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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation utilizes the gay neighborhood of Chueca as the foci for 

understanding the rise of public gay identity in Madrid and Spain.   By “reading” the 

urban space and coupling that reading with information gathered from ethnographic and 

historical methodologies, my work sheds light on the role of globalization in sexual 

identity, draws connections between changes in socio-political circumstances and the rise 

of public gay identity, and explores how gay men understand and use urban spaces in 

order to engage fluid and fixed sexual subjectivities.  This dissertation, a product of over 

two years of living and researching in Chueca, Madrid, Spain, is informed by themes of: 

globalization of sexual identity; the relationships between sexual identity, consumption 

and popular culture; the use and sometimes abuse of urban space for the fomentation of 

sexual identity in personal lives, politics and public awareness; and, of course, the 

problems facing a ´native´ and yet, foreign anthropologist in a globalized Western 

European city.   Overall, the study addresses how the urban space of Chueca is 

understood, utilized, and taken advantage of by the gay community in Madrid; and the 

repercussions, and consequences evident from 1975, the time of Spain´s transition to 

democracy (La Transición) to one year after the 2005 legalization of gay marriage in 

Spain.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Experiences of Global Confusion 

 It is the last week of June 2005 and the heat is oppressive in Madrid.   I exit the 

metro and look up, the rainbow flags appeared overnight.   The neighborhood is being  

overtly marked as gay space in anticipation of what can only be called the biggest party 

of the year for Chueca (and quite possibly for Madrid): Orgullo Gay (Gay Pride).   

People of all types and sexual orientations are walking through the street talking about 

which venue they will be attending (will it be the Fiesta Infinitamente Gay (Infinitely 

Gay Party) in the Casa de Campo; GayMad for an outdoor venue; or will it be the Into the 

Pit Sex Party at the Strong Center? (the latter of course only for gay men)).   Or they are 

discussing the pendant approbation of gay marriage in the legislature wondering if they 

will have more to celebrate this year than in the past.   Shopping bags are filled with 

utterly fabulous outfits which will be premiered at the parties on Thursday, Friday, 

Saturday and most of Sunday; delivery people are unloading truck after truck of soda, 

liquors, and beer; and the neighborhood is buzzing with noise and activity.  I find myself 

caught up in the frenzy of excitement as I walk home from yet another day trying to teach 

English, research, spend time with my boyfriend and write my dissertation.   I barely 

notice the guy who purposefully walks in front of me, causing me to pause in my stride, 

and says, “Guapo!” (handsome).  “Gracias!” I reply out of habit without really looking.  

What am I going to wear and how am I going to afford to attend any, if all, of the parties?   

I am a poor graduate student with not much money and certainly cannot afford the Dolce 
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and Gabbana; Versace; and Gucci that my roommates have both purchased.  Perhaps I 

will have to settle for the Abercrombie and Fitch t-shirt and Diesel jeans in the closet, 

both brands have some symbolic capital attached in this community (yes Abercrombie 

and Fitch seems to be globally gay!).  Then again, does it really matter what I wear when 

the body itself is the bearer of the most important symbolic capital in both this 

community and the gay community from whence I came?  Once I am at whatever party 

the shirt will come off and no one will care whether I was wearing a Dolce & Gabbana 

shirt or a Fruit of the Loom undershirt.  “Image is truly everything,” I think as I pass two 

teenagers nervously trying to decide whether they want to enter the all-male sauna 

(bathhouse) around the block from my apartment. 

  As I walk the last stretch of my journey home I think about “my community,” the 

one I have lived in over the past year, the people I have learned to love and hate 

(sometimes at the same time); the constant obsession with consumption of goods, sex, 

food, entertainment and ´modernity´; the very real, and supportive environment Chueca 

offers to those searching for a ‘safe space’; and yet the very real and very harsh 

environment Chueca offers to others.   My community, am I a part of this community, 

have I been able to find a space of belonging here?   Is that why, as I walk down the 

street, I am spoken to in broken Spanish by two American boys looking for a cruising bar 

and they are shocked when I answer in my Midwestern accent?    

Gay is gay, as many activist writers like to claim (Bronski 1998; Browning 1993: 

328; Nimmons 2002a) and yet, gay is not gay.   I am not a Spanish gay man, this has 

been clear to me in so many ways over the past year.   This fact has been made even more 
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clear in my relatively new relationship with a Spanish man and the infintisemal 

differences we experience based on culture at least on a weekly basis.  Yet, I can still 

read the gay symbols of this community and I can still successfully manipulate the 

symbols of this community.  My life has been a primary example of the lived-experience; 

contradictions; pleasures; and confusion of globalization.  Symbols, activities and 

thoughts seem so familiar on one level of analysis and at another level these same 

symbols, activities, and thoughts are recontextualized in terms of the local and are 

suddenly, without explanation, so very foreign. 

 These are very deep thoughts for walking home on a June afternoon.   Only an 

anthropologist I assume would walk home, exhausted, and yet deep in analysis of the 

community in front of them, forgetting to remain attendant to the very daily happenings 

creating this community.   My thoughts begin to take over my mind completely, namely 

the funding of this project and how I have had to work in the professional black market of 

teaching English and the not so professional black market of dancing as a go-go boy for 

the last year just to make ends meet.   Working thirty hours a week has certainly affected 

my ability to concentrate entirely on the project and yet has created a vision of this 

community which I never would have had without these experiences.  This is certainly 

not the ideal field experience and it bears no resemblance to all of those monographs I 

read in graduate school.  How am I going to write ´real anthropology´ when I feel like I 

haven´t had a ´real´ field experience? 

I think back to my classes in graduate school and reading about my 

anthropological forefathers and mothers: Mead, Benedict, Malinowski, and Boas.  Their 
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noble ventures into far away communities to bring knowledge of foreign cultures to the 

West seems, again, familiar yet so foreign.  Why did none of them mention monetary 

difficulties?  Am I the only anthropologist in the world who has had to sell my body and 

mind just to complete a PhD?  Or are these monetary problems the result of choosing an 

urban community in a developed European country?  How many of my academic 

progenitors had to worry about having the right clothes; the utterly perfect tan (35€ a 

month); entertainment and dining out (200€ a month easily); cellular phone (40€ a 

month); not to mention the rent, food and research supplies?   What if I had chosen a nice 

village in the New Guinea highlands?  Surely I wouldn´t need to be sure that I had Calvin 

Klein underwear on under my Diesel jeans so when I sit with a tight shirt the Calvins 

peak out ever so slightly hinting at sexual desirability/availability to those around me.   

Maybe I wouldn´t have had to worry about looking good just so that I could meet people 

willing to talk to me.  My anthropology bears little resemblance to the anthropology of 

the class room and in those books I spent so much time reading and attempting to 

comprehend. 

I am so preoccupied with Calvin Klein that I don´t notice the empty liter bottles of 

beer laying in and around the portal of my building and I almost fall face first on the 

steps. A near accident caused by the ´botellón´ (essentially buying bottles of alcohol in a 

´Chino´ (convenience store usually run by Chinese immigrants, hence the name ´chino´) 

and drinking with friends in the street) that takes place nightly for a group of very 

effeminate boys and their mariliendres (fairy godmothers, fruit flies, fag hags) in the 

entrance to my apartment.  My interrupted thoughts continue as I wonder how I will be 
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collecting data during these parties that are only a couple of days away, knowing that I 

will be working as a bartender to survive this month!   

 I have agreed to work at the largest party, Infinitemente Gay, complicating my 

ability to circulate and participate-observe.  I will be serving drinks for the bar my 

Mexican roommate manages: La Lupe de Chueca (I was to find about 6 months after 

frequenting this bar that it is named for a famous Spanish singer and not La Virgin de 

Guadalupe.)  My job is officially to provide rum, whiskey, vodka, water and of course 

Redbull (the drink of choice it seems to Spaniards who love to party until the break of 

dawn and sometimes beyond) on the upper level of a stadium from ten in the evening to 

seven the following morning.  Of course, since this is a gay party my actual job is to 

prance about shirtless and in a pair of shorts pretending I know how to mix vodka with 

soda.  I will be making a mere 90€ for ten hours of work (bitterly, I am reminded that I 

make more for one hour of dancing as a go-go than working my tail off serving mixed 

drinks with a splash of nudity).   

I am told working as a go-go will make for really great stories in a couple of 

years.  Yet, I wonder how my future professorial colleagues studying African tribal 

rituals, or the “serious and traditional” stuff of water management in Malaysia will feel 

when they hear that Dr. Adams-Thies was shaking his groove thing and simulating sexual 

acts in discos in Madrid while completing a study of gayness.  Perhaps this is a secret 

better left unsaid?  This time last year I was standing in front of a university freshman 

class talking about Levi-Strauss; Marx; Freud; and Gramsci.  This year I am serving 

drinks to drugged “musculocas” (muscle-marys: a term used to identify the men who 
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spend much of their spare time in the gym, many who do steroids to attain large muscles, 

and who generally have a reputation for partying very hard and looking for only one 

night stands) with wandering hands.  Again, the sensation that my anthropology doesn´t 

fit in with the traditional stuff causes me to feel anxious about the pending year of writing 

a dissertation.  How can I put this mass of confusion down on paper?  I don´t have a fixed 

community; I have a fixed space.   I don´t have families, clans or tribes; I have leathers, 

musculocas, modelos (models), and bears.   I don´t have agrarian methods; I have sex 

stores, cafés, dark rooms, designer labels and gyms.   I don´t have a split between etic and 

emic; I have computer screens and televisions; books and magazines; music and music 

videos all projecting the same images to this population as the rest of the world.    

This confusion has been explored by numerous studies in recent years by 

anthropologists attempting to apply anthropological methods to communities that are 

disparate and not locatable within a single space.   Sherry B. Ortner calls this the 

“anthropology of post-community” and reminds us that in a globalized world the 

possibility of locating communities within a single space and place is becoming less and 

less a viable possibility for anthropological research designs (Ortner 1997).   The space of 

a gay village or neighborhood, where people enter and leave in order to perform various 

identities, highlights the fragmentation and fluid associations of community associated 

with the postmodern condition (Hannerz 1992; Harvey 1989).   Therefore, my 

anthropology speaks to burgeoning works and explorations of fleeting communities 

where distinct subjectivities are deployed as people move within and between spaces and 

places.  The relative facility of past geographic or localized studies of anthropology 
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would not be the case for the study of an urban population that moves into and out of a 

space designed for pleasure-seeking and with the majority of the same population not 

making homes or building their entire lives upon and within the space in question. 

As my key slides into the door of my apartment I am met with the sound of The 

Weather Girls singing “It´s Raining Men.”  I walk in and my Spanish roommate is 

pirouetting about the living room with the mop and looking very pleased that he and the 

Weather Girls have managed to clean the house in an afternoon.  Aaaaah fieldwork! One 

of the best times of an anthropologist’s life I am told.  Time will tell. 

 

Purpose 

 These excerpts from my fieldnotes in June of 2005 demonstrate the numerous 

contradictions and similarities in the experience of an American anthropologist living in a 

gay neighborhood in Spain.   This dissertation, the product of over two years of living 

and researching in Chueca, Madrid, Spain, is informed by themes of: globalization of 

sexual identity; the relationships between sexual identity, consumption and popular 

culture; the use and sometimes abuse of urban space for the fomentation of sexual 

identity in personal lives, politics and public awareness; and, of course, the problems 

facing a ´native´ and yet, foreign anthropologist in a globalized Western European city.   

This dissertation utilizes the gay neighborhood of Chueca as the foci for understanding 

the rise of public gay identity in urban Madrid and Spain.   By “reading” the urban space 

and coupling that reading with information gathered from ethnographic and historical 

methodologies, this dissertation sheds light on the role of globalization in sexual identity; 
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draws connections between changes in socio-political circumstances and the rise of 

public gay identity, and explores how gay men understand and use urban spaces in order 

to engage fluid and fixed sexual subjectivities.  Overall, this study addresses how the 

urban space of Chueca is understood, utilized, and taken advantage of by the gay 

community in Madrid and the repercussions, and consequences evident from 1975, the 

time of Spain´s transition to democracy (La Transición) to one year after the 2005 

legalization of gay marriage in Spain.  

 

Framing The Inquiry 

 Chueca is a neighborhood located in the downtown area of Madrid.   A mere ten 

minute walk from the Puerta del Sol, the symbolic heart of Madrid, the neighborhood 

spans approximately a ten block radius.   Of course its boundaries are not clearly defined, 

with many bars, discos and saunas laying outside of Chueca proper.   In addition, the 

Calle Fuencarral, on the far western side of Chueca, is thought by some to be part of the 

area (due to its fame as a shopping district with all popular and global brand names) and 

thought by others to lay outside of the realm of Chueca.  Regardless of boundary 

disputes, the neighborhood is a prime example of what some call urban decay and 

renewal.   There are many dilapidated buildings and the sidewalks are so small in some 

areas that there is just enough room for one person to pass safely out of the way of cars 

and delivery trucks whose mirrors threaten physical damage as they wind down the road.  

Construction and new reformations are present at every corner making the continued 

gentrification of the neighborhood obvious.  Those living in the neighborhood at present 
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are an eclectic mix of gay men and lesbians; young urban professionals; and older 

vecinos de toda la vida (typical neighbors, literally “neighbors of the whole life”).  These 

older people have lived to see and experience the changes gayness brought to the 

neighborhood and most seem content with the changes of the neighborhood.  Recently, 

upwardly mobile thirty-somethings with impressive salaries who want the experience of 

living in el centro (downtown) have invaded the refurbished flats for rent and sale in the 

area.  They are currently benefiting from over 10 years of work on the part of the gay 

community to make Chueca an inhabitable area once again.  Chueca´s attraction to both 

the gay community and Madrileño society in general lays in its claim of providing 

pleasure to all in the form of the best restaurants (although many people claim that the 

food is not all that good but, what one pays for is the ambience); some of the best 

clothing and shoe shops; a party environment with fashionable bars; easy access to male-

male sexual encounters; and certainly some of the best and most stylish cafes.     

 As one walks north from Gran Via towards Alonso Martinez on the Calle 

Hortaleza, arguably the main thoroughfare through the neighborhood, one sees an array 

of shopping, dining, and gay interactive opportunities.   Many of the windows of the 

shops attest to the fact that Chueca is not exactly your everyday, downtown, heterosexual 

area.   Take for example, the “Billy Dolls” in the window of an underwear store located 

on a major thoroughfare of Chueca.   These dolls are based on the image of a Ken doll 

but with steroid enhanced musculature and the anatomically correct addition that Ken has 

always lacked (though the proportion of that anatomical addition is somewhat 

questionable in relation to the size of the doll itself).   In a display, which caught my eye 



18 
 

in August 2004, the Billy Dolls, both with their pants down to display that anatomical 

addition, are dressed as policeman, one in back of the other, obviously portraying what in 

the past might have been called a ´nefarious act.´  Certainly not something one would see 

at FAO Swharz, Kay-Bee Toy or Gap now is it?  Continue up Hortaleza and one can eat 

at any number of Kebab (really the Moroccan immigrants answer to fast food in Spain) or 

high fashion, nouveau cuisine restaurants (pay forty euros and get a carrot shaped like 

flower with raspberry sauce); one can stop into any number of elaborately decorated 

cafes (take your pick: a sort of mystic, Buddhist, or Asian environment; a funky urban 

café one might see in New York City complete with the showing of local artistic talents; 

or maybe just a typical neighborhood Spanish bar/café complete with tapas and overhead 

fluorescent lighting).  Keep traipsing up the road and you come to numerous 

“bookstores.”  These bookstores seamlessly fuse academia with adult magazines, videos 

and toys to satisfy both academic and the baser pleasures.   Look across the street and one 

will find a gay gym (rainbow flags fly outside of the gym year-round) with huge 

windows facing the street so you might ogle the piece of meat you might run into or even 

purchase later in the day.  Next door, a muscle shop where you can buy all the clothes 

you see being put to use in the gym windows, not to mention a myriad of creatine, protein 

and carb heavy shakes (evidence that even the Spanish gay community has purchased 

body obsession as one of its defining characteristics).  The clothing stores model all of 

the underwear and tight shirts that one could ever want or need.  However in contrast to 

the mannequins you see at your local mall, these mannequin’s pants/swimsuits/shorts are 

stuffed so tight that one wonders if indeed that mannequin was somehow endowed by his 
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creator with more than the average male.   Finally, one clears the street of Gravina and 

gayness slowly falls away and Alonso Martínez beckons with its quotidian bars, stores, 

and people. 

 Though the neighborhood appears homogenously homosexual, the gay façades 

crack at certain points along this journey, evidencing an earlier time of neighborhood 

bars, sometimes of dilapidation, sometimes of heterosexual prostitution and drug use. 

Take for example, the musical instrument store where the gayest thing in the window is 

the picture of Bach looking rather dashing with his hair all a flair in the drawing; or the 

bookstore specializing in legal books where the employees really do look like they just 

stepped out of a courthouse.  On an abandoned building, destined to be torn down to 

build a fashionable gay hotel, there is ancient graffiti stating “montate el caballo” 

(literally ride the horse) referring to times past when heroin (in popular parlance caballo) 

wreaked havoc on the area. There exist a couple of neighborhood bars/cafés with none of 

the focus on ambience one finds in the now stereotypical Chueca drinking establishment.  

On the western boundary one finds the female prostitutes who have been pushed from the 

confines of Chueca towards the Barrio Luna.   It is this side of Chueca that one also finds 

dealers for any sort of chemical enhancement one might desire, they too having been 

usurped from their stronghold in Chueca.  Finally, certain daily needs stores such as 

hardware, keys, and pharmacies remind us that even though this area appears as an adult 

theme park there are indeed people who make their homes here (I guess even queers have 

to both screw in a light bulb and take care of their congestion once in awhile).     
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 The traversal of Hortaleza is similar to a traversal in the eight blocks east of the 

same street.   Restaurants, bars, cafes, discos, stores catering to all shapes, sizes and sexes 

(or intersexed) maintain an obvious, blatant and at times unapologetic bent towards the 

homosexual population.   The people one might encounter as you walk through this 

neighborhood vary from the stereotypical musculoca, to a very old lady wielding her 

shopping cart along the small sidewalk; from really butch looking lesbians to women 

leaving the office in suits and shopping for shoes in one of the many stores providing for 

that fetish; from young kids running towards the plaza to play soccer who cross in front 

of a very tall and very large drag queen dressed in a Sevillana dress kicking the ball in her 

high heels as the children laugh; to the recent Latin American immigrant nanny pushing a 

stroller with a blonde-haired and blue eyed baby stopping as two shirtless men in leather 

straps and jeans reach down to say in their highest pitched voices, “Hola nena! Hola mi 

amor!” (Hello sweety! Hello my love!); or even an errant Jesuit priest walking down 

from a residence in Alonso Martinez, looking rather perturbed by the whole scene as he 

heads off on errands.   Chueca provides a space for the clash of cultures, times, ideals, 

and ideas.  As this dissertation will show, many people live in and use Chueca for a 

myriad of purposes and understand the neighborhood in just as many manners.    

 Chueca might appear to be just another gay neighborhood among many spanning 

the Western World.    What is unique about this neighborhood and why would an 

anthropologist spend almost two years studying the formation and function of this 

neighborhood and the community making use of it?   I attempt to answer this very 
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question by moving through an exploration of the global, local and personal factors 

informing Chueca´s creation, sustenance and continued existence into the present day.   

First of all, part of the answer is found in the relatively recent designation of this 

neighborhood as a gay neighborhood and the role of globalization in the ´gayifying´ of 

Chueca.  Comparing the amount of time Chueca has had to develop and coalesce its gay 

identity with the development of other popular gay villages1 across North America we 

see that Chueca is still a child and its evolution occurred very, very rapidly.  The Castro 

of San Francisco has had over 45 years of development; Hillcrest in San Diego around 35 

years; or the Church and Wellesley area of Toronto (the largest gay village in North 

America) which has had around 48 years of development. Chueca has had a mere 25 

years to develop and really its transformation occurred within the course of only 15-20 

years.  

 This question of time provides evidence of how Chueca was and continues to be a 

product of globalization.  The rapidity with which Chueca became gay and was able to 

successfully deploy gay symbols focuses our attention on global processes of identity 

development.  Chueca was not created in a vacuum, free of any interference from the 

outside world.   Quite the contrary, Chueca began its inception at a time when the gay 

                                                 
1 I choose the term “gay village,” as opposed to “gay ghetto” because I believe that gay ghetto implies the 
inability to leave the area designated as such.   This is certainly not the case in Chueca and for the 
informants which have taken part in this study.   Chueca´s boundaries are diffuse and there are some that 
would argue the boundaries of Chueca themselves make no sense as an indicator of homosexuality, or 
gayness.   Certainly the space maintains a symbolic gayness which, according to some informants, can 
actually stigmatize the person in the space, but the boundaries themselves are porous.  Chueca´s porous 
boundaries provide a different milieu of social activities, and restrict others, but at no point is anyone 
forbidden from leaving the area with a gay identity or gay practice.  Informants come and go as they please, 
many maintaining their sexual identities and practices both within Chueca and outside.   Therefore, 
“ghetto” in the sense of a bounded area from which one might not escape (as in the case of Jewish ghettos 
in Germany during World War II) is certainly not the appropriate term for the area under study.  (see 
Harvey 1989). 
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villages of North America were becoming renowned in global media and popular culture, 

mostly for the devastating effects of HIV/AIDS upon their populations.  Chueca´s 

existence as a product of globalization is evident in the perceptions of informants for this 

study.  These informants claim Chueca is merely a replication, a copy, and sometimes a 

´bad´ copy of gay villages in the US and sometimes Canada.  Many claim this gay 

neighborhood really has nothing original, or authentically Spanish to it.  This concept of 

being a replica, or at least as an importation from outside of Spain, has purchase not only 

in the popular understanding of Chueca, but also in the academic press of Spain.  Take 

for example the words of Alberto Mira, arguably the authority in queer studies in Spain 

and professor at Oxford, who claims: 

   

   En España, el modelo Chueca era algo totalmente nuevo: aunque había  

  lugares de la geografía urbana en que se concentraban diversos locales  

  para homosexuales, no era más que una acumulación realizada por  

  comodidad. (Mira 2004: 604) 

 

   In Spain, the Chueca model was something completely new: even   

 though there were places in the urban geography in which there were   

 concentrations of diverse locales for homosexuals, it was nothing more   

 than an accumulation realized for convenience. 
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This dissertation will question and explore the role of globalization in both the formation 

of Chueca, as well as the necessary or resultant consciousness.  It is this consciousness 

that allows the men and women who interact within the spaces to understand and 

manipulate their image as members of a global identity or community.    

 In order to address the role of global processes within this local context we must 

understand globalization as not only a structural reality but also “…a symbolic process, a 

set of diverse and contested images and concepts for re-imagining ourselves as 

contemporary beings” (Cunningham 2000: 584).  Chueca is not just a set of buildings; it 

is not just a location on a map; nor is it a closed community (Wolf 1997).  The 

neighborhood has been created through the ebb and flow of symbolic processes of media 

and tourism; the comings and goings of men and women; and global ideas and styles 

having infiltrated not only the gay community, but many other subcultures in Spain 

(Allinson 2000; Gamella 1994; Labanyi 2002; Mira 2000).  However, Chueca is, at the 

same time, the result of a set of structural processes informed by the uniquely changing 

socio-cultural and political economic situation of Spain.  Only after the death of Franco 

(1975) were the socio-economic and political machinery set into place to allow for the 

area´s public gay manifestation. This machinery was very much informed by global 

expectations of forms of government; entrances into new market economies; and open 

borders and cultures as required by Spain´s entrance into the European Union (1986).  

The changes in forms of government, entrances into previously unknown markets, and 

the new open border policy either facilitated, complicated or resurrected new circulations 

of the meanings of modernity, sexuality and human rights. This dissertation will argue 
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that the machinery and structure, as well as the symbolic processes, have both 

manipulated and been manipulated by the Chueca community to assure its creation and 

sustenance into the present day.  

At the local/national level, serving as an explanation for the apparent “delay”2 in 

Chueca´s gay manifestation, is the role of the Franco regime in inhibiting not only the 

formation of a neighborhood based upon sexual identity, but its attempt to hinder, punish, 

annihilate and otherwise vilify homosexual identity.  This repression, or oppression, has 

been variously and extensively documented in Spanish academia and popular literature 

(Arnalte 2003; Olmeda 2004; Petit 2004; Soriano Gil 2005; Vazquez-Garcia and 

Moreno-Megibar 1997; Villaamil 2004).   Public gay, or homosexual, identity was almost 

completely impossible. Under Franco, there could be no homosexuals:  

   

  …en la España de Franco ni había ni podía haber maricones.  Los  

  sodomitas habían erradicados, extirpados del cuerpo y alma de la patria,  

  junto al légamo político en el que sólo podían incubarse, nacer y vivir  

  como si tal cosa: el liberalismo republicano. (Torres 2004: 15-16) 

   

                                                 
2 I do not want to imply a trajectory of development or evolution based in ethnocentrism.  Informants do 
seem to function under this notion of societal evolutionary development based upon a hierarchical model, 
but it would be a mistake for the researcher to function under the same framework.  North America cannot 
be understood as the apex of development with all other geographical areas and nations lagging behind (I 
would argue that the United States is actually very retarded in its development of equal rights for sexual 
minorities).   The use of the word “delay” is merely to draw attention to the time aspect of development of 
recent socio-political circumstances which have allowed Chueca´s existence.  Not all nations will evolve in 
such a way as to allow for the creation of gay villages, nor should this be an expectation. 
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  In Franco´s Spain there weren´t, nor could there be, faggots.  The   

  sodomites had been eradicated, extirpated from the body and soul of the  

  fatherland; together with the disgusting politics in which it could   

  be incubated, born and live: republican liberalism. 

 

The Franco Regime viewed Spain as a Catholic country following all the dictates of the 

Church, and a country that should be considered conservative and traditional.  Franco 

appealed to a pre-Republican Spain with all of its glory associated with the defense and 

propagation of the faith (Beevor 1982).  Franco even enjoyed the right to approve and 

name Bishops throughout the duration of his regime.   Previous to el Generalissimo´s rise 

to power, the Catholic Church “the oldest and most powerful political force in Spain, was 

to provide them (the Nationalists) with a rallying banner and emotive ideology to justify” 

the political rise of the Nationalists of the Spanish Civil War (Beevor 1982: 11).3  The 

image and idea of the Catholic Church continues to provide the ideological cohesion for 

the conservative (some might say fascist) parties in Spain.  The close association between 

Franco´s regime and the Catholic Church helped to justify their stance against 

homosexuality, culminating legally on 4 August 1970 with the approbation of:   

   

                                                 
3 The Nationalist Party of the Spanish Civil War, according to Beevor, represented “three coherent poles: 
they were authoritarian, they upheld the interests of landowner and industrialist and they believed in 
centralized government” (Beevor 1982: 11).  Franco was to take the helm of this Nationalist Party and 
transform its interests into the interests of Franco´s Spain, or the Falange Española Tradicionalista, which 
was to be the political organization leading Spain for the 36 years following Franco´s conquest of 
Catalunya. 
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Una legislación refinadamente perversa, que permitía el internamiento de  

  los homosexuales de ambos sexos en centros de reeducación por un  

  periodo de tiempo ambiguo, que podía prolongarse hasta que las   

  autoridades los consideraron aptos para la reinserción.  

(Arnalte 2003: 21)  

   

  A refinely perverse legislation, that permitted the internment of   

  homosexuals of both sexes in reeducation centers for an ambiguous time  

  period that could be prolonged until the authorities considered them  

  appropriate for reinsertion (in society). 

 

This law, titled the Ley de Peligrosidad y Rehabilitacíon Social (Law of Social Danger 

and Rehabilitation), allowed the legal persecution and supposed ´treatment´ of 

homosexuality.  The declared profile for the application of this law consisted of the 

following: 

 

...varón de entre veinte y cuarenta años, extracción social baja o media-

baja, residente de una gran ciudad, estudios primarios, escasa 

cualificación profesional y estatus de género marcadamente feminino.  

Muchos de ellos eran inmigrantes procendentes de zonas rurales, 

dedicados a oficios relacionados con hostelería (Costa Bravo, sobre todo), 

espectáculo (Barcelona y Madrid), marina (provincias próximas el 
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Estrecho de Gibraltar).  Había muchos peluqueros y pocos estudiantes, 

funcionarios o profesionales liberales.  Prostitutos y afeminados que 

hacían pública ostentación de su opción sexual eran los grupos más 

visibles, al ser conocidos y estar mayoritariamente fichados.  (Olmeda 

2004: 173-174) 

 

...a man between twenty and forty years old, from the lower or middle-low 

class, resident of a big city, high school education, questionable 

professional status and a gender performance that was markedly feminine.   

Many of them were immigrants from rural areas, working in positions 

related to hospitality (Costa Brava, overall), show business (Madrid and 

Barcelona), sea men (in the provinces close to the Strait of Gibraltar).  

There were many hairdressers and few students, government functionaries 

or liberal professionals.  Prostitutes and effeminate men that made their 

sexual option public were the groups most visible, being the most well 

known and therefore the most detained. 

 

This persecution consisted of raiding bars, cinemas, and outdoor public cruising 

areas, as well as the continued and then official criminalization of public homosexual 

organizations or political lobbying organizations.  Treatments and reeducation took the 

form of aversion therapy, manual labor, and general maltreatment in the reeducation 

centers (Arnalte 2003).  In fact, these reeducation centers were nothing more than 
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prisons, where many times those interned for a homosexual offense were mixed with and 

tortured by the general prison population (Olmeda 2004).   

 With such a political, legal, religious and medical fascist machinery in place, what 

Eric Wolf has called “structural power,” or the power to “shape the social field of action 

so as to render some kinds of behavior possible, while making others less possible,” there 

was no possible way for the formation of a public gay identity or explicitly gay affect 

(Wolf 1990: 588). Without the ability to be public, to exist in the light of day, there was 

no possibility for the formation of publicly known and recognized gay businesses, gay 

organizations, and urban spaces (so, in the political-economic and physical world of the 

time there really was no possibility of faggots in Spain!).  The possibility of forming a 

publicly acknowledged gay village during this time and even into la Transicíon (1975-

1978), was next to impossible.  

There is much evidence of hidden gay collectives (both political and social) 

during the Franco years (Arnalte 2003; Olmeda 2004).  These collectives were located far 

from the epicenter of power (Madrid) and the largest were generally located in Barcelona, 

with surprising acceptance in the beach resort town of Sitges.   In addition, those gays 

made popular through entertainment were generally accepted as long as they never 

publicly acknowledged their orientation and because their popularity served as a 

protective veil against repression.   These privileged few were able to create social 

networks of support and socialization that endured throughout the regime and served as 

the foundations for the resultant gay rights movements in Spain. 
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The approval of a new constitution in the year 1978 eliminated homosexuality 

from a list of prosecutable offenses and a year later the Law of Social Danger ceased to 

be applied.   Though the legal structures of the country may have eliminated 

homosexuality as a prosecutable offense, some social structures continued and still 

persecute homosexuality.  Some informants, speaking of the mid-1980s, experienced 

homophobic violence even within Chueca.  As recently as November of 2006 a 55 year 

old professor was attacked in a subway because he was leaning on his male companion 

for support. Some of these victims of violence, or the friends they knew, even fled the 

city for the supposed safety of their rural birthplaces.  

These non-official social restrictions were also evidenced in more discreet forms 

of violence during the time of my fieldwork.  These consisted of numerous popular and 

more formal pronunciations against homosexuality: graffiti adorning many businesses in 

Chueca stating “Jesus salva los pecadores” (Jesus save the sinners) or “Cristo te ama 

deja de pecar” (Christ loves you stop your sinning); a PP (Partido Popular) psychiatrist, 

in 2005 as the gay marriage debate was reaching its apex, claimed on national television 

that homosexuality was a massive sickness; a protest in July of 2005 of some 250,000 

people (this number is highly disputed with some claiming as many as one million 

participants) against same-sex marriage in the Puerta del Sol, who later directed 

themselves to Chueca to walk along the streets still carrying their signs, pushing strollers; 

and the continued demonization of Chueca and the gay community in the conservative 

press.    
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 Finally, Chueca offers an opportunity for the exploration of very personal and 

intimate motivations of this homosexual community to maintain an urban space based 

upon gay identity.  As this study will show, Chueca has many meanings to the citizens of 

Madrid, both gay and straight.   The neighborhood has inserted itself into discourses of 

modernity, consumption, leisure, civil rights and sexual revolution.  Yet, at the same 

time, Chueca has been a space of personal confrontations, growth, acceptance, rejection 

and a myriad of other personal human motivations and circumstances.  For myself and 

the anthropology to which I aspire, the real importance of Chueca is found in the 

meanings ascribed to the space via those who live, work, and make use of the same.  I 

believe the stories, accounts, and perspectives of those who have privileged me with their 

time, friendship, love and support throughout the research, writing and presentation of 

this work create the true depth of understanding, the ´deep´ meaning (Geertz 1973).   

The claiming of space within an urban context can many times allow “oppressed 

groups…through a politics of identity and a politics of place to reclaim rights, resist and 

subvert” (Jacobsen 1993: 2).  Indeed, for many of the informants in this study Chueca has 

offered the ability to engage in these activities of resistance and they understand their 

activities as resistive. Those who understand Chueca in this way are the most political 

and the most engaged in civil rights organization and politics.  Ironically, they are also 

the ones who offer the most stringent critiques of Chueca as a ghetto and a space that in 

the near future they would like to see disappear as homosexuality becomes normalized.  

By and large most experience this space as one in which love affairs have been created 

and broken, where they can feel free or oppressed, where they first discovered 
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themselves, where the pursuit of various forms of pleasure is facilitated and where they 

first entered a new world heretofore unknown to them.  Chueca is a space with 

significance on many levels at once and is imbued with numerous, and sometimes 

disparate, meanings, even for a single individual.   

 These people, their stories and memories, remind me that academic notions of the 

symbolics of space and social interaction are sometimes very far removed from the lived 

and daily experience of those who have created both the physical zones and the symbolic 

economies governing the same. My informants and friends provide the substance of this 

study.  Their accounts weave together and have created the themes present in the work.   

The meanings ascribed to Chueca are not always idyllic and there are numerous negative 

aspects to the space itself, but they are meanings providing understanding nonetheless.  

The fact that man is a symbolic animal and we are never without our preconceived 

notions demands that we attempt to understand Chueca as not only a built environment of 

concrete, metal and stone informed by historical processes, but also as a symbolic 

environment that people build and rebuild as they enter, view and think about the space.  

Overall, Chueca offers us a fascinating point of entry into comprehending the lives of 

those who make use of the village and into the political, legal and economic discourses at 

international and national levels which have changed and been manipulated in order to 

create and maintain the space. 
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Anthropological Methodology/Writing Anthropology and Their Issues 

 This dissertation is a product of mainly anthropological/ethnographic 

methodologies, supplemented with historical methodologies intended to contextualize the 

knowledge generated through this project.   The research period extended from August 

2004 to May 2006, with human subjects data collection occurring from 2005-2006.  I 

experienced three main data collection challenges from the very outset of my fieldwork 

period: residential location, a sudden absence of contacts in the community, and a 

distinctively closed lesbian community. 

 First, I had the idea that I should, or was required to live within the community of 

study, that is, within the confines of Chueca as a physical space.   Entrenched in my mind 

was the idea of community as a localistic phenomenon, fixed in time and space.  Perhaps 

reading all of the classic ethnographies and anthropological classics focused upon 

villages, islands or fixed closed locations had formed my vision of what my fieldwork 

should look like.   I was not prepared to think about post-local communities and that 

perhaps Chueca, as a community, is not a fixed point in space but fragmented and 

delocalized (Hannerz 1992; Harvey 1989).  With my pre-conception of localized 

community in mind I tried unsuccessfully to locate a shared apartment in Chueca but to 

no avail.  The rental prices, not to mention purchase prices, of flats in Chueca are 

extremely expensive if you do not know the right people or places to look for housing.  

Thus, I finally settled on a shared apartment in a community about twenty minutes by 

subway from Chueca.    
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Living this far away had both its challenges and its benefits.   Among the 

challenges were transport from home to field site and a lack of understanding Chueca as a 

lived community.   The subway, or metro, in Madrid close at 2am and then re-opens at 

6am.   Thus, if I were at a dinner, or an interview, or participating-observing into the 

night I was either forced to stay until 6am or hire a taxi, which for my budget was 

prohibitive.  Many times I would choose to stay until 6am going with informants, and 

later friends, to clubs and bars.  Many times this prohibited my ability to carry a notebook 

and tape recorder.   Therefore, most of the time field notes and conversations were 

recorded the day after from memory of the situations. 

Another effect of my residential location is that I didn´t have a good sense of the 

ebb and flow of the daily occurrences in Chueca.  Informants generally agreed to meet in 

the afternoons, after work, for coffee or drinks or in the night to party.  Therefore, I 

understood Chueca from a time perspective of late afternoon, evening and night.  Until 

February of 2005 I had not seen Chueca in the early or late morning and I really had no 

idea about how people went grocery shopping or dealt with the daily needs of just living 

in a neighborhood.  My understanding of Chueca as solely a party location was very 

similar to many people in Madrid, including gay men, who visit the space but do not live 

within it.   

 My housing situation changed upon meeting a gay couple who offered me a room 

in their apartment in the heart of Chueca at a very reasonable price.  This process of 

knowing someone with a flat, or knowing someone who knows someone is a general 

theme for those informants who have moved into Chueca and is called ´enchufe´ (literally 
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´the plug in´ it means knowing the right people, the hook-up).   Only the very wealthy 

informants were able to come into Chueca without the help of a friend, lover, or 

acquaintance to aid in their housing search.  Thus, in February 2005 I moved into the 

neighborhood and I began to understand another facet of the space.   I realized that my 

understanding of Chueca had been one-sided and yet, the understanding of Chueca held 

by most Madrileños gay and straight who don´t live in the neighborhood.   Previously, I 

saw Chueca as a playground, a space where people went to play, socialize, eat, spend and 

have sex.   Only after I found out what it was like to be woken up at five in the morning 

by revelers in the streets every weekend; I understood that even though Chueca is a posh 

and modern neighborhood where one could buy Diesel Jeans, Dolce & Gabbana 

underwear and Gucci belts, when it came to buying something somewhat less important, 

say food for instance, the nearest supermarket is a fifteen minute walk; and I realized that 

far fewer gays and lesbians actually live in Chueca than I had originally thought, while 

those that do live within its confines form a sort of microcommunity of business people.  

I believe the two experiential perspectives complement each other and I am thankful to 

have them both.  I have experienced the area as most Madrileños do, as a place to visit 

and play; and as a resident, where the carnavalesque nature of the space is fun but can 

become distracting, stressful and downright irritating at times. 

 Second, my entrance into the field was to consist of two contacts I had met during 

a summer vacation two years before the beginning of this study as well as two major gay 

organizations I had written before leaving the USA.  Needless to say, neither my vacation 
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contacts, nor my attempts at making inroads into the gay organizations of Madrid 

produced any viable informants. 

