process, where art and politics are 
understood as interrelated, and where the sight of a woman filmmaker talking about her film 
is truly revolutionary.’ The women’s film festival of the 1970s can therefore be understood 
as the concretisation of feminist theory, politics and working practices and was, according 
to Loist (2012), ‘fuelled by a desire for social change; by an urge to create a counterpublic 
sphere, a place where women [could] meet, defy sexist (and heteronormative) conventions, 
form a group or network and mobilise around issues of feminism.’

Strategies of reclaiming space for women

The archive relating to the 1972 Women’s Event is held at the National Library of Scotland 
in Edinburgh and has been selected as an example of best practice. A study of the archive 
reveals the extent to which the programme was covered by a range of publications, includ-
ing national newspapers such as The Daily Telegraph and Guardian, local newspapers 
The Glasgow Herald and the Birmingham Post, and international outlets such as the 
Johannesburg Star. Recurrent themes and tropes emerge, among them a notable use of 
language connected to war, invasion and the acquisition of territory, and the event is fre-
quently characterised as a battle by women to occupy a place in the film world and in the 
cinematic imaginary. For example, in an article for the Daily Record entitled ‘Film Ladies 
are Spoiling for a Fight,’ Wishart (1972) writes that ‘the women had plenty of weapons … 
to commence a hatchet job on the female images of Hollywood style.’ Similarly, Plowright 
(1972) writing for the Glasgow Herald, describes a meeting held in advance of the festival 
to discuss how ‘the film world, “this bastion of hostile male chauvinism,” could be infil-
trated by women’s film-makers and Women’s Lib. Elsewhere, Hinxman (1972) describes the 
‘pathetically few women who have managed to break into the masculine film stronghold.’ 
While women journalists focus on the feminist engagement with a male-dominated film 
industry, male journalists such as Robinson (1972) for the Financial Times and Garden 
(1972) for the Scottish Daily Express tend to focus on the appearance and temperament 
of the women involved, describing them as ‘good looking dollys’ or as being ‘humourless’ 
and ‘oversensitive,’ respectively.

If the creation of a women’s cinema represented an incursion into a male-dominated 
industry, the occupation of public, city buildings – many with a high cultural value – 
 constituted a material reclamation of space for women.5 Creating women’s space in urban 
space was highly significant since, as Grosz (1995, 104) argues, the city plays an integral role 
in the constitution of the gendered subject, the body and limits of corporeality:

The city is one of the crucial factors in the social production of (sexed) corporeality: the built 
environment provides the context and coordinates contemporary forms of the body. The city 
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provides the order and organisation that automatically links otherwise unrelated bodies: it is 
the condition and milieu in which corporeality is socially, sexually, and discursively produced.

The subject’s relationship with the city therefore not only regulates the production of bodies 
and the relationship between those bodies, but determines which bodies are allowed to exist. 
At the same time, the body itself constitutes the very nature of space:

The subject’s relation to space and time is not passive: space is not simply an empty recepta-
cle, independent of its contents; rather, the ways in which space is perceived and represented 
depend on the kind of objects positioned ‘within’ it, and more particularly, the kinds of rela-
tion the subject has to those objects … It is our positioning within space, both as the point of 
perspectival access to space, and also as an object for others in space, that gives the subject a 
coherent identity. (Grosz, 92)

The body and city are therefore ontologically dependent on one another for their being and 
becoming. The simple act of filling public space with female bodies can, consequently, be 
seen as an assertion of the very right to a relationship with the urban, the dialectical result 
of which is the construction of both identity, body and space.