  The rejection of the personal contacts was a result of differing expectations, I 

suppose.   I had kept in contact with both men for two years, from the time of my 

vacation to the actual field departure.  They knew I was a graduate student in 

anthropology and that I would be living in Madrid to conduct a study of Chueca.  They 

had assured me that when I arrived they had many friends who would love to be 

interviewed, they would enjoy taking me to all of the hotspots, and essentially serve as 

entrants into the community.  Upon my arrival I was met with indifference from one (he 

never returned phone calls, invitations to have lunch or dinner or coffee) and from the 

other, extreme interest.   The extremely interested one I had met in a club two years 

earlier and he took great interest in my idea of studying Chueca from an anthropological 

perspective. He claimed he worked for the Spanish Ministry of Culture and seemed to 

have a breadth of knowledge about both anthropology and history.  At the time, he 

directed me towards and encouraged me to apply for a grant from the Ministry (and 

actually it did turn out to be very worth my while).    

 This contact and I emailed and chatted via messenger for the next two years.  He 

met me a couple of weeks after my arrival for drinks and tapas.  Upon meeting him I 

realized his physical appearance had changed drastically: somewhat emaciated, and 

missing some teeth.  Though his appearance frightened and repulsed me, I was polite and 

went with him to have drinks.   After an eloquent and, what appeared to be a 

knowledgeable tour of Madrid de los Austrias which included three cañas, a glass of 
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wine, and an alcoholic cider, we ended up in a restaurant and ordered dinner.  

Conversation was good as he told me about Chueca, its development, the gay community 

in Spain, who I should talk to, etc. We had received the first course when he almost 

jumped out of his chair and asked if I would like to see a flamenco performance that 

night.   I thought that would be fun, even though at the time it was about ten-thirty, I 

thought there must be late night performances since the Spanish eat dinner so late!  So he 

told me he would be right back, he was going “around the corner” to buy the tickets.   

He was gone for about ten minutes and when he returned he reported that he 

couldn´t pay for the tickets with his credit card and that the theatre demanded cash. Yes, 

again a clue as to what was to come, yet my trust in my informant/contact coupled with 

the fact that I was in a new culture and barely knew how to get home, made me not 

question.   So, he asked if I had any cash with me and if so, would I lend it to him and he 

would pay me back.   I had forty euros and offered it to him, again, without really 

thinking about the situation.  “Forty euros!! That is all you have?” he asked.   I replied 

affirmatively and he asked if I could go to the cash machine around the corner to 

withdraw, because the tickets were at least sixty euros a piece (yet another clue as to what 

was happening, but I chose not to see it).   I started to become uncomfortable at this point 

because this was hard earned money which needed to last at least a year, and I really 

wasn´t sure that I wanted to attend a flamenco performance that bad.   However, I agreed 

and walked to the cash machine up the street.   As I withdrew one hundred euros I started 

to wonder why, if he was inviting me to this performance, couldn´t he have come to the 
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cash machine to withdraw money.  “Oh well, I am sure he has his reasons.   There has to 

be something cultural that I am not understanding!” I thought.    

Walking back to the restaurant my unease began to gnaw at my insides and so I 

counted the money slipping sixty euros back into my pocket and holding onto the other 

forty to give to him, a total of eighty euros.   Arriving back at the restaurant the second 

course had not yet arrived and he appeared very nervous and agitated.   Again, I was 

feeling very uncomfortable so I told him that I could only withdraw twenty euros because 

I had reached my limit for the day.   He looked irritated but took the total of sixty euros 

and said he would be right back with the tickets.   As I watched him walk out the door, 

the very second he left the portal, I realized I had been scammed.   Or had I?  Surely no 

one would talk to me for two years for a mere sixty euros!  He was a nice guy two years 

before!  I waited for ten minutes debating about whether the feeling in my gut was true or 

false when I finally decided it was true.   I cancelled the meal, paid for what we had eaten 

and left the restaurant feeling not only stupid, but completely and utterly alone in a 

foreign city, with no contacts nor an identifiable way to enter this community. 

  Later in the same week and to make matters worse, the two official gay 

organizations actually questioned my desire to conduct a study, because afterall, “you 

don´t look like a graduate student” and as a result, they really didn´t want to take me 

seriously regardless of the letters of presentation and my reminding them that I had 

written some six months earlier.  Later I was to find that my physical affect was 

essentially hindering my ability to make contacts within these more political, official, and 

academic groups.   I appeared too much like a musculoca and not enough like an 
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academic (here I thought all of my time in the gym would actually help my 

research….not hinder it!).  I should have known, before leaving for the field, that I might 

experience such problems evidenced when I met a visiting Spanish, gay academic to the 

University of Arizona I was told, “You will have no problems in Chueca since you look 

like most of the guys there, but then again there is not much to them other than their 

bodies.”  What has always been my entrance into the gay community, what a friend calls 

“the abdominal gay calling card,” was suddenly hindering my entrance into official gay 

organizations.  After various months in the field, when I had made friends with many 

musculocas and I told them of my experience with these two official organizations they 

would laugh and say, “Well why did you want to be a part of those organizations in the 

first place?  They are filled with ugly guys, or at least academic types that aren´t nice to 

look at!”  Unknowingly, I had stumbled upon a major division in the Chueca community, 

between the activists and the non-activists.  This division is most blatantly coded by body 

type and form of exhibition of erotic affect. 

 Due to my inherent indignation at being rejected I decided at the beginning of the 

study to avoid the official gay organizations of Chueca, unless I ran across an informant 

who was willing and able to introduce me to the organization. So, by the end of August 

of 2004, a month after my arrival to the city, I was…shall we say, totally adrift.  I was not 

really sure where to begin after having been rejected by my ´contacts.´   I didn´t really 

know anyone in the area to help me.   I didn´t even know where the various locales were 

that constituted the ´scene.`  I entered Chueca much the way that many Spaniards enter 
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the scene:  knowing no one, no gay social network of support in place, and no idea what 

Chueca is or really what it had to offer. 

   I was forced to start at ground zero and begin to meet people in the various 

locales of Chueca.  I located two gay magazines offered free in the bookstores which 

highlight the businesses, bars, and saunas of Chueca.  Starting from this information 

which is readily available to all I began to go out on the scene.  This is where my body 

came to mean the same thing it had in all other areas I have lived.   It was no problem 

meeting men in these locations because in these locations my ´calling card` still worked.  

As I would meet one person, they would introduce me to another, who would introduce 

me to another.  Hence, the informants in this study are a result of chain referral methods, 

or to use a term which all ´science´ based anthropologists seem to hate, snowball 

sampling (Biemacki 1981).  Though at first I was worried about not having official 

perspectives upon Chueca and my work, I was to discover that for the majority of people 

making use of this space those organizations had little or no relevance in their lives, and 

really little or no presence in a Chueca frequented by most.  I believe my informants 

represent a Chueca that is familiar to most of Madrid, those that use the space to drink, 

hang out with friends, make new friends, encounter sexual partners, engage in sex, shop 

and the other myriad of opportunities offered. 

 Finally, I was to encounter yet another difficulty in accessing women for the 

purpose of this study.   The lesbian community, I was to find, was extremely closed to 

men.   I attempted several times to speak with various proprietors of lesbian identified 

businesses, but was never able to attain permission to conduct an interview.  The few 
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interviews of lesbian identified women that I have been able to attain have been through a 

network of close friends.   The number of women interviewed (3) is hardly representative 

of how women use Chueca, or experience its boundaries and possibilities.   I truly believe 

that Chueca, for women, is a distinct location that does not offer the same sort of 

environment experienced by men.   One need only look at the businesses present within 

the village to understand that Chueca is a male-dominated space.   The gay specific 

clothing stores are directed solely towards the male population; there exist no saunas for 

women only; and the majority of bars de copas are male oriented with only two or three 

focused more specifically upon women.   I believe a woman could more easily access this 

community and address the meaning of the community for the women participating.   

Obviously, no anthropological research is ever exhaustive and this huge lacuna in mine 

opens the possibility for innovative research in the future.   In fact, I have not seen any 

books of recent or historical investigation addressing the lesbian community of Chueca or 

Madrid. 

 Over the period of about six months I was able to create a research base of over 

35 individuals.   These individuals range in age from 17 to 58 and represent many of the 

subgroups present within the Chueca community.   I would generally meet these 

individuals through various friends and then attempt to schedule a casual chat over coffee 

or a meal.   I was always clear that I was an anthropologist conducting a study of Chueca 

and we would talk about my work.   Most times the locale of our meeting didn´t allow for 

adequate recording; or the tape recorder seemed intrusive upon the conversation.   

Therefore, the majority of conversations have been noted either in the act of the 
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conversation or recorded in field notes later in the day or the next day depending on the 

activity in which we were engaged.   Of the 35 individuals in this research base I 

maintain contact with fifteen on a regular basis, and the others on occasion when we 

happened past each other.  At no time has any informant requested that I destroy the 

information provided and most continue to ask if they can do anything else for me and 

the project.    

 In addition to conversations designed to address my research interests there have 

been countless meals, coffees, and random conversations occurring in a variety of locales 

(homes, offices, bars ) that have not existed within the parameters of ´research` and yet 

have provided a breadth of information creating my base of understanding for this study.  

In addition, teaching English to business executives also provided numerous instances 

where the conversation would turn to my study and they would provide opinions and 

facts about Chueca and the gay community.  My field notes are filled with encounters and 

conversations never meant for official research purposes and yet suddenly turned to the 

topic of my dissertation.   When these encounters occurred I would ask if I might use 

what they were saying for the purposes of my dissertation and I was always met with 

agreement.  It seems that almost everyone has an opinion on Chueca and they are ready 

and willing to share such information.   I also believe that the manner in which I 

encountered informants (through trusted friends and the friends of trusted friends) 

allowed me to enter unobtrusively into conversations revolving around my dissertation 

topic.    
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 As a result, my dissertation is truly a product of the humanist understanding and 

methodology of anthropology.   I do not pretend, nor do I aspire, to a scientific 

methodology relying upon facts, figures, and questionnaires.   I believe those 

methodologies do have their place in the anthropological corpus.  I do not, however, 

believe that I am such an anthropologist.   I believe this sort of anthropological 

investigation demands an intimacy that is lost when the anthropologist reaches into their 

folder and pulls out questionnaires and extremely formal interview formats.   The 

knowledge gained from such ´scientific´ methodologies would indeed elucidate a Chueca 

with which I might not be familiar.   However, engaging in the lives and thoughts of my 

informants and accessing such information through shared time, countless coffees, 

dinners, English classes, noches de fiesta (party nights), trips to the cinema, walks, 

workouts, etc. has provided a depth of knowledge that I highly doubt could be accessed 

through a written questionnaire, statistics and formalities.  I ascribe to a view of 

anthropology as intimacy, as the messiness which comes in getting involved physically, 

emotionally, and spiritually with a community of study.  I defer to a much more adept 

mind than my own to drive this point home, Arjun Appadurai (1997): 

 

….intimacy is what the best ethnography was always about – intimacy 

between kin, intimacy between enemies, memories of loss and gain, 

objects treasured or abandoned because of their raw specificity, and 

knowledge gained because the best fieldworkers had entered the web of 
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intimate relations in a world not previously known to them. (Appadurai 

1997: 115) 

 

This dissertation would look extremely different had I not entered the “intimate relations” 

offered me in the field; or if I had chosen to quantify such intimate relations in charts and 

graphs.   The information and methodologies presented in this dissertation might appear 

to be ´soft data` but, I, like Appadurai, believe this is the true stuff of good ethnography. 

Some comment and explanation should be made about the process of writing the 

dissertation and the resultant final product. The writing style of this dissertation is meant 

to challenge previous presentational modes of anthropological research. I am haunted by 

the question as to why anthropologists, who are such interesting people, produce writings 

that are so very boring (Pratt 1986).   At the beginning of this project I was told by a 

close and trusted advisor that I should take chances in how and what kinds of data I 

presented, as well as in the process of writing.  I do not want to completely exclude 

myself from the ethnography, nor would I like to be the star.  However, my knowledge of 

Chueca has developed in large part from my experiences, both good and bad in the space.    

In addition, I find the recent exploration of the role of the anthropologist in the 

production of knowledge, specifically those critiques created and explored in the 

anthropology of sexuality, to be very interesting and worth exploration in my own work 

(Kulick and Willson 1995; Markowitz and Ashkenazi 1999).  I do not think the inclusion 

of the anthropologist is necessarily naval-gazing but more generally, and if done 

correctly, highlights the thought processes creating knowledge production.    Therefore, 
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because I have chosen to take some risks within the writing up of my findings from the 

past years of research, the reader will find that I make tongue-in-cheek comments and 

include my own experiences and thought processes throughout what follows.    To some, 

this might appear flippant, or cutsie, but the intent is to let my own voice be heard as an 

author of a text, and not merely conform to the supposed ´science´ of anthropology.    

Quite honestly, the only way for me to survive the process of dissertation writing was to 

let my own voice, sarcastic and self-reflexive as it may be, appear within the confines of 

this work. 

 Therefore, my research and the presentation of that research are meant to push the 

boundaries of anthropology as science and anthropology as literature.  I believe there are 

many ways to approach the discipline of anthropology and that is the beauty of the 

discipline.   I find the ´scientific´ texts of anthropology to be incredibly boring and 

resonate only with others who are specialists in that specific aspect of the discipline.   I 

believe humanistic anthropology that takes chances in both research and writing should 

maintain just as much respect as these more ´scientific´ or ´serious´ works.   As models,  I 

have been most inspired by anthropological authors that have embraced the literary 

nature of their work and most especially by Nigel Barley whom I read in Spanish while in 

the field (Barley 1983).  These works were not only scientific, in the way that 

anthropology attempts to make science out of what I consider a humanistic enterprise, but 

also provided insight into the position, thoughts and generally humorous circumstances a 

researcher might encounter in the field.   Overall, this writing style might fly in the face 

of the seriousness of some researchers´ ideas of what constitutes anthropology, but I have 
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found the process of my writing to demand some tongue-in-cheek responses, play on 

words and the inclusion of my own experience and thoughts.  I encourage the reader to 

have a sense of humor about what follows and attempt to open themselves to perhaps a 

different manner of presenting anthropological fieldwork. 

 

Historical Methodology and Its Issues 

 I have engaged in recent historical investigation in order to situate the study at 

hand.    Essentially, I have started my historical investigation at the time of Dictator 

Francisco Franco´s death (1975) and continued such investigation into the present.   I 

have chosen this beginning point because Franco´s death provided for massive changes in 

the social and political arenas of Spain, including the public view and expression of 

homosexuality.   Obviously, the choice of beginning this study at this point is entirely 

arbitrary, as the homosexual community had its beginnings long before the death of 

Franco.  Various historical works mentioning well-known cruising locations established 

throughout Madrid and hidden social networks allowing for social and sexual encounters 

make this fact obvious (see Arnalte 2003; Mira 2000; Mira 2004; Olmeda 2004; Petit 

2004).   The public face of homosexuality, however, was distinctly absent.  Only after the 

death of Franco do we begin to see various magazine and newspaper articles representing 

homosexuality in a non-derogatory manner; the rise of political organization; discourses 

of equal rights; and of course, the creation of Chueca. 

 I have utilized print media (magazine and newspapers) to trace the change, rise, 

and sustenance of Chueca as a gay neighborhood. Conversations with older informants 
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have produced first-hand accounts of the historical nature of Chueca.  However, there is a 

very common discourse about the area and at times it seemed people recited the discourse 

verbatim.   I was slightly concerned with the absolute consistency with which people told 

the history of the area.  At times, they would use the exact phrases of other informants, 

almost as if a script had been handed out about the development of the village.   

Therefore, I found it necessary to begin to investigate this discourse and its 

dissemination.   Media served as a method to verify, and sometimes challenge, what 

informants provided in the course of their conversations.   Certain media have been 

relatively easy to access, such as newspaper articles.   Other media, such as gay specific 

magazines, have been much more difficult to encounter in the archives in the Biblioteca 

Nacional.  It seems that certain magazines, especially those deemed pornography, are not 

included in the official, or representable archives.   Of course, back issue ordering was 

prohibitively expensive and it appears that the gay press does not keep back issues, or 

they are unwilling to go to the trouble of sending such issues.  Therefore, the source 

material is certainly not exhaustive of the source material that surely exists, but generally 

that which I have found has served to deepen and contextualize the understanding of the 

rise of Chueca. 

 Using media provided a certain counter effect to my research, in that it has 

allowed me to trace the various means the community of Chueca has been informed and 

even created by media representation.   In fact, a major factor allowing the development 

and politicization of this community was and continues to be the dissemination of its 

parameters through media, both national and international. This process bears striking 
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similarities to the mass politicization of Spaniards, during Regency Spain, as a result of 

changes in the educational system and the resultant increased access to media described 

in turn of the century Spain by David Ortiz, Jr. (Ortiz Jr. 2001).  In both cases, political 

consciousness has arisen as a result of access to and comprehension of media.  At times I 

am struck by how faithfully Spaniards will purchase not only daily newspapers, but 

periodicals of all types in order to not only be informed but to “know what I should be 

doing, or what I should be wearing and eating.”  

In Chueca, there are three free periodicals, each coming out twice a month, that 

serve to inform the community about the latest parties, the latest fashion, the latest 

designs for home, and the latest businesses opened in Chueca (not to mention a 

reinforcement of masculinity, the gay body, safe sex, etc.) Of course, the role of the 

media in creating ´imagined communities´ was first presented by Anderson in terms of 

nationalism(Anderson 1983) but functions similarly in describing the ideals, values, and 

of course capitalist pleasures present in Chueca.   Media has served as the vehicle for 

politicization, self identification as gay, and simultaneously disciplines the subject´s 

comportment, as well as their economic, and sexual activity (Foucault 1978).   

 Many informants came to know of the area through its media representations in 

non-gay oriented media.   Through bits and pieces of Chueca´s representation these 

informants came to understand Chueca as a gay village.  With the help of newspaper 

articles, television news reports, and at times, gossip columns and television shows 

(known in Spain as the prensa rosa, or pink press), many informants were exposed to the 

rising gay nature of Chueca.     These news reports helped to pique curiosity and 
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encouraged people of alternative sexualities to enter into the space, and eventually live, 

work, and open businesses in the same.   This process of piecing together images to come 

to an understanding of place bears striking resemblance to a process of piecing together 

media images in order to come to a cohesive ´gay´ or ´lesbi´ identity described in the case 

of Indonesia by Boellstorff.  Boellstorff describes a process of coming to understand 

one´s self as gay or lesbi through accessing world media thereby creating subjectivities 

that are personal and local (Boellstorff 2003).  In the case of Chueca, its subjectivity (if 

one might use this term for an urban space) is partially a result of its representation in 

various media.  Therefore, I am led to believe that media not only inform the creation of 

personal subjectivities, but also of identities of place.  Hence, media have been a primary 

source of not only verifying conversations with informants, but also of discovering one of 

the major factors in creating and disseminating information about Chueca to Madrid, to 

Spain, and eventually to the world. 

 Overall, though history is hardly my forte, I hope that my utilization of oral 

history and media provide an historical context helping to explain the means of and the 

eventual rise of Chueca.   Anthropologists have long been taken to task for our denial of 

history (see Wolf 1997) and at times I wonder if the explanation lays in the type of 

people that are attracted to anthropology.   I myself found it difficult to sit still long 

enough to explore archives and my patience wore especially thin when I was forced to 

depend on someone else to help me gain access to indices, archives, and materials.   I 

kept thinking that I should be out with my informants/friends and not in the library, or 

some dusty room looking for film that I probably would never find.   Though I admit this 



49 
 

historical investigation is by no means exhaustive, I hope to provide the reader with some 

sense of the historical legacy of Chueca and trace the representational and historical 

means through which this space was created. 

 

Chapter Summary 

The dissertation is designed to move from broad to more personal visions of 

Chueca.   Chapter Two discusses the recent history of the neighborhood from the death of 

Franco (1975) to the present.   I make use of two newspapers El Pais and ABC.   El Pais 

is known for its liberal sympathies as well as its allegiance to the PSOE.  On the other 

hand ABC is known for its conservative sympathies and its allegiance to the PP.  In 

addition, I make use of Zero, the only nationally produced gay magazine in Spain.   My 

intention is to trace the changes in  portrayal of the neighborhood and community in 

national media. 

Chapter Three explores the effects of globalization on the formation of Chueca 

and the lives lived within its confines.    I trace globalization in terms of consumer goods, 

language, and the development of hierarchies of modernity.    Additionally, I offer an 

analysis of the approbation of gay marriage in terms of an effect of globalization.   I 

claim that numerous collectives have made use of globalization in order to forward not 

only a ´gay agenda´ but a very queer Spanish agenda that includes in its modus operandi 

demonstrating to the world that Spain is ´modern´ and not ´traditional.´ 

Chapter Four begins discussions of how the Madrileños understand and use the 

neighborhood space on an experiential level.   I re-evaluate the concept of the gay ´closet´ 
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in order to demonstrate that urban spaces can serve as necessary and useful closets for 

different people.   Additionally, I use the concept of the ´circus´ to discuss the roles of 

performance present within the neighborhood.   

Chapter Five addresses the formation of community and belonging through 

consumption.   The chapter is divided into three parts.   The first addresses the Spanish 

need to feel a part of a community no matter where they go or what they do and how this 

has affected the use of Chueca.   The second evaluates the role of sex businesses and how 

they are used to resist a hegemonic system that has developed in the neighborhood.   

Finally, I will analyze Chueca as a diversionary space which provides diversionary 

spaces for any palate.  

The conclusion provides a summary of what I deem the most important findings 

and relates those findings to identity politics in the Western World. 
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II. HISTORICAL MEDIA REPRESENTATIONS OF CHUECA 

 

There is a common narrative that appears when discussing the rise of gay 

neighborhoods throughout the world.   This narrative consists of a down and out 

neighborhood, usually located near the downtown, considered by the mainstream, 

hegemonic culture to be seedy, dangerous, and not desirable for habitation by ´decent´ 

folk (re: white, bourgeois, middle-class, heterosexuals).   These neighborhoods are 

generally older neighborhoods with the majority of properties falling into disrepair.   As a 

result of this disrepair, property prices are substantially lower than in other areas of the 

city.  In the case of American cities, these areas were abandoned as the middle-class fled 

the city centers for the spaciousness of the suburbs in the late 1950´s and early 1960´s.  

Middle-class abandonment left downtown areas forgotten and open for colonization by 

the undesirable lumpenproletariat.  Colonization by undesirables created a collective 

imagination of city centers as fraught with crime, prostitution, and drug use.   Thus, these 

areas contained all of the questionable and negative aspects of society: drug use, crime, 

prostitution, illicit displays of non-normative (re: non heterosexual, non reproductive, 

racially mixed) sex, Bohemians, and other supposedly non-productive laborers.  As a 

result, these dark, removed and rejected spaces became fertile areas for experimentation 

in new social mores, alternative modes of being, and for the creation of new subjectivities 

outside of the hegemonic bourgeois ideal, essentially ‘interzones’ (Mumford 1997). 

The counter-hegemonic nature of these areas and the resultant variant social 

identities allowed the coalescence of communities based on new codes of conduct, new 
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affects, and new behaviors.  The bourgeois/middle class rejection of these spaces, and 

oftentimes their very neglect in the form of limited police presence or other social 

controls (such as Church, or neighborhood organizations), allows the opening or conduct 

of businesses rejected in other parts of the city.   In this milieu of neglect, the ability to 

open a gay bar or gay-friendly social locations (cafés, or bathhouses) becomes highly 

possible.  After the opening of this social locale, a semi-visible gay social identity 

develops based in and surrounding the locale itself.   The presence of a gay bar and gay 

businesses, or ambiente (atmosphere), is read by many as an invitation to an area which 

maintains a tolerance of divergent sexualities and social identities.4  Businesses begin to 

open not only at night, but in the ´light of day,’ inviting more of an identification of space 

with sexual identity.   In the American case, gays and lesbians then begin to take 

advantage of the low property prices by purchasing homes and refurbishing/renewing 

them for personal use.  As the influx of gay homeowners and business people becomes 

more numerous, the process of gentrification, or gayification, begins.   Gayifying these 

neighborhoods consists of remodeling houses and businesses; the implantation of new 

businesses with designed and thought-out atmospheres (at first for the homosexual 

community and later for the general population); and finally, a general transformation in 

the style and atmosphere of the neighborhood.   

                                                 
4 In addition, bars have been considered the sparks of creation of gay communities and even the impetus for 
revolution, as in the case of the Stonewall Riots June 28, 1969 Chauncey, George 
 1994 Gay New York: gender, urban culture, and the making of the gay male world, 1890-1940. 
New York: BasicBooksKennedy, Elizabeth Lapovsky, and Madeline D. Davis 
 1993 Boots of leather, slippers of gold : the history of a lesbian community. New York: 
RoutledgeLevine, Martin P., and Michael S. Kimmel 
 1998 Gay macho : the life and death of the homosexual clone. New York: New York 
University Press..    
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In almost all cases, neighbors and neighborhoods appear to embrace the changes 

wrought by gay men and women because of the new economic revitalization brought by 

the supposed ´gay dollar´ (De Witt 1994).  In the period of post-gayification, these 

neighborhoods begin to see a rise in property value coupled with increased esteem in the 

urban landscapes of the cities in which they are found.  For example, De Witt claims 

property prices increased in Washington´s Dupont Circle from a mere $15 dollars a 

square foot in 1970 to $25 dollars in the mid-1980´s after an influx of gay property and 

business owners and subsequent revitalization (De Witt 1994).  In the case of Chueca, the 

years 1985-1990 (arguably the worst years in the neighborhood because of the massive 

colonization of the area by heroin junkies) saw prices of two bedroom flats at an all time 

low (around 65,000 €) while in the year 2000 the same two bedroom flats were being 

sold for over 250,000 €.  Later these neighborhoods can become so prohibitively 

expensive that the very communities that rejuvenated and saved them are unable or 

unwilling (probably both) to pay the rents on locales; or, they are able to sell their 

properties for double and sometimes triple the amount they invested in the first place.  

This process appears uniform across such American neighborhoods as the Castro 

(San Francisco); Hillcrest (San Diego); Chelsea (New York City); Cherry Grove/Fire 

Island (New York); Dupont Circle (Washington DC); South Beach (Miami); West 

Hollywood (Los Angeles); and the West End (Vancouver, Canada) (Brown 2000; 

D´Emilio 1989; De Witt 1994; Howe 2001; Newton 1993). 5    

                                                 
5 In the officially endorsed history of Hillcrest in San Diego (the winner of the James S. Copley Library 
Award of the San Diego Historical Society Institute of History 1999) the seedy nature of the neighborhood 
is minimized to a mere sentence:  “Hillcrest also flourished as a commercial center and a social hot spot for 
sailors and students.” (Dillinger 2000: p. unknown).   My question is: what usually attracts a large number 
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 However, there are substantial differences between the American cases 

mentioned above and those of Europe.   The first difference appears to be that of 

residential location of gay men and women within the confines of the gay village itself.   

In the American cases residential location has been formative in the creation of the gay 

village, whereas in the European cases residential location is minimal (Binnie 1995; 

Hindle 1994; Lewis 1994; Quilley 1997; Sibalis 2004).   In such locations as Soho in 

London; Waterloo Street in Newcastle; Bloom and Canal Streets in Manchester; and the 

Marais in Paris, gay men and women frequent the space for social interaction but their 

residential presence is minimal.   

A second distinction is the role of politics in the creation of at least the Parisian 

gay neighborhood.   In the case of Marais, in Paris, Michael Sibulis tells us the following: 

“Paris´ gay ghetto resulted to a large extent from the politically motivated decisions made 

by a few businessmen who intentionally set out in the late 1970s to promote a more open 

gay lifestyle in France.” (Sibalis 2004: 1740).   This political motivation to create a 

visibly gay and urban space resulted in the Marais being openly and obviously gay in the 

urban landscape of Paris, though its current visibility pales in comparison to that of 

Chueca.    

Chueca engages both American and European models of the formation of gay 

villages.  Generally, it appears, through speaking with informants and reading the existent 

literature on the neighborhood, that Chueca is imagined to most closely embrace the 
                                                                                                                                                 
of sailors and students?  Certainly not various flavors of ice cream and apple pie.   The author (a junior 
academic), along with the institution which endorses his paper, appear to shy away from all issues of sex in 
a piece of writing meant to trace the history of a community based on sexuality!  Is this perhaps the 
bourgeois-izement of the gay movement?  This appears to me to be the erasure of the role of sex in the 
formation of community and urban space.   
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American ideology of a gay urban space.  Alberto Mira, perhaps the authority on gay 

identity in Spain, states that Chueca, as a model of neighborhood and identity, was 

imported from the United States and was unknown to Spain before the 1980s (Mira 2004: 

604).  Chueca was previously considered (for almost a century) questionable, older, 

dilapidated and even dangerous.  Numerous informants and friends have stated that from 

the late 1970s to the mid 1990s the most common advice to recent Madrid arrivals 

consisted of “Ni pienses en pisar ni en Chueca ni Malasaña” (Don´t even think about 

setting foot in Chueca nor Malasaña).  The opening of a publicly identified gay bar and a 

gay/Bohemian friendly café in the heart of the neighborhood, Black & White (1982) and 

Café Agosto Figueroa (1980) respectively, created the proverbial spark that started the 

flaming (pun intended) gayification of the neighborhood.  The similarity with previously 

developed gay villages continues in that the space has been remodeled and redesigned 

thereby increasing property prices and rents on both living and business locations.   A 

daily, free newspaper distributed at the entrances to the Metro Subway System in Madrid 

in January of 2007 reported that rent on a business location on Calle Fuencarral (forming 

the westernmost border of Chueca) now tops 3000€ a month and locations on this street 

are desired by some of the top fashion labels.  This is quite a drastic change within the 

course of twenty-five years!   The prices in Chueca for housing and rent have become so 

prohibitively expensive that many gay men and women can no longer afford to buy or 

rent within the neighborhood itself.   Many locations are being sold to Madrid´s young 

urban professionals for astronomical amounts (such as, a studio of 40 square meters for 

390,000€) and whose salaries permit rent of up to 1100€ for the same studio.    
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Though Chueca closely approximates the American cases, it also reflects the 

development of those previously mentioned gay villages in the UK and continental 

Europe.   Specifically, Chueca is not necessarily a residential location inhabited primarily 

by gay men and women.  The space is consumptive, pleasure-seeking, and social at its 

base.   The majority of people living in the neighborhood have never been, nor probably 

ever will be, primarily of the homosexual persuasion.   The majority of people living in 

the space are still heterosexually identified with many being older Madrileños who have 

long lived in the neighborhood and have benefited from the gayification of the area.  As 

the years pass, the area has become more and more a residential location for upwardly 

mobile Spaniards of all ages who want to live in downtown Madrid, and among those a 

steady number of LGBT people.   However, the social nature of the space, and especially 

during the night, remains primarily gay.    

Additionally, as will be demonstrated throughout this dissertation, the in-your-

face visibility of homosexuality (through the display of gay pride flags, sexually explicit 

imagery for advertising, and the blatant and obvious existence of sexual locales in the 

neighborhood) is also a product of political motivation.    The importance of gayness 

being seen in the daylight, of having a visible presence in the urbanscape and drawing 

attention to itself is a response to the prohibitions and repression of the Franco years.    

Politics and the fight for equal rights motivate and demand that gayness perform visibility 

in Madrid.   Overall, Chueca is both a product of modeling American gay neighborhoods 

(or how they have been represented and imagined in global media) as well as a result of 

similar economic and political circumstances evidenced in other areas of Europe. 
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Chueca´s uniquely Spanish quality is to be found in the various manners that 

Madrileños, and Spaniards have portrayed and understood the space.   This variance is 

part and parcel of the distinctive history of Spain and the sudden opening created by the 

death of Franco.   Chueca´s meaning, in relation to this particular history, has been 

exaggerated in various presses, minimized in others, and consistently debated.  Chueca is 

caught between the two Spains (liberal and conservative) and serves as a focal point for 

both the pride and danger of liberal democracy.  In this chapter I will explore how the 

neighborhood has been discursively produced within three major periodicals in Spain.   I 

do this in order to employ a wide-lens view of the space.  This wide lens view offers the 

perspective presented to and understood by Madrid and the rest of Spain. ABC and El 

Pais are two of the analyzed periodicals and they exist in daily newspaper forat.   I have 

chosen these two periodicals as the press in Spain is notoriously partisan.   These two 

periodicals represent the extreme poles of political persuasion: El Pais, for its liberal 

bent; and ABC for the conservative.   

The National Library offers digitalized versions of both El Pais and ABC with 

searchable terms and phrases.   Therefore, I conducted a search for any article or piece 

including the term “Chueca” between the years of 1976 and 2006.   In both cases there 

were over four thousand hits as a result of numerous personalities, including major 

politicians, composers, and athletes sharing the name of the neighborhood, as well as 

numerous advertisements for businesses in Chueca.  In the case of ABC I printed all of 

the relevant articles.   The El Pais articles were transferable to CD-ROM in Microsoft 

Word and therefore I saved these digitally.   After looking at all of the articles, I believe 
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my search was indeed exhaustive and represents the major themes occurring within the 

neighborhood.   I did not, however, search for terms such as “gay” or “homosexuality.”   

This type of search would expand the scope of research on the space to an unmanageable 

size and merely reiterate existent research on the development of the gay community in 

general after the death of Franco (see Mira 2004; Petit 2004; Soriano Gil 2005; Villaamil 

2004). 

In addition to this heterosexual press, I have chosen to look at a monthly gay 

magazine, Zero.   Zero is not a digitalized archive in the National Library, and therefore it 

was necessary to read all of the magazines from its 1998 inaugural edition to the present.  

There are numerous challenges in using Zero as a reliable and trustworthy source.  First, 

the date of its first publication does not occur until 1998, at least sixteen years after the 

opening of the bar and café that marked the beginning of the process of gayification.   

Secondly, a roommate of mine actually wrote for the magazine during my time in the 

field and drew my attention to numerous inconsistencies in the magazines ethical and 

journalistic practices.   After talking with him about articles that he and other so-called 

journalists had written, I was to find that little to no research went into writing. Many 

reviews of tourist locations, movies, theater and musicals happened without the author´s 

actual attendance; political pieces were written ´off the cuff´ with no respect to hard data 

presented in legislative sessions or interviews of politicians; pieces designed to address 

gay psychology were written by a ´journalist´ who had no psychological education 

whatsoever; and if research was completed for an article it was slap-shod at best because 

“ningun de los escritores tienen tiempo” (none of the writers have time).   Therefore, in 
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my opinion Zero offers questionable evidence including absolute fabrications.  As a 

result I found it necessary to limit my investigation of the discursive production of 

Chueca to opinion pieces, travel articles, and direct interviews.  The neighborhood never 

figured prominently in any investigative or factual article but made appearances in many 

of the previously mentioned pieces.  Therefore, I do not think my limitations are 

questionable or detrimental to my purpose.   

Finally, to further complicate matters, the Biblioteca Nacional does not maintain a 

complete collection of Zero.  Almost fifteen issues from 1998 to the present are currently 

missing.  After emailing the Zero offices and calling numerous times to ask about 

ordering back issues (they were incredibly not helpful), I was told they didn´t really keep 

back issues except for in-office copies.  Despite these limitations, the magazine is helpful 

in understanding how both readers and producers of the magazine understand Chueca in 

both its positive and negative aspects. 6 

In this chapter, I have made minimal use of conversations and interviews with 

older informants, both gay and straight, who have spoken to me about the historical 

development and their changing perceptions of Chueca.  This chapter is designed to 

address the public representation of the neighborhood as it is found in popular media.  

Subsequent chapters present various meanings and uses of the space with extensive use 

of informant/friend conversations and interview comments.  The few insights used in this 

chapter will merely buttress comments made in press.   

                                                 
6 I believe there might exist other sources for a more complete analysis of Chueca, such as pornographic 
magazines or magazines offering personals and sexual contact information.  The magazine Party made its 
way to press in the early 1980s is one such source which informants have mentioned, but as of the writing 
of this dissertation I have been unable to locate any of these sources. 
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As we shall see, periodicals and journalists have imagined and portrayed the 

neighborhood very differently over the last thirty years.   The neighborhood´s portrayal 

varies according to the press in which it is presented and according to the time period.  

However, I do not want to give the impression that changes in representation have 

nothing to do with the ´real´ (re: physical) world.  Quite the opposite, this evolution is a 

product of representation, changes in the socio-economic and political circumstances of 

Spain and the hard work and consistent struggle of gay men and women who have 

purchased homes, opened businesses and socially frequented the area.   

In terms of representation in the gay press, Chueca was, at first, debated as to 

what exactly the space means to gay men and women.  Later it was deemed a source of 

pride and acceptance and yet, also exclusionary to some.  Finally, the space became ever-

present, taken for granted, and almost completely absent in its representation or 

discussion in press. 

For the heterosexual press, Chueca has been always a source of concern because 

of its centric location.   The Spanish preoccupation with the downtown area of the capital 

city has long been cogent as each governmental regime has sought to make Madrid 

worthy of comparison with the other capitals of Europe.   Therefore, the heterosexual 

press represents Chueca in numerous manners:  first, a dangerous location; second, an out 

of control location that must be controlled in both terms of sexuality and other 

problematic happenings (in this case it will be a debate about the legality of licenses and 

the amount of noise); and finally, a location touted for its revitalization of the downtown 

area and for its exemplification of modernity evident in its high-fashion and diverse 
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consumerist offerings.  However, as I will demonstrate there are very obvious differences 

between the liberal and conservative press and their presentation or use of the 

neighborhood, especially from the late 1990s.  The conservative press continuously 

reported on the noise and problems of Chueca in the mid to late 1990s while the liberal 

press appears to have ignored such happenings, choosing to focus on the coalescence of 

the gay community.  In the early part of the new millennium the liberal press lauds 

Chueca while the conservative press almost completely ignores it. 

In this chapter my intent is as follows: first, I will give a very brief outline of the 

history of Chueca from its inception in the 16th century to the death of Franco (1976);  I 

will then trace the neighborhood´s representation in the heterosexual press offering 

reasons as to why disparities appear at specific times in Spanish political history; next, I 

will address the manner in which Chueca appears in the gay press; and finally, finish the 

chapter discussing the differences present within gay and heterosexual press.   

 

A Little Earlier than Franco: A Short Outline of Chueca´s Pre-Franco History 

 From the very beginning of the neighborhood´s existence it was considered 

´within´ the city and as time progressed, the area was increasingly considered to be a part 

of the “viejo casco” (old shell).   This concept of being within the walls of the city 

(through the mid-18th century) or within the old shell of the city (arguably to the present) 

is increasingly important as Madrid faced the challenge of demonstrating to the world its 

ability to serve as the capital of Spain, the capital of an Empire, the capital of a dictatorial 

regime and presently as the capital of a neoliberal and “modern” democracy.   That 
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within the walls or within the downtown area served as an image of whatever regime was 

in power and reflected that image to the rest of Madrid, Spain, Europe and the world.   