A powerful strategy of some women’s film festivals was to actively reconfigure the occu-
pied space; for example, NYWVF experimented with alternative viewing practices and 
spatial configurations by creating a Pillow Room, a Glitter Room and a Then and Now Room. 
Each of these were connected by live feed to a central control room which allowed viewers to 
see one another and the women operating the machines, illuminating the technical process 
and effecting a reversal of the all-seeing, patriarchal power of the panopticon. Furthermore, 
The Pillow Room was an attempt to bring the comfort of the living room into the exhibition 
space, thereby effecting a melding or overlaying of the so-called feminine domestic sphere 
onto the public space (Barlowe 2003, 21). The strategies deployed by NYWVF disrupted the 
patriarchal, cinematic viewing practices identified by Mulvey by mobilising a series of active, 
female looks, none of which were accorded a superior position in the scopic hierarchy. On a 
material level, too, Rose (1993, 146) has identified how women are subject to a controlling 
masculine gaze which ‘materially inscribes its power onto women’s bodies by constituting 
feminine subjects through an intense self-awareness about being seen and taking up space.’ 
The feminist nature of the programme, majority-female audiences and alternative viewing 
practices therefore resisted patriarchal viewing structures and created a space free from the 
cinematic male gaze and from a material, controlling masculine look.6

Although the Women’s Event did not reconfigure viewing space in quite the same way 
as the New York festival, its utilisation and occupation of material, urban space was no less 
significant. With the exception of Le Fiancée du Pirate (Nelly Kaplan, 1969), the majority 
of films were shown at Edinburgh’s prestigious Film House on Randolph Crescent, which 
functioned as a Regional Film House on the model of the National Film Theatre in London. 
While NYWVF was held in a venue catering specifically to women, the Women’s Event 
screened autonomous representations of women in one of the city’s most important cultural 
venues whilst filling the auditorium with women spectators which, as Grosz illustrates, 
does itself reconfigure space and the subject’s relationship to it. Similarly, Butler (2015, 37), 
writing on the politics of public assembly, argues: ‘For those effaced or demeaned through 
the norm they are expected to embody, the struggle becomes an embodied one for recog-
nisability … only through an insistent form of appearing precisely when and where we are 
effaced does the sphere of appearance break and open in new ways.’ If, as Valentine and 
Bondi find, women’s bodies have been historically policed by restrictive social norms leading 
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to an exclusion from public, urban space on a material and discursive level, the very act of 
appearance in public space constitutes a transformative and political act.

A further reconceptualisation of bodies and space was effected through the relationship 
that was constructed between the women in the audience and the woman on screen. The 
Edinburgh programme featured a number of films examining the relationship between 
women and space, including Barbara Loden’s Wanda (1970), a narrative feature representing 
the limited options available to working class women who reject the institutions of family 
and marriage. In one, long take, the tiny, the white-clad figure of Wanda laboriously makes 
her way through the coal heaps where she is living and where, entirely unsuited to the 
environment, she is dwarfed and almost swallowed by the dark, dirty, industrial landscape. 
Ultimately, Loden’s film depicts a harsh, male-dominated and unforgiving world that over-
powers Wanda and renders her apathetic and dependent on the abusive men she encounters.

A Woman’s Place (Liberation Films, 1970), meanwhile, depicts the first Women’s 
Liberation Conference at Ruskin College, Oxford, followed by a feminist march through the 
streets of London. In contrast to Wanda and more generalised representations of women as 
passive, domestic or sexually available, the short film portrays political, autonomous women 
setting out a socialist and feminist agenda in the rarefied, masculine setting of the academy. 
The women then march, shout, dance and sing through the streets of London, thereby chal-
lenging contemporaneous notions of female propriety; they employ an active, politicised 
gaze and are pictured in practical, comfortable clothing, a contrast to the soundtrack laid 
over the protest march, ‘Keep Young and Beautiful.’ This juxtaposition exposes the gap 
between ‘women’ and ‘woman’ as constructed in the patriarchal imaginary. Similarly, the 
cutaway shot of the motionless fashion mannequins in a store window provides a parallel 
with the castrated and fetishised woman-on-screen of Mulvey’s analysis. In contrast, the 
subjects of a Woman’s Place are defined in relation to one another and their opposition 
to patriarchy, rather than their subordinate relationship to a male character. Where, as 
Mary Ann Doane argues, classical Hollywood cinema offers limited possibilities for female 
spectatorial pleasure based on narcissistic or masochistic identification with the woman 
on screen, the feminist documentary widens the scope for identification, the conditions of 
female spectatorship and pleasure (Doane 1991, 32).

Origins and organisation of early LGBT/queer film festivals

I have argued that early women’s film festivals mobilised an occupation of material and 
imaginary space to convey the radical political message that women may inhabit and move 
freely around the city, and that the very nature of this space is open to re-inscription. Such a 
project is equally pertinent to LGBT communities for whom the city constitutes a similarly 
paradoxical space – at once a site of ‘social and sexual liberation,’ and a contentious space 
segregated along axis of gender and sexuality. For example, although urban space has his-
torically acted as a magnet for both queer men and women (Valentine and Skelton 2003, 
849–50) Valentine (1997, 284) notes how ‘the ability to appropriate and dominate places 
and hence influence the use of space … is not only the product of gender; heterosexuality 
is also powerfully expressed in space.’ Lesbians and bisexual women are therefore doubly 
marginalised through misogyny and homophobia which may manifest in verbal or physical 
abuse, or in structural inequality. Although white, middle class, gay men often have the 
economic means to concentrate in gay neighbourhoods, this option is not as readily available 
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to lesbian women, particularly those from lower socio-economic backgrounds, who are less 
likely to possess the requisite earning power. The city is therefore a site of potential and 
possibility, but also a space in which existing power relations are replicated.

Despite inequalities governing access to urban space, LGBT/queer film festivals, like 
women’s film festivals, first emerged in large cities.7 Founded by film-makers and activists, 
gay film festivals – as they were initially called – emerged in the context of gay activism 
and lesbian feminism and were based around ‘community-oriented interests’ (Zielinski 
2008, 115–116). These events had clear roots in the earlier women’s film festivals and were, 
in part, organised by lesbians who had previously run such events and who brought the 
principles of the women’s film festivals with them (Loist and Zielinski 2012, 49; Zielinski 
2008, 114). Disillusioned with the heterosexism of the women’s movement (Rich 1998, 165; 
Zielinski 2008, 163) many of these women found themselves subsequently marginalised 
by the chauvinism of the gay liberation movement which permeated operational struc-
tures and decision-making at the festivals. At the 1986 edition of Frameline: San Francisco 
International LGBTQ Film Festival, this resulted in lesbian spectators storming out of a 
screening of Midi Onodera’s Ten Cents a Dance (Parallax) (1985) due to what many saw 
as inadequate lesbian representation in the film and across the festival’s programming in 
general. Despite varying interpretations of the protest,8 the action did result in a community 
forum some months later to discuss lesbian representation at Frameline (Siegel 1997, 131–6).
Clearly, queer women felt compelled to fight for space and representation even outside the 
confines of heteronormative film festival culture.

Queer subjects on screen and in the city

The late 1980s and 1990s saw the rise of the New Queer Cinema (NQC) which represented 
a watershed moment for queer, cinematic representations. A response to the AIDS crisis, 
neoconservative governments in the West and new technology – this time in the form of 
the camcorder, VHS and VCRs – NQC drew on pastiche and appropriation and was influ-
enced by experimental art forms, AIDS and civil rights activism, and new forms of media 
(Rich 2013, xv). At the same time, openly lesbian and gay bars became a feature of many 
urban centres in the West. As with women’s cinema and the women’s film event, LGBT/
queer film festivals grew in symbiosis with NQC, which relied on the film festival circuit 
as the vehicle by which the material could be shown. Nevertheless, despite the relative suc-
cess of the NQC in bringing queer representations to LGBT audiences and, in some cases, 
the mainstream, queer subjects continue to be under-represented in mainstream cinema 
and the industry as a whole, as are heterosexual women (Lauzen 2015). This invisibility is 
exacerbated for queer women, trans people and/or queers of colour who are largely absent 
from the screen and who make up a tiny proportion of commercially successful directors 
(USC Annenburg 2016). Meanwhile, the majority of top grossing ‘lesbian’ films are directed 
by men (Indiewire 2016).