Thus, in what follows, we will see a constant preoccupation about what exists within this 

privileged and necessary space designed to create and concretize the capital-ness of the 

city in early years and later what Madrid was to represent to Spain and the world about 

the regime in power.  The center, downtown, or old shell was and is imagined to embody 

and spatialize the ideology of each successive era, regime and government. 

Chueca was not always considered as part of the actual geographic center of 

Madrid.  However, it was not long (less than a century) until the area of Chueca was 

considered part and parcel of the symbolic center of Madrid because of its proximity to 

the new Palacio del Buen Retiro (located near the current Parque del Buen Retiro) and its 

location on one of the many routes the royals used to parade through the city. The area 

can date its inhabitance to the late 16th century.  The neighborhood was nothing but fields 

at the time, a good distance from the court and provided an atmosphere ideal for the 

construction of convents, monasteries and churches.  Its inhabitance coincided with the 

official declaration of Madrid as the capital of Spain.   Felipe II, the Prudent, declared 

Madrid the capital in 1561 and this election surprised many.   Madrid was not the richest, 

nor the most easily communicable city in the kingdom.   In fact, Madrid lacked (and 

continues to lack) a real economic base for its survival and its presence on the plains of 

Castilla made it very difficult to reach until massive infrastructure was set in place in the 

late 19th century.   Many thought Toledo with its glorious past, or Barcelona with its 
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obvious wealth and proximity to other European courts would have been better choices 

(Julía 1994: 14-15).   

Directly after Felipe´s choice of Madrid, there existed constant worry and much 

work intended to have this choice of capital taken seriously by not only Spain but by 

Europe in general.   Hence the imperialness of Madrid had to be constructed (both 

physically and ideologically by re-writing certain aspects of history) in order to 

demonstrate to all Spaniards and their European neighbors that this city was worthy of 

the Austrias.   Many projects were undertaken to create a city that might rival other 

capitals across Europe.   These projects were so rapid in their inception and growth 

haphazard that: “…una monarquía ….planeaba ciudades cuadriculadas, con 

irreproachable urbanismo, en el Nuevo Mundo, mientras trataba su propia capital como 

un patio trasero (..a monarchy... planning squared cities, with irreproachable urbanism in 

the New world, treated its own capital like a back patio) (Julía 1994:321).  The area saw 

exponential growth in not only the number and size of buildings but also in population as 

the royal and noble inhabitants attempted to create an imperial Madrid in substance that 

they longed for in their imagination. 

Inherent in this construction of Madrid as capital was the creation of monumental 

buildings worthy of an empire where a small town, or pueblo, had previously existed.  

This imperial construction was meant to impress upon the rest of Europe that Spain 

should be taken seriously in a political arena where the other monarchies of Europe had a 

tendency to see their neighbors to the south in less than satisfactory terms, and to 

demonstrate new wealth increasingly arriving from the New World.   This project also 
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demanded a vast expansion of religious buildings within the confines of the city.  The 

creation of an excessive number of locales housing religious orders was intended to make 

Madrid the most clerically populated city in Europe after Rome (Veksler 2005:15).  

Utilizing Catholicism as a vehicle for recognition on the European stage meant the more 

convents, monasteries, and churches within the confines of the city the better.       

The neighborhood finds its inception during this period of vast expansion and 

construction/justification of Madrid as capital through the use of Church and Catholicism 

extending from the time of Felipe II´s declaration of Madrid as capital through the end of 

the 18th century.   The first building in Chueca was a convent for the Carmelite nuns built 

in 1585 by Felipe II and located near the current street of Barquillo (Veksler 2005: 17).  

The next major building to be built in the area was a monastery for los Capuchinos de la 

Paciencia (the Capuchins of Patience) in the year 1639 located in the current Plaza of 

Vazquez de Mella.  

The presence of these convents and monasteries was important both logistically 

and symbolically in Madrid Capital.   First of all, el Palacio del Buen Retiro´s 

construction was finished in the year 1632 and relocated a part of the court to the far 

eastern edge of Madrid (Julía 1994).  This also meant that the Royal Processions 

throughout the city now began at the Puerta de Alcalá making the area even more 

important in the symbolic understanding of the city (Julía 1994: 224).  The relative 

closeness of the religious to the court only further demonstrated to the populace of Spain 

and of course, Europe, the holiness of the Spanish Empire.  Therefore, the area of 

present-day Chueca became more popular for the construction of not only religious 
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buildings but also began to appear desirable to aristocratic families desiring to live closer 

to the symbolic court-center of the city:…surgieron prestigiosos barrios aristocráticos en 

ambos extremos de la principal ruta ceremonial (....aristocratic neighborhoods appeared 

in both extremes of the principal ceremonial route) (Julía 1994: 219).  The numerous 

mansions and palacios of these aristocratic families are still visible along Paseo de los 

Recoletos though they have been converted to office buildings. 

  Logistically speaking, the existence of monasteries and convents at the extreme 

east of these walls, yet importantly within their confines, allowed the cultivation of fields 

and various domestic animals to support the daily needs of the religious and provided 

surpluses for sale to the aristocratic families beginning to move to the area.   In addition, 

the aristocratic families could make use of the religious to provide both spiritual and 

educational guidance to themselves and their children (Julía 1994; Veksler 2005).   

Overall, the area of and surrounding Chueca began the process of its population during an 

age of creating and justifying Madrid as an imperial capital worthy of the attention of the 

Spanish people and Europe through appeals to Church and constructions worthy of 

Empire.    

 As the 18th century progressed, the area in and around present-day Chueca began 

to see an influx of workers to support and physically create the imperialness of Madrid.  

The city experienced a huge growth period from 1720 to 1800 as a result of increased 

control of American silver mines causing the Crown´s and hence Madrid´s wealth to 

increase exponentially (Julía 1994: 298).   According to Santos, et. al. the city  existed 

essentially as two cities, both the imaginary or intended city of the elite (Imperial 
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Madrid) and the lived city of workers who provided the labor to make the imaginary 

real.: 

 

Si el Madrid imperial en su calidad de Corte era en parte una ciudad que 

existía en el pensamiento de su elite dirigente, y en parte una ciudad que 

había crecido y se había conformado para servir de escenario donde 

magnificar y confirmar dicho mundo imaginario, Madrid era al mismo 

tiempo un lugar donde vivían y trabajaban miles de personas.  (Julía 1994: 

231) 

 

If imperial Madrid in its quality as court were a city that existed in the 

thoughts of the directing elite, and also another part that had grown and 

conformed itself to serving as a stage where this imaginary world might be 

magnified and confirmed, Madrid was also, at the same time, a place 

where thousands of people lived and worked. 

 

This discordance between the ideal, or imagined city, created by the ruling or powerful 

classes and the actual lived city experienced by the people of the lower classes would 

continue as a theme from this historical moment into the present.   The ruling classes 

made extensive plans for both the physical environment of the city and the bodies 

occupying that space, but these plans were many times frustrated by socio-economic and 

political pressures that sculpted the city in very distinct and variant methods.   In this 
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case, the imperialness of Madrid had to face hordes of workers who scuffed the brilliance 

of Madrid as capital of the Spanish Empire. 

As a result of this massive influx of workers and the need to live close to then 

current construction, the Chueca area became the housing choice of metal workers.  The 

new neighborhood offered an ideal location for this trade precisely because the area was 

then somewhat removed from the more aristocratic classes whose mansions were a bit 

more east, but close enough to new construction to maintain successful businesses.  The 

small palaces and mansions of the elite existed farther east and therefore the noise of the 

workers´ anvils and hammers didn´t disturb the more refined classes (Veksler 2005: 32).  

As a result, the neighborhood was known in popular terminology as the neighborhood of 

los chisperos (the sparkers).  Supposedly, according to Veksler, one can still see the 

metal worker origins of the working class neighborhood in the elaborate iron gates 

currently existing around buildings, windows, and portals.    

As Madrid entered the 1800s it became a city marked explicitly by the declining 

Spanish Empire and the resultant economic troubles presented by the loss of American 

wealth.  To add insult to injury the Napoleonic Wars and Spain´s occupation during the 

years 1808-1813 and 1824-1826 only further marked the Madrid landscape by creating 

miserable, unhygienic and cramped spaces.   The previously mentioned 18th century 

processes of immigration that doubled the size of the populace coupled with continuously 

decreased wealth and war now left thousands of workers in the city without labor 

opportunities. Nor did the necessary governmental infrastructure exist to support hungry, 

out of work masses and re-build neighborhoods left in shambles or dilapidated areas that 
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had fallen into ill-repute.  In addition, directly after Napoleon and the French had been 

successfully expunged from the peninsula, the extreme despotism of Fernando VII caused 

many madrileños to believe the country had returned to a complete absolutism that 

ignored the pleas of the poor and the inhabitants of the actual lived city.    At the same 

time all of the people realized that with the continuing and subsequent losses of the 

American colonies Madrid did not benefit from the economic clout of the past.  This 

conglomeration of factors “ …hundío a la ciudad en  el abandono y la paralysis” (Julía 

1994: 328) (…drowned the city in abandon and paralysis) and perhaps this abandonment 

led to the worst epidemic of cholera the city had ever seen (1836). 

 According to Santos Madrid became a city that was essentially unlivable: 

 

Todos los testimonios concuerdan: Madrid es durante todo el siglo XIX 

una ciudad sucia y oscura, con calles angostas y insalubres, con un 

caserío mezquino, sin servicios, sin policía; una villa que nada significa 

en el mundo.......Ha dejado de ser ya sólo Corte, y la vieja nobleza ha 

entrado en un irrefrenable declive económico, sin haber alcanzado 

todavía el rango de capital y sin que afirme su presencia una burguesía 

que confunda sus intereses con los de la nacíon.....Madrid parece 

confirmar en el siglo XIX el artificio y la culpa de su elección como 

capital de España.  (Julía 1994: 323) 
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All of the testimonies agree:  during the whole 19th century Madrid is a 

dirty and dark city, with horrible and unhealthy streets, with mixed (forms 

of) homes, without services nor police…It had ceased to be only the Court, 

and the old nobility had entered into an unstoppable economic decline, and 

still without having achieved the status of capital, and without having 

developed a bourgeoisie that might confuse its interests with those of the 

nation….Madrid, in the 19th century, appears to confirm the artifice and 

the guilt of her election as the capital of Spain. 

 

This time of a dirty and dark Madrid with its sickening and dark streets, unemployment, 

famine and destruction was reflected in the area of Chueca as its working class 

populations were forced to partition their homes for rent; rob and steal for their bread and 

butter; and look to other money-making schemes (such as prostitution) to live. 

Even though Madrid was destroyed by famine and war this was not enough to 

stem the tide of migrants from other areas of Spain.  Therefore, there were many people 

entering the city with no place to live and certainly no labor opportunities to allow these 

migrants gainful and respectable employment (Julía 1994: 328).  The migration, 

unemployment, war, famine and general deterioration of living conditions in the capital 

caused the neighborhood of Barquillo (along with Lavapiés, and Maravillas (now 

Malasaña)) to be considered filled with non-desirables and in desperate need of change if 

the center was to represent the capital-ness of Madrid and the power of Spain: 
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Los barrios de Lavapiés, Maravillas, Barquillo (Chueca) y otros, que por 

estar retirados del centro de Madrid no se habitan ni se ocupan sino por 

gente pobre e infeliz y cuyos edificios miserables e incómodos no son 

capaces de otros inquilinos, quiere el Rey....que no sean como hasta aquí 

albergue de pobres sin oficio y destino, de gente de mal vivir, de majas y 

gitanas y de toda especia de canalla, sino de personas honradas y 

aplicadas a servicios útiles y convenientes (Martínez Ruiz 1993: capitulo 

"Historia de Madrid"). 

 

The neighborhoods of Lavapiés, Maravillas, Barquillo (Chueca) and 

others, being that they are removed from the center of Madrid, are not 

inhabited by anything but poor and unhappy people whose miserable and 

uncomfortable buildings are not capable of taking on more renters. The 

King wants that….(the neighborhoods) will not be like they have been up 

until now: poorhouses for people without work or future, people who live 

badly, of prostitutes and gypsies and every type of scoundrel; but rather 

(filled with) people who are honorable and applied to useful and 

convenient services.  

 

It is interesting to note that the same neighborhoods of Barquillo (Chueca), Maravillas 

(Malasaña) and Lavapiés continue to reflect the preoccupations of Spanish Civil society 

well into the present.    Since the mid 1800s to the present, all of these neighborhoods 
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have been the focus of concern regarding such social issues as: prostitution, drugs, crime 

and, more recently, homosexuality and massive immigration from the Americas and 

Africa.   

 What Martinez-Ruiz makes clear is that the 19th century brought massive change 

to Madrid and more specifically to the previously spacious neighborhoods skirting the 

city center.    In addition, the current neighborhoods began to cede space to more and 

bigger buildings constructed much closer together than in the past removing any sense of 

open space within the center.   The Real Decreto de 8 de abril de 1857 (Royal Decree of 

April 8, 1857) demanded a revitalization of the center of Madrid by calling for the 

destruction of many of the palaces, large houses, monasteries and convents present in the 

city center (Julía 1994: 374).  This was meant to open up parcels of land to create larger 

and more organized streets within its confines.  However, most of the time the destruction 

of the previous buildings cleared the way for more buildings and even more disorganized 

construction throughout the center.  Therefore, the end of the 19th century found many of 

the wealthy fleeing the horrible conditions in the “viejo casco” (old shell), or the parts of 

the city that were previously considered within the walls of Madrid, for the north and 

northwest areas of the city (Veksler 2005: 51).   Therefore, Chueca, for more than a 

century and a half, has had a history of existing as a space filled with suspect and lower 

class people; of scoundrels and easy women; and all the rejects of “proper” society. 

  The early 20th century ushered in more migration to Madrid with burgeoning 

industry and capital inviting a steady stream of workers into its confines.   According to 

Santos, the number of industry increased from 2,000 in 1850 to 6,000 in 1905 with the 
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number of workers also increasing from a mere 11,000 in 1850 to almost 50,000 in 1905 

(Julía 1994: 415).  The rise of industry meant an even more intensified population influx 

to the neighborhoods in the viejo casco.   The neighborhoods and new buildings replacing 

the old mansions and religious buildings were once again filled to past capacity creating 

unhealthy and extremely dangerous living conditions for the majority of the working 

classes.  Most of the large houses of the nobility were abandoned or sold to noveau-rich 

who only rarely actually inhabited the locations preferring to partition and rent these 

buildings or left them abandoned.  The bourgeois classes chose to live and build either to 

the northwest (in the Moncloa area) or to the southwest (past Puerta de Toledo in the 

Carabanchel area) leaving most of the center of Madrid to the poor working class or the 

rising lumpenproletariat.    

During this time, many questionable and illegal activities began to infiltrate the 

Barquillo (Chueca) neighborhood.   Cabarets, dance halls and bordellos began to make 

very public appearances in the Madrid landscape with most of them located in the 

previously mentioned neighborhoods.  The high concentration of people and the run-

down nature of these neighborhoods surely aided in the creation of erotic oriented 

businesses.   (In)famous bordellos came into being on the streets of San Marcos, 

Libertad, Gravina, and Barquillo.   The various bordellos were known for the sexual 

menus provided, such as “la casa de las mamonas” (the house of the suckers) as the 

(supposedly) French employees would perform oral sex while many of their Spanish 

counterparts refused such activities (Veksler 2005: 64-66).   The presence of prostitutes, 

bordellos, cabarets, and other erotic side shows only demonstrates that Chueca´s 
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connection to variance, non-normativity, and the sexually adventurous dates back at least 

a century. 

Beginning on the 4th of April 1910 Madrid and Chueca would change drastically 

due to a massive construction project again meant to create the grandness of Madrid in 

comparison to other European capitals.   Alfonso XIII inaugurated the project that would 

demolish much of the center of Madrid for the opening of the Gran Vía, the boulevard 

connecting the Plaza de Cibeles with Plaza España (Julía 1994).   This project would 

take over 20 years to complete with many of the buildings still not completed after this 

time. The project literally erased eighteen streets and left some twenty-two completely 

unrecognizable (Veksler 2005: 74).   In addition, the construction of tall buildings 

(Telefónica, Palacio de Correos, and Metropolis to name a few), more than twenty floors 

high, along the Gran Vía corridor left the neighborhoods of Chueca, San Bernardo, and 

La Luna literally in the shadow of progress.   As Santos states the creation of Gran Vía 

meant not only the: 

 

…presencia de nuevas formas de capital y de organización 

empresarial…A medida que el terreno se despeja y urbaniza, se alzan, 

pegados al antiguo caserío y ocultando su vista, edificios destinados al 

ocio de las clases dirigentes  y de las burocracias de Estado....(Julía 1994: 

438) 
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...presence of new forms of capital and business organization..…(but) as 

the land cleared and urbanized, and towered, right next to the old center 

and hid it from view, buildings destined for the pleasure of the ruling 

classes and the bureaucracies of the State. 

 

Essentially, Chueca was left in the shadows of a new Madrid, a Madrid that wanted to be 

seen as extremely developed, urbanized and where the center could be re-colonized by 

the ruling and wealthy classes.   The artifice of Gran Via only served to further hide the 

misery, overpopulation, and questionable populations in the neighborhoods living in its 

shadows.  In the early 1980´s, the eclipsing of the neighborhoods behind the Gran Via 

façade has been cited as one of the reasons bringing gay men to Chueca, because 

“podemos hacer cualquier cosa en las oscuridades sabes?” (JC, 58) (we can do anything 

in the dark, you know).  

The imagination of a new format for Madrid from 1910-1920 used the 

construction of Gran Vía to create a specialization of concentric zones emanating from 

the center.   Developers and urban planners, specifically Arturo Soria and la Compañía 

Madrileña de Urbanización (the Madrid Company of Urbanization), hoped to create the 

center as an area of services with outlaying areas serving as living areas for Madrileños: 

 

….no es este rechazo de la vieja ciudad para construir de la nada y en el 

desierto una arcadia armónica, por completo nueva, sino la 

especialización de grandes zonas concéntricas, determinadas por el precio 
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del suelo, que desciende a medida que se aleja del centro: zonas 

proletarias en el anillo más alejado......Y mientras así segmentan los 

nuevos espacios de expansión de la ciudad, el casco antiguo se especializa 

como zona terciaria, comercial y de servicios, con las nuevas vías que 

rasgan la trama de un Madrid popular perceptible todavía no sólo en el 

recuerdo de viejos ruidos y oficios o en los olores de sus calles, sino en la 

miserable realidad de los barrios bajos, de las hacinadas casas de 

vecindad, a las que no ha llegado la piqueta por más que sientan la 

continua amenaza de los sucesivos y nunca realizados proyectos de 

reforma interior.  (Julía 1994: 441-442) 

   

….this wasn´t the rejection of the old city to construct a completely new 

and harmonious arc from nothing in the desert,  rather the specialization of 

large concentric zones, determined by the price of land, that descended 

according to how far it was from the center: proletariat zones in the ring 

farthest from the center…..And while the new areas of expansion in the 

city were segmented like this, the old area was specialized as a third 

commercial and service zone with new streets that tore through the thread 

of popular Madrid.  A popular Madrid perceptible not only in the memory 

of old noises and trades or in the smell of its streets, but also in the 

miserable reality of the lower neighborhoods, of the decrepit neighborhood 

houses, those to which the pick had not yet arrived even though they felt 
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the continuous threat of successive and never realized interior reform 

projects. 

  

This notion of a Madrid radiating from the center continued through the first 

dictatorship and into the years of the Republic (well into the future and arguably into the 

present), as evidenced by the constant preoccupation of Madrileños regarding the 

problems of living conditions in the old center of Madrid.   The center was to be 

emblematic of not only Madrid but by the imagination of Madrid as the all important 

nucleus with successive rings radiating out into all of Spain: 

 

Por vez primera se habla de planes generales, de región, y la obsesión por 

el casco antiguo y el inmediato arrabal, sin desaparecer, cede ante la 

conciencia de que Madrid tenía que alcanzar el estatuto de una gran 

capital.  No que se abandonen definitivamente los proyectos de reforma 

interior, que abundan como siempre, sino que Madrid se comienza a 

concebir preferentemente como centro de un territorio sin límites 

preestablecidos, centro de su región, desde luego, pero también de toda 

España.  El crecimiento por sucesivas agregaciones en su cintura exterior, 

el fetichismo del casco nuevo como núcleo expansivo hasta unas cercas o 

unas rondas que se desplazan como límite exterior, en todas las 

direcciones, la frontera circular ampliándose progresivamente, ....hay que 
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convertir a Madrid en la ciudad-nexo...capaz de conectar un territorio, 

capital.  (Julía 1994: 461-462) 

 

For the first time one spoke of general plans, of the region, and the 

obsession for the old center and surrounding areas, without disappearing or 

letting go of the consciousness that Madrid had to achieve the status of a 

grand capital.  It wasn’t that they definitively abandoned the interior 

reform projects, that abounded as always, but that Madrid might begin to 

be preferentially conceived as a center of a territory without pre-

established limits, center of its region, and of course, also all of Spain.  

The growth by successive aggregations in its exterior belt, and the 

fetishism of the old center like an expansive nucleus towards the outer 

areas or belts that might be displaced as an exterior limit in all directions, 

an outer border amplifying itself progressively…..Madrid had to be 

conceived of as a nexus-city….capable of connecting a territory, capital. 

 

Because the center existed as the all important icon of not only Madrid, but of Spain there 

will continue to be worry about the degradation of the downtown area and what that 

degradation might mean for Spain as country.   In many ways, this preoccupation with 

the center, the interior of the city, reflects ancient preoccupations with what should and 

should not be walled inside Moorish and medieval cities of the Iberian peninsula (Julía 

1994: 63-84). 
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 Even as plans were made to help reform the center for its position as emblem of 

Spain and its job of further concretizing the capital-ness of Madrid, the destructive forces 

of the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) were brewing, culminating with Franco´s entering 

the city on March 2, 1939.  In June of 1936, the very beginning of the Siege of Madrid, 

the area of Chueca saw its first deadly encounters between Republicans and the rising 

falangistas with the assassination of four workers as they left the Casa del Pueblo (a 

general union and worker house serving as an organizational center for many workers 

loyal to the Republican and socialist cause) on the street of Piamonte. A few days later a 

lieutenant loyal to the Republican regime was executed in his house on Hortaleza 

because of his repression of the rising tide of Franco followers (Veksler 2005: 78).   The 

area´s numerous convents and religious buildings saw their occupation by Republican 

followers who located the center of their network in Chueca.   After all was said and done 

Republicans occupied 265 of the 276 religious buildings in Madrid, with most of their 

orders emanating from the Casa del Pueblo on the Chueca street of Piamonte (Veksler 

2005: 79).   Perhaps for this reason, coupled with the fact that the downtown area or 

center symbolically represented Madrid and Spain, the first aerial bombardments 

occurred in the Plaza de Cibeles, around the present military buildings, and along the 

street of Barquillo (Veksler 2005: 81). 

 The destruction of Madrid wreaked havoc upon much of the populace and 

certainly the cityscape.   However, this destruction of the capital of the Republic meant 

that a new capital, based on a mixture of the old concepts of imperialism and the new of 

the dictatorship, could be recreated.   Old Madrid and its associations with the past, 
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specifically its overwhelming support for the Republic, was to be cleared away and new 

concepts in urbanization and population control could take root to buttress Franco´s new 

vision for Spain: 

 

El nuevo sistema político decidió, ante todo, que Madrid debía purgar sus 

culpas: era preciso borrar un siglo de “liberalismo urbano” y rescatar la 

ciudad abonada a la “injuria de las hordas” en manos de los estratos 

“ínfimos del pueblo” que la habían convertido en un “emporio de 

pavorosa suciedad.”   Limpian las calles de proletarios, limpiar las 

cabezas de ideas, borrar de la ciudad los recuerdos de su pasado 

inmediato: a la vez que se reprimía con la brutalidad característica de 

quienes se habían negado a firmar una paz honorable con los últimos 

defensores de Madrid y no quisieron hablar más que de victoria, se 

arrojaba de nuevo las turbas a las afueras y se encendían hogueras con 

los libros que habían extraviado a los madrileños.  (Julía 1994: 525) 

 

The new political system decided, before anything, that Madrid should 

purge its guilt:  it was necessary to erase a century of “urban liberalism” 

and rescue the city that had been abandoned to the “injury of the hordes” at 

the hands of the “infamous (stratum) of the people” that had converted her 

to a “terrifying emporium of dirtiness.”   They cleaned the streets of 

proletariats, to clean heads of ideas, and erase the memories of the recent 
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past from the city:  at the same time they would repress, with the 

characteristic brutality, those last defenders of Madrid that refused to sign 

an honorable peace and that wanted only to speak of victory (over the 

falangistas). Once again, they expunged the crowds to the outlaying areas 

and lit the bonfires with the unruly books of the Madrileños. 

 

The new Madrid meant that the proletariat, namely the dangerous workers who had 

fought long and hard for the Republic, would ideally be relegated to the outlaying areas 

leaving the center for the wealthy, conservative and directing classes loyal to Franco. 

 The rebuilding of the center was to be a reminder of the heroic age of Spain and 

Madrid.   Franco and his directives looked to the imperial age of Felipe II for inspiration 

in the re-creation of the capital.  They hoped to emulate imperial style and ideology in the 

reconstruction of the downtown area by engaging the cultural memory of empire: 

 

Madrid debía ser sometido  una radical intervención quirúrgica que 

arrasar la Puerta de Sol y sus contornos para elevar allí una “sinfonía 

heroica” de quince millones de metros cúbicos de edificios  

monumentales....y con intervenciones de la envergadura de la Gran Vía 

Área....(Julía 1994: 528) 

 

Madrid should be submitted to a radical surgical intervention that would 

level the Puerta del Sol and its surrounding areas (the whole of downtown) 
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to raise up a “heroic symphony” of 15 million cubic meters of monumental 

buildings……and with interventions increasing the breadth of the area of 

Gran Vía. 

  

The plan was good in theory but in a Madrid that was filled with hunger, the poor, and 

general misery the monumental reconstructions would have to wait almost two decades 

until the economic miracle of the 60´s might take place.   In that time many of the 

monumental buildings present from Plaza de Cibeles to Puerta del Sol on the street of 

Alcalá and to Plaza de España on Gran Vía were either refurbished with new facades or 

completely rebuilt. 

Though many workers were indeed displaced by the rebuilding of the downtown 

area and given cheaper housing in the developing and highly subsidized satellite 

dormitory towns of Madrid, the plan was not as successful as some would have hoped.    

Once again, Madrid saw a huge influx of emigrants from all over Spain and with little or 

no space to house them.   From 1940-50 Madrid saw 225,000 emigrants; from 1950-1960 

412,000; and from 1960-1970 686,500 (Julía 1994: 528).   The surrounding dormitory 

areas could not contain the influx and once again the neighborhoods in the shadows of 

Gran Vía were filled with dirty, partitioned, and cheap pensions or bed rentals in order to 

accommodate.   Thus, the preoccupation with the “viejo casco” (old shell) and what 

image those neighborhoods nestled within and between the Gran Vía had for the current 

regime and for all of Spain would continue well into the 1990s.  This constant worry, at 

least on the part of more left leaning socialists, would not abate until the mid-1990s when 
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the gay community began to re-form and re-shape the downtown area providing a spark 

that would ignite many of the surrounding neighborhoods of Chueca to seek a 

renaissance of glamour and modernity heretofore unseen in the area.    

Overall, what is clear in this brief discussion of the history of the area is that the 

center of the capital has long been a source of worry to those in charge of Madrid and 

Spain.   The imagination of Madrid as the nucleus radiating to all points of the nation 

created and continues to create this preoccupation with what is happening in downtown.   

If the capital can have such misery and poverty then what could this fact possibly say 

about Spain as nation?   As Chueca enters its gay phase, we see the liberals touting its 

qualities as emblematic of a New Spain, a Spain very far removed from the qualities of 

repression and censure present in the Franco regime and as evidence that Madrid and 

Spain have entered into a ´modernity´ (arguably post-modernity) rivaled by few on the 

world stage. 

  

Chueca After the Death of Franco (1976-1988): Drugs, Prostitutes and Rock & Roll 

 Apparently people can and did, or felt that they could do, almost anything in the 

shadow of the utterly modern buildings and artifice of Gran Vía.   The neighborhood was 

presented as a place of danger, drugs, prostitution and minimally as an area for the 

development of the counter-cultural movement of La Movida Madrileña de los 80.  

Directly after the death of Franco, Chueca enters the press because of problems with 

crime and violence occurring within its confines, a couple of articles speaking about rock 
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and roll venues in the neighborhood, and with discussions of the renovation of the main 

plaza in the neighborhood.   

El Pais (liberal) and ABC (conservative) appear very consistent with one another 

in their discussions and portrayals of the area during this time.   This period evidences the 

most incidences of articles portraying Chueca as a crime-infested no-man´s land.  The 

number of articles describing crime from 1976 to 1990 in El Pais is 15; while in ABC 18.    

After 1990 there are 5 El Pais and 10 ABC articles addressing crime but the number of 

articles diminish to almost nothing in both newspapers by the year 1998.  The beginning 

of the new millennium to the present offers not one discussion of crime and Chueca in El 

Pais and only four in ABC. 

The first article discussing crime in Chueca during the time period in question 

presents us with a scandalous first in Madrid.  The Metro (subway), founded in 1919, was 

to see the first ever hold-up in its history in none other than the Chueca station.   Articles 

in both El Pais and ABC, dated December 8, 1976, reporters described similar 

happenings: 

 

(ABC) El primer atraco que se recuerda en la historia de metro madrileño 

fue cometido durante la noche del pasado lunes en la estación de Chueca 

por tres individuos de edades comprendidas entre los veinte y veinticinco 

años, que portaban una pistola y palos de artes marciales.  Los 

delincuentes, tras amenazar con sus armas al jefe de estación, don 

Antonio García Moreno, de treinta años, robaron tres sacas que contenían 
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24.865 pesetas, producto de la recaudación de taquillas durante la tarde 

(Dominguez 1976). 

 

The first hold up that can be remembered in the history of the Madrid 

metro was committed last Monday night in the station of Chueca by three 

individuals of ages understood to be between 20 and 25 years old and that 

carried a pistol and numchucks.  The delinquents, after threatening the 

boss of the station Mr. Antonio García Moreno (30 years old), robbed 

three bags containing 24,865 pesetas (about 150 euros or 200 dollars), the 

result of the money collected in the ticket booths during the afternoon. 

 

With this nefarious first, Chueca enters into the focus of our study and the modern 

popular imagination as a danger zone.  For the next fourteen years Chueca will only exist 

in press as a crime-ridden area of the city with scared and later organized neighbors and a 

city council unsure of how to handle the situation. 

Many reasons might be given as to why the area became an epicenter for crime.   

Among these explanations: the fact it was a neighborhood in the shadow of Gran Vía; the 

fact it was centrally located; the fact that it was generally an elderly neighborhood; and 

the lack of street lighting in the area.  However, the previously mentioned article brings 

up the important point as to how the new presence of the metro station (opened in 1975) 

and the reforms to the Plaza of Chueca affected the ebb and flow of neighborhood life.  A 

neighborhood association complained in ABC that the metro brought unwanted and 
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suspect people, while lessening the sense of intimacy existing previously (see ABC June 

6, 1976).  The presence of the metro station made the neighborhood accessible to all of 

Madrid and gave young people easy access to the growing drug trade and new locales for 

diversion.   As a result of the new presence of the metro the neighborhood became a 

porous space for easy entrance and exit with anonymity.  No longer was it possible to 

identify the people in the plaza, as in years past where one might see mainly neighbors.   

Hence the lessening of intimacy created an increase of anonymity and less social control.  

The metro also meant easy accessibility and conversely easy escape.  This new addition 

to the face of the area coupled with the other factors previously mentioned (the small, 

numerous and notoriously dark streets of the neighborhood, the fact that most neighbors 

were of retirement age, as well as the dense population in the streets) provided an 

attractive location for committing and getting away with numerous crimes.    

One of the responses to the growing drug trade and crime in the area was to close 

the plaza to cars.  Automobile traffic was cut in the year 1981 to make the downtown area 

a more pedestrian friendly area and supposedly to lessen the ability of people to conduct 

dealings from the safety of their vehicles: 

 

(ABC) Estos espacios serán mejorados y no contarán con el peligro de los 

coches circulando por el entorno, contando así los niños con una libertad 

hasta ahora desconocida para ellos en esas zonas.   Se evitarán ruidos, 

contaminación y, en algunos casos, se conseguirá disuadir a los 
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propietarios de vehículos privados para que dejen el coche en casa al 

desplazarse al centro.  (Delgado 1981) 

 

These spaces will be improved and will not experience the danger of cars 

circulating in the area, doing this the children will experience a liberty that 

up until now has been unknown to them in these zones.   It will avoid 

noise, contamination, and in some cases, will dissuade private car owners 

from bringing their cars when they come to the downtown area. 

 

Later, Chueca served as a model for the closing of other plazas to traffic and the area was 

“studied” to gain some perspective about the effects of the changes.   This ´technical 

report´ was written to describe the changes in neighborhood life and ironically, these 

studies claimed that there were no changes: 

 

(ABC)Según Francisco Gutiérrez, responsable de este informe técnico, no 

se han realizado encuestas entre los vecinos y los comerciantes afectados 

sobre la repercusión de estos usos peatonales y su aceptación, porque la 

mayoría de la actuaciones no son lo suficientemente importantes como 

para afectar la vida en la zona....(Delgado 1984) 

 

According to Francisco Gutiérrez, who was responsible for this technical 

report, they haven´t done surveys with the neighbors or business people 
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affected about the repercussions of converting the plazas to pedestrian use 

and its acceptance, because the majority of the changed are not sufficiently 

important to affect life in the area. 

 

Not interviewing or polling the neighbors appears to have given the city government the 

exact answer they wanted: plazas should become pedestrian zones.  The side effect of this 

change, contrary to what they had originally hoped, was to create spaces where people, or 

more specifically camellos (drug dealers) and prostitutes could loiter and ply their wares 

to customers.    I am sure if they had asked the neighbors and business people of Chueca 

about the effects this ´technical report´ would have looked very different. After 1981, in 

Chueca, we see a huge number of articles describing drug and prostitution transactions 

and arrests partially explained by the pedestrianization of the plaza coupled with the 

entrance of the metro. 

Another very important factor affecting the area at this time was the ever 

increasing drug trade.  Heroin wreaked havoc in all of the major Spanish cities, but the 

capital seems to have been the most hard hit as drugs were part and parcel of La Movida. 

The intravenous use of heroin and later, the resultant massive HIV infection in Spain has 

been well documented (Castilla 1993; Gamella 1994).  HIV/AIDS infections due to drug 

use amounted over fifty percent of the total number of infections by the year 1990 

(Castilla 1993) and it seems Chueca was one of the epicenters for junkies to not only buy 

but employ their fix.  Reporter Alejandro Gandara (El Pais) describes the situation:          
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En la plaza de Chueca hay gente que se sienta al sol y se clava una 

jeringuilla con la misma tranquilidad con que se tomaría un vermú. En la 

jeringuilla no hay penicilina. La tranquilidad tiene que ver con la 

indiferencia del marco hacia lo que está sucediendo allí, la indiferencia de 

los viandantes, los tenderos o los policías.(Gandara 1988) 

 

In the Plaza of Chueca there are people who sit in the sun and inject a 

syringe with the same tranquility with which one might sip a vermouth. 

There is no penicillin in the syringe.  The tranquility has to do with the 

indifference toward what is happening in the area, the indifference of the 

way-walkers, shopkeepers and police. 

 

The situation in the neighborhood was so bad at one point that the Spanish post office 

discussed removing mailboxes from the area because employees were stuck with 

discarded needles as they removed letters. Some employees even refused to enter the area 

to deliver or pick up mail because they were attacked, hassled or had to dodge junkies 

passed out on the sidewalks (El Pais March 3, 1988).  One informant, whose grandfather 

owned and lived in a house in the neighborhood at the time, remembers his parents 

refusing to visit because needles covered the ground in the plaza and along the streets and 

they were afraid their children might accidentally prick themselves.    

 Because of drugs, and the crimes which follow, prostitution, and dilapidated 

nature of the buildings, this neighborhood was never portrayed in a positive light at this 
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time.  It was described as “the Old West” (because of a shoot-out in the metro) (ABC 

April 4, 1985); “a drug supermarket” (ABC April 15, 1987; El Pais February 8, 1987 and 

November 11, 1987);  the center of “the triangle of death” to be found in the downtown 

area (El Pais March 21, 1988); “a black point on the city map better forgotten” (El Pais 

October 11, 1988); and the epicenter for drugs and both male and female prostitution 

(ABC January 16, 1990).  In fact, one article in El Pais claimed that one in thirty-three 

Madrileños had been a victim of violence in the area.  In the same article the mayor of 

Madrid stated: “No podemos tolerar que haya zonas como Lavapiés o Chueca, 

secuestradas por delincuentes” (We cannot tolerate that there might be zones, like 

Lavapiés or Chueca, that have been sequestered by delinquents) (Duva 1988).  From the 

perspective of many, Chueca was a militarized zone with distinct boundaries delineating 

the decent and safe from indecent and dangerous. 

 Discursively we have the neighborhood associated only with crime, drugs, 

prostitution and illegal activities.   Later, reporters begin to make numerous associations 

between the space, disease and foreigners, evidencing an increasing Spanish anxiety with 

immigration:  

 

(El Pais) Los viejos edificios de viviendas están hoy semiabandonados, y 

sus casas han sido conquistadas por un submundo cruel, en el que las 

habitaciones se dividen aún más por mamparas de madera y se alquilan a 

prostitutas enfermas y extranjeras, sobre todo de raza negra, que viven 

apiñados en condiciones infrahumanas. (Manzano 1988) 
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The old housing buildings are, today, semi-abandoned and their houses 

have been conquered by a cruel underworld, in which the rooms have been 

even more divided by flimsy wood walls and that are rented to foreign and 

diseased prostitutes, primarily of the black race, that live packed together 

in subhuman conditions. 

 

Chueca becomes one of the few spaces in the urban landscape associated with every 

possible social danger existent at this time.  Other areas were also problematic (such as 

Lavapiés, Maravillas (Malasaña), Sol), but none of them seem to have been able to 

include in their repertoire all types of crime. 