Similarly, the spatial gains of the 1990s and 2000s have not resulted in a secure queer 
presence in city space, and are in fact being steadily decimated in the face of aggressively 
pursued neoliberal agendas in many urban centres. In London, soaring property prices, local 
authorities intent on gentrification and new transport developments have led to a spate of 
closures of permanent and long-standing LGBT cafes, bars and nightclubs since the mid-
2000s, particularly those catering to or popular with women, drag and cabaret artists and 
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the trans community.9 As a result, the lesbian scene has become mostly peripatetic, with 
social events held monthly or infrequently, often in non-LGBT venues. Few LGBT venues 
in Central London now provide a space in which gay men and women, or those from dif-
ferent generations, mix together and there are limited options for those who do not drink 
alcohol. One notable exception is the Royal Vauxhall Tavern (RVT) which hosts the weekly 
Bar Wotever, an explicitly queer, inclusive night popular with queer women, trans and 
non-binary folk as well as gay men.10 The RVT, believed to be the longest-running LGBTQ 
venue in London, is currently at the centre of a concerted community campaign to resist 
redevelopment by an Austrian property developer (rvt.community 2016).11

LGBT spaces play a vital role in the community and their decline represents a regres-
sive and disturbing trend. Although Valentine and Skelton (2003, 854) acknowledge the 
drawbacks of a UK ‘scene’ often centred around alcohol and casual sex, they equally stress 
how social spaces offer young lesbians and gay men, particularly those from working class 
backgrounds, ‘an opportunity to step out of the heteronormative world where they often feel 
marginalised.’ Further, the scene offers a substitute for familial structures and a transitional 
space in which to formulate and consolidate identity. For lesbians, the scene is particularly 
important since it provides ‘a safe space to dance away from the surveillant gaze of hetero-
sexual men’ (Valentine and Skelton, 855–6). Gay and lesbian bars therefore provide young 
people, those who are coming out and those who feel alienated within heteronormative 
societies with a sense of community and identity. For queers of colour, and particularly 
queer women of colour, QTIPOC12 spaces are of even greater importance, offering a place 
in the city safe from racism (from LGBT and heterosexual communities), homophobia 
and misogyny.

The space of the LGBT/queer film festival

In what it is arguably a strategic response to the recent closure of multiple queer venues 
in London and the UK, a plethora of new LGBT/queer film festivals has emerged over the 
last 10 years. At the same time, the largest and longest running LGBT festival, BFI Flare,13 
continues to increase its audience and scope. Like the women’s film festivals of the 1970s, 
LGBT/queer film festivals play a vital role in the creation of both community space and 
the cinematic imaginary. Rooted in radical, queer, intersectional politics, festivals in this 
new wave are mostly volunteer-led, not-for-profit and avoid what Richards (2016) refers 
to as ‘homonormative’ programming to include a high proportion of queer, experimental 
or low-budget work.14 Although a small number are highly professional and well-funded, 
such as Iris Prize Festival in Wales, the majority of new queer film festivals receive limited or 
no public funding and reject neoliberal business models. The new festivals include Fringe! 
(2011, London), Wotever DIY Film Festival (WDIYFF, 2012, London), Leeds Queer Film 
Festival (2010, Leeds), Europe’s only QTIPOC film festival, Glitch (2015, Scotland) and 
Scottish Queer International Film Festival/SQIFF (2015). Although SQIFF receives relatively 
substantial public funding from Creative Scotland, it is run by a largely voluntary committee 
and the organisers maintain an emphasis on providing a platform for marginalised groups 
within the LGBT/queer community.

Despite varying geographical and social contexts, it is possible to identify trends across 
the spatial organisation of smaller, DIY film festivals which echo those of the early women’s 
film festivals. WDIYFF, SQIFF and Leeds in particular work on the principle that disabled 
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access is a queer issue. As such, all are committed to using wheelchair accessible venues, 
subtitling films, providing BSL interpretation for panel events and audio description where 
possible. Furthermore, the 2016 edition of WDIYFF, held at the cooperatively run DIY Space 
for London, provided a relaxed, soft seating space for those who find conventional seating 
uncomfortable, an idea which was adopted by Leeds in 2017. Not only do these meas-
ures open up the festival to non-normatively abled bodies, they also echo festivals such as 
NYWVF by combining traditionally gendered domestic and public spheres. Consequently, 
urban space is claimed and reconfigured in the service of a queer, feminist, intersectional 
project which recognises how discourses of oppression function together as part of a struc-
tural system of exclusion. This political position corresponds to Butler’s (2015, 37) work on 
precarious lives within a late capitalist, neoliberal system in which ‘norms of the human are 
formed by modes of power that seek to normalise certain versions of the human.’ For Butler, 
gender and queer politics must align with other precarious populations to achieve an equally 
liveable life, a project which is evident at festivals prioritising, for example, disabled access.