 As another complicating factor at this time, Chueca and the neighboring area of 

Maravillas/Malasaña served as epicenters for la Movida Madrileña de los 80 (the Madrid 

Movement of the 1980s).   This was a time of heightened creativity and artistic 

expression; a time of sex, drugs and rock and roll.   John Hooper argues this époque was 

a time of release, a time of escape from the social and cultural repression of the years of 

the dictatorship, resulting in a ´cult of excess´ (Hooper 1995).   Other academics have 

described the movement as: “ A thriving culture based on sexual ambiguity and 

freedom…something of a symbol of the new freedoms achieved…most accurately 

described as a state of mind” (Mira 2000: 246).  Or, “(la movida)… originated from the 

marginal Madrid drug culture…(and) was born out of the fortunate coincidence of 

internal and external music and fashion styles”  (Allinson 2000: 268).  La Movida 
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maintained a distinct aversion to high and bourgeois culture and allowed for 

experimentation not only in terms of music and fashion but also identity.  This movement 

hated labels and therefore ´homosexuality´ or ´gay´ as identities seemed to them “dull 

and conservative” (Mira 2000: 246).  Instead there was a sexual libertinism which infused 

the movement and therefore, infused the culture of Chueca as well.   The presence of a 

gay bar and gay-friendly café only heightened the idea of the area as a part of a counter-

hegemonic movement and as an epicenter for questionable social activities. The 

connections between La Movida and Chueca can still be seen today with such figures as 

Alaska (actress and singer), Pedro Almodóvar (director), Mecano (musical group) and 

Tierno Galván (liberal mayor of Madrid during La Movida) being revered by the gay 

community.   In fact Alaska has been called “la diosa de Chueca” (the goddess of 

Chueca) (see Zero no. 24).    Therefore, La Movida and Chueca are intimately linked as 

they were both children of the exploration of new ideological spaces and products of the 

globalization of revolutionary and protest movements.  Though the newspapers fail to 

report on la Movida in any great detail there did exist a very important youth subculture 

in the area influencing the amount of crime, prostitution and drug use and further 

marginalizing the area in the collective Madrileño imagination.  

 The discussions in both ABC and El Pais about crime and the degradation of the 

downtown area can also be understood as a societal concern about boundaries.   These 

boundaries and the preoccupation with the same were initially ideological boundaries 

which were later mapped onto the urban landscape.  With the death of Franco and the 

transition to liberal democracy, Spanish society lost much of its moral and ethical 
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grounding provided by the powerful fusion of State and Church (Beevor 1982; Hooper 

1995; Tremlett 2006).   As a result of the sudden removal of forced morality, Spain 

sought for some sort of anchor or common ground from which to be able to control and 

understand their new freedoms.  In the article “The Construction of Youth in Spain in the 

1980s and 1990s” by Mark Allinson (2000) we find a portrayal of all Spanish youth 

rejecting the past and embracing La Movida with its libertinism (Allinson 2000).   What 

Allinson ignores in his piece is that many youth rejected the subcultural movement and 

turned to falangist (ultra-right, conservative) organizations (see Salas 2006); or Church 

based groups such as Opus Dei which continues to be an important force recruiting many 

young people today (see Orlandis 1994).   

Preoccupations about morality are evidenced and mapped onto urban landscapes 

and people within those landscapes (Guy 1991; Mumford 1997).   In the case of Chueca 

we see a constant preoccupation on the part of the press about what was happening in the 

downtown area (crimes, drugs, prostitution) and who were the types of people in that area 

(prostitutes, drug dealers, homosexuals, criminals).  This was a process of defining the 

limits of social acceptability and legality while also locating the acceptable and 

unacceptable within specific physical spaces.  The neighborhood and downtown area 

offered a location to place all of the undesirable and controversial topics and people.  

These topics and people could then be easily located and discussed as new boundaries of 

social acceptance were debated and concretized.  As an example of changing social 

mores, heroin, in this historical moment was not necessarily rejected as a dangerous or 

problematic substance but is now summarily rejected as a drug of choice.  Heroin has 
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been supplanted by cocaine as a socially acceptable stupefying substance and in fact 

Spain is the country consuming the most cocaine in the European Union (Staff 2005a).  

In addition, homosexuality has also come to be accepted in Spain as it has moved from 

margin to center of political debate culminating in the approbation of gay marriage in 

June of 2005 (see Chapter 3).  

As will be discussed further in this chapter, the perception of the physical 

urbanscape has also undergone changes.  Chueca currently serves as an exemplar of 

urban renewal and renovation.  On the other hand, as of 2002, Lavapiés has become the 

focus of media attention because of its high concentration of immigrants.   That 

neighborhood now serves as the physical landscape where Madrileños can focus their 

anxieties about the massive changes in Spanish society resulting from unchecked 

immigration from Latin America, Eastern Europe and North Africa.  Though Chueca has 

largely been cleared of its bad name, the area still maintains a stain as a result of its past 

representation(s).  As late as 2006, while teaching English to Spanish executives, I 

received many shocked looks from older students when I told them that I lived in 

Chueca: “But Chueca is dangerous, there are many drugs, putas, and homosexuals!” (MC 

52).   For an older generation Chueca is still a dangerous space, it still marks the limits of 

acceptability within the landscape.     

 The supposed indifference of the neighborhood in the face of drugs, prostitution, 

crime and La Movida did not last for long (if it ever really existed).   In 1988 we see the 

first appearance of a neighborhood organization designed to fight the degradation of the 

downtown area.  La Cibeles (the organization named for the Plaza de Cibeles which lays 
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close to Chueca and named after the Roman Goddess) was born “to fight against drugs, 

prostitution, insecurity, and illegal street sales” (Sanchéz 1988).  This larger organization 

would later (1994) give birth to a specific organization composed of gay and lesbian 

business people called ASGEL (Asociación Española de Empresarios Gays y Lesbianas) 

in the year 1997.  This new organization sought to not only rid the neighborhood of 

crime, but also to fight against supposed homophobic city-government practices.   With 

the beginnings of formal organization against crime, we enter into a new époque in 

Chueca, an époque of the gay collective fighting for space and visibility and transforming 

the neighborhood into a gay village extraordinaire. 

 

Defining and Fighting for Space (1988-1998): Drag Queens and Revelers to the Front 

 The first use of the word ´gay´ in its relation to Chueca, in either of the 

periodicals, ironically occurs in ABC, the conservative newspaper.   There was an 

advertisement for the sale of a bar “en la zona gay” on May 24, 1985.   The very next day 

the same advertisement appears, and ran for two weeks, for the same locale but without 

any reference to “la zona gay.”   What this indicates is that as early as 1985 there was a 

substantial gay presence in the neighborhood, substantial enough for a reader to advertise 

their bar as part of the gay area.7  In the early years of the coalescence of gay identity, the 

gayness of the neighborhood was constructed solely through the existence of bars.  Older 

informants have told me that there existed five or six bars, all of which were dark, small, 

cramped and most built with one main floor on the street and another floor in the 

                                                 
7 Of course it also indicates the homophobia functioning within ABC since they did not permit the word gay 
to appear again in this particular advertisement. 
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basement.  Owners designed the basement levels sometimes to provide a different 

atmosphere with different music and other times as a space for fleeting sexual encounters. 

However, informants indicate they do not remember any other gay businesses (such as 

clothing stores, restaurants, etc.) at this time until the opening of a gay and lesbian 

bookstore in the early 1990s. 

In 1992 the first non-bar oriented gay business opened with Berkana, a bookstore 

co-owned by a lesbian and a gay man offering magazines, videos, books, and t-shirts and 

other memorabilia.  This was a step forward in visibility for the gay community as 

suddenly there existed a gay presence in the neighborhood both during the night and the 

day.   According to one of the owners, Mili Hernandez, the bookstore and its success was 

part of a larger communal project of visibility in the urban landscape: 

 

(Mili Hernandez)....yo sabía que era cuestión de tiempo de que la gente 

saliera del armarios ......era un proyecto común con un montón de frentes 

abiertos: los colectivos por un lado, los empresarios y la prensa gay por 

otro y la sociedad aceptando nuestros reivindicaciones y nuestra 

presencia (Peinado 2003). 

 

...I knew that it was a question of time before the people came out of the 

closets....it was a common project with a mountain of open fronts: the 

collectives (organizations) on the one hand, the business people and gay 

press on the other, and the society accepting our demands and presence. 
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This common project was the construction and defense not only of ideological but 

physical spaces of acceptance in the urban landscape. The opening of Berkana is indeed a 

landmark in the development of the gay community.  They had no qualms about placing 

homosexual images in the street display windows, displaying t-shirts and books with 

provocative images, and their sign bearing the pink triangle. After Berkana, came a wave 

of gay businesses including restaurants, more bars, clothing stores, etc., all touting their 

gayness publicly in a similar form: Gay Pride flags, homosexual photography in the 

windows, and homosexual symbols (pink triangles, Leather Pride flags). 

 From 1990 to 1998 these organizations demanded and received increased police 

vigilance in the area.    They were able to create a relatively safer space in Chueca and 

thereby began to coalesce and strengthen gay visibility.   However, this fight for visibility 

was not always an easy fight.   The first instances of violence against homosexuals in the 

area occurred in the form of beatings (see El Pais on December 5th and 12th of 1988).   

Interestingly enough, I later met the man which this article describes.  He is a slight man, 

extremely quiet, now around 40 years old, he owns his own business in Chueca and aside 

from his numerous face piercings, appeared to me one of the most non-threatening people 

I have met.   He describes the incident as follows: 

 

Fuimos a cenar fuera, yo y mi nene.  Acabamos de llegar de A Coruña 

donde fuimos a visitar nuestras familias y no queríamos cocinar.   Pues 

después de la cena dimos una vuelta y allí en la calle Infantas se nos 
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acercaron  y nos dieron una paliza.....tuve dos fracturas en un brazo y una 

contusión (¿) y mi novio una fractura en su pierna y le quitaron dos 

dientes.   Él regresó a A Coruña dos semanas más tarde por que no podía 

vivir en Madrid por el miedo que sentía al salir a la calle.  (Ju.C., 44) 

 

We went to have dinner out, myself and my boyfriend.  We just came back 

from A Coruña where we went to visit our familiar and we didn´t want to 

cook.  So, after the dinner we walked around and there in the street of 

Infantas they came near us and gave us a beating….I had two fractures in 

an arm and a concussion, and my boyfriend a fracture in his leg and they 

knocked out two of his teeth.  He returned to A Coruña two weeks later 

because he couldn´t live in Madrid because of the fear he felt going out on 

the street. 

 

At this time, Chueca offered a nascent space of acceptance for gays and lesbians, but it 

also made them easily locatable to outside factions.   Surprisingly, there are not many 

instances of homophobic violence in the press: ABC contains five instances (only two of 

which blatantly describe homophobic violence) from 1988-1999 and El Pais six (five of 

which describe the crime as a result of homophobia) instances.  However, aggression of 

“tribus urbanas” (urban tribes) are mentioned in both ABC and El Pais in May 1999 (see 

ABC May 25, 1999 and El Pais May 24, 1999).   Both repot that in the year 1998 to 1999 
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there were 15 aggressions in Chueca and Malasaña.  They do not specifically note that 

these aggressions were the result of homophobia. 

 However, almost all of my informants who were able to go out in the 

neighborhood, or who lived in the neighborhood at this time told me they had 

experienced some form of harassment.  Verbal harassment by passengers in cars 

traversing the area was extremely common physical harassment was much less:  “Los 

camellos y las putas no querían meterse con nosotros ni nosotros con ellos…..vivir y deja 

vivir.  Los problemas eran los fachas que venian para dar palizas a los maricones 

aunque la mayoría solo nos gritaba”  (Ju.C, 44) (The drug dealers and the prostitutes 

didn´t want to get in with us nor did we want to be with them….live and let live.  The 

problems were the fachas (fascists) that came to beat the faggots even though most only 

yelled at us). 

 Not only did the gay collective have to confront homophobic individuals within 

the confines of the neighborhood but they also had to face supposedly homophobic city 

officials as they began to open businesses and support centers.  These instances were 

always cloaked within bureaucratic regulations and could be framed as either 

homophobia or excessive adherence to rules.  In the July 15, 1992 edition of ABC an 

article appears discussing the problems faced by COGAM (Colectivo Gay de Madrid) in 

opening a new center downtown.   First of all, the page itself is striking as the top half of 

the page discusses the problems faced by gays opening their center while the bottom half 

is an exact copy of an article from the year before (August 21, 1991), addressing drugs 

and prostitution found in Chueca and other areas of downtown.  The two articles on the 
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same page have nothing in common other than the space of Chueca.  The juxtaposition of 

the two creates meaning by relying on the reader´s knowledge that the neighborhood was 

a burgeoning gay village.  Obviously, the editor did not want the readership to forget that 

homosexuality and drugs/crime/prostitution are thought by many to be intimately linked.    

 The source of COGAM´s problem opening its center was a licensing 

disagreement.   A city councilman threatened to close the center because of an 

´irregularity.´   Angel Matanzo, the President of the Downtown District Council, claimed 

that the gay organization turned in license applications for both construction and opening 

at the same time (god forbid!) and this was an irregularity.   COGAM claimed that this 

´irregularity´ only existed as a result of the services they intended to offer to the public.  

COGAM fired back at Matanzo with the following: 

 

…se está utilizando un reglamento administrativo como un arma de 

presión política...sólo una arbitrariedad puede privarnos de la licencia 

que legalmente estaba concedida y creemos que esta arbitrariedad debe 

ser parada por los propios gobernantes municipales. ¿O es que lo que no 

se puede consentir es que gays y lesbianas trabajemos a la luz del día y 

ofrezcamos servicios sociales a quien lo necesite?(Rodenas 1992) 

 

...he is using an administrative rule as a weapon of political 

pressure….only an arbitrarity could prevent us the license that was legally 

awarded and we believe that this arbitrarity should be stopped by the same 
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municipal governors.  Or is it that he cannot consent to the fact that gays 

and lesbians might work in the light of day and that we might offer social 

services to whomever might need them? 

 

To which Matanzo replied: 

 

Si fueran unas monjitas, le digo que haría lo mismo. ¿O acaso sería de 

justicia hacer la vista gorda con ellos, porque son homosexuales, y 

discriminar así al resto obligándole a cumplir las normas?.....Por la 

memoria de mi madre que no tengo nada contra los gays! (Ibid.) 

 

If they were little nuns, I tell you, I would have done the same.  Or is it 

that it would be justified to look the other way with them because they are 

homosexuals, and discriminate against the rest obliging them to follow the 

rules? ….On my dead mother, I don´t have anything against the gays! 

 

There are two interesting facts surrounding these statements.   First of all, the idea 

of ´light´ appearing in the statement of the gay collective highlights the importance of 

moving the gay collective from the dark recesses of bars to businesses and service 

organizations functioning in the light of day. The same importance was given to the 

opening of the gay and lesbian bookstore, Berkana.  In a manner of speaking this could 

be considered leaving the proverbial homosexual closet and showing a different side of 
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gay life.  The second interesting fact is Matanzo´s interesting choice of comparing nuns 

to homosexuals.   In this comparison he is essentially positing a dichotomy between the 

apparent purity and honesty of nuns with the apparent impurity and dishonesty of 

homosexuals. 

 In addition, Matanzo was a Partido Popular (PP) councilmen.   The PP is very 

conservative and continues to support anti-gay legislation.8   The fact that he decided to 

close the COGAM offices for a short time is not only about an irregularity, but also about 

a political statement against homosexuality and its new public face in Chueca.   The 

neighborhood became part of a PP project to demonize the past works of the PSOE 

(Partido Socialista Obrero Español).9 In fact, our friend Matanzo two years earlier 

declared war on the PSOE government by closing more than fifty locales for supposed 

licensing infractions, the majority of which were in Chueca.   Matanzo framed these 

licensing infractions not in terms of clerical errors but in terms of PSOE´s inability to 

govern: 

 

Durante la época de gobierno socialista se han abierto todo tipo de bares 

y locales, sin someterlos a ningún tipo de control, revisión o inspección.  

                                                 
8 This party is the direct descendant of the Allianza Popular which was formed in 1976 by a previous 
Franco minister and serves as the rightist, conservative party in Spain defending tradition, and Spanish 
values.  After the approbation of gay marriage/adoption/inheritance laws in 2005, the PP swore to appeal 
the law to the Supreme Court of Spain as they believed it to be unconstitutional.  However, they have 
tempered their fight in this area as many of their constituents have asked that they not follow through with 
this threat.    
9 The Partido Socialista Obrero Español (PSOE) is the leftist, socialist party in Spain.   The party itself if a 
member of “Socialists International”, as well as “Party of European Socialists.” 
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Se han hecho auténticas barbaridades, que pueden costar un grave 

accidente cualquier día, pero nunca nadie ha dicho nada (del Pozo 1990).  

 

During the time of the socialist government people have opened all kinds 

of bars and locales, without submitting them to any type of control, 

revision, or inspection.  The PSOE has committed authentic barbarities, 

that could cause a grave accident any day, but nobody ever said anything. 

 

Hence, Chueca makes its debut as an increasingly politically meaningful area because of 

its growing and more visible gay identity.   Instances such as the COGAM and bar 

closings would forge an alliance between the gay collective and PSOE that would 

continue to last into the present. 

 At times this fight for space and visibility took on comic dimensions.   For 

example, in an opinion piece in ABC dated March 23, 1997 a reader describes a 

confrontation on the street of Hortaleza, arguably the main thoroughfare of Chueca: 

 

(ABC)…Pasada la medianoche un numeroso grupo de integrantes de la 

llamada comunidad gay del barrio de Chueca, jaleando cuatro “drag 

queens,” decidieron celebrar el carnaval a su manera cortando por la 

fuerza la calle de Hortaleza. El monumental atasco provocó la angustia de 

los ciudadanos atrapados en él que tuvieron como única consecuencia la 

aparición de ocho policías antidisturbios que no dejaron la vía libre hasta 
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las tres de la madrugada, hora en que más por aburrimiento de los 

alborotadores que por el ejercicio legal de la fuerza, quedó expedita la 

calle.  No puede consentirse que por mucho orgullo que sientan de formar 

parte de un “ghetto gay” floreciente, crean que pueden imponer su ley en 

ese bonito barrio de Chueca, que si pertence(sic) a alguien es a todos los 

madrileños y a quienes sin serlo desean visitarlo (Pérez García 1997). 

 

…..Not last midnight but the midnight before a numerous group of 

members of the so called gay community of the neighborhood of Chueca, 

cheering four drag queens, decided to celebrate carnival in their own way 

by forcefully closing Hortaleza street.  The monumental traffic jam 

provoked angst in the citizens which were trapped in it and whose only 

consequence was the appearance of eight anti-disturbance police officers 

that didn´t clear the street until three in the morning.   At this hour it was 

only because of the revelers´ boredom that they stopped and not because of 

any exercise of legal force that the street became passable.  One cannot 

permit, no matter how much pride they feel in forming a part of a 

flowering gay ghetto, them to believe that they can impose their own law 

in this beautiful neighborhood of Chueca that yes, belongs to all citizens of 

Madrid and even to those who aren´t gay but still would like to visit the 

neighborhood. 
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Drag queens and their followers in the street served to frustrate the poor author enough to 

send a letter to the editor at the paper.   However, intentionally or unintentionally, their 

actions also served to gain visibility for the collective.  Whether this type of visibility is 

good or bad is debatable, but on a symbolic level this action served to further mark space 

in the urban landscape, reminding people of the quality of the neighborhood and the 

identities of those who frequent there. 

 The final public struggles of the neighborhood to maintain spaces of visibility 

appear in disputes about the questions of terraces, or outside tables, in the Plaza of 

Chueca.    At the present, during the spring, summer and fall the plaza is filled with tables 

and all tables are usually full.   It is not unusual to see people walking around the plaza 

waiting for a party to leave a table so that they might sit, chat, have a beer or soda and 

enjoy the ambience of the plaza.  An entire plaza filled with tables and all of those tables 

full is a unique experience in Madrid.   There are no other plazas that I have seen during 

my two years in the city with quite the same popularity.   However, this popularity was 

hard won.    

The problem began in the late 1990s reaching an apex 1997-1998 and was only 

reported in El Pais.  The terrace problem and GLBT businesses in general were framed 

by the gay collective, or at least the spokesperson for ASGEL (Asociación Española de 

Empresarios Gays y Lesbianas) as an issue of visibility:   

 

…los gays y lesbianas ahora tenemos que ser visibles, demostrar que 

existimos y reclamar nuestros derechos. No somos .....petardas con peluca 
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que vamos dando gritos por ahí. Somos gente exactamente igual que 

cualquier otra y esto... hay que demostrarlo (Gómez 1997).   

 

…now gays and lesbians have to be visible, to demonstrate that we exist 

and reclaim out rights.  We are not flamers with wigs that go screaming 

around.  We are people completely equal to this one or the other….we 

have to demonstrate it. 

 

For this group, visibility means having gay businesses open and serving gay clientele not 

only in terraces in the plaza but in terms of any type of consumer products. 

On July 9, 1998 the police entered the plaza and removed some thirty tables from 

terraces they claimed were illegal and there was “excessive urban furniture” (exceso de 

mobiliario urbano).   The affected businesses claimed that the action of the police was 

“irregular and without criteria.”  In addition, they claimed: 

 

En el mes de febrero los propietarios de las terrazas solicitaron el permiso 

municipal para instalarlas..... Pero, a diferencia de años anteriores, en los 

en el mes de mayo ya teníamos [los empresarios] todos los papeles de las 

terrazas en regla, este año no nos han respondido......Los dueños de los 

locales han instalado las mesas en la calle sin saber siquiera si tenían o 

no la licencia municipal.....Hemos ido a la Junta de Distrito para 

preguntar cómo van los trámites y hemos descubierto todos nuestros 
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papeles bajo el mostrador de un funcionario. No sé por qué, pero los 

trámites están paralizados. (Frances 1998) 

 

In February the owners of the terraces solicited municipal permission in 

order to install them….but, different from previous years, in May we 

already had all of the papers of the terraces in order, this year they haven´t 

responded.  The owners of the locales have installed the tables in the street 

without knowing whether or not they had the municipal license…We have 

gone to the Municipal Board to ask about our applications and we have 

discovered all of our papers under the reception desk of a functionary.  I 

don´t know why but the applications have been paralyzed. 

 

Similar to the problems experienced by the Gay and Lesbian Center (COGAM), the 

government chose silence as a form of controlling GLBT business and services.   This 

silence created an ambiguity in the situation allowing the government to act at will in 

closing these locations. 

 The owners responded with a discourse of community and gayness against the 

supposed homophobic repression of the government and police.    They created and hung 

placards in the plaza reading: “El Ayuntamiento se lleva nuestras terrazas. 

Manteniéndolas defendemos nuestro barrio!  Defiéndelas!  Defiéndete!” (City Hall has 

taken our terraces.  Keeping them we defend our neighborhood! Defend the terraces!  

Defend yourself!).  A week later, the President of COGAM, Ana Segura, stated that the 
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city government “se quiere acabar con una de las zonas más significativas de 

socialización de lesbianas y gay de Madrid” (wants to put an end to the most significant 

zones of lesbian and gay socialization) (Staff 1998).  The messages of the placards 

associate Chueca as a community/neighborhood with personal (gay) identity: defending 

the neighborhood is to defend yourself and your gay identity.  The president of COGAM 

makes this association explicit: this is an attack on the gay and lesbian collective focused 

in Chueca.  Therefore, by 1998 we see the coalescence of sexual identity in Chueca 

complete and the space is understood by those living within it and those viewing it from a 

distance as a gay space.   

 The owners were able to collect just under 10,000 signatures in favor of terraces 

in the plaza.  August 1998 found the owners able to open their terraces again, but with an 

increased tax charge.   The business people complained, but eventually agreed to the 

prices set upon them by the city government.   There was never an explanation provided 

in press as to why the papers had been held up in processing, and the city government 

never responded to charges of homophobia.   Therefore, the situation remains ambiguous 

as to whether or not the slowing of paper processing was indeed a result of homophobia.   

What is clear is that the gay collective in Chueca organized themselves under a banner of 

neighborhood and community.   A consciousness of Chueca being “our space” which we 

must defend was in full force.    

 All of these interactions served to clearly define the neighborhood as The Gay 

Neighborhood in Madrid.   It became a space clearly belonging to the gay community and 

a space which increased homosexual visibility in the urbanscape.  In the years following 
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these episodes there appear to be no problems with defending space.  Quite the contrary, 

Chueca becomes the model extraordinaire for urban renewal and the focal point of liberal 

press in presenting gayness as modern, desirable and worthy of legislative support. 

 

Lauding of Chueca (1998-2006) We´re Here, We´re Queer and We´re Fabulous 

 At the end of the 1990s and into the new millennium Chueca becomes a 

polarizing force between liberal and conservative press.   This is the time that divergence 

in reporting becomes obvious and cogent.  The majority of the articles in the liberal press 

speak of Chueca as a phenomenon helping downtown Madrid out of its dark past and into 

a period of diversion, calm and style.  ABC lauds the neighborhood only once in the year 

2000.  As gayness becomes a politically debated issue in the form of gay marriage and 

adoption, the conservative press suddenly portrays Chueca as only a party zone with 

excessive amounts of noise.  ABC repetitively attempts to resurrect a dark past of drugs, 

prostitution and crime and incorporate these, despite all the evidence, with Spain´s 

growing preoccupation with immigration. 

 ABC reported in February of 2000 that, since the neighborhood has become 

“rosa” (pink), incidences of violence and crime had fallen some fourteen percent.   The 

approval of the area continues for two pages including positive interviews with long time 

residents who have wonderful things to say about the changes they have seen.  Emilio, 

one of the businessmen interviewed had the following to say: 
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El barrio está en su mejor momento y eso los comerciantes lo notamos.  

Hace diez años, en esta calle sólo estaba mi carnicería, un afilador de 

toda la vida y un bar.  Ahora no hay un local libre y claro, eso genera 

mucho dinero para la zona.  Por una buhardilla, aquí al lado, están 

pidiendo 18 millones, cuando hace muchos años, nadie quería venir a 

vivir a esta zona por la cantidad de drogas y de delitos que había (S.L. 

2000)  

 

The neighborhood is in its best moment and the business people notice it.  

Ten years ago, in this street there was only my butchery, a knife shop and 

a bar.   Now there is not one space free and of course, this generates a lot 

of money for the area.  For an attic apartment, right here, they are asking 

18 million (pesetas), when a few years ago, nobody wanted to come here 

to live in this area because of the amount of drugs and crimes there were. 

 

The article attempts to be well-rounded and present both those that support the changes as 

well as those who don´t.   One person, identified as Roberta (78 years old) an inhabitant 

of the area for 30 years, doesn´t really support the changes and gives us some insight into 

the extent to which the neighborhood has really become almost completely gay: 

 

Es cierto que los delitos han bajado, hay más policía y puedes ir por la 

calle con cierta tranquilidad pero, en cuanto anochece, sólo se ven cosas 
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raras.  Yo respeto todo el mundo y si uno es gay pues que le vaya bien, 

pero simplemente, no me gusta vivir rodeada de este mundo particular.  

Parece que los raros somos la gente normal y eso te hace sentir bastante 

incómodo (S.L. 2000). 

 

It´s true that crime has decreased, there are more police and you can be out 

on the street with a bit of tranquility, but as soon as it gets dark one only 

sees strange things.  I respect the whole world and if someone is gay then 

good for them, but, simply, I don´t like living surrounded by this particular 

world.  It appears that we normal people are the strange ones and this 

makes you feel very uncomfortable. 

 

 Poor, poor Roberta!   She is surrounded by what she perceives to be a literal 

world in which she doesn´t belong.  Funny that this is many times what gay men and 

women feel (see Chapter 4).  Her comments make it clear that Chueca has indeed become 

a very distinct area with very distinct features.  In general, the article is positive and 

laudatory about the changes which had taken place in Chueca, calling the changes 

“impressive and exemplary.” 

 It appears this article sparked some discussion about the nature of Chueca and 

who was responsible for the changes.  In fact some readers of ABC challenged the fact 

that it was the gay community who changed the face of the area or that it should be a gay 

area in the future.  A week later, a letter to the editor written by a certain María 



111 
 

Inmaculada Delgado (I can´t think of a more appropriate name for someone claiming 

Chueca´s ascension didn´t have to do with the gay community) claims: 

 

En primer lugar, no era acertado decir que el colectivo de Gays y 

Lesbianas son los que han levantado este barrio y han terminado con la 

droga.  Desde antes de su llegada varios vecinos ya habíamos contactado 

con el Ayuntamiento y se estaban solucionando estos problemas... no 

estamos de acuerdo en que este barrio sea controlado por gays y lesbianas 

y remodelando a su gusto y antojo.....sin embargo, no nos parece 

adecuado que se convierta en un gueto sexual, donde los que no 

pertenecemos a estos colectivos seamos en realidad los marginados...La 

mayoría de los vecinos del barrio no pertenece a este colectivo, pero la 

Junta Municipal de Centro sólo oye sus propuestas (Delgado 2000). 

 

In the first place it is not true that the Gay and Lesbian collective are the 

ones who lifted this neighborhood and got rid of the drugs.  From before 

their arrival various neighbors had already contacted City Hall and they 

were solving the problems…we are not in agreement that this 

neighborhood whould be controlled by gays and lesbians and be 

remodeled to their taste and craving…without a doubt, we don´t think it is 

okay that this neighborhood should be converted into a sexual ghetto, 

where those of us that don´t belong to these collectives should be the ones 
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that are marginal…The majority of the neighbors in the neighborhood do 

not belong to this collective, but the Municipal Council of Downtown only 

listens to their proposals. 

 

María seems to be very upset that the neighborhood has been invaded by homosexuals 

(although, I am quite sure that if she sold her flat for more than triple of what she 

purchased it for because of the improvements in the neighborhood she wasn´t 

complaining!).  This opinion piece puts an end to ABC blatantly lauding Chueca as a 

positive place and begins a pattern of reporting on Chueca in a very similar manner to the 

past; or juxtaposing a seemingly neutral article with an article about AIDS, prostitution, 

or the dangers of the downtown area on the newspaper page in order to remind the 

readers of the true nature of Chueca.   

 The first example in ABC of attempting to resurrect Chueca´s dark past 

incorporates prostitution and homosexuality.   Actually, this article is an ingenious 

mixture designed to cite the past and mix it with the present in order to vilify the 

neighborhood and the collective residing there: 

 

Es en la “zona rosa” de Madrid, en Chueca (el barrio donde se sitúan la 

mayor parte de los bares y discotecas “de ambiente”), donde es mas 

difícil detectar el comercio sexual, ya que está oculto en unos cuantos 

locales, normalmente en los pocos que cuentan en su interior con “cuartos 
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oscuros,” una salas con poca iluminación donde se practica el sexo de 

forma libre (Plana 2000b).  

 

It is the “pink zone” of Madrid, in Chueca (the neighborhood where the 

major part of gay bars and discos are located), where it is more difficult to 

detect commercial sex, that is already hidden in various locales, normally 

in the few that have “dark rooms” in their interiors.  “Dark rooms” are 

rooms with little light where one can practice free sex. 

 

In addition to associating prostitution with Chueca and its back rooms, or dark rooms, the 

reporter draws connections between the area and illegal immigrants claiming that the 

majority of gigolos are from North Africa and without papers: 

 

Estoy ilegal y no me contratan en ningún sitio.  Tengo que comer de algo.  

Además, se saca más dinero con esto que en cualquier ´curro´ que pueda 

encontrar,” asegura un hombre de origen marroquí......no quiere 

identificarse ni tampoco decir su edad pero parece no pasar de los 20 

años......Los chaperos son hombres menores de 25 años que se venden a 

otros que, con frecuencia, pasan de los 50 (Plana 2000b). 

 

“I am illegal and they won´t hire me anywhere.  I have to eat from doing 

something.  What´s more, one can gain more money with this than in any 
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job that you might find,” says a man of Morrocan origin….he doesn´t want 

to identify himself nor tell his age but he appear no more than 20 years old.  

The male prostitutes are men less than 25 years old that sell themselves to 

other, who with frequency, are older than 50 years old. 

 

 This article is erroneous in many of its supposed facts about male prostitution in 

Chueca.   It is true that male prostitution is indeed hidden and one must know the various 

locales in order to encounter chaperos.  However, these bars and discos are never the 

ones with a dark room.   Thinking logisitically, it would be almost impossible for client to 

identify a chapero in a dark room; and almost impossible for the chapero to charge the 

client.  Dark rooms are designed for “free sex” both literally (as in, not charging) and 

figuratively (as in, sex with anyone and everyone).   There is so much activity in these 

locations one would never know who was touching and doing what to whom and 

therefore, impossible to maintain a commercial sexual relationship.  Additionally, the 

majority of men dedicating themselves to male prostitution are not of Morrocan origin 

but Brazilian.   The first waves of immigration from Latin America took place in the mid-

1990s and all informants claim that because of Islamic prohibitions to homosexual sex it 

was and still is highly unlikely to find a Moroccan chapero.  Finally, the implication that 

many undocumented immigrants live in the neighborhood is blatantly false.   Housing 

prices at this time didn´t allow working class Spaniards (and most of the middle class) to 

live in the area, let alone immigrants. 
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 In addition, appearing on the same page as this article we find an article, by the 

same reporter, addressing AIDS in Madrid.   The article claims that AIDS has decreased 

in the last six years and that sixty-seven percent of new infections were a result of 

intravenous drug use while only 15.7 percent were a result of unprotected homosexual 

sex (Plana 2000a).  However, the discursive work this juxtaposition creates is the 

association of homosexuality, Chueca and AIDS.   The reader, despite the facts within the 

article, creates a connection between the urban space, sexuality and disease.   Therefore, 

we have a resurrection of the idea that the neighborhood is a location of crime, disease 

and the new threat of illegal immigrants. 

 A year later we find a similar article associating Chueca with the new threat of 

immigration.   The reporter reports on the parties of Gay Pride in two page article which 

is hardly flattering.  Instead of focusing on how Gay Pride brings people together from all 

over the city and how there is a very low incidence of crime during this time, the article 

focuses on certain negative and sour people in the neighborhood. These people claim that 

life was better in previous years but now drugs and noise have again reclaimed the area 

and of course it is the ´maricas´ which are bringing these negative qualities back.   Below 

this large article appears another, by the same reporter, claiming that Chueca now appears 

more like London or the ONU (United Nations) because of the numerous races now 

present in the area.  Unlike the United Nations these races are undocumented and 

dangerous: 
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En la zona de Chueca habita, además, un elevado número de inmigrantes.  

Tontería preguntar si tienen o no papeles en regla porque la respuesta es 

una evasiva.  Su “profesión” suele estar relacionada con el mundo de la 

prostitución (Serrano 2001). 

 

In the zone of Chueca, what´s more, live an elevated number of 

immigrants.  It´s stupid to ask whether or not they have their papers in 

order because the answer is evasive.  Their profession is usually related 

with the world of prostitution. 

 

ABC is, once again, attempting to associate Chueca with the dangers of immigration and 

prostitution.   As stated above, the reality of the area is that it is almost impossible for 

immigrants to live in the area because of elevated rent and purchase prices of the area.  

Five years later, it seems that the newspaper finally realizes the reality of Chueca 

claiming that there are no immigrants in the area because of high prices (see de la Fuente 

2005). 

 From 2001-2005 ABC no longer runs special reports focusing directly on the 

neighborhood.   Instead reporters focus on gay marriage and the Gay Pride celebrations.   

Reports on Gay Pride never focus on positive aspects of the celebration but constantly 

mention various crimes, such as pick-pocketing and drunken fights, or the noise that 

affects the neighbors during this time of year.   Overall, the newspaper fulfills its political 

leaning by attempting to frame Chueca as a dangerous place, filled with the strange, 
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weird and loud homosexual population which seeks to threaten heterosexual marriage 

and tradition which have been the base of Spanish culture for centuries (see Chapter 3). 

 On the other hand, El Pais, offers only laudatory articles during this time.   There 

is a certain love affair between Chueca, this newspaper and the PSOE party.   The articles 

present the neighborhood as a model of modernity, fashion, and art; as a phenomenon 

which should be and is being replicated in the urbanscape; and as a location for the PSOE 

to gain “la vota rosa” (the pink vote).   Constant interviews with gay and lesbian leaders 

(as opposed to sour neighbors) paint the area as an open and dynamic zone for everyone 

in the city.  Take for example this excerpt from an interview with Boti García Rodrigo, 

the then President of COGAM, who states that the IU (Izquierda Unida)(this political 

party leans towards Communism) and PSOE parties will have representation for the first 

time in order for the gay collective to “……entrar en la sociedad y pedimos igualdad ya” 

(to enter into society and ask for equality now).  She goes on to say that:  

 

“Chueca no es un gueto”, dijo en alusión a algunos vecinos de la zona 

que han expresado recientemente su malestar con la imagen gay del 

barrio. “Lo cierto es que ese tema está presente siempre en los medios y 

puede asociarse con el barrio, pero cada vez hay más empresarios y 

vecinos con otras opciones sexuales que se están sumando a la 

dinamización de Chueca” (T.E. 2001). 
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“Chueca isn´t a ghetto,” she said alluding to some neighbors of the zone 

that have recently expressed their discomfort with the gay image of the 

neighborhood. “It´s true that the media always presents this theme and one 

associates this with the neighborhood, but more and more there are more 

business people and neighbors with other sexual preferences that are 

signing up for the dynamization of Chueca. 

 

The inclusion of IU and PSOE floats in the parade only demonstrate the partnership 

created between the liberal socialist parties and the gay collective in fighting for equal 

rights.   In addition, it appears that certain leaders of the gay community have begun to 

shy away from Chueca as a solely gay neighborhood and have begun to try to 

demonstrate their openness and similarity to the rest of Spanish society.  This discursive 

move occurs at a time that movements to gain gay marriage approval are becoming 

stronger.   Therefore, opening Chueca to others and claiming that it is not necessarily a 

gay neighborhood helps to normalize homosexuality and gain popular support by 

highlighting how ´we´ are really a part of ´them.´ 

 A few days later a columnist contributing to the newspaper on a weekly basis 

makes clear what “gay” means to both El Pais and the parties in question.   In fact, she 

almost completely lays out the manner that the periodical will use in the next few years to 

forward the gay cause: portraying the gay population as a hugely important voting 

caucus; to normalize homosexuality by associating gayness with progress and modernity; 

and finally, to draw as many connections between the gay cause and other liberal 
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identified political projects as possible.   First, she establishes that the gay community is 

very large and important in the political arena: 

 

...pero a la pasada convocatoria asistieron 100.000 personas: sólo quien 

pretenda negar la evidencia podrá obviar la importancia de esta cifra y la 

trascendencia política de tal movimiento. Entre los ciegos que no quieren 

ver se me ocurren.....: PP, CiU, Conferencia Episcopal. (Toledano 2001) 

 

....but 100,000 people attended the past meeting (parade).  Only those who 

hope to ignore the evidence could deny the importance of this fact and the 

political transcendence of this movement.  Among the blind who don´t wat 

to see are: the PP, CiU (Converjiencia i Union (a Catalán right nationalist 

movement) and the Episcopal Conference… 

 

She also establishes the front lines of this war for equality in Spanish society: the PSOE 

and IU versus the Church and the PP.  The author then goes on to draw all of the 

connections between gayness and other political and social causes:   

 

Ser gay significa la exaltación de ciertos valores, empezando por defender 

el amor y fomentar la alegría, el baile, la participación, la libertad: 

valores de incontestable valor municipal. Ser gay, además, es 

municipalmente necesario porque supone estar comprometido contra el 
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machismo, contra la xenofobia, contra el maltrato, contra la represión, 

contra la censura, contra el sufrimiento impuesto, contra la segregación. 