Programming queers and the city

Themes relating to queer urban experience can similarly be identified across the program-
ming of large, well-established festivals and smaller, newer festivals. Films dealing with 
gentrification and loss of queer space are most notable in festivals based in London, where 
gentrification poses one of the biggest threats to LGBT/queer space (Campkin and Marshall 
2017). Since 2012, for example, WDIYFF, Fringe! and BFI Flare have screened a signifi-
cant number of films, programmes and events dealing explicitly with the threat to queer 
community space in Europe and North America. Much of the work deals with spaces that 
cater to less privileged groups within the LGBT community, including women, queers of 
colour, effeminate, femme-identified and cross-dressing gay men and the BDSM community. 
In 2014, for example, BFI Flare screened Valencia (Anthony, Barnes et al. 2013) a collec-
tively directed, experimental homage to San Francisco’s Mission neighbourhood, a rapidly 
diminishing hub of dyke and queer activism. In the same year, the programme included 
Age of Consent (Charles Lum and Todd Verow 2013) a feature documentary about gay male 
BDSM club, The Hoist, and the looming threat of closure as a result of rapid gentrification in 
London’s Vauxhall area.15 The following year at BFI Flare, journalist, academic and activist 
Ben Walters hosted BURN: From Hackney to Vauxhall, billed as ‘a celebration of London’s 
drag heritage – even as the wrecking balls circle many of its key venues’ and which included 
Tim Brunsden’s 2014 documentary about the RVT, Save The Tavern (http://www.bfi.org.
uk/flare 2014). The 2015 programme also included Kate Kunath’s (2014) We Came Here 
To Sweat: The Legend of Starlite which documented the ultimately unsuccessful campaign 
to save the Starlite Lounge, the longest running, Black-owned, queer bar in Brooklyn. A 
short, no-budget film on the same topic, Starlight Stays (Krissy Mahan, 2009) was shown at 
WDIYFF 2015. Meanwhile, Fringe! 2015 dedicated the programme Seven Wonders to queer 
space, gender and performance which featured two short films emphasising the importance 
of queer, social space to the formation of identity and community in London and New York, 
respectively, Sink The Pink (Heathcote, 2015) and A New York Fairie Tale (Mason, 2015).16

In addition to film screenings, a number of events and panel discussions featuring com-
munity activists, scholars and film-makers have explored the changing geographical nature 
of the scene and attempted to formulate strategies of resistance. In 2015, Fringe! hosted the 

http://www.bfi.org.uk/flare
http://www.bfi.org.uk/flare
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event Taking Up Gay Spaces to debate the impact of gentrification on queer culture. The 
absence of two panellists meant that the panel was exclusively male, which led directly to a 
well-attended event the following January entitled ‘Whatever happened to queer women’s 
spaces?’ hosted by promoter and activist Stav Bee. The event aimed to determine the root 
causes of the phenomenon and develop a coherent community response, thereby reinforcing 
the link between the festival and activism.

Queer cinema and queer utopian visions

In a clear parallel with early feminist cinema, the majority of films dealing explicitly with 
queer space employ documentary styles, make extensive use of archival footage, or con-
sistently refer to queer and feminist history as a means of resisting erasure. Drawing on 
the work of José Muñoz, it can be argued that, in addition to being an expedient form with 
which to convey an urgent political message, this queer cinematic approach combines with 
the festival setting to constitute a radical political strategy. In Cruising Utopia, Muñoz (2009, 
21–2) rejects the anti-futurity, anti-relationality models characterised by Lee Edelman (2004) 
and Leo Bersani (1987) and their emphasis on the sovereignty of the present, insisting rather 
on a non-linear, queer temporality in which both past – the ‘no-longer-conscious’ – and 
future – the ‘not-quite-conscious’ – must be part of a radical, queer vision:

Gay pragmatic organising is in direct opposition to the idealist thought that I associate as 
endemic to a forward-dawning queerness that calls on a no-longer-conscious in the service of 
imagining a futurity. The not-quite-conscious is the realm of potentiality that must be called 
on, and insisted on, if we are ever to look beyond the pragmatic sphere of the here and now, 
the hollow nature of the present.

As opposed to the ‘devastating logic of the here and now’ in which hegemonic structures 
such as capitalism and heteronormativity are neutralised (12), Muñoz argues for a uni-
fied, queer temporality apart from the linearity of straight time: ‘Queerness’s ecstatic and 
horizontal temporality is a path and a movement to a greater openness to the world’ (25).

In emphasising the need for a queer temporality, Muñoz joins a number of queer and fem-
inist theorists calling for a reconceptualisation of both space and time, including Halberstam 
(2005, 8), who notes how ‘hegemonic constructions of time and space are uniquely gendered 
and sexualised’ and Grosz, who emphasises the need to reimagine discourses of space-time 
if the female body is to be liberated (1995, 100).17 For Muñoz (3) queer time is essential for 
the creation of a queer utopia. However, drawing on Ernst Bloch, he draws a clear distinc-
tion between abstract and concrete utopias, citing the former as ‘akin to banal optimism’ 
which he locates in the ‘elite homosexual evasion of politics.’ In contrast, concrete utopias 
are related to ‘historically situated struggles’ and an either actualised or potential collectivity. 
With its historical references and footage, emphasis on preserving community space and 
formulating political resistance for the future, the queer cinema of space reclamation unites 
temporal nodes in the service of a utopian yet material queer future.

The use of archival material is particularly significant for queer subjects, for whom queer 
cinema is often the only way to learn LGBTQ history. Further to this, the LGBT/queer 
film event is one of the few places in which to view the material as well as providing a rare 
opportunity for queers of all generations to mingle and take part in discussion events. For 
example, in 2014 WDIYFF screened Brixton Fairies: Made Possible by Squatting (Taha 
Hassan, 2014), a documentary about the South London Gay Liberation Front (SLGLF) 
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members who squatted the first London-based Gay Community Centre in Brixton during 
the 1970s. Director Taha Hassan is himself a member of London-based squat collective The 
House of Brag and, at the after-screening Q&A, original members of the SLGLF discussed 
queer politics of space with young queer activists, thereby establishing a historical contin-
uum of queers working to claim city space. A similarly interactive event was A Dyke in the 
Pit: A Day of Queer Grrrl Power at Fringe! 2014 which included a screening of Jill Reiter’s 
unfinished, Riot Grrrl-era work, In Search of Margo-go (1995–2014) alongside visual art, 
guest panels and bands. Through the interactions of Riot Grrrls past and present, visual 
references to a previous period and gig-style atmosphere, the event recreated the physical 
club environment and never-filmed scenes of the original work in the present.

In Publics and Counterpublics, Warner (2005, 67–71) describes a ‘public’ as that which 
exists by virtue of being addressed, where simply paying attention is enough to make one 
a member. He goes on to define a ‘counterpublic’ as one which

maintains at some level, conscious or not, an awareness of its subordinate status. The cultural 
horizon against which it marks itself off is not just a general or wider public but a dominant 
one … The discourse that constitutes it is not merely a different alternative idiom but one that 
another context would be regarded with hostility or the sense of indecorousness. (119)

Crucially, counterpublics are transformative and worldmaking rather than replicatory 
spheres. Through its repeated modes of address, then, in the form of welcome speeches, 
introductions and panel discussions, the film festival constitutes its audience as a public. 
Since the queer-identified film festival is, by definition, situated in opposition to heteronor-
mativity, and since it reclaims and mobilises terms which have been cast as derogatory by 
the dominant culture – in this instance dyke and queer – the queer film festival becomes a 
transformative, counterpublic sphere. Reading Munoz in conjunction with Warner, I would 
therefore argue that, in the case of the Dyke In The Pit event, the audience was interpel-
lated into a reactionary counterpublic situated in a specifically queer feminist moment that 
depended on past and present to create a vision of an ideal queer sociality for the future.