Ser gay significa tomar conciencia de la necesidad de un mundo mejor, 

una ciudad más justa, más compasiva, más valiente, más generosa, 

moderna, cosmopolita, laica. Ser gay significa entender que todas estas 

ilusiones son pretensiones políticas, y pretender que sean representadas 

por políticos que las entiendan. 

Por eso Madrid se está poniendo tan gay, porque para ser gay no es 

necesario ser homosexual. Entre las 100.000 personas que acudieron el 

año pasado a la manifestación del Día del Orgullo había todo tipo de 

orientaciones sexuales y un tipo de orientación política: la que toma la 

calle para avanzar. Y la toma marchando sin violencia, con niños y con 

perros muy bien educados, bailando lo que le gusta, hablando claro y muy 

amablemente, dando una cara sin empotrar, sin miedo a ser quien es, 

sabiendo romper los propios esquemas, ejerciendo una lucha que atañe a 

todas las personas progresistas. (Toledano 2001) 

 

To be gay signifies the exultation of certain values, beginning with the 

defense of love and the fomentation of happiness, dance, participation, 

liberty: incontestable municipal values.  What´s more, to be gay is 

municipally necessary because it means to be compromised against 

machismo, xenophobia, against gender violence, against repression, 
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against censuring, against forced suffering, against segregation.  To be gay 

means to have a consciousness of making the world better, a more just 

city, more compassion, more bravery, more generous, modern, 

cosmopolitan, and laic.  To be gay means to understand that all of these 

hopes are political, and hope to be represented by politicians that 

understand.  Because of all of this Madrid is becoming very gay, because 

being gay doesn´t necessarily mean to be homosexual.  Around 100,000 

people attended the Gay Pride Parade the past year and they were of all 

sexual orientations and political persuasions: all who go to the street in 

order to advance.  And they marched without violence, with very educated 

children and dogs, dancing in the way they want, speaking clearly and 

friendly, showing their faces without fear of who they are, knowing how to 

break their own schemes, putting up a fight for all related to progressive 

people. 

 

Chueca becomes the poster child for progression, modernity and liberal politics; gayness 

is coterminous with progress, democracy, and liberal political leanings.   PSOE and El 

Pais will continue to forge a close connection between themselves and this community in 

order to make good on their promises of approbating gay marriage and to define 

themselves as progressive in the face of PP traditionalism. 

 In fact, in the next five years the neighborhood will see visits by over ten PSOE 

delegates intending to court the gay vote.   Among these politicians will be aspirants to 
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the position of Mayor of Madrid, a presidential hopeful who eventually lost to José María 

Aznar (President of Spain from 1996-2004), and current President of Spain José Luis 

Rodríguez Zapatero.   When the PP has ventured into Chueca´s territory it has generally 

gone very badly.  Ana Botella, wife of President Aznar, made the mistake of going to 

Chueca in 2003 in order to try to gain the gay vote for the upcoming elections of her 

husband.   She was met with protestors screaming, “Que coño haces aqui?” (What the 

fuck are you doing here?).  El Pais reported extensively on the incident while ABC 

dedicated only one article. Either the Señora Botella is not very intelligent or she thinks 

gays don´t get involved with politics since only a few weeks earlier than her visit she 

stated:  

 

La familia formada por hombre y mujer, con todos sus defectos, se ha 

demostrado que es lo mejor para la formación y el crecimiento de un niño. 

Sentirse diferente a los demás niños les hace sufrir y más si tienen por 

padres a dos hombres o a dos mujeres. Yo no soy partidaria de la 

adopción de niños por parte de gays y lesbianas.(Ramírez 2003) 

 

The family formed by man and woman, with all of its defects, has 

demonstrated itself as the best for the formation and raising of a child.  

Feeling different from the rest makes children suffer and more so if they 

have two men or two women as parents.   I don´t support the adoption of 

children by gays and lesbians. 
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The politicization of Chueca, by 2003, is absolutely clear.   Their sentiments and support 

lay with the left.  The neighborhood and the collective it represents would later be well-

rewarded for their loyalty with the passage of equal rights laws in 2005. 

 From 2004-2006 we see no less than 16 articles representing Chueca as the center 

of art, fashion and modernity in Madrid.   Art gallery and restaurant openings, new and 

innovative business premiers, not to mention the yearly coverage of Gay Pride events are 

described in minute detail and reporters never fail to mention how much the 

neighborhood has changed since the gays took over.  By 2004 the neighborhood is 

already a model for other problematic neighborhoods in the city to follow in order to 

improve themselves.   As stated previously, Lavapiés has, in the last few years, become a 

focal point for Madrileño preoccupation with immigration.  However, an unidentified 

immigrant leader in the neighborhood compares their work with the work of gays and 

lesbians in Chueca: 

 

Este barrio lo hemos levantado nosotros, los extranjeros, como Chueca lo 

levantaron los gays y lesbianas.  Hemos sido los primeros en reabrir las 

tiendas, las casas derruidas y en darle vida....(Alcaide 2004) 

 

We, the foreigners, have raised this neighborhood, like how the gays and 

lesbians raised Chueca.  We were the first to re-open the stores, the ruined 

houses and give the neighborhood life… 
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Essentially, Chueca has become the model or the reference point for urban renewal.   The 

gay community is celebrated for its ability to “raise” a neighborhood from the depths of 

ruin into the light of the modern, fashionable and desirable. 

 Overall, the heterosexual press describes Chueca in similar veins until the gay 

community becomes strong enough to demand political attention (around 1998).   At this 

point the conservative and liberal coverage of happenings in the area diverge greatly.   

The conservative press either ignores Chueca, choosing to focus more clearly on the 

political question of gay marriage; or they use a juxtaposition of stories on the same page 

to draw connections between gayness and disease or crime.   Their negligence in 

addressing the positive aspects to the neighborhood can only be read as a political move 

meant to demonize the gay collective and demonstrate their difference from ´normal´ 

people.  This demonization served the interests of the PP in trying to convince readers 

that gay marriage and adoption laws should not be passed.  

On the other hand, the liberal press touts the area consistently, seemingly to 

remind a readership of all the positive changes brought about by the GLBT collective.   

The association of gayness with sheer numbers (El Pais consistently estimates Gay Pride 

attendance at a much higher number than any other periodical in Madrid); with art; with 

the best restaurants; and the most modern of everything served as a publicity campaign 

for Chueca and gay identity in Spain.   As will be discussed in further detail in Chapter 

Three, the construction of gayness as modern, as acceptance and liberation had very 

important ramifications for the political climate in Spain. 
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Gay Press and Chueca (1998-2006) 

 The gay press is relatively recent in its apparition.   The first glossy, non-

pornographic, for pay magazine directed toward the gay (arguably male) population is 

Zero.  Zero ran its first edition in September of 1998 and has continued with a strong 

readership for the last eight years.   There does not exist another national magazine of its 

kind as all of the other gay magazines found on display cases in kiosks and bookstores 

are from the United States or England.  Every issue of the magazine addresses some form 

of politics, fashion, art, travel, popular culture and sexual health.   The articles and photo 

layouts are designed for a male readership, featuring semi-naked to naked men with no 

lesbian presence whatsoever.  

 The discussions of Chueca are not many in this magazine.   The references that do 

exist point to a trajectory or evolution of the neighborhood.  This evolution goes from 

debates about what exactly the area means to the gay community to a taken-for-granted, 

always-already there location for political and diversionary activity.   This evolution 

appears tied to the development of a gay self-awareness as a community.  At first, there 

appears some discussion about whether or not to identify themselves solely with one area 

of the city but by the end of 2006, this identification is fixed.  In fact, this identification is 

so fixed that it no longer merits debate or attention in the pages of the magazine. 

 The first mention of Chueca occurs in the third edition of the magazine 

(November 1998) in an interview with political candidate for the President of the 

Community of Madrid, Cristina Almeida (PSOE).   She mentions the changes present in 

Chueca as a positive happening: 



126 
 

 

Pregunta:  Con Cristina Almeida al frente de gobierno de la comunidad 

de Madrid y con Morán en el Ayuntamiento habría fiestas oficiales en 

Chueca? 

 

Almeida: Si hay gente con la alegría suficiente y dispuesta a hacerlo.  

Chueca ha sido mi barrio de toda la vida y en el se ha notado el 

desarrollo de una conciencia gay.  Eso da credibilidad a lo diverso.  La 

conciencia de encuentro no solo libera al que puede manifestarse como es, 

sino que también libera al que ve que la realidad puede ser diversa eso 

enriquece todos.   Si yo pudiera, desde luego que habría fiestas de San 

Pelayo y muchas mas cosas. 

 

Question: With Cristina Almeida at the head of the government of the 

community of Madrid and with Morán in City Hall would there be official 

parties in Chueca? 

 

Almeida:  If there are people with sufficient cheerfulness and are willing to 

do it.  Chueca has been my neighborhood all my life and in it one notes the 

development of a gay consciousness.  This gives credibility to the diverse.  

The consciousness found there doesn´t only liberate someone to show 

themselves as they are, but also liberates one to see that reality is diverse 
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and enriches everyone.  If I could, for sure, there would be parties of San 

Pelayo and many other things. 10 

 

Almeida is correct in stating that there has developed a gay consciousness within the 

realm of the neighborhood.  Her appeal to diversity and citing Chueca´s role in creating it 

is the same discursive maneuver found in the pages of El Pais.   The neighborhood is the 

poster child for inclusion, acceptance and the positive diversity which can be found in 

Madrid. 

 However, the already established gay consciousness is hardly uniform and it 

seems that Chueca exists as a disputed location and concept.  The next couple of editions 

demonstrate two examples of this disputed consciousness, of trying to come to terms with 

exactly what Chueca represents to the gay community as a whole.   Take the following 

letter to the editor by Gustavo P.Z. who tries, in vain, to get the magazine to speak of gay 

locales outside of Chueca: 

 

Lo que si me gustaría ver…es que hicieras un recorrida por locales y 

negocios gays que no estuvieran en Chueca.   No es por nada.....ya 

sabemos que Chueca es el barrio gay por excelencia, pero no todos 

vivimos ahí o compramos ahí.   Por ejemplo alguien me pudiera decir 

                                                 
10 San Pelayo is a saint hailing from Galicia.  Ironically, he is the patron saint of chastity in youth (hardly 
likely that his name would be venerated in Chueca).  However, the street in Chueca which bears his name 
has long been a center of gay bars, discos and saunas.   For this reason Almeida says there will be fiestas 
celebrating him in Chueca. 
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cuantas pubs gay hay en Usera?  Cuantas tiendas de ropa en 

Carabanchel?.....(P.Z. 1998) 

 

What I would like to see...is that you do a rundown of gay  locales and 

businesses that are not in Chueca.   It is not for nothing…we all know that 

Chueca is the gay neighborhood par excellence, but not all of us live there 

or buy there.  For example could someone tell me how many gay pubs 

there are in Usera?  How many clothes shops in Carabanchel?… 

 

Gustavo seems to have hope for the impossible.   At this point in the development of 

Chueca there do not exist gay pubs in Usera, or gay clothes stores in Carabanchel.   

Instead, gayness is now almost completely wed to the physical space of Chueca.   

However, Gustavo is pointing out a disparity between press attention which seems to 

imply that all gays live and shop in Chueca (aren´t they the same thing?) and the reality 

that most gays merely visit the area and live lives far from this symbolic epicenter. A 

month later (Zero Number 4; January/February 1999) a special piece appears with the 

reporter interviewing a 19 year old political science student, Isaac.   The piece is meant to 

demonstrate how much Spanish society has changed over the last years in its acceptance 

of homosexuality.   The student has the following to say about Chueca: 

 

Aunque no vive en el centro de Madrid, conoce el ambiente de Chueca: 

“Los locales me parecen totalmente artificiales.  No entiendo que tiene 
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que existir un sitio diferente por tener una cualidad diferente.  No creo que 

el simple hecho sexual o afectivo tenga que marcar un elemento 

diferencial.  Cada persona se diferencia de las otras por mil cosas; no 

solo por la tendencia sexual.  Por eso cuando salgo por el ambiente traigo 

a todos mis amigos (heterosexuales y homosexuales).  El ambiente es algo 

artificial; es una copia de Estados Unidos.  En los años 70, cuando 

empieza a surgir la liberación gay, el único referente en que gente podía 

fijarse era Estados Unidos.   Por eso creo que España hace una copia de 

los Americanos.  Y esto no debería ser así.  Puede haber un bar gay y al 

lado uno no gay; o puede haber simplemente bares mixtos.  El ideal es que 

no haya tipos de ambiente. (Fernández 1999) 

 

Even though he doesn´t live in downtown Madrid, he knows the 

atmosphere of Chueca: “The locales appear to me totally artificial.  I don´t 

understand why there has to exist a different place for having a different 

quality.  I don´t believe that a simple affective or sexual fact has to mark a 

different element.  Each person is different from the others because of a 

thousand things; not just their sexual tendency.   Because of this when I go 

out to gay places I bring all of my friends (heterosexuals and 

homosexuals).  The gay atmosphere is something artificial; it is a copy of 

the United States.   In the 70s, when gay liberation began, the only referent 

that people could find was the United States.   Because of this I think 
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Spain is a copy of the Americans.  It shouldn’t be this way.  There should 

be a gay bar next to a non-gay bar; or simply mixed bars.  The ideal would 

be that there wouldn´t be different types of atmospheres. 

 

This student seems to believe that Chueca is merely a copy, and that copy is a pollution 

of what should exist in Spanish society.   Thus, the neighborhood is up for debate as to 

whether or not it should exist as an enclave for gays and lesbians; or if that enclave itself 

is damaging to communal progression toward equality.   In fact, this idea is presently 

popular in many of the supposedly political and academic gay circles in Madrid (see 

Chapter 5). 

 A letter to the editor two editions later (April 1999) takes issue with Isaac´s 

statements about the zone.   This reader makes it pretty clear that Chueca should be a 

source of pride and not discounted so readily as ´artificial´ and a ´copy´ of those horrible 

Americans: 

 

Tu ahora en 1999 tienes 19 o quizás 20.  Yo tengo 35.  Cuando murío 

Franco tenia 12 y tu no estabas ni pensado todavía.  Por eso quiero que 

tengas muy presente una cosa: la “suerte” que tienes de ser como eres de 

tener unos padres como los tuyos no te ha llovido del cielo.  Han hecho 

falta mucho Orgullo Gay, mucho Arco Iris y muchos bares artificiales.  

Claro que debería haber bares diferentes.   Claro que deberían estar 

perfectamente mezclados con los heteros como si tal cosa.   Pero ten en 
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cuenta que todos los bosques nacen con una semilla y al principio de los 

tiempos las semillas se encontraron en un sitio y germinaron bien (con la 

complicidad de todos o casi todos los heteros de Chueca que los hay, 

muchísimos) y después el viento que esparciendo nuevas semillas de ese 

bosque: a la calle Recoletos, Caballero de Gracias,...... y tantos bares 

gays en la  periferia de Chueca, que van germinando allí, ellos solitos, al 

lado de los bares heteros.....había que  luchar contra todo eso ( iglesia y 

franco) para que tu puedas salir en esta revista y para todas las demás 

naturalidades que tu gozas ahora, ha hecho falta mucho orgullo, mucho 

arco iris, y mucho bosque de bares (José 1999). 

 

Right now in 1999 you are 19 or maybe 20 years old.  I am 35.  When 

Franco died I was 12 and you weren´t even thought of.  Because of this I 

want you to be very aware of one thing: the ´luck´ that you have being the 

way you are, of having parents like you have did not rain on you from the 

heaven.  There has been a lot of Gay Pride, a lot of Rainbow and a lot of 

artificial bars.  For sure the bars should be perfectly mixed with heteros  

But keep in mind that all forests are born from one seed and at the 

beginning of time the seeds meet in one place and germinate well (with the 

complicity of all, or almost all of the heteros in Chueca, and they are there, 

a lot of them) and later the wind carried new seeds of this forest: to 

Recoletos street, Caballero de Gracia…and many other bars on the 
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periphery of Chueca….we had to fight against all of this (Church and 

Franco) so that you might appear in this magazine and with all of the other 

naturalness that you enjoy at the moment, there was a lot of pride, a lot of 

rainbow and a lot of forests of bars. 

 

Therefore, Chueca appears as both an artificial location, a gay ghetto which must be 

superseded by complete incorporation into the heterosexual world; and as the birthplace 

or incubator of gay consciousness and therefore a source of pride.    

A month later, columnist Pablo Peinado, weighs in with the question of whether 

or not Chueca is “.....espacios de libertad, o todo lo contrario, una especia de reserva 

para marginados de lujo” (spaces of liberty, or completely the contrary, a form of 

reservation for luxurious marginal people).  This debate continues in the opinion pieces 

throughout 1999 with some calling the neighborhood “dirty, lower class, and sordid” and 

others countering with:  

 

Creo que  no valoráis lo que Chueca es y representa para esta retrograda 

sociedad (la sociedad española). Una sociedad donde hace muy poquito 

tiempo el poder era de los intolerantes.  Que en la ciudad donde hace 24 

años aun vivía Franco, hoy, sea de conocimiento publico que un barrio es 

habitado y frecuentado por homosexuales es un indicio de estar cada día 

mas cerca de la libertad (David 1999).  

 



133 
 

I don´t believe that you all value what Chueca is and represents to this 

retrograde society (Spanish society).  This is a retrograde society where 

only a little while ago power belonged to intolerants.  Today, in the city 

where 24 years ago Franco lived, it is publicly known that a neighborhood 

is inhabited and frequented by homosexuals.  This is an indicator of being 

everyday closer to liberty. 

 

This division in opinion evidences the conflict between the importance of the area to 

some and the desire to supersede such categorizations by others.   In the end, this 

discussion falls to the wayside and the gay press moves on to accept Chueca as the model 

extraordinaire of gayness.  However, the space begins to take on a specific aspect which 

is reflected in the affect of those frequently found within its bounds and this specificity, 

or exclusion, becomes the topic of some discussion from 2000-2004. 

 Reporters, columnists and letters to the editor begin to discuss Chueca´s 

specificity and its ability to marginalize many members of the gay community in the year 

2000.   Seemingly, the neighborhood has gone from a point of contention as to whether or 

not it should exist, or what it should represent to the gay population to an accepted fact.   

However, its acceptance does not imply that all can enter and enjoy the same 

environment.  In fact, we see the disciplinary nature of the neighborhood through the 

development of stereotypical images associated with the space (Foucault 1995).   This 

image, or stereotype, leaves many gay men (and lesbians) out in the cold.   In fact, 

lesbians are almost completely absent:   
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Ni se las ve, ni serán vistas porque la exageración de significados maricas 

con los que se alimenta y crece Chueca, nos indica que el ambiente es 

gay-y seguro que guay- pero nos indica también que las lesbianas en este 

marco somos mas una sospecha que una evidencia (Vila Núñez 2000). 

 

They (lesbians) do not see themselves, nor will they be seen because of the 

exaggerated significance of faggots with which Chueca is fed and raised, 

this indicates to us that the atmosphere is gay – and for sure cool – but it 

also indicates to us that lesbians in this frame are more of a suspicion than 

a fact. 

 

While lesbians are almost completely invisible in this space, gay men feel excluded if 

they do not live up to the image of the Chueca man: tan, muscled, perfect clothes and 

hair.   Take for example the following letter to the editor which describes the disillusion 

certain men experience upon entering the gay neighborhood and its locales: 

  

Antes de conocer el ambiente uno piensa, o al menos yo lo pensé así, que 

se trataría pues mas o menos de la utopía, del reino de las libertades 

donde todos, absolutamente todos, teníamos cabida......era en realidad, el 

cobijo del mas absoluto oscurantismo y represión de nuestra era... 

Sobredosis de gomina en el pelo decolorado, gafas de Gucci, camisas de 
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estampados imposibles que dejan a la vista interminables horas de 

gimnasio, cinturones anchos y pantalones lavados a la piedra.   Cuando 

uno observa que estas son las características de una amplia mayoría de la 

juventud varonil se pregunta moda o ejercito?(Utrera 2003) 

 

Before knowing the gay world one thinks, or at least I thought this way, 

that it was more or less about utopia, of the realm of liberties where 

everyone, absolutely everyone, fit in….it was in reality a shelter for the 

most absolute darkness and repression of our era….Overdose of hair gel in 

discolored hair, Gucci sunglasses, shirts with impossible patterns that 

allow you to see unending hours in the gym, tight waists and stone washed 

pants.  When one observes that these are the characteristics of an ample 

majority of young male youth one asks is this fashion or the army? 

 

In fact, many informants mention the same problems of feeling a part of the Chueca 

scene (see Chapter 5).   Chueca has gone from a contested space to one which not only 

maintains its identity in the cityscape but demands a very specific physical aspect of 

those entering.  The army-like nature of the space continues in full force to the present 

day with the same jewelry, the same tattoos, the same piercings and the same clothes to 

be found on the majority of men.    

Mendicutti, a repetitive columnist for the magazine, but best known as a novelist, 

compares an ideal Sodom with Chueca:  
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Sodoma debía ser una especie de Chueca, pero sin concesiones burguesas 

ni debilidades culturales, sin discriminaciones fascistas en nombre de la 

belleza y la juventud o monsergas militantes, y todo lleno de gimnasios, 

discotecas, cuartos oscuros, sexo a granel e indiscriminado, y amores 

para toda la vida que duran dos semanas.....(Mendicutti 2004) 

 

Sodom should be a sort of Chueca, but without bourgeois concessions nor 

cultural weaknesses, without fascist discriminations in the name of beauty 

and youth or militant speeches, and all full of gyms, discos, dark rooms, 

massive amounts and indiscriminate sex, and ever-lasting loves that last 

two weeks….. 

 

Hence, we have a Chueca which is now THE gay enclave in Madrid but an enclave 

bearing numerous qualities preventing some from enjoying the enclave itself.   

Mendicutti´s comparison of the neighborhood with fascism (albeit a fascism in the name 

of beauty) is quite striking but speaks to the reality of many men who suffer at the hands 

of the symbolic and hierarchical economy of desire constructed within the area. 

 Finally, we see Chueca disappear as a topic of discussion in Zero.  From the year 

2004 to the present there is not one mention of Chueca in any part of the magazine other 

than advertisements for businesses and a map of the gay locales who have sponsored the 

magazine.   Chueca, therefore, begins in the gay press as a  disputed location of gayness 
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which should elicit pride or which should be overcome.  Later it is understood as 

undeniably the gay area of Madrid (since gay locales don´t exist in the suburbs), whether 

the community supports it or not. Finally, for the last three years, Chueca has become a 

taken for granted space which no longer merits attention nor discussion within the pages 

of the magazine. 

 Interestingly enough, Chueca never figures as a political location for the gay 

press.  Instead, they speak of the “gay community” and never locate that community 

solely within the bounds of Chueca.   I believe this has to do with cultural intimacy or 

tacit cultural knowledge (Herzfeld 1997).   Speaking from the perspective of the gay 

community these writers have no need to politicize the space in a discursive manner.  

Rather the space is already their space, a home, a base.  The heterosexual press sees the 

area as political precisely because gay and gayness appears, at least in the last ten years in 

Spain, as a very political topic.   Additonally, we never see Chueca associated with crime, 

prostitution or drugs in the pages of Zero.  There are no discussions of the supposed 

danger of the area, nor the insecurity people feel as they traverse the space.  Concurrently 

with this there is no self-reflection or self-congratulation of creating a new neighborhood 

out of the ashes of a ruined and dilapidated area.  Chueca, from the perspective of the 

pages of Zero, appears as a logical extension of the development of a Spanish gay 

community with no self-reflection as to why it was created and why it continues as a gay 

village. 

 On the other hand, there is perhaps some truth to Isaac´s claim that Chueca is a 

copy of the American model.   If indeed the Spaniards believe the neighborhood to be a 
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copy then its reformation was what they needed to do in order to be taken seriously on 

the global gay world stage.   If the Madrileños are doing what all major gay communities 

have done in all major modern nations then their construction of the neighborhood does 

not demand introspection but continued nurturance to make it the best, and the gayest 

place on earth.  The lack of self-evaluation is partially a result of the globalization of 

gayness and Spain´s constant preoccupation that, as a nation, they are somehow behind, 

less modern, retarded in their growth in comparison with the rest of the world.   The next 

chapter will address these issues in numerous and a sundry circumstances and culminate 

in a discussion of the legalization of gay marriage.  
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III. GLOBAL GAYS 

 
Even before the project of my dissertation research had begun I understood that 

globalization had played and continued to play a role in the formation and continuation of 

this community. After all, Spain is not outside of the western hemisphere, it is not 

isolated in the way tribal communities have been imagined to be isolated, nor could it 

ever be argued that Spain has not had connections with the rest of Europe or the world. 

Spain is unique in its context of experiencing globalization in various historically 

informed manners.   From well before the Reconquest, finishing in 1492, Spain had been 

a location of encounters between cultures, ideas, religions, and economies.  Colonial 

economies imported products, gold, silver, and knowledge/ideas from the New World. In 

recent history, Spain has been imagined to be cut-off from the rest of Europe due to the 

experience of the Franco Regime, which of course is partially true.  On the other hand, 

during the Franco Regime Spain experienced massive out-migration to Northern Europe, 

tourism from all corners of Europe, as well as the intrusion of American military bases all 

allowing for an importation of ideas and of course foreign capital  (Hooper 1995; Sanz 

Diaz 2001); for the effects of tourism on Spain see  (Hooper 1995; Tremlett 2006).    

Thus, it has long been obvious that Spain has experienced connections to the rest of 

Europe and the Americas, thereby inculcating the country in numerous circuits of 

globalization and informing and creating Spanish culture and society for centuries. 

Globalization functions on many levels at once, and the Spanish case offers no 

exception.   The macro level processes of political and economic power co-exist with the 

micro level of lived and experiential processes evident in fashion, ideas, music, and 
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images and both facilitated through technological advances in broadcasting, internet, 

production and consumption.  Some have claimed that such globalization is actually a 

complicit interaction between the hierarchical “international economic order” and 

“international information order”  resulting in essentially a cultural imperialism 

(Macbride 1980).  The United States, a massive mass cultural producer, is of course the 

country usually blamed for cultural imperialism as its television, movies, videos, and 

brand names are translated into every language, sold in every market, and projected into 

every culture across the globe.  However, in the case of this community I will claim that 

their domination by outside global forces was not a result of coercion, and therefore not 

an example of one way cultural imperialism, but also a result of adoption and 

manipulation.    

The fact that Spain is a western European nation maintaining a similar power 

differential to that of its neighbors has facilitated access and adoption of ideas, images 

and markets.   Not only has Spain adopted many ideas and images but they have 

manipulated their own image(s) by subsuming identities of oppressed groups for 

marketing themselves to the rest of Europe and the world (Charnon-Deutsch 2002; Kelly 

2000; Labanyi 2002).   For example, Andalucian images, and especially those originating 

with the culture of the gypsy, have been manipulated by Spain to present themselves as 

the country of flamenco or of Carmen.  Lou Charnon-Deutsch, speaking of the adoption 

of gypsy culture, elucidates one of the reasons Spain chose to manipulate their own 

image: 
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The Otherness of the disenfranchised group is often then maximized (as 

was the case in seventeenth-century Spain), or in some instances sanitized 

and provisionally subsumed into the national identity when there is an 

economic incentive to do so for reasons of exchange of cultural capital. 

(Charnon-Deutsch 2002: 23) 

 

Then in a footnote he claims: 

 

…the cultural status of Spain among its neighbors was enhanced once 

northern Europeans began to idealize the gypsy and to equate Andalusian 

with gypsy identity.  It was in Spain´s interest to capitalize on this ethnic 

association by buying into the romanticization of the gypsy…..(Charnon-

Deutsch 2002: footnote p. 23) 

 

This process of sanitation of Otherness and then presenting that Otherness on the world 

stage is a process existent in the question of gay identity and functioned marvelously to 

aid in the approbation of gay marriage.   As we shall see, Spanish gayness has been 

cleaned up and presented to the rest of the world as a testament to the modernity and 

evolution of Spanish society from traditional and religious to one of the most open and 

accepting societies in the world 

One of the most powerful motivations in this process of adopting gay identity as a 

national marker was and is an ideology of lack, or an ideology of backwardness. The 
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Spanish believe they are less cultured, less educated, and less “modern”11 than their 

European neighbors and North America.   As discussed in the previous chapter, this 

concern can be traced back at least four centuries to the time of Felipe II as he worked 

desperately to have his choice of capital city respected by the rest of Europe (Julía 1994).   

Spain as less than, or not as European as its neighbors was only further complicated by 

the 35 years of dictatorship (Kelly 2000; Labanyi 2002; Longhurst 2000).   The Franco 

Regime successfully closed off the country from its neighbors and more importantly, fed 

the imagination of the Spanish as backward, traditional, religious and highly 

conservative.  In reality, Spain remained completely diplomatically, and ideologically, 

isolated for only fourteen years until 1953 when the Regime signed an agreement of 

cooperation with the USA.  Franco claimed that in signing this agreement and having the 

recognition of the most powerful country in the world he had finally won the Civil War 

(Carr 1979: 216).    

From the year 1962, Spain solicited membership in the European Economic 

Community and would find their solicitation unsuccessful.  Yet this idea of being 

European would be a “permanent aspiration of Spanish foreign politics” (Carr 1979: 178) 

even after their successful integration in the year 1986.    Spain, as imagined by the 

Spanish during and after the Franco Regime, was delayed in their development as a true 

European nation.   They imagined a continuum of evolution wherein their European 

                                                 
11 This idea of ´modern´ arises from the Spanish term that informants have used over and over again 
throughout my time in the field.  ´Moderno´ is used to describe something that is not traditional, not 
typically Spanish.  I use this term in the same meaning and not to reference the very specific 
anthropological and historical movements of modernity usually based in the pre-industrial and industrial 
ages. 
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neighbors and the USA were very highly advanced while they remained retarded.   

Dorothy Kelly claims: 

 

The vastly oversimplified folkloric construction of Spain gave way during 

the transition to democracy (1975-1982) to the construction of a Spain on 

the road to modernity, embodied often in the notion of Europe as a 

desirable objective and political imperative.  It is true that both during the 

dictatorship and afterwards, many of the opposition forces saw Europe not 

only as a desirable model to follow but also as a form of insurance policy 

against any form of authoritarian rule.   This construction of Europe as an 

unconditional guarantee of hard-won freedoms was too often made in a 

totally uncritical manner.   It reflected a blanket rejection of all that had 

been constructed for so many years as ´typically Spanish´ as shameful 

evidence of the backwardness engendered and perpetuated by the Franco 

regime.  (Kelly 2000: 31) 

 

Hence, ´traditional´ Spanish values, images, and policies began to be resolutely rejected 

for what was imagined to be more European, more democratic and certainly more liberal. 

 Though Kelly speaks of the Transition, there were in fact many groups during the 

later years of the dictatorship that began the process of essentially re-writing and re-

constructing both Spanish-ness and European-ness in order to push social, political and 

cultural change.   These groups included new, young emigrants to Madrid whose 
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“…experiences of repression…..were null, and their memory of the civil war vague and 

distant.”  (Carr 1979: 188); and many students who became militant as a result of the 

influence of extreme leftist groups from outside of Spain in Europe (Ibid: 199).   The 

Franco Regime and its handmaidens (such as the Church), as constructed by these 

groups, opposed to the opening up of Spain, didn´t acknowledge the evils committed in 

the Civil War, and sought to maintain Spain distant from the rest of the world.  Historical 

fact appears to contradict this construction.   For example, the Catholic Church is many 

times thought to be completely in agreement with the actions and tenets of the Regime 

and therefore deserving of condemnation.   However, most current left-leaning Spaniards 

have no idea that the Catholic Church actually opposed the Regime in its later years.   

Priests began to embrace some tenants of Marxism, while others in Cataluña and Pais 

Vasco began to support the nationalist movements by opening churches for meetings or 

even sermonizing in the native tongue  (Carr 1979: 204-205).   Additionally, the Church 

eventually apologized publicly for its support of Franco and the means used to overthrow 

the Republic (Carr 1979: 206).    

Spain became a country of contradictions even unto itself and the tenants of the 

regime: “España era un Estado católico donde la Iglesia condenaba al régimen; un 

Estado que prohibía las huelgas y donde éstas se producían por miles; un Estado 

antiliberal que buscaba alguna forma de legitimidad democrática.....” (Carr 1979: 253) 

(Spain was a Catholic State where the Church condemned the Regime; a State that 

prohibited strikes even though there were thousands of them; an anti-liberal state that 

sought out some of democratic legitimacy…).   Overall, the Regime and its opponents 
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were not as clear-cut as many left leaning Spaniards and most of my informants believe.  

There was much confusion and conflict between those in power that wanted to open 

Spain through diplomacy, economics, and politics and those who believed it better to 

maintain the country apart and distant from the rest of the world.   Over time, this 

confusion and conflict has been forgotten and homogenized into the claim that the Franco 

years were all bad, repressive and kept the country from moving forward into true 

European ´modernity.´   

In all of this confusion, Europe was to be emulated as it was imagined to be more 

developed, more democratic, more liberal and certainly more cosmopolitan.  As the 

Franco Regime disintegrated after his death and began the transformation into 

democracy, the idea of ´tradition´ became associated with any image, ideology, 

philosophy or action that served to buttress (or was imagined to buttress) the Regime.   

On the other hand, the idea of ´modern´ or ´European´ became any image, ideology, 

philosophy or action that came from Europe, or the USA.    This created a stark 

juxtaposition between political philosophies and identities where “…collective identities 

in Spain are multiple and heterogeneous.  While traditional vehicles of Spanish national 

cohesion, and especially anything that refers to any unanimously accepted national 

symbolism are weaker than in other countries…” (Nuñez Seixas 2000: 330).   Essentially, 

Europe and the USA signified a modernity that many of the Spaniards thought lacking in 

their own country and nationalisms.   The sense of lack this imagination of their own 

country created has been the motor fueling many social and political movements since 

the death of Franco.  Therefore, Spaniards sought to wholeheartedly embrace a liberal-
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ness imagined to exist outside of the confines of their small country and this act of 

embracing included wholesale adoption of socio-political, cultural, and economic 

ideologies with the intent of catching up to the rest of the western world. 

Included in this adoption of foreign and seemingly more ´modern´ ideologies 

were models of sexuality (and forms of being in general as evidenced by the previously 

mentioned La Movida de los 80) and its representation/organization.   These notions of 

sexuality were adopted rapidly and supplanted the ideological vacuum left after the years 

of censorship ended abruptly with the death of Franco.   In addition to now seeing bikinis, 

nudity, and love making on cinematic screens, homosexuality would enter the public eye 

in the form of protests and even open discussions of these sexual practices in magazines.   

As time progressed into the late 1980s and early 90s, homosexuality offered a unique 

chance for Spain to demonstrate that ´Spain is Different´12 and not only European but 

more European than the Europeans themselves.   

Spanish homosexual organizations and communities were able to implant 

themselves within this discourse of rejecting the past and embracing modernity by 

utilizing global strategies and images of gayness.   Homosexuality was successfully 

associated not only with liberal democracy but also with the new culture of consumption 

(Hooper 1995).  Specifically, in the gay marriage debates in Spain, the PSOE and major 

gay political organizations such as COGAM, Fundacíon Triangulo, and FELGT 

subsumed actual sex into debates about marriage and homosexuality.  They left behind 

the saunas, dark rooms, and sex parties for images of monogamous couplings celebrating 

                                                 
12 This was a slogan designed for the tourist industry in the 1960s. 
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weddings with family and friends and a huge collective that might usher in an age of 

acceptance and consumption.   

However, at the level of lived experience the process of associating 

homosexuality with modernity and liberalness occurred in a different manner.   The 

sanitization of gayness in the lived experience of the people did not take the same course 

as in the United States where sex is generally policed by the gay community itself and 

monogamy idealized in order to gain respectability.  Rather, Spanish gayness sanitized 

itself at this level by very tightly associating itself with very specific lifestyle 

consumption and aesthetic appearances.  Pleasing clothes, bodies, hair and environments 

give to Spanish society that which they have long craved: visual indications and access to 

an imagined modernity and cosmopolitan consumerism that previous generations could 

only dream of.  This action of binding gayness to capitalism and aesthetics made 

homosexuality fashionable and certainly palatable to Madrileños and Spaniards at large.  

At the same time this binding has wreaked havoc on certain groups and individuals in the 

gay community by erasing their very visibility.   In fact, in the public mind 

homosexuality is primarily male and not imagined to involve lesbian relationships or 

visibility.  Therefore, this is one reason that the lesbian community is absent in much of 

the space of Chueca and most especially evident in the stores providing goods to a 

primarily male populace.  In addition, those men that cannot, or do not live up to this 

image of gayness as the most modern and most pleasing, aesthetically speaking, no 

longer feel themselves part of the public image of homosexuality.   This binding, and 

subsequent erasure has created a very strict hierarchy of desire within the bounds of 
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Chueca and has negated a truly queer space.   Essentially, the sanitization of gayness 

through modes of consumption and aesthetics has forced gayness to be constructed 

through the oppressive modes of mainstream, heterosexual Spanish society (see Ch. 4 for 

detailed discussions of this hierarchy and its effects).  

As will be evident, this processes of rejecting tradition and embracing 

cosmopolitanism has occurred not only in terms of sexuality but in a myriad of additional 

arenas ranging from politics and economics to fashion, music, and bodies.  Fear of being 

considered backward, traditional or worse, religious, has motivated much of the Spanish 

populace to constantly search for the most modern ideas and goods.   Their search is 

conducted via global media importing images of the goods they must have, the music 

they must listen to, the bodies they must have, and the ideas they must espouse.   

Spaniards accept this global media intrusion with little to no self-reflection while actively 

depreciating traditional images and ideas of their own culture. Therefore, I will argue 

through examples of the lived experience of consumption and sexuality informed by 

global ideas and an analysis of the approbation of the gay marriage law, that globalization 

cannot always be understood as cultural domination but also as a willing and active 

adoption and manipulation with various consequences that evidence the limitations of 

liberation for gay communities in Spain. 

My experience of the force of globalization in Chueca has caused me to question 

my anthropological methods and theories, as I have found it rather difficult to express 

anthropologically the experience of globalization.   From the very first moments in 

Chueca I noticed a familiarity and seeming similarity between this gay village and many 
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of the others I had visited in the United States.   As I began more formal research, I noted 

these similarities in field notes and I became acutely aware that I was essentially and 

explicitly tacking back and forth between the experience of my home culture and that of 

my newly adopted culture.  This caused me to question whether I was acting 

appropriately anthropological, or culturally relative, in my assessment of the new culture 

if I were constantly comparing it to my home culture.   Though some might disagree with 

the following, I believe that all anthropology is necessarily comparative and is essentially 

a process of the translation of one culture´s ideas into an explanation that might be 

understood by another culture (usually the translated culture being less powerful than the 

culture for which the translation occurs and thereby verifying the notion that 

anthropology is indeed the “handmaiden of colonialism”).   Though all anthropology is 

comparative my experience seemed more explicit.  It was not strange in the least for me 

to encounter: the same music in the gay clubs of Madrid as in the gay clubs of NYC, San 

Diego or even Tucson; the same subgroupings of gay men in Madrid as in any of the 

locations I knew in the USA; the same brand names with the same importance attached; 

and even the same words used to describe the gay world of Chueca.  Thus, I have come to 

believe that anthropological projects addressing globalization and urban environments 

require not just a subtle, but rather an explicit comparison between two or more cultures. 