Thus, through the deployment of representational and material strategies, the LGBT/
queer film event holds the potential to create a glimpse of queer utopian space, or at least 
resist heteronormative constructions of space and time. These strategies reflect those utilised 
by the early women’s film festivals which similarly combined occupation and reconfigura-
tion of physical space with autonomous representations of female subjectivity in order to 
liberate the female subject. As Muñoz (49) states:

Certain performances of queer citizenship contain what I call an anticipatory illumination 
of a queer world, a sign of an actually existing queer reality, a kernel of political possibility 
within a stultifying heterosexual present … The sites I consider are sites of mass gatherings, 
performances that can be understood as defiantly public and glimpses into an ensemble of 
social actors performing a queer world.

Just as the women’s film festivals of the 1970s created a counterpublic sphere for women 
based on feminist and egalitarian principles, the LGBT/queer film festival can be viewed as 
the performance of a radical queer citizenship and counterpublic. Through the acknowl-
edgement of a queer past and development of political strategies for the future, they offer a 
glimpse of what a queer utopian space might look like. In the context of late-capitalism, in 
which stable and permanent queer space is rapidly disappearing, LGBT/queer film festivals 
therefore have the potential to be radical political tools against a discursive and material 
homelessness. By providing material community space as well as representational space in 
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the cinematic imaginary, they provide a rare opportunity for queers to connect with a queer 
history that, unlike the empty promises of late-capitalism, carries the possibility of a future.

Notes

1.  Toronto Women and Film International 1972 was an exception, having obtained a significant 
level of federal and other funding which enabled them to pay for nine salaried staff. Martineau 
(1975, 13) estimates the funding at $100,000; Armatage (2009, 87) puts the federal funding 
component at $40,000.

2.  These included Wanda (Barbara Loden, 1970) and Madchen in Uniform (Leontine Sagan, 
1931).

3.  FIFWF was criticised by Joan Braderman for the ‘haphazard collection of films’ and as a 
‘misguided attempt to find a female sensibility’ (Blaetz 2007, 3).

4.  ‘None of the films screened at any festival had as great an influence on film studies and on 
the fate of the women’s experimental cinema as the discussions held at “The Women’s Event”’ 
(Blaetz, 4).

5.  Toronto Women and Film International, for example, was held at Toronto’s newest cultural 
centre, the St Lawrence Centre.

6.  It is worth noting that the New York Womens Video Festival of 1975 was held at the Women’s 
Interart Centre in New York, a woman-dedicated space, thereby allowing for greater freedom 
of experimentation.

7.  The first festival of this kind in the west was the Gay Film Festival of Super 8 Films (later 
Frameline) in San Francisco in 1977.

8.  Rich (1999, 80), for example, attributes lesbian dissatisfaction with the film to a 
misunderstanding of the filmmaker’s use of satire.

9.  Since 2006 these have included Vespa Lounge, Ghetto, Trash Palace, Glass Bar, Rush, Madame 
JoJo’s, Star at Night, Candy Bar, Astoria and Bar Titania in Central London or Soho; Southopia 
in South London, and Oak Bar and The Black Cap in North London.

10.  Bar Wotever is part of queer arts, performance and activism collective Wotever World, which 
runs a number of queer community events in London.

11.  As of September 2015, the RVT had listed building status under the Planning (Listed Buildings 
and Conservation Areas) Act 1990, making it difficult for the building’s Austrian developer 
owners, Immovate, to knock the building down or develop it in ways that would go against 
its history. At the time of writing, a project plan to action a community buy-out had been 
commissioned although all attempts to buy the property for the LGBT community are being 
resisted by Immovate.

12.  ‘QTIPOC’: Queer Trans and Intersex People of Colour.
13.  Formerly London Lesbian and Gay Film Festival (LLGFF).
14.  Homonormative programming is rooted in a market-driven, neoliberal ideology in which, 

for example, films targeting gay men are kept separate from films targeting gay women as 
way of guaranteeing maximum ticket sales (Richards 2016).

15.  The Hoist was notable for sharing its space with Klub Fukk, a Wotever World play party 
catering predominantly to queer women and the trans community. It closed in 2016, although 
the owners cited personal factors rather than pressure from rent hikes.

16.  Sink the Pink is a queer, genderfuck club in East London popular with the genderqueer, trans 
and non-binary community; A New York Fairie Tale depicts a group of radical queer fairies 
in their alternative community space.

17.  Grosz, 100.
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