The significance of this community and its development can only be appreciated by 

understanding the forces that led to its creation and hence the comparative nature of 

anthropology will be made blatant in the following pages. 
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Globalization challenges the discipline of anthropology to not only be more 

blatant in comparison but also to move from site specific, concrete locations of 

knowledge production and single perspective (that of the researcher or the all-knowing 

and all-seeing “scientist”) to a fluid concept of the field “site” by utilizing multi-sited, 

and multi-perspective albeit self-critical analysis.  Globalization demands that 

anthropology become a fluid discipline which is capable of analyzing different sites and 

their connections at the same time (Metcalf 2001).   In the words of Metcalf, concluding 

his discussion of the role of globalization in the shifting concepts of field site, the field 

site requires discovery: “…the sites of fieldwork cannot be the result of some prior 

theoretical agenda.  Instead, they have to be discovered and there is no secure 

methodology for doing this”  (Metcalf 2001: 180).  As will become evident, anthropology 

and especially urban anthropology, can no longer focus in a concrete, site specific 

location thereby ignoring the interconnections between the site of study and its position 

on a global stage (economically, politically, socially, and culturally).  In fact, much like 

the popular constitution of the city itself, resulting from not only local processes but also 

those processes and ideas created through flows of global capital, ideas, and people; 

anthropology must also become transient and flexible in its ability to analyze not only 

specific territories (as in the past with community studies) but also the interconnections 

between a specific territory and the rest of the world (Canclini 1995).   

In an attempt to trace global flows and connections between this community and 

the world I have explicitly drawn observations from my American experience, hence 

creating an ethnographic analysis based in Chueca but also addressing connections with 
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the North American experience.  The comparison of the gay culture of the USA with 

Chueca will be explicit, and certainly at times questionable or pedantic.  I justify this 

comparison precisely because the gay community in Spain draws these comparisons quite 

frequently.   They have posited gay life in the United States as the model to follow.   

Their comparison with the United States is a result of the many images they receive of 

gay life in the US through movies, television, music and news.  Most informants never 

reference gay life in Europe as a model to follow, mostly because they are not exposed to 

these images in any substantial manner.   During my time in the field I do not remember 

one instance of seeing images of gay life in any other part of Europe presented on 

television, in the movies, or on the news.   So, it is no wonder that so many gay men and 

academics might claim that the model of Chueca arose out of an importation of the 

American model of gay life (Mira 2000).  However, I believe analyzing both 

globalization and specifically the creation of a public gay community in Spain 

necessitates a comparative analysis. Therefore, I ask the reader to bear with me as I stray 

from the site specific ethnography of Chueca and move into analyses of the case of the 

United States, only to better indicate the similarities, differences and connections 

between this Spanish community and the USA.     

 

Global Capitalist Pleasures in the Street: Fashion, Bodies and Icons 

Upon my first entrance into Chueca some years ago I was immediately struck by 

the familiarity I had with the space and the men in the neighborhood.   My travel journal 

at the time made explicit reference to how comfortable I felt in Chueca, even in the late-
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1990s.   Living in the neighborhood some five years later I was still struck by the 

similarity I experienced on a daily basis with many of the people, ideas, and language 

present in Chueca.  Not only did people, ideas and language remain similar in their 

discrete categories but even the conglomerations of the categories, or the interconnections 

of the same, appeared similar. That is, associations present between gayness; art; fashion; 

gender performances, as well as locales for the performance of gender and diversion; and 

intentional ambient construction in restaurants, cafes, shops, and bars are reminiscent of 

the same associations present in North America.   For example, the connection between a 

gay neighborhood and stylish restaurants and boutiques; connections between 

performative masculinity and hard, ´raunchy´ or ´leather´ sex; or finally, the connection 

between art, creative processes and gayness within a gay neighborhood.  Though many of 

the symbols within Chueca had similar meanings sometimes, and embarrassingly so, the 

meanings had shifted in a nuanced, though important manner which demonstrated my 

cultural ineptness.   

I found that clothing, bodies, music, and language offered the first and perhaps 

most blatant evidence of micro processes, in the sense of most easily accessible through 

observation, though obviously informed by global consumer capitalism macro processes 

of globalization.   Though it is difficult to separate the micro and macro processes of 

globalization I will attempt to observationally separate the micro processes (technologies 

of the body and its presentation), what I am calling the lived experience of globalization, 

and later connect these visible micro processes to macro processes, what I am calling the 

political-economic forces allowing and creating a globalization.   Therefore, the chapter 
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will begin with a discussion of clothing, music, bodies, and language as the micro 

processes, the daily experience of living in a global environment with an analysis 

connecting these to macros processes of global capitalism.   We will then move to a 

discussion of the possible existence of the “authentic Spanish” within the neighborhood, 

attempting to locate the local within the global and view the interstitiality of micro and 

macro processes.  Present in this discussion will be the attempt to discover indigenous 

Spanish forms of understanding sexuality as the meaning of gayness travels from one 

place to another.   Finally, I will discuss the recent approbation of laws granting gay and 

lesbian couples the right to marry, inherit, and adopt children as a manner in which 

globalization has been successfully used by this community to gain political, economic 

and cultural rights in Spain and as an example of macro political processes of 

globalization affecting this community. 

 As stated before, fashion, bodies and media offer an obvious entrance point to 

understanding globalization and its quotidian manifestations in this gay village.   These 

examples are the most readily available to the observer as they walk the streets of this 

neighborhood.  At times, the similarity of bodies, brands, music and language can be eery 

to the point of discomfort.   Take the clothes and the bodies wearing the clothes and 

remove them from the space and they appear very similar to gay locations in other parts 

of the western world.  This similarity is the result of global consumer capitalism at its 

most powerful. One can move from one location to the next, separated by miles, oceans 

and languages and witness the same activities and meanings (even at this moment I am 

seated in a Starbucks drinking the same latte, listening to the same music, and 
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experiencing the same ambient as in any number of cities across the world).  Of course it 

would be a mistake to claim that the meanings surrounding such activities and symbols 

are exactly the same.   The meanings are themselves informed by location within socio-

culturally, politically and geographically specific space.  Subtle shifts in meaning occur 

as a result of their spatial location: prices vary thereby adding or subtracting from status; 

bodies are more or less rare thereby adding or subtracting from the attached symbolic 

capital (Bourdieu 1990); television programs translated, or dubbed, from original English 

to Spanish change meanings with discordance between image and language; while the 

meaning of lyrics versus the rhythm and image of the music lose or gain importance 

allowing success or failure of artists in a global context.  All of the examples which 

follow are the evident, visible, and obvious manifestations of globalization which both 

create and are utilized by this community in the performance and maintenance of 

identities (Butler 1993).  

Street fashion serves as a wonderfully obvious marker of globalization in its 

consumer capitalist forms.  When I speak of street fashion I am not speaking of high 

fashion, or what one might call the high-end market of fashion such as Yves St. Lauren, 

Gucci, or Versace.   Rather I am discussing the everyday wear one might see in the 

streets, cafes and bars.    This is the arena of Levis, Puma, Nike, Quicksilver, Gap and 

Abercrombie & Fitch.   All the aforementioned brands are conspicuously displayed in 

commercial locations as well as on bodies traversing the space.  Many American students 

studying in Madrid are told as a manner of acclimating them to the Spanish culture, that 

Spaniards are much more formal in their dress than Americans.   Numerous students have 
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commented after a few months in Madrid that they don´t think everyday wear is all that 

formal.   They see the same brands at home as they do in Madrid.   Though we 

Americans see the same brands and the same form of displaying those brands as at home, 

many of the brands have recontextualized meanings.  For example, Gap clothes have an 

odd, exaggerated meaning in Chueca.   Gap is considered a status brand, a desirable 

brand which indicates wealth, desirability, and of course the ability to travel since there 

are no Gaps in Spain.  S. (21) says, as we are having coffee in a Chueca café: “Brian mira 

este.  Cree que es de puta madre por que lleva un suéter de Gap.  Todas las maricas pijas 

llevan Gap” (Brian look at him.  He thinks he is the shit because he has that Gap pull 

over.  All the stuck up fags wear Gap).  Needless to say I laughed at the situation 

considering most Americans would qualify Gap as relatively cheap and perhaps useful 

only for daily wear, weekends, and sometimes office wear.   The significance of the 

brand as it moved from the US to Spain changed as a result of the desirability and 

scarcity of the product name as well as the lifestyle associations connected with the 

ability to access such a brand through travel. 

 Many brands have a symbolic capital exceeding that of the same brand present in 

the United States.   This excess is a result not only of the scarcity of the brand itself but 

also due to the prices charged for such brands because of their desirability, or symbolic 

capital.   In many cases, the symbolic nature of the brand name informs an exaggerated 

pricing scheme, prices well exceeding the expectation one might have of the same 

product in a regular department store in the US.   For example, Calvin Klein is 

everywhere, poking out of low hanging pants and shorts year round, but in the specialty 
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shops of Chueca one might expect to pay upwards of 40 € for a pair of briefs that seem 

more designed for display of the male anatomy than any kind of support.  The fact that 

name brand underwear (not only CK, but also 2xist, Aussie Bum, and Unico) costs as 

much as two pairs of Spanish jeans, even though one might never see the garment itself, 

only adds to the mystery and hence the symbolic capital of the person wearing those 

undergarments.   My roommates, both gay men in Chueca, have often commented about 

my lack of name-brand underwear saying essentially that I don´t fit the mold of a gay 

man in Chueca because my underwear is not one of the above mentioned brands.   This 

indicates the force with which display of name brands is connected to a specific idea of 

what it means to be both gay and live in Chueca.   

Underwear is not the only symbolically informed over-priced product present in 

the streets.   There are many name brands which are remarkably overpriced due to their 

scarcity or their association with cosmopolitanism.  Another striking example is that of 

Levis.   A pair of Levis 501s (yes the ones your mother would by you when you were in 

high school for around 25 dollars) can leave the Levis store on Fuencarral for around 

100€!   Levi´s are, like Calvin Klein, conspicuously displayed even to the point of not 

removing the tag from the back in order to draw attention to the brand of the pants 

themselves. Other brands gain even more symbolic capital in Chueca as a result of their 

limited geographic availability, and the images presented by the company itself.  

Abercrombie & Fitch is only available in the United States, having no outlets in any area 

outside of the country.   If one finds Abercrombie in Spain then the price is almost triple 

that one might pay in a suburban American mall, and only sold in stores specializing in 
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importation.  Therefore, the ability to wear Abercrombie, or Gap (as previously 

mentioned), and other such brands provides the person with an astounding amount of 

symbolic capital, or desirability, since anyone who wears the brand also had to have 

traveled to the US (the case of Abercrombie) or at least outside of Spain to purchase such 

items, or is able to pay triple the price regularly assigned such merchandise.   Take R´s 

(23) comment as an example:  

 

Cuando sales por el ambiente tienes que pensar en que llevas puesto 

sabes?  Si pones una marca como Abercrombie y Levis los chicos van a 

pensar que has viajado mucho o al menos que tienes dinero.  Si llevas 

ropa de Zara seguro que vas a ver la misma camiseta en el mismo sitio 

que estes y todos saben que la has comprado en Zara. 

 

When you go out to gay places you have to think about what you wear.  

You know?  If you wear a brand like Abercrombie and Levis the boys are 

going to think you have traveled a lot, or at least you have a lot of money.  

If you wear Zara, I am certain you will see the same shirt in the same place 

you are in and everyone will know that you bought it at Zara. 

 

Thus, Abercrombie signifies wealth, the ability to travel, uniqueness and desireability 

within this specific marketplace; while Zara represents the mundane and easily 

accessible, not to mention the risk that other people will have the same exact shirt and 
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appear in the same locale.  Abercrombie´s popularity in the gay community is such that 

there have been numerous times I have been walking down the street in an A&F shirt and 

asked by strangers where I had purchased it, if I was American, and if I could manage to 

have someone bring a similar shirt. These examples demonstrate the shifts in meaning of 

products, as well as pricing, as they are moved from one spatial location to the next, with 

the location defining the desirability of the product and allowing the construction of a 

self-identity within a specific economy of desire. 

 This need for the most modern and cosmopolitan of goods and name brands is 

directly related to how Spanish homosexuality has been constructed in the last thirty 

years.   Gayness indicates cosmopolitanism and the non-traditional.   In order to visibly 

create, sustain and perform this ideology one must consume goods not available within 

the bounds of Spain.   Therefore, this desire and need to display such brand names is 

complicit and consistent with a very specific Spanish construction of homosexuality.   

The failure, or inability, of one to consume this lifestyle not only indicates that the person 

is not the right kind of gay man, but that indeed, in terms of the popular discourse of 

gayness, they might not be gay at all. 

The presence of global icons, and what´s more, global gay icons also struck me as 

fascinating.  Spain certainly has its fair share of gay icons, however, none of them have 

really made a global impression outside of Latin America (take for example Monica 

Naranjo; Paulina Rubio (Mexican); Alaska).   Among these global gay icons are pop stars 

such as Kylie Minogue, Madonna, and Shania Twain.   Their popularity is impressive in 

Chueca with almost everyone I know buying the latest CD or DVD as soon as the new 



159 
 

product arrives on store shelves.   The record stores and queer bookstores in Chueca stock 

all of the latest sounds and fan books; and their music can be heard throughout the 

neighborhood as one browses the stores, markets, and bars.  For example, Madonna is 

one of the most recognizably gay American icons.  Madonna´s album “Confessions on a 

Dance Floor” was released in Winter of 2005 and promptly found its way to the streets of 

Chueca.  This album could be heard in every boutique, sauna, gym and café throughout 

the neighborhood.  One could easily walk from store to store and hear the entire album 

should one be so inclined.   However, it took awhile for people to learn the lyrics of the 

songs since Madonna didn´t publish lyrics with the album.  So my roommate at on point 

in December of 2005 was singing along, very loudly, with the album to the song “Hung 

Up” and was saying, “Time goes by so silly” instead of “Time goes by so slowly,” 

providing laughs in the household for the next two weeks.   

Certain video bars in Chueca play only dance music and videos in English with no 

Spanish dance music gracing the display screens.   The crowd at these bars usually sings 

along with the more well-known songs but when asked about the meaning of the lyrics 

either the men don´t know or they are mistaken.13  Musical figures and compilation 

albums are directly imported from the US and England with astounding success.   

Compilation album titles such as “Global Groove”, “Trance World” and such DJs as Paul 

Oakenfeld and DJ Tiesto are extremely popular.   Anything that can be remotely 

considered fashionable or cutting-edge, from NYC or London, or Australia is 

                                                 
13 This is not meant to imply that these men do not speak or understand English.   Just as there are many 
who do not understand English, but are able to sing along, there are those who understand the meaning 
behind the lyrics.   However, I would venture to say that the majority of men do not completely understand 
the lyrics they are singing. 
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automatically deemed worthy of listening to or watching.   Hence, as popular music 

moves from the English speaking mass producer of pop culture (the USA) to various 

locations across the globe it becomes clear that consumption is not based upon the 

talented lyricism of the artist in question but success is more about the beat and style of 

the music, as well as the image presented to others when the music is played in 

businesses, cars, or Ipods.   

When I asked people in the neighborhood why English music is played so often 

with an almost complete absence of Spanish music I was met with obstinate faces and 

told that they liked Spanish music at times but “no tiene nada que ver con la musica 

Americana” (but it is not as good as (it has nothing to do with) American music).  

American music, or music sung in English provides an ambience, a feeling of not being 

Spanish.  F. (32) offers the following: 

  

F.:  If you like play Madonna in your store, or like Kylie Minogue, or 

dance music in English then…you know….it is like a style to your 

“clientes.”   If I play Alaska, or one of the Operación Triunfo (Spain´s 

equivalent to American Idol) artists then that is a different style. 

 

Brian:  Well what is the difference exactly? 
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F.:  Hombre (Man) it´s like the difference between Spanish and something 

more….something more…. pues no es España profunda (well it isn´t deep 

Spain (meaning backward Spain)). You know? 

 

Essentially, for F., and many others, playing American music, or music in English offers 

a style or an image to others that is not Spain, that is “something more” than Spain.   F. 

defines this “something more” in terms of the negative, something more is not ´deep 

Spain.´  I define this “something more” as cosmopolitanism, or at least its image and 

therefore consistent with the ideological niche homosexuality maintains in Spanish 

culture.    

The popularity of pop culture from America, and the English speaking world, 

reaches beyond the music world and into that of television series, film and internet sites.  

Popular American television series can be viewed in their dubbed versions on public 

access channels including such series as: Friends, Charmed, Desperate Housewives, 

House, Grey´s Anatomy, Lost, CSI (in all of its versions), House, Queer as Folk, The 

Simpsons and Sex in the City.   Sex in the City has a huge following of gay men, with the 

series DVDs sold in media stores for well over 150$ USD a season.   Queer as Folk, a 

widely popular Showtime Exclusive series running for five years in the US, has now 

made its Spanish debut on public television (on the channel Cuatro); as well as the DVDs 

selling in gay bookstores for more than 190$USD per season.   The representations in 

both Sex in the City and Queer as Folk are taken by many to be authentic representations 

of sexual life in the United States and therefore worthy of emulation.  I recently 
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overheard a tertulía (group discussion) of men in their late thirties in a café about who 

they were most like in the series Queer as Folk and then promptly who they were most 

like in the series Sex in the City.  As a result of the public broadcasting of Queer as Folk 

many people have begun to ask if American gay life is really the same as portrayed in the 

series.   The depiction of gay life in a supposed Pittsburgh (the series is actually filmed in 

Toronto, Canada) has caused some of my Spanish friends to ask if Pittsburgh is a place 

they should go for vacation (my response was usually, “Ummm, no!).    

Films of gay life are also very popular, and the topic of discussion in cafes and 

bars.   The Ang Lee film Brokeback Mountain (2005) was released in Spain in early 

2006.   Many of the men in Chueca saw the film and discussed it ad nauseum. Then came 

the barrage of questions once someone let slip that I was born and raised in a cattle 

ranching family from Wyoming.  In early 2006 I began to see more cowboy hats make 

their way into the daily fashion of Chueca-goers and certainly their increased presence on 

the heads of mannequins in the shops windows.   Fashion photo shoots in gay magazines 

such as Zero (March 2006) and Shangay (March 2006) included cowboy themes and 

clothes.  Zero even threw a Brokeback Mountain theme party at the ever-popular club 

Ananda in the Atocha train station which drew massive attendance by Spanish television 

and music superstars.14    

In addition, various popular websites from the United States and the UK have 

successfully created an audience in Spain.   The most popular of these sites are: Gaydar 

(www.gaydar.co.uk); Gay.com (www.gay.com); and Bearwww.com 

                                                 
14 The outfits at the gala were questionably cowboy.  I do not remember seeing any of the cowboys on my 
family´s ranch in blue sequined chaps with nothing on underneath! 
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(www.bearwww.com).  Gaydar and Gay.com are the most aggressive in advertising 

throughout Chueca with posters and flyers blanketing walls and streets about once every 

three months; muscled bodies painted with logos of the websites during gay pride; and 

magazine spreads in every gay, monthly periodical.   Bearwww.com, on the other hand, 

has achieved massive success through word of mouth.  Madrid and Spain in general also 

have websites designed for gay men to meet, have sex, or chat.  Among them are 

Chueca.com (www.chueca.com); and Bakala (www.bakala.org).  The American Gay.com 

has recently re-created all of its screens in Spanish language version.  However, the 

British Gaydar maintains all screens in English.   Therefore, for a Spanish man to enter 

into Gaydar, and in the past Gay.com, he must understand the various designations and 

descriptions he is attributing to himself via the website.   The categorizations involve 

such qualities as drug use, “dick size”, sexual position, “safer sex” and hair and eye color.  

The use of  these websites is very widespread with most of the men with whom I worked.   

Most had profiles online and met people for diversion of numerous kinds.  Many times if 

I met someone randomly in a café or at the gym, or wherever, I would be asked if I had a 

profile or screen name on any of the above websites.   The rapid travel of information and 

images via the internet as well as the requirements of these websites to categorize oneself 

as “top/bottom”; “gay/bisexual/straight curious”; “athletic/slim/large” all indicate 

moments of globalization when users must adhere to categorizations not endemic to the 

cultural milieu in which they live. 

Fashion, music, television series, film and internet are all demonstrative of how 

products, images and conceptual categories move within a global system of consumer 
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capitalism and yet the meaning attached to said products, their symbolic capital, change 

as a result of socio-spatial location.   How do we best understand the shifts in meaning as 

commodities move from location to location and are put to use within specific sites?  

Donald Lowe, in his work The Body in Late Capitalist USA, has argued that in late 

capitalism Americans have moved from a “repressive sexuality” meant to “discipline” the 

body to a consumption of “sexual lifestyles as an avenue to differentiate the body” (Lowe 

1995: 127).  Because Lowe´s work focuses solely on the American case he fails to 

understand the importance of consumption in a location outside of the USA.   These men 

consume clothes, music, television, internet and movies to differentiate their bodies 

within the context of Chueca, Madrid and Spain.   The display of brand names, the 

purchase of media, the talk of movies and television create an image within the 

community that essentially does symbolic work for the man who displays both products 

and knowledge.  These products and knowledge demonstrate men´s connections to a 

world outside of the neighborhood Spain and buttresses the ideological location of 

gayness within the Spanish cultural milieu.   Hence the consumption of commodities, 

creating what Lowe has called the “consumption of lifestyle”, is also an act of creating 

connections between a local system and a globally imagined community.  These men are 

not only consuming lifestyle, they are creating a lifestyle by highlighting the very real 

origination of the products (foreign to Spain), and the symbolic significance said products 

bring to an imagined ´closed Spain.´  They are not just consuming a lifestyle but they are 

reinforcing the very position gayness has etched out in the Spanish cultural imaginary.  

Through the purchase and public use of these commodities they continually demonstrate 
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that gayness is enmeshed with the aesthetically pleasing, modern, and cosmopolitanism 

required by the mainstream heterosexual imagination of homosexuality. 

As commodities move from outside Spain to Madrid so do the meanings 

(intended and unintended) and their re-significations based upon the origin of the 

commodity become also what might be called the ´consumption of community.´  

Consumption of community through the consumption of the commodity brings us to a 

problem of the conflation of community, capitalism and the commodity itself.    This 

concern is many times presented in terms of ´authenticity´, as in the words of Jonathon 

Friedman: 

 

The act of identification, the engagement of the person in a higher project, 

is in one sense an act of pure existential authenticity, but to the degree that 

it implies a consumption of self-defining symbols that are not self-

produced but obtained in the marketplace, the authenticity is undermined 

by objectification and potential decontextualization. (Friedman 1990: 314) 

 

I argue that in the case of Chueca the only attachment to an ´authentic´ global community 

as understood by informants for this project and viewed in terms of globalization, is in 

fact the commodity.   The fact that the commodity is not ´self-produced´ does not imply a 

lack of authenticity.   The process of consumption of commodities not self-produced has 

long been historically in place, and certainly since the dawn of the capitalist mode of 

production. The authentic-ness of self and community lies not in the local production of 
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commodity but in the manner they use the commodity within a specific symbolic system.  

A commodity may travel from one place to another, but the authenticity of a community 

lays in the manner they use the commodity to create distinction within a specific, local, 

economy.  Obviously, commodity purchase and use place these men in distinctive 

categories within the local economy of desire and the hierarchalization of what is deemed 

´real´ gay and all other forms of gayness.  On the other hand, the global nature of the 

commodities mentioned also allows these men to create connections to globally imagined 

communities of gayness, and allows the performance of cosmopolitanism that increases 

desire in the local context.   Overall, seeking to find authenticity within the self-

production of a commodity and its subsequent use is equivocal within a post-modern 

system of surfaces, re-contextualizations and global consumer capitalism.   Authenticity 

must be sought in the use of the commodity within a specific and local economy of 

symbols.  

 

Global Linguistic Pleasures 

The desire for an attachment to a global queer community and its implications of 

embracing a modernity that can only be found outside of Spain is made more obvious in 

the language used to describe the spaces and members (or sub-groups) of this community.  

This language is fraught with desire, categorizations (which the Spanish seem to love no 

matter what community we might be talking about), and the need to demonstrate that 

Spanish gayness is not about ´España profunda´ but about being ´moderno.´  Names of 

locations are many times in English, adding that badly needed hint of cosmopolitanism 
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for long-term success and a seemingly ever-present need to achieve ´modernity.´  Take 

for example the following names of restaurants, bars and saunas: The Grill Club 

(restaurant); The Wok (restaurant); Fusion (bar); Men (sauna); Bear Bar (bar); O´Clock 

(bear sex bar); Liquid (bar owned by an American); Copper (nudist/sex bar); The Paw 

(nudist/sex bar); Leather (bar/sex bar); Hot (bar); Hell (nudist/sex bar); Sunrise 

(bar/disco); Eagle (bar/sex bar); Cruising (bar/sex bar); Escape (lesbian bar); Octopus 

(sauna (though I am not sure why the word octopus would bring any sort of status)); 

Strong (bar/sex bar and sauna); A Different Life (bookstore); City Sex Store (adult 

bookstore); Into the Tank (sex party); Sleaze Madrid (sex party).   These are but a few of 

the many locales and venues present in Chueca and associated with the gay (largely male) 

community.    

 When I have asked informants about the abundance of place names in English I 

have been met with numerous explanations.   However, almost all agree that place-names 

in English add to the ambience of the place, giving it a sense of being not a part of Spain 

but from outside.  “Ves un sitio con un nombre en ingles y sabes que es un sitio con un 

estilo con un ambiente pensado.  No es un tipíco bar español es algo mas...mas...pues 

mas de afuera.”  (You see a place with an English name and you know it is a place with a 

style, with a thought out ambient.  It isn´t a typical Spanish bar it is something 

more….more…well more from outside) (R., 23).  Place names in English also 

demonstrate a modernity, a rejuvenation and a cosmopolitanism:   
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You know that not many Spanish people speak English very well because 

you teach. So, we are really closed to the outside world and to Europe.  If 

there is a place name in English then people automatically are interested in 

that place because it means that the idea of the place came from outside of 

Spain, from Europe or America.  It draws attention to a place and gives 

people the idea that it is better than a corner neighborhood bar named 

Fulanito no se que. (C 29).    

 

Thus, it becomes obvious that through the use of English, business owners have intended 

to draw a crowd, draw attention and at the same time tap into an ideology of 

cosmopolitanism that will, hopefully, spell success for the business. 

 English functions not only in the naming of places but also in the naming of 

people.   It is a bit shocking to enter Chueca and suddenly see all of the same community 

divisions I have seen in locations in the United States.   The names of these (sub) 

communities which use English words are as follows:  leathers; bears (though “osos” is 

also used); and jocks (though “deportistas” is also used).   There are, of course, many 

words used to designate men in the community which are Spanish but which refer to very 

familiar groupings of gay men: musculocas (muscle-marys); modelos (twinks or pretty 

boys); and my personal favorite chuequi-perras (essentially those that maintain their 

whole lives in Chueca including work and play; perhaps best translated as ´scene-

queens´).  English words are used to describe specific sexual activities: “fisting”; 

“rimming” (in Spanish “beso negro” though it is rare to hear or see this in print); 
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“leather”; “slings”; “cock ring”; “jock strap”; “dildos” (though ´consolador´ is also used, 

rarely) .  The naming of sexual activities in English are not surprising considering they 

are mostly related to the SM world which developed its own jargon once the 

subcommunity became publicly visible in Europe and America in the late 1960s, a time 

when Spain was still repressed by the Franco Regime.  I asked an SM paraphernalia store 

owner about the reason the words for these activities and paraphernalia were in English: 

“Por que son en ingles? Pues, creo que es por no tener nombres propios en Español.   La 

comunidad de sadomasoquismo no esta muy desarollada ahora, tenemos muchos años de 

retraso por Franco y no hemos tenido tiempo para desarollar un lenguaje propio en 

Español.” (Why are the words in English? Well I think it is because there are no names in 

Spanish.  The SM community is not very developed right now, we have many years of 

delay because of Franco and we haven´t had time to develop our own language in 

Spanish) (Jge., 45).  

 In the case of sexual activities, English allows the representation of certain 

activities and people where Castellano contains no specific words with the same 

signification.  The store owner represents his store as part of the SM community and 

connects his community to the English speaking world by explaining the borrowing of 

terms.  Thus, the use of English to supplement Spanish also has the effect of providing a 

connection through language to a larger world, a larger imagined gay community, and to 

peoples and nations considered more advanced (in this case in terms of SM) than Spain 

itself. 
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 If we continue to look at language from an analytical perspective we must ask the 

question as to why this community has imported the term “gay” to signify men and 

women who maintain an identity based on desire and love of members of their same sex 

(this question has been asked and discussed in numerous geographic areas (Boellstorff 

2003; King 2002; Kulick 1998; Lumsden 1996).  Not only people but the space of 

Chueca is also termed as “gay.”   “El barrio gay”, “Orgullo Gay” “hombres gay” all 

demonstrate the common usage of the word gay in a daily context.   However, it begs the 

question of why there is no “indigenous” word in Castellano that signifies the same and 

might be used in place of the English term.    

One explanation might be that there is not a word signifying “gay” not fraught 

with either negative connotations or overly medico-political discourse  Certainly not 

“marica”, “maricón” or “bollera” (fag, faggot and dyke respectively) all terms thrown as 

insults, or used in in-group talk in a sense of cultural intimacy (Herzfeld 1997).  

Interestingly enough, “maricón” and “mariconazo” were previously not associated with 

sexuality and were considered words used to describe somebody or something which was 

stupid, troublesome, problematic (Mla., 52).  According to Mla, a mother of three and a 

working professional who lives in the suburbs of Madrid, the usage of the term to 

describe a gay man has only occurred in the last fifty years.   The Spanish terms of 

“homosexual”, or “invertido” are overly clinical in most situations, and “invertido” 

having fallen out of use almost completely, similar to English.  Needless to say “gay” is 

the word generally chosen to define this social identity of same sex desire in Chueca and 

in Spain.  It appears that this choice has not been considered by men in this population in 
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a self-reflexive manner.  “Por que la palabra gay?  Por que somos gays!” (P. 25) replies 

to my question of why the use of the word gay is so prevalent in a Spanish context, 

shocked at how anyone would waste time thinking about word choice when it is so 

blatantly obvious. 

There is a specific conceptual difference between the endemic terms referring to 

homosexuality and the imported term of ´gay´.  This difference exists in the ability to 

perform a lifestyle via the consumption of various types of goods (clothes, knowledge, 

cultural capital) and hence, embody the ideological niche of gayness present in Spanish 

cultural thought.   A popular Spanish joke blatantly demonstrates the difference between 

conceptions of gayness and conceptions of being a maricón:   

 

A son comes to his father and tells his father, “I have something to tell you 

but I am scared that you will be angry with me.” The father replies, “Son, I 

love you no matter what! I will not be angry.”  The son then tells the 

father, “Dad I am ´gay´” (original word used is ´gay´).   The father stares 

at his son and thinks for a long time.  The father then says to the son, 

“Where to begin my son?  I have some questions.”  The son replies “Okay 

dad whatever you want to know.”  The father asks ”Son did you go to 

private school?”  The son replies, “No.”  “Okay son, did you go to a 

private university?” The son replies, “No.”  “Do you speak various 

languages?” The son replies, “No.” “Do you wear expensive clothes?” The 

son replies, “No.” “Do you travel all over the world?” The son replies, 
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“No.”  “Well then, my son, you are not ´gay,´ you are nothing but a shitty 

faggot! (maricón de mierda). (Translation mine) 

 

As this joke indicates, the word choice “gay” demonstrates not only a lack of 

categories for defining and understanding “gayness,” but also a distinct separation 

between “gayness” and being a “maricón.” The maricón is one who cannot display the 

trappings usually associated with gayness and cannot fulfill the charge of being the most 

modern, cosmopolitan and aesthetically pleasing of groups in Spanish society.  These 

trappings are the realm of identity construction via the commodity, the performance of a 

sexual lifestyle through their purchase, display and use.  ´Gay´, therefore, marks not only 

sexual identity but also a lifestyle identity, a public identity.  As a result, gay as a term 

and concept has been fully adopted by the Spanish as an indicator of a new identity, 

informed through a mix of capitalism and sexuality, one that could not be indicated 

through any pre-existing indigenous terminology.  The use of the English term ´gay´ 

helps to demonstrate a connectivity between the Spanish community based on same-sex 

desire and an imagined world community based on the same, not to mention fulfills and 

buttresses the placement of gayness in Spain. 

 All of these examples of fashion, icons and the categories, or subgroupings within 

the Chueca community demonstrate a specific form of globalization.  This is a 

globalization where popular culture and categories, languages, consumption and 

identities fuse to create similar spaces in very disparate locations.   These performative 

instances exemplify the visible nature of globalization present within the confines of the 
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neighborhood and how a very specific imaginary of gayness has been adopted and 

empowered in the Spanish case.  Obviously, advanced capitalism plays an extreme role in 

creating these instances.   Only through the globalization of companies, and the transition 

to commodity-driven capitalism have these forms become possible within Spain.   It is 

through advanced capitalism that not only goods and images flow, but also through which 

identities and symbolic economies are adopted, created, and sustained in varying 

locations.   In the instance of the importation of categories we see a flow of manners of 

thinking, of the very categorizations which make the social world intelligible in Chueca. 

 

Sex, Saunas and Spanish Gender Ideology: Further Reflections on Modernity 

 I was not satisfied with language and the use of the commodity as being the only 

markers of a specific Spanish gay identity.    I became somewhat preoccupied that I was 

missing some aspect of gay identity in Chueca that might indicate other specifically 

Spanish constructions of gayness.    In my search for further indications of the 

Spanishness of the Chueca community my first inclination was to dive into the Spanish 

academic literature addressing homosexuality in Spain and attempt to discover 

indigenous categories or knowledge of the situation of homosexuality.   This endeavor 

turned out to be rather disappointing.  I was hoping to find innovative and very Spanish 

conceptions of gayness and sexuality.   I hoped to read critiques of queer theorists and see 

their distinct application to the Spanish context, if not Chueca itself, thereby 

demonstrating the supposedly authentic sectors of the Chueca community.  Yet what I 

was to discover was that the academic level of analysis of gayness, gay identity and gay 
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communities in Spain also imported the majority, if not all, of its analytical paradigms 

and terms from American queer and gender theories.  In fact, in the majority of 

collections on Spanish queer theory, or theoretical perspectives on sexuality directed by 

Spanish academics, did not address the concrete and lived-experiential situation of Spain 

in even the most cursory manner.  Instead, what I found were works dealing in the 

metaphysical realms of gender and sexuality theory which never once attempted to 

ground that theory in the Spanish experience (Córdoba 2005).   Or, on the other hand, a 

sociological, (supposedly) anthropological, or historical description of Spanish 

homosexuality with no substantive discussion of sexual and gender theory (Villaamil 

2004).15 

 Córdoba et. al.´s  edited volume, resulting from the teaching of a course entitled 

“Introducción a la téoria queer,” (Introduction to Queer Theory) directed by Javier Saez 

and Paco Vidarte, offers one of the first introductions to queer theory published in Spain.  

Not one of the authors in the entire volume takes a step out of the Ivory Tower of 

conjecture to address the specificity of applying queer theory to the Spanish case.  They 

also fail to address the problems that might arise from applying a queer (American) 

theory largely resultant from a political movement against the government’s ambivalence 

towards the AIDS epidemic.  This type of political and medical circumstance was never 

present in Spain and therefore, its direct importation is somewhat problematic.  Take for 

example the following quotation discussing the necessity of keeping the term “queer” 

                                                 
15 One amazing exception is the tome written by Alberto Mira De Sodoma a Chueca (2004) which 
eloquently traces homosexualty in Spain through the 20th century applying some theory directly to the 
Spanish case. However, his work is not ethnographic in the least and therefore we have no concept of how 
categorizations and typifications are lived experientially by the population in question. 
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untranslated because of its efficiency at explaining the American condition, or what the 

author claims as the ability to prioritize connections between the Spanish gay community 

and those communities outside of Spain imagined to have developed with more force: 

 

El termino queer ha sido elegido frente a su posible traducción por varios 

motivos….Priorizar las conexiones con las comunidades gays y lesbianas 

alli donde se han desarrollado con mas fuerza… (Córdoba, Sáez y Vidarte 

2005: 21). 

 

The term ´queer´ has been chosen in place of its possible translation for 

various motives....To prioritize connections with the communities of gays 

and lesbians there where they have developed with more force). 

 

The prioritization of the term queer only demonstrates the severe lack of native 

conceptual categories, even at the level of academia, and what I perceive to be a severe 

fault in Spanish academic analysis of gayness in Spain.  Queer is used, similar to the term 

“gay”, because there is no Spanish equivalent to take its place, and as a political move of 

solidarity with gay communities elsewhere in the world (gay communities imagined to 

have developed with more force, though after living in Madrid for two years I am unsure 

if there is a community that has developed with quite as much force!).    

The problem arises from the wholesale adoption of these ideas and a complete 

neglect to apply or rework them within the specificities of the Spanish context.   This 
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importation without critical application is most troubling from an anthropological 

perspective, since it belies a denial of an ethnographic world in which these theories 

should be developed and changed according to their usefulness in specific socio-cultural 

locations. Though these authors deconstruct and reconstruct arguments of queer theory, 

wrestling with the ideas of Butler, de Lauretis, Anzáldua, in valiant manners I could not 

help but leave the book wondering if any of the writers had ever actually walked the 

streets of Chueca, fucked in the saunas, taken a coffee in the plaza, danced in the clubs, 

or talked with anyone other than the writers for the collection! 

As any good anthropologist might do upon encountering such a lacuna in the 

theoretical realm, I turned to my informants as founts of information about the 

indigenousness of gayness in Spain.  I thought simple and straightforward was probably 

the best interrogational method to access this information.  By being direct I wasn´t 

hiding anything or attempting to gain information in any sort of nefarious manner.  Hence 

in my interviews and conversations, I began asking friends and informants the following 

question, “What about Chueca and the gay community in Madrid is specifically 

Spanish?” or “I see many similarities between Chueca and West Hollywood or Hillcrest 

or the Castro.  Can you tell me the qualities that make Chueca different from these 

locations?”  The majority of times that I asked this question I was met with a blank stare 

and received a response similar to that of Ro. (33):  “There isn´t anything specifically 

Spanish in Chueca.  We are just like the gays in the Castro or New York City.  Chueca is 

just….ummm…or is part of Madrid and Spain and that is what makes it Spanish.” Or 

Jma´s response of:  “Chueca y España no tienen nada que ver.   Chueca no es España, es 
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mucho mas moderno que España profunda.”  (Chueca and Spain have nothing in 

common.  Chueca is not Spain, it is much more modern than deep Spain.)  So of course, 

after hearing a litany of similar responses of there is nothing uniquely Spanish about 

Chueca; Chueca is just like every other gay neighborhood in the western world; we are 

gay just like you are gay; I became disheartened.   Had I set out to do fieldwork in Spain 

only to find that Chueca was exactly like the gay neighborhoods I had left!?    

As a result, I began to ask the simple questions again.  How could it be that there 

is nothing Spanish in a gay community in Madrid composed of Spanish men? How could 

there exist only the global?  Was the need to be modern the only real Spanish quality of 

this community?  If indeed this was the case then how else was ´modernity´ deployed in 

the lives of these men? Were my perceptions of micro-difference only my perceptions 

and merely the machinations of an errant and desperate anthropologist who wanted a 

great discovery of authenticity?  Since my attempts at addressing the question directly 

with informants failed miserably I decided to re-evaluate the question(s) by reviewing my 

fieldnotes up to that point (February 2005).  I began to look for those cultural 

phenomenon, those moments and situations that had made me uncomfortable, or blatantly 

challenged my sense of familiarity.   Since I generally felt comfortable and familiar in the 

space of Chueca I thought the converse feeling of discomfort might actually direct me 

towards cultural difference and perhaps Spanishness.  That is, perhaps in my discomfort I 

would be able to locate the specifically Spanish aspects present in the community. 

By far the most important, and perhaps the most telling of these uncomfortable 

phenomenon, was the open discussion and visibility of sexual culture within Chueca.  



178 
 

Spaniards will talk about sex in a way that is graphic and at times uncomfortably honest.   

According to Giles Tremlett, author of Ghosts of Spain  “…the only way you could shock 

a certain type of Spaniard about sex was, well, by being shocked by it” (Tremlett 2006: 

196) and I can certainly vouch for that opinion.  Numerous times I have been at a nice 

dinner with numerous friends, gay and straight, men and women, and  found myself 

listening to graphic descriptions of the sexual adventures of one of the gay men the night 

before, or how one of the women had a hard time in intercourse last week because the 

man she was with was well-endowed.  Hence, I realized from the very beginning of my 

stay in Spain, there were specific discussions with friends and informants where I was 

markedly quiet, consciously absent, even judgmental as to the content and form of the 

discussion itself.   Additionally, there were specific geographic spaces in Chueca that 

made me uncomfortable, or I could never imagine myself entering, such as sex bars and 

dark rooms.  All of these discussions and spaces revolved around sex.  It became 

embarrassingly apparent that sex made me uncomfortable! (Maybe I should re-phrase 

that…sex doesn´t make me uncomfortable….but the ideas of openly and unequivocally 

discussing sex among new friends and informants, or entering a space solely for sex 

made me very uncomfortable).   

At this point I must offer an aside about discussing the role of sex and pleasure in 

Chueca as I don´t want my descriptions and commentary of people in this space to be 

conflated with the larger gay community of Madrid or Spain.   Sex plays an important 

role for many men who make use of the neighborhood.   Sex is understood to be not only 

an activity that occurs between couples but an activity that allows one to make friends, 
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that allows one to pass the time, and essentially allows someone to be social.   Chueca is 

filled with descriptions and images of sexual encounters; constant pressure and 

opportunity to engage in sex outside of monogamous relationships, hearing guys say such 

things as “Venga tio!  Todos lo hacemos y estoy seguro que tu pareja esta engañandote!” 

(C´mon dude! We all do it and I am sure that your boyfriend is cheating on you!) after 

being told I have a boyfriend; and a general attitude that having sex is really “un juego” 

(a game) or “está bien si eres discreto y tu pareja nunca lo sepa” (it´s fine if you are 

discreet and your boyfriend never finds out).  Chueca´s quality, similar to other European 

gay villages, as a generally non-residential gay space means that its existence is based 

upon the buying and selling of goods and spaces (both non-sexual and sexual).  

Therefore, I do not want the image of the gay community at large to be confused with the 

image provided by my focus on the space of Chueca.  If I were to broaden my focus 

outside of the realm of Chueca, the image presented of the gay community would be very 

different and perhaps appear to some as less superficial and more beneficial to a 

supposedly positive portrayal of gays in Spain. 

One must make choices when conducting ethnographic research and one of those 

choices is defining the limitations of the study both topically and geographically.   My 

choice of looking at a gay neighborhood has directly affected the image I have presented 

of the parts of the gay community that make use of the space.    I am very sure that the 

image of gays in Spain would be markedly different had I chosen to study the Spanish 

gay community-at-large, or focused solely on the political organizations, and included an 

analysis of Chueca on the side.    As the reader continues, I would like her/him to keep in 
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mind that I have investigated a space based on the pursuit of pleasure and my 

investigation of the space informs the representation of the people.    This is not to say 

that Chueca is only about the superficial, because very real relationships are constructed 

and lived out within its boundaries, as will be made evident in subsequent chapters.   This 

is to say, however, that Chueca as a space encourages specific behaviors and those 

behaviors might not always be beneficial or ´positive´ representations of the entire gay 

community in Madrid or Spain. 

At times the openness of sexuality is fun and titillating, but other times the same 

openness is disconcerting if not frustrating.  As a researcher, and a person living in the 

neighborhood, I was sometimes overwhelmed by the hedonistic base of consumption of 

goods and pleasures within its confines.   I tired of the constant discussions of clothes, 

hair, creams, shoes, swimsuits, bodies, and sex.   However, these discussions were a 

direct result of being within the space of Chueca.  My fieldnotes in January of 2006, a 

moment in my field experience where I was extremely frustrated with almost everything 

Chueca had to offer, read almost like a conservative religious tirade against the culture of 

sex present in Chueca claiming: “there is only sex here, nothing else binds this 

community only cock and it is something that they never cease to talk about, look for, 

explain and describe! No wonder I hear there is so little social support here when all they 

want is to think about their next conquest!”  I too was affected by what appeared to be a 

superficiality to the gay community visible in this area, and at times I worried about the 

representation(s) I might create by focusing my attention solely on the neighborhood.  

However, I think it important that the reader sustain judgment about sexuality, 
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promiscuousness and consumption in order to better understand how space affects 

behavior and how public visibility of homosexuality in Spain is a direct result of gender 

and sexual ideologies endemic in all of Spain.  

 The first instance of my personal discomfort I noted in late October 2004, a mere 

6 weeks into fieldwork.  I had been having drinks and dancing with a group of guys on a 

Saturday night.  I noticed men on the dance floor of the disco didn´t really flirt or ´hook-

up´ in the same manner as my experience had indicated in the USA. Groups of friends 

tended to remain in their groups and interaction between groups was minimal.  When 

there were interactions of flirting it appeared that they almost always ended in the 

exchange of phone numbers and not the couple (or threesome, or foursome) making out, 

or going home together.   Even my own experience at these clubs was such that someone 

flirted, stared, stated that I was “guapo” (handsome) or some other statement and then 

demanded a phone number instead of offering to go home together.   I later asked the 

group I was with about the seemingly odd situation.  JJ (42) explained it to me in the 

following manner: “The disco is a place to go to dance, meet people and maybe kiss.   

You don´t go there to meet someone to fuck, you go there to have fun with your friends 

and then maybe fuck the next day, or the next week.  If people want to fuck then they will 

go to the sauna on Sunday afternoon, there is where you go to meet someone to fuck, not 

the disco.” 

After this point, the men whom I had been spending time with, discovering my 

interest in not only the more theoretical questions of anthropology but also the nitty-gritty 

of everyday Chueca existence, would ask if I wanted to go to the sauna with them on 
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Sunday afternoons.  For them, the sauna was merely a part of the weekend circuit that 

included various discos and bars.  It is as normal for many men in Chueca to go to the 

sauna on a Sunday afternoon as it is to meet friends for coffee on Saturday afternoon, or 

to do the grocery shopping on Friday morning (in fact, J. (27) typifies the saunas a 

“supermarket for sex” and he does this in a very non-judgmental, and accepting 

manner…so in a manner of speaking they are doing their weekly shopping!).16  After 

some convincing on the part of this group of acquaintances, I was able to enter a 

Madrileño sauna for the first time.   

Upon entering the most popular Madrileño sauna on a Sunday afternoon in late 

November (yes it took me about a month to work up the courage to enter) I became more 

convinced of the normality of the sauna for at least a part of this community.   The sauna 

itself is a space designed to display one´s bodily attributes to others for the purposes of 

finding a sexual partner.  One must ring a doorbell to enter into the space and you are met 

directly with a small reception window and generally a nonchalant, almost bored man 

will ask for your shoe size for the sandals you will be given after you pay the entrance 

fee.  As one of the most popular of saunas in Madrid this sauna could charge 12-15€ 

depending on the day, and at times depending upon your attractiveness, or age.  If the 

receptionist is attracted to you one might pay less, or certain saunas charge less if the man 

entering is younger than 25 years old.  After paying you are given two towels, one is 

                                                 
16 I don´t want to imply that the entire Chueca community goes to the sauna on any given Sunday 
afternoon.  There are just as many, if not more, that don´t go than go.  However, most people in this 
community understand or claim that the men who participate in the weekend circuit generally end that 
circuit in the sauna.  Additionally, of all informants and males questioned for the purposes of this study 
there were only two who had never entered a sauna.  One of these was 18 years old and recently came out; 
the other and older gentleman of 60 some years who thought the saunas to be for “mal educados” (badly 
educated, rude). 
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more a light fabric which seems more designed for bed sheets than a towel and really 

covers much less, a pair of sandals (hopefully sanitized was all I could think at the 

moment), a key for your locker, and in some saunas a couple of condoms.   You enter a 

large locker room with glass walls covered in pictures of half naked men, or naked men, 

and men with men, or men with themselves definitely leaving no doubt as to what sort of 

space one has entered (in fact women, and transsexuals, drag queens are all denied entry).  

Here one disrobes in front of not only the other men in the locker room but also all those 

passing by in the interior of the locale.  You place all street clothes into the locker and 

place only one of the towels around your waist (though I was told by a couple of 

informants that if you wear the short, light towel you are demonstrating to others that you 

enjoy being anally penetrated, a bottom) and the sauna issued sandals.   One enters this 

sauna and finds a pool, hot tub, and actual Finnish sauna, steam room, showers, dark 

room, bar, two porn theaters, and various cabins designed to allow for those fleeting, but 

necessary, moments of privacy. There were easily one hundred men in this sauna, many I 

had seen in the disco the night before and most I recognized from the streets of Chueca.  

Most of the men greeted each other easily and without embarrassment in the 

passageways, invited each other to drinks, laughed and talked as easily as if they were in 

a café on the street dressed in their everyday clothes and not a half wet towel and plastic 

sandals.   Their ease only aided the intensification of my own discomfort with the 

situation.  The group I went with certainly noted my discomfort as M. (48) said, “Brian 

estas mas callado que nunca tio!” (Brian you are more quiet than ever, dude!).   
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The men in the sauna were of various ages and socioeconomic backgrounds.   The 

group I went with will serve as an example of the variety to be found.   Among the group 

of six men in my party there could be found a dentist, a computer programmer, a bar 

manager, a graphic design artist, and a waiter.   This specific group of men were all in 

their late thirties to early forties and were generally very muscular and good looking.   

Looking around the sauna, and subsequent discussions with informants, indicated an age 

range from 18-late sixties and all body types.   Markers of outside identity, such as class 

position or at least the performance of a certain kind of class, are completely removed.   

Age and body type become the markers of desirability within the sauna space.   Toned 

muscular bodies have the most success, and of course this in itself is generally a marker 

of class status as the middle class has more time for such activities as going to the gym 

and devoting time to exercise.   The very old (aged 60 and up), the out-of shape, and the 

not good looking are quite obviously pushed to the margins of activity in the sauna.   The 

dark room is considered their haunt, where they can more easily find sexual partners as 

no one can see them.   This is a very real and physical manifestation of how the ideology 

of gayness in Spain removes the possibility of visibility from various and numerous 

members of the gay community. 

The process of communication in the space and then later about the space in what 

I might consider polite company was to me abnormal and engendered feelings of anxiety. 

Within the confines of the sauna, talking to a group of men with nothing covering you but 

a towel, with every pair of eyes looking you up and down (“comiendote con los ojos” 

(eating you with the eyes)), never talking directly to each other because everyone in the 
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group is scanning the area for the perfect man, or at least their next sexual conquest 

struck me as awkward.   In addition, knowing why we were all there, the extended 

absences of guys from the group with their eventual return and the resultant questions of 

“Que tal este?” (How was he?), “Que tal la polla?” (How was his cock?) o “Merece la 

pena este cachitas?” (Is that buff guy worth the trouble?) made sex seem exactly 

like…well a supermarket!  How is the product? Is it ripe? Firm? Sweet? Worth the price?  

There was never any judgment about the activities of the others in the group and 

in fact, they were invited to share their experiences as they returned from their trysts.    

After hearing that someone was exceptionally good, or exceptionally well-endowed other 

members of the group would try to ligar (hook up) with the same individual that their 

friend has just met.    The sauna did seem like a space solely about bodies and pleasures 

and did not, at least in my opinion, lend any credence or level of acceptability to the gay 

community of Chueca.   Later, I was to find that specific Spanish models of gender and 

sexuality informed by very specific political-economic circumstances have actually 

created a very successful market for sex locales for both heterosexuals and homosexuals 

in the urban landscape of Madrid (see Ch 5). 

Freeness with the talk of sex was not just limited to the space of the sauna, a space 

designed for and about sex.  The discussion of sex, and the actions taking place did not 

stay in the space of the sauna but leaked out into the company of others (heterosexual 

men and women), into discussions at dinners, coffees, and meetings on the street.  I 

thought it may be a result of this specific group of men with whom I was hanging out at 

the time (a group generally termed as musculocas and this categorization is generally 
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known for their constant pursuit of sex), but I was later shocked when other 

acquaintances would speak graphically, and clearly about their sexual lives regardless of 

time, place, company.   For example two acquaintances of mine coincided in the same 

disco known for its darkroom, and then a sauna later in the evening.  Instead of keeping 

this information quiet, which would be my first impulse, they promptly shared with the 

rest of us what had happened.  

I thought this open discussion of sexuality might be limited to a majority presence 

of gay men until one of my rather diverse experiences in Spain found me working as a 

go-go dancer in heterosexual pubs in Madrid.  In these spaces women would openly say 

“Quiero follar contigo esta noche!  ¿Puedo?” (I want to fuck with you tonight! Can I?) 

violating all modes of proper manners or courtesy, in my opinion.  However, it was not 

just guests in the club but also my co-workers in the changing rooms who would speak 

graphically about sex.   This openness was not just limited to speech but also to display.  

There were numerous times I was invited to touch breast augmentations or pubic 

Brazilian wax jobs by the women with whom I worked with not a second thought nor a 

hint of embarrassment.  Some Spanish find no shame in the body, its display, or its sexual 

functions.  This difference between Spain and the USA has been evidenced time and 

again by American students commenting to me about the pornography sold at street-side 

kiosks (“Little children can see it!”) or the fact that after 12 a.m. one can view porn (both 

gay and straight) playing on the public access channels.  

´Puti clubs´ (brothels), designed for heterosexual men, also maintain astounding 

success in Spain.   In residential neighborhoods, along main roads outside of cities, and 
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sometimes in the middle of nowhere one comes across neon signs announcing ´club.´   

These locales are known by all to be based on prostitution.   In the words of Giles 

Tremlett: 

 

What is interesting about Spanish brothels is not so much that they exist, 

but that they are so blatant.  This in turn reflects Spanish attitudes toward 

them, and to sex. Where anglosajones (anglo-saxons), for example, would 

be shocked, Spaniards are blithely indifferent…..In fact sex and morality 

are two words that a certain kind of Spaniard does not think should be 

uttered together, especially if other people´s sex lives and other people´s 

morality are being discussed.  (Tremlett 2006: 197-198) 

 

In my position as an English teacher I have also been told by married men that they 

sometimes need a release and they go to these clubs.   They tell me this with no 

embarrassment and many times cite the male character as the justifiable reason for their 

extra-marital activity. 

 In fact, it is this gender ideology that justifies much of the sexual activities and 

locations of sex in Madrid, and I suspect throughout Spain.    Men are thought to have a 

higher libido than women and therefore, they require spaces that might allow their 

release.   I was frustrated many times in discussions with acquaintances (mostly 

heterosexual females between the ages of 28-35) about gender in Spain when they would 

forefront biology as the imperative and definer of gender.   I would expect men to appeal 
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to this kind of reasoning to justify their actions, but I was greatly surprised that women 

also adhered to this explanation.  Women accept that their men will, at least a few times 

in the course of a marriage or relationship, cheat on them precisely because men need 

more sex than women.  Extramarital affairs are almost expected if the wife is away for 

any period of time or pregnant.   M. (30) a woman with a degree in the social sciences 

and generally well informed about social construction theories told me the following: 

 

Lo sé lo sé pero no se puede discutir con nuestros cuerpos, ni nuestros 

instintos.   Sé que un hombre es un hombre y necesita desahogarse de vez 

en cuando.   Si no lo sepa no pasa nada, pero claro, si me enteré pues 

había problemas muy gordas. 

 

I know, I know but you can´t argue with our bodies and our instincts.  I 

know that a man is a man and he needs to release once in awhile.  If I 

don´t know about it than there is no problem, but for sure, if I find out 

there would be huge problems. 

 

Trying to deconstruct their biological arguments was next to impossible as they truly 

believed that testosterone, the male penis being on the outside of the body, and the 

natural need to inseminate as many women as possible to insure the proliferation of one´s 

DNA were all reasons to explain why men are unfaithful and why brothels, sex cinemas, 

and prostitution have such success in Spain.   Biology is the unarguable fact justifying a 
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gendered system of comportment that enables men´s extramarital affairs while restricting 

women in the expression and exploration of their own sexuality (at least in the bounds of 

marriage). 

 My point here is that Spanish sexuality is based on a gender ideology that 

distinctly separates men from women.   This ideology has largely been discussed in terms 

of rural areas of Spain and specifically, the supposedly less modern area of Andalucía 

(Brandes 1975; Brandes 1980).   However, it is obvious that this gendered split in sexual 

comportment is much more wide-spread than just rural outposts.   This ideology is yet 

another paradox rearing its head in Spanish culture.   Essentially, that Spaniards are so 

modern and cosmopolitan, but at the same time they adhere to gender ideology that 

enables the male and disables the female in the pursuit of sexual pleasure.   Take this 

ideology and apply it to gay men who have none of the strictures inherent in children and 

wives and it becomes obvious why saunas, sex clubs, and other sexual venues are so 

successful, popular, and visible in the neighborhood of Chueca. 

Through the review of my field notes it became clear that sexuality based on this 

gender ideology often challenged both my physical and psychological comfort zones.  

Sex, in my personal understanding as a bourgeois male raised in the Midwest in a 

Catholic family, should be relegated to the private sphere. On the other hand, upon 

coming out I also became a part of gay culture that has always valued sex as not only a 

demonstration of love and commitment between two people, but also as a recreational 

past time.  I am certainly not beyond reproach when it comes to engaging in sex as part of 

the latter and not solely the former.   Yet the openness of sex, the freedom with which 
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such activities were discussed forced me to begin to understand a substantial difference 

between my past personal experience and this new culture which I chose to study. 

The discomfort was not only present in the discussion of personal activities but 

also in the discussions I have had about circumstances surrounding sex.   A turning point 

in my understanding the cause of this difference between Spanish and American culture 

occurred as a result of a discussion I had with my significant other regarding prostitution.   

The conversation began with me expressing my discomfort regarding the number of 

chaperos (gigolos) at my gym.   I knew that I was being rather judgmental about these 

male prostitutes, but I was being honest about my feelings after seeing numerous 

economic transactions occur in the locker room for either services rendered or services to 

come. In the course of the conversation I stated that even if the chaperos were nice men 

who were limited in their ability to make money by their immigrant status I still could not 

imagine being friends with a chapero. I was shocked when my partner called me a 

“closed minded conservative! A moralista” (in Spain this means the worst kind of 

puritan; someone who seeks to control the private lives of those around them).   Later 

when I recounted the argument to a friend, and certainly expecting sympathy from said 

friend, I was met with the following comment: “Brian, tienes que conceder que no eres 

muy moderno.  Eres mas tradicional y J. es mas moderno.”  (Brian you have to admit that 

you aren´t very modern.   You are more traditional and J. is more modern).  

Regardless of the name calling and the labeling, this situation made me more 

sensitive to the various moments when “modern” and “traditional” were used to describe 

or define someone or some activity.  This notion of “modern” also resonated with what I 
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had observed concerning the uses of commodities and English in attempts to achieve 

cosmopolitanism.   It became obvious that these two terms, ´moderno´ and ´tradicional´ 

served as two very important poles of reference within the Chueca community, as well as 

Spanish society at large.  The terms´ opposition was entire and complete, providing very 

specific and distinct boundaries to the categories themselves, even though the categories 

are never fully concretized and become more fluid depending upon speaker and listener. 

I began to notice that modernity had a certain cache in both what I had 

experienced in this population and in larger literature addressing Spain from the fall of 

the Franco regime.   Academics have used modernity to explain Spanish economic 

development,  artistic representation and cultural products emanating from Spain and 

even using gay tourism as the means for defining ´modernity´ in Spain (Giorgi 2002; 

Hooper 1995; Morgan 2000a; Richards 2000).  With this idea of modernity in mind, and 

conversely tradition, I began to hear anew the perceptions of friends and informants.   

Over time I began to realize that the Spanish, and especially the young (18-45), fetishized 

the modern to the point of rejecting all tradition.  Modernity, or its performance, is that 

´something more´ that the Spanish are looking for, it is the rejection of ´deep Spain´ 

through engagement in specific activities, ideas and performances. 

I began to see this fetishization enacted in numerous socio-cultural situations (not 

just in language use in the barrio but in all areas of popular culture and politicas) and the 

many ways it disciplines the subject in the most quotidian manners.  Activities such as 

the display of the Spanish flag on clothes, cars and houses; or the complete rejection of 

religion; or the sexual interactions one can or should engage in; or even the rejection of 
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marriage were all a result of this modern/tradition split.  The significance of the flag was 

made clear to me on a brisk December morning while shopping and I saw a great jacket 

in the colors of the Spanish flag, and with the word España written across the back.   I 

went to buy the jacket when my companion asked, “You are not going to buy that are 

you? People will think you are a fascist!”   I was then treated to a long lecture about the 

significance of the Spanish flag to the Spanish populace post-Franco.  Essentially it is 

unthinkable to display a flag without the suspicion that one might be a ´fascista´ (and this 

term conveys the meaning of very traditional, probably very Catholic, and very 

conservative).    The flag represents the Franco regime and even after 35 years the flag 

still carries the meaning of tradition, the meaning of fascism, and essentially everything 

that Spain has sought to forget in the last three decades. Essentially, anything termed 

modern is desirable and good (such as agnosticism, open relationships, and sexual 

exploration) while anything traditional is rejected and considered a marker of the past 

(such as going to mass, getting married, patrioticism, living by a very specific morality 

and expecting the same of others). 

Other widespread societal examples are rejection of the Catholic Church and all of 

its practices with no critical analysis nor thought about the good and the bad present in 

the Church (this was made evident in theological discussions with numerous friends who 

claimed there is nothing good about the Church or its works); or even gay critiques of the 

law granting the right for gays and lesbians to marry and adopt children which thought 

marriage was traditional “No se por que queremos matrimonio.  El matrimonio es 

tradicional y no lo necesitamos!” (P.27)  (I don´t know why we (the gay community) 
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want matrimony.  Matrimony is traditional and we don´t need it!).  Of course this critique 

is ironic considering the law was passed based on the ideology of modernism in a global 

context, something discussed later in this chapter.  Many of my English students shared 

this sentiment (mostly executives and professionals) saying that they would either reject 

marriage if they could make the choice again or that they would never have gotten 

married because it is too “traditional.”  Hence after months of keeping track of when and 

where modernity was used to justify or discipline behaviors, and traditional was used to 

judge or reject behaviors I thought it safe to say that “modernity” or “modernidad” has an 

extremely powerful role in Spanish culture, and in Chueca.    

Spanish-ness is conflated with tradition through many of the stereotypical 

symbols and activities of Spain.   Some informants, upon my asking what was Spanish 

about Chueca would joke and exclaim, “Olé!” or move their hands in a flamenco style 

dance movement.  In fact, this use of “olé” and flamenco dance movements could erupt 

anytime the question of “España profunda” (profound Spain, or deep Spain) would come 

up.   The movements cite a stereotype and the traditional notion of Spain.   Spain´s 

image, as it is understood by the rest of the world, is very well known in Spain itself.   

This mockery serves as a rejection of tradition and of this image of Spain. These 

informants imagine ´Spain´ in contrast to a ´Europe´ (or pre-Bush America) which is 

much more advanced, liberal, laic and accepting.  Therefore, these jokes of flamenco, 

toros, and sangria serve to indicate a (stereo)typical Spain that can be and is rejected by 

many young people in order to approximate the imagined modernity of Europe and 

America.  This imagined modernity of Europe and America is a product of globalization, 
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the images and commodities infusing daily Spanish life. Herein lays the actual Spanish-

ness of this community: the preoccupation with appearing modern, acting modern, 

sounding modern, of performing modernity. Ironically, to my informants this quality I 

found to be part of their ´Spanish-ness´, if not explained correctly could be thought of as 

´traditional´, the antithesis of modernity, and certainly undesireable.  

After coming to this understanding of the concepts of ´modern´ and ´traditional´, I  

began to re-read field notes in an attempt to understand if this ideology had anything to 

do with the specific responses I received while trying to find the local and the global 

within Chueca.  I realized that when I asked “What is specifically Spanish about 

Chueca?”  I was really asking “What are the parts of Chueca are not modern?”  If 

everything Spanish is considered the past, the traditional, the fascist then how very well 

could my informants direct me towards the Spanish in a community touted for its 

modernism.  The acceptance of homosexuality is tantamount to modernity and Chueca 

prides itself on being the most modern of all areas of Madrid.   My question made no 

sense to them whatsoever.  

 

Why Does Anything Go?: Sexual Modernity in Spain 

The deployment of a discourse of ´modernity´ is certainly ´Spanish´ and its 

relation to sexuality is such that in order to be modern one must accept a policy of 

anything goes in the sexual arena (as long as no one is hurt or coerced).   In addition the 

act of talking about sexuality and sex should be accepted in any place and any time, 

despite graphic details or company if one wants to be considered ´moderno´.   This idea 
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of modernity and its performance through the blatant discussion of sex and sexuality 

conflicted with the gay communities I have been a part of in the US where the activity of 

sex and its discussion were always private, or at least accounted with only your most 

intimate friends.  If sex was discussed in public that discussion was used to control and 

discipline bodies and pleasures within a very specific social milieu (Adams-Thies 2004).   

I began to question why these two societies might experience such different trajectories 

and what the role of globalization might be in such a development.  Therefore, I had to 

turn my analytical gaze toward both the USA and Spain in an attempt to demonstrate and 

understand the developmental differences between these two cultures. 

  As I was coming of age and to an awareness of my sexuality, the faces of 

thousands of AIDS patients graced the screen of my rural Wyoming television set.   I 

have never known gay sex, my sex, without a fear of contamination, disease and 

mortality.  Therefore, I have not known sex outside of the bourgeois, middle-class model 

of monogamous sexual relations.  The technologies of power resulting from the US 

experience of the AIDS crisis have produced, in many cases though not all, very docile 

(homosexual) bodies (Foucault 1995).  This includes not only the Foucauldian sense of 

malleable bodies formed and understood through these technologies of power, but also 

docile in the ideological manipulations controlling the bodies´ desires and acts.   AIDS, in 

the US, resulted in the closing of saunas, bathhouses, sex clubs, increased vigilance of tea 

rooms, parks, cruising areas and any other location used for public sex.   The policing of 

sex resulted in the actual police (or government in general) closing these locales in 

interests of “social hygiene” and “public health” with little protest, and in some cases, the 
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support of gay political organizations in the area (Bolton 1992; Disman 2003).  These 

decisions and their public discussions spoke of homosexuality´s relation to disease, about 

sex out of place and not within the confines of a stable couple but in spaces designed 

precisely for uncontrolled, and reprehensible Dionysian forms of sexual activities. 

These very real occurrences and closings are a physical manifestation of the 

powerful police force that set out to control not only physical bodies, but also the 

ideological tools and technologies of power creating the physical landscapes designed for 

sex.   Yet, the AIDS crisis, at least in the US, resulted in a much more insidious and 

covert closing of the queer body.   The desires of the queer body were reigned in and 

submitted to calls for monogamy, committed relationships, or at the very least, serial 

monogamy.   Disease became successfully attached to a queer body engaging in multiple 

sex acts with multiple partners.   The queer mind was also closed by the demand that 

queers everywhere adhere to a bourgeois ideal of not discussing sexuality in “polite 

company” (re: educated, refined, middle class).  With all of this repression we begin to 

see the appearance of resistance some 20 years later in such genres as internet chat rooms 

designed to give voice to all of the fantasies and desires relegated to the unspeakable by 

heteronormativity and the bourgeois mind; or more recent phenomenon of ´barebacking´ 

(sex without condoms) (Carballo-Diéguez 2004; Yep 2002).    

Foucault has claimed an incitement to discourse about sexuality and sex (Foucault 

1978).    Yet, Foucault situates his ideas within a non-specific “Western World” and 

doesn´t place his observations in any specific socio-cultural context.   This incitement to 

discourse about sexuality is certainly socio-culturally and historically situated and 
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informed.   In the United States, the Foucauldian incitement to discourse functioned in 

much the same way Foucault describes.   At the onset of the AIDS crisis, officials in all 

areas of government and medicine could not stop talking about sex and its supposed 

connections to disease.  At the level of the interpersonal I argue that this incitement to 

discourse actually silenced talk of certain kinds of sex, as sex became a marker of disease 

and shame.   One has only to spend time with gay men in the US to hear such comments 

as “He is a slut”, “He is a whore”, “He has to be infected by now” all comments designed 

to cast shame based on the number of partners a certain man has had, or how much sex he 

is perceived to engage in.  These categorizations and terms serve as examples of post-

AIDS ideology where sex and the amount of sex are negative.   Hence we have a form of 

social control where people are silenced, or told not to talk of sex, if their sexual appetites 

are with multiple partners or they engage in so called “risky behavior.”   

The incitement to discourse became an incitement to police what you might say 

and to whom and never allow strangers or non-trusted friends into your world or sexual 

appetites, fantasies and desires.   As previously mentioned this specific incitement to 

discourse informed by AIDS, has resulted in many now counter-gay cultural practices 

such as massive use of internet fantasy chatrooms, bare-backing, and sex pigs.   The 

popularity of barebacking and sex pigs is evidenced in the realms of porn for mass 

consumption and participation with such titles as Bareback Ranch or Bareback Dreams 

and in internet chat rooms where a common question might be “Do you like it raw?” 

(meaning without a condom).  In the real world, there are also advertisements for 

bareback parties and weekends to be found in the back of gay porn magazines or on 
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internet websites.   Hence we see the repressed, that which has been silenced within this 

specific modality of incitement to discourse, return both in the realm of the fantastical 

and in the real world. 

Spain, on the other hand, has experienced this incitement to discourse in a 

different manner.   Spain was, during the time of Franco, a Western European limited in 

its ability to share the same ideals of other Western European Nations.   Her allegiance to 

the Church, to an economic and cultural enclosure, and of course the rejection of liberal 

democracy all placed Spain in an awkward position to its European neighbors and 

certainly to global powers.  Because of the restrictions of Franco, including censorship 

and moral controls, as well as her isolation culturally and economically from the rest of 

Europe for the duration of 35 years coupled with an increasing globalized world where 

images and ideas, though limited, still made their way to the Spanish through news, 

cinema, tourism and music we encounter a populace who assumed (and still assume) that 

they are somehow retarded (retrasados) in growth towards a modernity shared by other 

Western nations.  This trajectory is thought to be an evolution of sorts, where certain 

nations (previously the United States until the Bush presidency and now perhaps 

Netherlands and UK) are at the apex of this modern evolution and others are at the very 

bottom (any South American country will do).  With this concept of a one way trajectory 

of evolution, Spaniards see the possibility of “catching up” to those nations at the top of 

this evolutionary scale.   Therefore, upon the death of Generalissimo Franco we see the 

Spanish beginning a process of catch-up to the rest of the Western World (Richards 

2000).   This catching up includes such concepts as “culture of excess”(Hooper 1995) and 
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helps to explain why at this point in the history of Spain we have such phenomena as “La 

Movida de los Ochenta,” rampant drug abuse, AIDS, avant-garde artists, and even 

personal preoccupations with modernity.  This excess, this catching-up also has 

repercussions in the realm of the sexual and began to define what the modern sexual body 

did, thought, and how it represented itself.   Hence, we see the appearance of the creation 

of a specifically Spanish incitement to discourse.  This Spanish discourse is a discourse in 

the very literal sense of speaking, as a speech act paramount to the rejection of Franco, 

tradition, repression and the past.   

Spain saw a different trajectory both in terms of general history and in more 

specific terms of sexuality and its associations.   Censorship for the duration of the 

Franco regime resulted in the repression of the ability to speak freely about sex, to 

participate in the sex acts one desired, to view and hear about sex acts in cinema and 

television, and purchase products related to sex (condoms, lubricants, movies, dildos, 

birth control pills)(Arnalte 2003; Mira 2004; Petit 2004).  Yes, there existed a very 

powerful incitement to discourse about sexuality, more in line with Foucault´s notion of 

the “repressive sexual apparatus”,  on the part of the Franco regime that described the 

appropriate heterosexual methods, positions and views to be taken by the general 

population regarding sex (Foucault 1978).   The public face of homosexuality was absent, 

there were no public bars, no saunas and other spaces of ambiente (Arnalte 2003; Mira 

2004; Petit 2004).    

Upon the death of Franco there was a change in discourses about sex not only 

officially, but also within and between people.   At the level of geography, we see 
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cityscapes beginning to be specifically and publicly (without reservation) being marked 

by sexuality with the opening of porn theatres (Salas X); bordellos; gay bars, and adult 

bookstores.  In terms of the inter-personal I find a group of people who completely reject 

the values of their parents and talk openly about sex without reservation. 

Facilitating the adoption of a facile discourse about sex is the fact that AIDS has 

not been closely associated with the homosexual population of Spain.  AIDS is not 

thought of as a homosexual disease but has been closely associated to drug addicts and 

specifically heroine users.   It is no wonder that Spain associates HIV infection with drug 

use precisely because the country has long been the leader in drug consumption and HIV 

infection within the drug-using population.  According to Gamella, in the year 1978 the 

number of drug addicts (yonki or tóxico) was merely a few dozen, where as, in 1982 the 

number increased to tens of thousands (Gamella 1994).   Drug users in 1993 were 

responsible for 65 percent of all reported cases of HIV/AIDS (Gamella 1994), and Spain 

ranked number one in Europe for highest incidence of AIDS (Castilla 1993).   Therefore, 

the association of homosexuality with disease, and specifically AIDS, has been minimal.    

This lack of association has created a sexual liberation in homosexual 

communities in Spain, and has specifically marked the physical landscape of Chueca.  

Saunas, backrooms, adult bookstores, and sex bars are not closed, rather there are new 

places opening and prospering (in the two years I have been here two new sex bars have 

opened; one new adult bookstore designed for gay men; and four new saunas).  In 

addition, homosexuality has not been marked in the overall society as a disease carrying 

lifestyle, or sexual preference.   As a result, there exists a discursive space in Spanish 
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society for talk of and experience of homosexuality  The non-association between gay 

sex and AIDS, as well as the search for an ever elusive modernity, has created 

prerequisites for the development of a very public gay life, neighborhood and encouraged 

a radical incitement to public discourse about sex. 

Speaking about sex, the act of the speech itself, in any sort of company or social 

location is equivalent to an act of rejecting the past, tradition, and embracing a new 

“modernity.”  All the taboos of the past, of tradition, of Spanishness, of the Church can 

be overthrown or rejected in this act of speech.   Thus when these men, and women, 

speak about sex without hesitation nor reserve they are essentially categorizing 

themselves as “modern.”  The interlocutor perceives that this person rejects the past, 

tradition and is attempting to demonstrate how liberal and progressive they are and how 

they imagine Spanish society in general should be.   

In addition, this personal location through the speech act, is a “…powerful act of 

dissociation whereby the present seals off its past from itself and expels and ejects it.” 

Jameson claims these discursive acts are necessary and inherent in the creation of 

´modernity´ itself (Jameson 2002).  The speaker demonstrates a very clear break with the 

recent historical period of Francoism and claims a new present and future.   As they 

speak about sex they indicate a new Spain, their social location as liberal and anti-fascist, 

and their hopes for a progressive Spain in the future.   Thereby, speaking freely and 

openly about sex functions on many different levels at once, it is a part of the process of 

modernity-making, and continues to assure the Spanish themselves that they are not 

´retrasados´ but ´muy modernos´.  
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Modernity, as a category, and as it is understood by the informants and friends 

taking part in this study is constructed as the antithesis of all the Franco regime 

represented.   Thus, we have modernity as an essentially fluid category which can and is 

deployed by the speaker to validate their actions and opinions.   “Soy muy modern@” is 

used in a plethora of situations to claim a cultural authority for actions and opinions 

which might be somewhat controversial.   Throughout my time in Madrid I have heard 

this phrase to justify not only sexual activities (such as open relationships, participation in 

the porn industry, or failing to inform friends of their partners´ infidelity); but also, to 

justify a specific apartment renovation which included opening the kitchen to the living 

room (a kitchen without a door is unheard of in Spain); to explain why a mother allowed 

her children´s significant others to sleep in the house (though not in the same room….so 

apparently not that modern);  and even to support a management strategy in a major 

company in Madrid. “Modernity” is therefore thought to be more liberal, more 

cosmopolitan, and certainly more secular than the past, and can be deployed to show 

breaks with the past or merely to justify actions deemed excessively liberal.  

The fluidness of the designation of “modernity” (and conversely of tradition) 

creates a specific problem within the Spanish discourse about Chueca and about 

sexuality.   How can one understand a category which is itself constantly shifting and 

changing according to context?   There are no solid qualities to the category other than 

“modern” cannot be that which came before.  In theoretical terms this “modernity” must 

claim “a definitive break with the past” (Jameson 2002).  However, Spanish modernity is 

measured in terms of an evolutionary scale connecting Spain to the imagined more-
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modern outside world of the USA and Europe.  The use of the discourse of modernity is 

based upon these informants´ experiences of globalization and the reception of images, 

ideas and products from outside Spain.  Modernity is therefore a performance, a constant 

negotiation between speakers not only about modernity within the local context but also a 

specific act (sexual, speech, decision) and its relation to a specifically Spanish imagined 

global hierarchy of modernity. 

 

The Approbation of Gay Marriage: Imagined Modernity in a Globalized World 

 I would like to conclude this chapter with an analysis of the approbation of laws 

in Spain granting homosexual couples the right to marry, inherit, and adopt children in 

light of this Spanish preoccupation with the ´modern.´   GLBT collectives in Spain, as 

well as many of the member countries of the EU, have gained much strength in arguing 

equal rights through the so-called “Roth Resolution” passed by the European Parliament 

on February 8, 1994.  This resolution, written by German Green Party member, Claudia 

Roth, called for “..equal treatment for all (European) Community citizens regardless of 

their sexual orientation and the ending of all forms of discrimination on the grounds of 

sexual orientation”;  and that the EU should seek the end of “the barring of lesbians and 

homosexual couples from marriage or from an equivalent legal framework, and should 

guarantee the full rights and benefits of marriage, allowing the registration of 

partnerships”, as well as “any restrictions of the rights of lesbians and homosexuals to be 

parents or to adopt or foster children” (Roth 1994).   The referendum was condemned by 

the Vatican in the Vatican City newspaper, L´Osservatore Romano, typifying the 
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resolution as a promotion of homosexuality: “To promote homosexual tendencies means 

violating the natural order, fixed by God from the moment of creation.  In that 

fundamental, original law, the model of marriage is also included, and that model can 

only be male and female” (National Catholic Reporter 2/25/1994: p 9).  Despite the 

Vatican´s condemnation, the resolution and its approval provided an undeniably strong 

human rights model supporting gay and lesbian interests in the burgeoning European 

Union. 

In Spain, the Roth Resolution was used some twenty days after its approval by the 

European congress as the means to argue a case against the Spanish airline company 

Iberia.  Iberia discriminated against one of its employees known to the media as Juan 

Tomás (this was not his real name) by denying his partner the rights of other spouses to 

travel at discounted rates and make use other services offered by the company, including 

partner benefits.   The company argued its case based upon the Spanish Civil Code which 

claimed, at the time, “la convivencia marital solo puede darse entre hombre y mujer” 

(marital cohabitation can only be given between a man and a woman). Thereby, Iberia 

appealed to Spanish law, claiming its decision to deny partner benefits was in line not 

only with local legal precedents, but also in line with the imagined community of Spain.  

On the other hand,  Juan Tomás and the GLBT collectives referred to the approbation by 

the European Parliament of the Roth Resolution to justify their case, claiming this law 

and ideology were far more advanced than Spanish law and therefore must be followed 

(Camacho 1994).   Jordi Petit, activist and author, spoke out about this case, portraying 

the Pope as an attacker of a higher ´European´ order: “Las instancias políticas deberían 
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reaccionar porque esta vez el Papa ha atentado directamente contra la soberanía de la 

máxima instancia Europea”  (Political parties should react this time since the Pope has 

directly attacked the power of the highest European Government) (Camacho 1994).  

Again, we see a Spanish appeal to Europe, to a sovereignty and wisdom laying outside of 

the Church and outside of Spain.  The case lost the heterosexual media´s attention 

quickly.   Four years later Zero mentions the case in its first issue (September 1998) 

saying that the case had been argued in almost all the courts of the land and would 

probably go to the High European Court in Strasbourg by the end of the year.   However, 

it appears that by the end of 1999 Iberia granted partner benefits to members of the same 

sex as reported in Zero number 6 of April 1999.  What remains clear is that the approval 

of the Roth Resolution in the European Parliament and the case against Iberia in Spain 

began the more public debates of gay marriage and created the fields of battle between 

´traditional´ and ´modern´; the ´Spanish´ and the ´European.´ 

In December of 2004 some ten years after the European referendum, the bill 

modifying the Código Civil to allow gay marriage, adoption and inheritance was 

introduced to the Spanish Parliament by the ruling PSOE Party (Partido Socialista 

Obrero Español).  It was then approved by the lower house in April 2005 and summarily 

rejected by the Senate in June 2005, because of a majority of conservative party, Partido 

Popular (PP), senators. The lower house, which maintains an override function, voted the 

bill into law eight days later on the 30th of June 2005 (with 187 voting ´yes´ and another 

147 voting ´no´).   The law changed 14 articles of the Spanish Civil Code, eliminating all 

references or suggestions that marriage should be between a man and a woman, all words 
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such as “husband” and “wife” have been changed to “spouses” or “consorts” while 

“mother” and “father” have been changed to “parents” or “ancestors” (Castresana 2005)   

The most important change occurs in Article 44 of the Civil Code which now states: 

“man and woman have the right to contract marriage, the identity of sex of both 

contractors will not impede the celebration of marriage” (Ibid.: 132).  The changes 

effectively allow marriage between partners of the same sex, adoption, and the 

inheritance of goods and pensions by same-sex partners; not to mention divorce on equal 

terms with the dissolution of heterosexual unions. 

 

Tradition Bad/Modern Good – Modern Bad/Tradition Good: Gay Marriage Arguments 

The Spanish media covered the discussions and protests on either side of the hotly 

debated topic from October of 2004 through the approbation.   From January to June of 

2005 there was not a day without some written news, opinion pieces, or scientific studies 

directly related to the issue presented in periodicals or television broadcasts.   What was 

interesting, for the purpose of this study is how reporters and key figures in government 

and organizations framed the debates through references made in the context of the 

newspaper and magazine articles.   The debate was largely framed by appealing either to 

concepts of “tradition” or “institution” on the one hand, and on the other, in terms of 

“modernity”, “a true liberal democracy”, and “progression.”  Both sides maintained an 

argumentation based either on the respect of tradition, or the rejection of tradition.   

Therefore, ´tradition´ becomes a concept defining modernization through its rejection; or 

morality through its maintenance into the future.   
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Those supporting gay marriage dismiss tradition, defame the concept, or cite 

severe repressions of the past in order to demonstrate tradition as undesirable.  Citations 

of tradition by this collective associated it with the killing and persecution of 

homosexuals; the social difficulties faced by gays and lesbians; and used the example of 

Chueca to demonstrate what the GLBT collective can do for the city, municipality and 

nation.  By rejecting the past they buttress the argument of gay marriage, claiming the 

approval of gay marriage is a break with all evils the past and tradition carry.  Essentially, 

those supporting gay marriage framed gay marriage as an indicator of progressive 

modernity and of Spain becoming more European.  Approbation itself created one 

moment in time where the past becomes securely and utterly the past, a complete break 

finally indicating (at least for the moment) the modernity of Spain (Jameson 2002).    

 Perhaps the most blatant and powerful example of the appeal to modernity are the 

words of José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero, the President of Spain and the PSOE party, who 

promised from the beginning of his campaign and in the pages of Zero that if he were 

elected he would introduce a law approving gay marriage (Zero July 2002).  In 2005, he 

completed his promise and again graced the cover of Zero (July 2005) typifying the 

approval of gay marriage in the following manner: “sintamos el orgullo ciudadano de 

pertenecer a un país moderno que fortalece su cohesion mediante leyes de libertad y 

igualdad.” (emphasis mine) (We feel citizen pride to belong to a modern country which 

strengthens its cohesion through laws of liberty and equality) (Lopéz 2005).   Zapatero 

uses gay marriage as a barometer to measure Spain´s modernity, qualifying the country as 

modern precisely because of the passage of a gay marriage law.  However, Zapatero is 
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also claiming a separation of past and present, of the traditional and the modern by 

employing the very term ´moderno.´  Zapatero, later in the same interview,  blatantly 

stated this separation of the past and the future: “…a partir de ahora existirá un antes y 

un después, una fecha que pasará a la historia como el día en el que lesbianas y gays se 

vieron reconocidos y alcanzaron la igualdad formal.”  (..as of now there will exist a 

before and after, a date that will go into history as the day that lesbians and gays will see 

themselves recognized and achieved formal equality) (Lopéz 2005).   There is a before 

and after once the law is approved.   ´Before´ is traditional, it is repressive, unequal and 

certainly undesirable.  ´After´ is modern, equal, and highly desirable.  The approval of 

this law is, for many in the gay and liberal collectives, evidence that Spain has 

superseded its traditional, Catholic and fascist past and has become a truly European and 

liberal democracy. 

Zapatero is not the only official to use the concept of “modernity” or 

“progression” to argue for the benefits of this law.  On the day the bill was introduced,  

Zapatero´s Vice President, María Teresa Fernández de la Vega stated: “es un dia 

importante….porque avanzamos en igualdad” (this is an important day…because we 

advance in equality) and the law will end (acabar) “siglos de discriminación”  (centuries 

of discrimination) (Benito 2004).   She forefronts the notion of progressive evolution by 

using the word ´avanzar´, appealing to an evolutionary hierarchy we can only assume 

places the other countries who recognize gay marriage at the top.   On the other hand she 

creates a discourse of abrupt break with the past by claiming the approval of the law will 

end ´centuries of discrimination´, as if in one moment all of the past repression can end 
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and Spain can somehow remake itself.   Essentially, the traditional based in 

discrimination will give way to the modern which is based in logic, equality and 

progression.    

The framing of this debate in terms of forgetting the past and modernizing Spain 

does not only exist in the upper echelons of Spanish government.   Quite the contrary, in 

both the written media as well as conversations I had with informants, many also argued 

that gay marriage was about Spain moving forward, a reflection of the country´s much 

sought modernity.   Take for example the following excerpt from an opinion piece in El 

Pais some four days before the bill passed:  

 

Es un extraordinario paso adelante en el campo de los derechos humanos 

y la cultura de la libertad que muestra de manera espectacular, cuánto y 

qué rápido se ha modernizado esta sociedad donde, recordemos, hace 

unos cuantos siglos los homosexuales eran quemados en las plazas 

públicas y donde, todavía en los tiempos de la dictadura de Franco, la 

homosexualidad era considerada un delito y reprimida como tal (Llosa 

2005). 

 

This is an extraordinary step forward in the field of human rights and the 

culture of liberty which demonstrates in a spectacular manner, how much 

and how fast this society has modernized.  If we remember, only a few 

centuries ago homosexuals were burned in the public plazas, and still in 
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the times of the Franco dictatorship homosexuality was considered a crime 

and punished as such. (emphasis mine) 

 

The author of this opinion piece appeals to both tradition and modernity to make the 

point of a progressive Spain.   Similar to the President and the Vice-President, the past, or 

tradition, is fraught with burnings-at-the-stake and punishments.  The references to both 

the Inquisition, as well as the Franco Regime demonstrate the connectedness between 

Church, fascism and tradition in the Spanish mind.  The present and specifically the 

passing of this law is about a ´step forward,´ (an advancement) and ´modernization´ of a 

society in terms of human rights and a culture of liberty while completely rejecting the 

past.    

 Friends and informants for this study have also typified the approbation of gay 

marriage in terms of progression and modernization.   Many times they have used this 

approbation as a means to demonstrate their modernity over the United States, and other 

parts of Europe.   A. (42) is a holistic health worker specializing in massage.   He was 

always very critical of Chueca and the people who frequented the space.   He had been in 

a committed relationship for fifteen years and consistently reminded me that monogamy 

and Chueca were two factors that rarely went hand in hand.  He had the following to say 

a few days after the approbation of the gay marriage laws: 

 

A:  Pero no entiendo por que los EEUU están tan retrasados en los 

derechos para homosexuales.  Todo ha empezado ahí con los Stonewall 
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Riots ¿no? Sabes que España, antes, estaba mas retrasado que otros 

países.  Pero ahora, con el matrimonio gay somos avanzados. 

 

But I don´t understand why the USA is so retarded in rights for 

homosexuals.  You know that before, Spain was more retarded than other 

countries.   But now, with gay marriage we are advanced.  Tell me what 

you think! 

 

Brian:   Pues no lo se la verdad.   Quiero creer que estamos progresando 

poco a poco en mi país pero todavía hay mucha gente super- religiosa. 

 

Well, I don´t really know.   I want to believe that we are progressing little 

by little in my country, but there are still a lot of super religious people. 

 

  A:  Ahh si, aquí hemos perdido la tradición y eso es bueno. 

   

Ah yes, here we have lost the tradition and that is a good thing. 

 

For A. gay marriage is a marker of advancement, a marker of progression.   The fact that 

the USA has not approved gay marriage legislation has been a common concern among 

the many people I have talked with about my research.   For most of the people in Spain, 
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the USA was the height of progression, and yet, it has become an example of repression 

in terms of rights for GLBT people, civil rights, and global policing.  

 M.C. a mother of two and an executive in the business world of Madrid also 

provided a positive, though somewhat ambivalent, qualification of the approbation of gay 

marriage:   

   

Creo que el matrimonio gay es algo bueno para España.  Es una manera 

de aceptar todos que viven aquí.   Pero, que pasa?  Pues tenemos muchos 

problemas aquí como imigración, o violencia, pero el PSOE quería 

priorizar este ley por que da un imagen de una España avanzada.... 

moderna a Europa y el mundo.  Están pensando solo en imágenes, no en 

los problemas graves de nuestro país. 

 

I believe gay marriage is something good for Spain.  It is a way to accept 

everyone who lives here.   But, what´s happening?  We have many 

problems here like immigration or violence, but the PSOE wanted to 

prioritize this law because it gives to Europe and the world the image of an 

advanced Spain, modern.  They are thinking only in images and not in the 

serious problems of our country. 

  

Even though she appears ambivalent about the gay marriage law she still frames the 

discussion in terms of what the PSOE sought to present to the rest of the world.   She 
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associates the gay marriage law with what the world thinks of Spain and not about Spain 

itself.   Of course, her life is constructed around heterosexuality and a class base much 

higher than most people enjoy in Spain.   Her family owned numerous houses throughout 

the country, her children were very well-educated and owned their own businesses.   Her 

concerns revolved more around immigration and the threats said immigration caused to 

the security of her family and friends.   Therefore, it is not beyond reason that she might 

see the issue of gay marriage as not one of the real issues that should be addressed by the 

Spanish government.   However, in her comments, she highlights not only the traditional 

and modern divide, but also the global hierarchy of modernity haunting the Spanish mind 

that drives Spaniards to work for global acknowledgement that they are here, queer, and 

quite modern! 

Those against gay marriage appeal full heartedly to tradition.  Yet, they have 

constructed a ´tradition´ directly connected to morality, institution and faith; and they 

argue that tradition should have a place in the present and future of Spain.   They frame 

their arguments in terms of ´institutions´ and appeal to history (and unfortunately, while 

rather sophomorically, to anthropology) as evidence of why gay marriage should be 

forbidden.  The most vocal of organizations against gay marriage have been the Catholic 

Church, in the form of the Conferencía Episcopal Española (Spanish Episcopal 

Conference) and el Foro Español de la Familia (The Spanish Family Forum).  Both have 

spoken very loudly and consistently upon the dangers of gay marriage to Spanish society.   

Take the following example from a Bishop´s Conference press release at the time the bill 

was originally introduced:   
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Las personas homosexuales no deben ser discriminadas en sus derechos 

ciudadanos. Pero las instituciones sociales deben ser tuteladas y 

promovidas por las leyes. El matrimonio es una institución esencialmente 

heterosexual, es decir que “no puede ser contraído más que por personas 

de diverso sexo: una mujer y un varón. A dos personas del mismo sexo no 

les asiste ningún derecho a contraer matrimonio entre ellas. El Estado, 

por su parte, no puede reconocer este derecho inexistente, a no ser 

actuando de un modo arbitrario que excede sus capacidades y que 

dañará, sin duda muy seriamente, el bien común. Las razones que avalan 

estas proposiciones son de orden antropológico, social y jurídico. (Comité 

Ejecutivo de la Conferencia Episcopal Española, “En favor del verdadero 

matrimonio”, nº 3). (Comité Ejecutivo de la Conferencia Episcopal 

Española, “Ante la aprobación del anteproyecto de Ley que equipararía las 

uniones homosexuales al matrimonio,” Press Release October 1, 2004) 

(emphasis mine). 

 

Homosexual persons should not be discriminated against in their citizen 

rights.   But, social institutions should be tutored and moved by (natural) 

laws.  Matrimony is an essentially heterosexual institution, that is to say, 

“it cannot be contracted by anyone other than persons of different sexes: a 

woman and a man.  Two people of the same sex have no right to contract 
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marriage between them.  The State, for its part, cannot recognize this 

inexistent right in an arbitrary manner which exceeds its capacities and 

that will hurt, without a doubt very seriously, the common good.  The 

reasons which support these propositions are of anthropological, social, 

and juridical order. 

 

Well, first of all, these Bishops haven´t really been reading any recent anthropology now 

have they?  In any case, the Bishop´s Conference appeals to the institutionality of 

marriage, that is, its tradition.   The notion of the institution is fixed and nonmalleable.  

Institution is a social form existing through time without change.   For the Conference, 

institution and tradition are something to be evaluated positively, arguing for the 

immutability of a natural law dictating that marriage will always and forever be between 

and man and a woman. 

 Tradition, in the guise of the institution, continues to be cited by el Foro Español 

de la Familia President José Gabaldón.  The Spanish Family Forum, according to 

Galbaldón, is “una asociación de 5,000 asociaciones con cuatro millones de afiliados, 

todos con la finalidad de defender la familia. Está fundada por la Confederación 

Nacional de Familias Numerosas, la Confederación Cátolica de Padres de Alumnos....”  

(an association of 5,000 associations with four million members, all with the commitment 

of defending the family.  It is founded by the National Confederation of Large Families, 

the Catholic Federation of Parents of Students…..) (Benito 2005).  Of course, any 

Spaniard reading this will suspect that the National Confederation of Large Families has 
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something to do with Opus Dei, since the majority of Spanish families no longer have 

more than two children, while the Catholic Federation seems obvious in its religious 

affiliation.  Yet, when he is asked in a follow-up question whether or not the association 

is supported by any specific party or the Church he claims it is not, indicating his 

knowledge that many Spaniards will indeed be put off by associations between religion 

and politics (Benito 2005).   Continuing his argument in the same interview we see 

numerous instances of his appeal to tradition through institution and his citing of 

historical examples: 

   

“…defiendan la familia institucional” 

  “lo que queremos es defender una institución” 

“la situación general, que la sociedad ha mantenido durante siglos, es que 

un hombre y una mujer se unen y pueden generar descendencia” 

 

…they defend the institutional family 

what we want is to defend an institution 

the general situation, that which society has maintained for centuries, is 

that a man and a woman unite and are able to create descendants.  

 

Response to the question of what will heterosexuals lose if gays gain the right to marry?: 

 



217 
 

No se trata de lo que pierdan las personas, sino lo que pierde la 

institución. Ya no será lo que ha sido a lo largo de siglos.  Ante las 

peticiones de grupos minoritarios, el Estado tiene que proceder con 

tranquilidad y prudencia, y no darle la vuelta a una institución. (Benito 

2005) 

 

It doesn´t have to do with what people lose, but what the institution loses.   

(The institution) It will not be what it has been for centuries.    Facing the 

petitions of minority groups, the State has to proceed with tranquility and 

prudence, and not turn over an institution. 

 

Time and again, Gabaldón uses the word ´institution´ and references the ´centuries´ as a 

means to establish the tradition, appropriateness, rigidity and immutability of 

heterosexual marriage.   A break with the past is unthinkable for those Spaniards that 

argue for the sanctity of heterosexual marriage.  Rupturing with the past does not allow 

tradition and protective institutions to continue into a future filled with dangers to family 

and faith.    

 There are many who share this fear of rejecting the past and embracing a 

modernity in the guise of gay marriage.   In addition to news interviews and articles there 

also existed flyers, posters, and protests sponsored by the above mentioned groups and 

intended to demonstrate large public rejection of the gay marriage proposal.   The largest 

of these protests was sponsored by el Foro Español de la Familia occurring on June 18, 
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2005 with the theme “La familía si importa” (The family does matter).  According to 

organizers there were over a million people, but according to most news sources 

(Televisión Espanola, Cuatro, Telecinco) the figures were more around 300,000.  

However, in attendance were 18 Catholic Bishops from around the country, some of 

which were reportedly responsible for hiring busses to bring people from their dioceses, 

and all of which were seated on the main podium in Puerta del Sol as speakers riled up 

the crowd (Staff 2005b).    

The images on the television were very disconcerting to myself and to many of 

my friends.   Many friends made statements like “Que vergüenza!” (How embarrassing!) 

or “Eso es España profunda!” (This is deep Spain!).  But what struck me as so very 

strange was the presence of Catholic Bishops on a stage at a political rally, it reminded 

me of photos I had seen of Franco walking with Bishops through destroyed streets.   My 

thoughts were put into words when I read an article discussing the reaction of  

Federación Estatal de Lesbianas, Gays y Transexuales (FELGT) (State Federation of 

Lesbians, Gays and Transsexuals) to the anti-gay marriage protest.  FELGT issued a 

statement to the press and called for a counter protest at a street concert offered by the 

famous Brazilian singer Carlinhos Brown on the same day at the same time.  The 

President of FELGT, Beatriz Gimeno, commented on a telling photograph displayed on 

some of publicity for the protest stating: "lo que nos parece preocupante es que la 

jerarquía de la Iglesia católica y el PP se hayan prestado a posar en esa foto revival en 

blanco y negro del nacionalcatolicismo, de una época felizmente superada por todos"  

(what appears to us worrisome is that the Catholic Church hierarchy and the PP has 
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allowed themselves to pose for this revival photo in black and white of national-

catholicism, an era happily overcome by all) (El Pais, June 18, 2005).   What I had been 

thinking, Gimeno stated, that many of the images and much of the rhetoric presented on 

television, in the news and on posters for this protest and its organization recreated 

images of the past, of tradition, of a theocracy.   All of this read to me and to my friends 

as fascist, but to many it read as a revival of better days, revival of tradition and proof of 

its existence in modern Spain.   

On the day of the protest I wanted to be in both places at once, but with the 

coercion of friends I decided to attend the street concert/counter protest.   There was little 

political rhetoric in the counter protest, but there were the occasional rainbow flags being 

waved or displayed on clothes.   Needless to say I was a bit disappointed to have missed 

the rhetoric of the protest for the family.   However, upon my return to Chueca the family 

protest had ended and I was met with a huge number of the protestors walking through 

the neighborhood.  I decided to walk along Hortaleza, the main thoroughfare of the 

neighborhood to see exactly what was happening.   First of all, the protestors were 

pushing strollers, carrying children and also displaying the signs (such as “Si tengo fé in 

la familia” (Yes I have faith in the family) or “Hombre + Mujer = Matrimonio” (Man 

+Woman = Marriage)) , balloons and paraphernalia of the protest.   Among some groups 

of people they continued chants of “Hombre y mujer no hombre y hombre” (Man and 

Women not Man and Man) or “La familia si importa,” while others sang religious songs.     

The protestors did not yield the sidewalk at any point during the time I observed 

this mass exodus through the neighborhood.  Protestors forced others, namely anyone 
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obviously gay, off of the sidewalk as they made their way north on Hortaleza.  I was 

shocked to see that these protestors had decided to enter a decidedly gay space in order to 

make their point. It was obvious provocation.  Their provocation worked, as many of the 

Chueca residents and visitors began to shout back at the protestors´ chants and songs 

from bars, shops and balconies.  I saw one shop attendant run past the group of protestors 

to shops farther north and entering the shops quickly and leaving just as quickly.   All of 

the shops this attendant entered opened their doors and suddenly a cacophony of 

electronic dance music hit the streets and began to drown out the protestors´ voices.  I 

witnessed no extended arguments in Chueca, only fleeting confrontations and insults as 

the protestors did not stop in their traversal of the neighborhood.   However, I did hear 

Chueca residents shout “Modernizate ya!” (Modernize yourself already!) and responses 

from protestors shouting in unison “Tradición, Fé, Familia” (Tradition, Faith, Family), 

“Cristo te ama” (Christ loves you), or the more vulgar, “Maricónes de mierda!” (Shitty 

faggots).    

This interaction at the level of the street is interesting precisely because it 

demonstrates the volatile conflict between the traditional and the modern.   Chueca is a 

space known for gayness, and simultaneously for its modernity.   The choice of the 

protestors to enter the space with all of the markers of tradition was an offensive (I mean 

this in both senses of the word) move to demonstrate the value of tradition in a modern 

Spain.   The Chuecans response of ´modernize yourself´ demonstrates the idea that these 

people and their support of tradition are really retrasados (retarded/backwards).   Thus, at 

the highest levels of Spanish government, to the lived experience on the street, the gay 
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marriage debate brought together issues of globalized hierarchies of modernity. Societal 

concern for the maintenance and increase of Spanish modernity in this globalized 

hierarchy is evidenced in the negotiation or rejection of tradition.  A country that is so 

concerned about modernity, so desperate to be taken seriously after Franco, and so ready 

to reject or forget their past uses the products, discourses, and ideas of globalization full-

heartedly. Those who succeeded in the approval of this law were able to take advantage 

of a specific moment in the history of Spain, a moment where globalization in all of its 

forms (products, ideologies, concerns, imaginations) was ripe to hold up homosexuality 

as a marker of progress, advancement, and most importantly as an eraser of the past. 

In the next chapter I will move from global processes which have created this 

Spanish community to a discussion of the local understandings of Chueca.   I will attempt 

to uncover how most Madrileños understand Chueca as a neighborhood, ghetto, carnival 

or closet.  
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IV: CLOSETS, COMMUNITIES AND CIRCUSES 

 

In the previous chapter I addressed the effects of processes of globalization in 

both the creation and formation of Chueca as both a community, and as an ideology of 

gayness, gender and sexuality in Spain.   These global factors continue to play a role in 

how and when the men of this study use and understand the neighborhood and its 

services.  Global processes inform how these men move, dress, comport themselves and 

engage the space.  In this chapter I intend to utilize ethnographic data to discuss the role 

Chueca plays in the lives of those gay men and heterosexuals moving into and out of the 

barrio. The significance of Chueca and how the space is used varies.  I have come to 

comprehend that there is no one way of understanding, representing, or portraying 

Chueca because the space maintains various meanings even for individuals.  However, 

certain themes do come to the forefront after reviewing my field notes, and speaking 

extensively with Madrileños.   These themes are as follows: the manipulation of urban 

space for personal benefit; experiencing Chueca as a world apart; the distinctive nature of 

the space; and both the real and imagined boundaries applied to the space by Madrileños.   

In this chapter, I am most fascinated how the space affords a changing of or playing with 

identity.  The qualities of the neighborhood allow a form of play for almost anyone who 

enters and it is this need, this desire, and the effects of such play that most exemplify the 

role of Chueca in the Madrileño landscape. 

As mentioned previously, Chueca is a space designed for play of all sorts.   

Socializing in bars and cafes, shopping, going for drinks, dancing, and cruising are the 
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basis of services in the neighborhood.    In a manner of speaking this is an adult 

playground and playing is the primary reason that most people enter into Chueca.   

However, in addition to these services, men and women make use of the space to 

transform their modes of being, to engage in behaviors that other spaces in the urban 

landscape of Madrid do not offer.    As will become evident in the following pages, this 

play of subjectivity demands that people understand the space as closed-off and 

distinctive in the cityscape.   Only through the construction of Chueca as a space with 

unique qualities and somewhat fixed boundaries can people escape, erase and transform 

their subjectivities upon entrance and exit.   Therefore, the quality of the space, 

highlighted in the services offered, informs its very construction and use by the 

Madrileño population. 

The information gathered for this chapter results largely from conversations with 

informants and friends about Chueca and minimally from formal ethnographic 

interviews.  The conversations represented in this chapter arose largely from my official 

positions as both anthropologist and English teacher.   Many of the conversations would 

occur within the course of a class or a gathering of friends.   After such classes or 

gatherings, I would return home and write field notes, attempting to reconstruct the 

course of the conversation to the best of my ability.   In the case of gatherings where 

Spanish was spoken, I attempted to recreate the conversation in Spanish; in the case of 

my English classes I would reconstruct the conversation in English.   This process was 

much easier in the course of English classes since I generally took detailed notes about 

students´ ability to speak English, providing them with a written record of their mistakes 
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and new vocabulary.   If the conversation turned to the topic of my dissertation it was 

much easier to continue taking notes with almost verbatim transcriptions of what the 

students had to say.   I have made use of a native Spanish speaker to correct my errant 

Spanish, when necessary; while the transcription of English has been left with some of 

the mistakes made by students.   

The persons I introduce in depth in this chapter are the result of compilations of 

various individuals who have similar qualities.    I do this because even though Madrid is 

a huge city providing some level of anonymity, Chueca and the gay community are 

constantly described as “un pueblo” (meaning a small town where everyone knows 

everyone).   Indeed, after living in the area and conducting research with this group of 

men, I have found that many knew personal details about me before I met them.   They 

knew what kind of work I was doing, who my boyfriend was, where I took my morning 

coffee, what gym I worked out at, etc.  It is not unknown in Chueca to have very few 

degrees of separation between you and a stranger.   Once you sit and talk you realize that 

the man you spoke with last night was the guy´s ex-boyfriend your might be talking with 

today.    My concern is that providing extensive information about various individuals 

could actually serve to identify them to other members of the Chueca community should 

this dissertation ever be published.   Therefore, the individuals I have described are a 

conglomeration of personal details from numerous individuals falling into the same 

category based on how they understand and use the neighborhood. 
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As a result of these discussions about Chueca with gay men as well as straight 

men and women, professionals and non-professionals, I have come to typify Chueca in 

two distinct manners: carnival and closet.   

 

The Urban Closet:  Rethinking ´Closets´ 

For many of my informants and friends Chueca is a space typified as ´closet´, for 

both its specific qualities, as well as the manner some of the men use the neighborhood.  

The traditional discourse of the closet in queer studies and queer politics has motivated 

many investigations in many different disciplinary areas of study including: literary 

studies, cultural studies, history, and more recently geography (Arnalte 2003; Brown 

2000; Champagne 1995; Mira 2004; Petit 2004; Sedgwick 1993; Seidman 2002).  

Though the concept of the closet is somewhat hackneyed, I believe it continues to 

maintain social and analytic relevance in heteronormative society.  As long as we are 

scared to speak freely about the person we love, or fail to feel comfortable sharing the 

happenings of our weekend with co-workers because we might accidentally use a same-

sex pronoun for our partner, or as long as any of us have to worry about sharing 

intimacies as freely as normative heterosexual couples, the closet maintains a significant 

place in the GLBT world.   However, I find previous academic explorations of the closet 

to be lacking in complexity, and fail to speak to the social reality of the men in this study.   

Therefore, I would like to re-think the closet in terms of not only metaphor and temporal 

organization, but also as a spatialized construct with positive qualities.   
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The closet has long been presented by GLBT political organizations, self-help 

groups and adopted by the popular media as a negative space of loneliness and isolation.  

This enables the discourse of ´coming out´ (of the closet) infusing many campaigns and 

has even spawned an American National Coming Out Day on October 11th of every year.  

This is a discourse following the impetus of feminism in claiming the ´personal is 

political´ and demanding that political equality will result from GLBT people stating their 

sexual preference publicly. This discourse demands people speak of their sexual identity 

both as a political act and as a means to leave the solitary, lonely space of the closet and 

enter into the supposed inclusivity of the GLBT community.  The idea of the closet as a 

negative space has shaped much of our understanding and analysis of GLBT social 

relations throughout the last thirty-five years (since Stonewall), leaving little to no room 

for the exploration of the closet itself.  The exploration of the closet would demand that 

we engage its parameters from a culturally relative position, allowing it to speak to us not 

only of negativity but of its usefulness, and positive qualities.  However, in all previous 

studies the closet has existed as either a moment in time, or a figurative space one must 

be helped to leave and reject once and for all. 

GLBT organizations´ discourses of the closet generally encourage ´coming out´ as 

an act moving us out of a dreary closet to the light and acceptance of community.  They 

present the closet as negative space and ´coming out´ as a productive act which will 

produce not only a concrete identity for individuals (that of being GLBT), but also 

produce an expansion and visibility of a politically engaged and definable community. 

This productive act is many times represented as an act occurring only once.   We come 
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out and we reject the closet forever and completely upon our entrance into the community 

of our GLBT brothers and sisters.  Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, however, draws our attention 

to the fact that the closet is always already there, that it can never be completely and 

utterly escaped: 

  

The gay closet is not a feature only of the lives of gay people.  But for 

many gay people it is still the fundamental feature of social life; and there 

can be few gay people, however courageous and forthright by habit, 

however fortunate in the support of their immediate community, in whose 

lives the closet is still not a shaping presence.  (Sedgwick 1993) 

 

Sedgwick is arguing that the closet is, and will be, ever present for gay, lesbian and 

bisexual people as long as heteronormative principles govern social and sexual life.  

There are always new people (bosses, students, co-workers, family, friends, etc.) who 

enter our lives.  Every new person brings a new closet for us to inhabit and perhaps to 

come out.   Essentially, the closet is a continual feature for most gay individuals, and the 

men in this study are no exception. With the force of the closet pressuring the lives of 

individuals, it is not surprising that our social, symbolic, cultural and spatial worlds might 

be organized around the same principle. 

This organization around the principle of the closet is not necessarily a negative 

quality.   In fact, in reading Sedgwick´s closet I am struck by the productive capability of 

the same.  Sedgwick discusses the productive role of the closet in terms of a space of 
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“performative silence” (Sedgwick 1993).   This silence is not necessarily absence, but 

produces distinct forms of literature, art, and culture.   I was struck by her inadvertent 

claim of the productivity of the closet; that the closet might be both negative, but also 

shape and produce at the same time.   This is a move away from the popular discourse of 

the closet claiming only absence, lack, darkness, non-inclusivity, and a myriad of other 

non-productive qualities.  Yet, even for Sedgwick, the closet remains a metaphoric 

construct negative at its base, a place to be deserted in order to come to a true queer 

production: queer people producing self-consciously queer products. 

 In addition to being metaphoric, the closet is also a temporal construct.   That is, 

the closet exists as a period of time one has lived in secrecy.  A common narrative in 

conversations between gays and lesbians consists of a coming out narrative.   How did 

you tell your parents?  When did you tell your family and friends?   Did they accept it?  

What were their responses?    There is a ´before´ and ´after´ the closet, a ´before´ and 

´after´ coming out.  Coming out is essentially a performative act (Butler 1993) both 

within the act of coming out, but also as a manner to later build community through the 

narrative one constructs about coming out.  Coming out, as a performative, produces our 

personal histories and provides us a narrative form to discuss our lives with others whose 

lives might be similarly narrativized.  Therefore, previous studies have conceptualized 

coming out of the closet as not only producing identities and community, but also 

histories or time.  Coming out allows GLBT people to organize their lives according to a 

before and after coming out, a before and after the closet (even if our escape is never total 

nor complete). 
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Generally, discussions of the closet have failed to consider its production of space 

and therefore have ignored a powerful social and urban shaping force.   Geographer 

Michael P. Brown offers a wonderful work drawing our attention to the spatial effects of  

the closet (Brown 2000).  Brown argues that space is the materialization of power:  

“Space does not just represent power, it materializes it.  Its metaphoric power reflects and 

reinforces certain aspects of space which to date remain inchoately and disparately 

considered” (Brown 2000: 3).  He expands this argument of space being the 

materialization of power to demonstrate how the closet can be spatialized at the scale of 

the body, city, and nation. Though Brown´s work is extremely helpful in spatializing the 

concept, his analysis suffers from serious limitations based upon the qualities he 

unreflexively assigns.  For Brown the closet is always a negative space: “..concealment, 

erasure, and denial”, “…dark, small, confined space”, and a closet “segregates, hides, 

confines”; and if one was in a closet “you would probably not be comfortable” because a 

closet “is a space where people do not belong” (Ibid., p.10).  In Brown´s estimation the 

closet is no place that anyone would ever want to exist and therefore, he misses how the 

closet might actually function in the lives of gay men.  However, the importance of his 

work is identifying the closet as productive of space upon the body, city and nation. 

To this end of portraying the closet as a space of denial and erasure, Brown takes 

issue with Chauncey´s claim that the invisibility of gay men allowed the creation of an 

entire world unknown to heterosexuals and essentially free in New York City in the first 

half of the 20th century (Chauncey 1994).  Brown prefers to think of this invisibility as 

the negative space of the closet and not an entire world creating possibilities for social 



230 
 

interaction not available in the heterosexual world.  However, it is precisely Chauncey´s 

argument that I would like to elaborate and couple with Brown´s spatialization of the 

closet.  The closet doesn´t necessarily have to exist as a negative space, in fact, it can be 

productive of an entirely new world.  C.S. Lewis´ series The Chronicles of Narnia (Lewis 

1954) is a useful literary example to think about the interior of a closet as truly being a 

world apart.  Beyond the closet door lays a world apart, a world only visible to some, 

only open to some and only used by some.  The children in Lewis´ novels lose their 

identity as children displaced by war when they enter the wardrobe and become warriors, 

kings and queens.  Essentially, the wardrobe erases and even denies the social identities 

constructed outside and allows the formation of new identities.   For the men in this study 

there is a change in the field of social possibility within and without of the wardrobe: 

inside the wardrobe is Narnia, or Chauncey´s invisible gay world, it is Chueca. These 

changes in possibility exist precisely because of the ´negative´ qualities Brown and others 

have assigned: concealment, erasure, denial, segregation, and confinement.  

As I will show below, the closet´s traditional negative qualities have actually been 

utilized by Spanish men at the spatial level of the cityscape in order to manage identities 

and pleasures. Men who enter into and leave Chueca, and even those who build their 

entire lives within its confines, have manipulated these qualities in numerous manners, 

actually converting these qualities of the closet into positive, sought after, and reified.   

Without these qualities, these men would not be able to manipulate their lives and 

identities; they would not be able to enter into the invisible world of the wardrobe.  

Therefore, the closet is not solely a space that “allows us to speak our anger and pain 
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about lying, hiding, being silenced, and going unseen” (Brown 2000: 1); but also a space 

allowing some men to manipulate locations in order to perform identities based on their 

own interests and desires.  Worlds inside the wardrobe produce the play of fantasy, the 

creation of the self, and socio-sexual exploration.  Brown, and most analysts of the GLBT 

closet, fails to see the productive possibility of the interior of the closet precisely because 

he rejects the idea of the closet as positive space, as a place where many people might 

actually feel comfortable and want to exist. 

Therefore, I essentially theorize in the opposite direction the closet has historically 

been theorized.   That is, I don´t see the closet as always a negative space, nor as a place 

that people shouldn´t be.  Instead, I see the closet being projected onto the urban space of 

Madrid and its qualities being manipulated by this population for personal benefit.  The 

removed nature of the closet, its secrecy, its denial, its erasure are not necessarily 

negative qualities for an individual.   Instead these qualities can be utilized to provide a 

freedom not existing outside.   I am sure this will cause some consternation about the 

political implications such thinking might have, since my thinking flies in the face of 

much political rhetoric backing the GLBT movement.  Therefore, I believe my thinking 

necessitates some explanation.   If the reader will permit, I will trace my the evolution of 

my thinking on the closet if only to make clear from whence came my personal analysis 

of the closet.  

 First, the closet has never really been analyzed from the perspective of race, 

class, and ethnicity.   Essentially, the closet appears in most political and academic 

literature to be a monolithic concept which remains constant for all GLBT people.   
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However, critiques of the GLBT  movement have demonstrated its reliance upon a 

masculine, western, middle class bias (Anzaldúa 1987; Hawkeswood and Costley 1996; 

Moraga 1983; Patton and Sánchez-Eppler 2000).   With these critiques in mind, it only 

makes sense that the qualities and parameters of the closet itself vary according to race, 

ethnicity, nation, etc.  This is best understood if we look at the repercussions of coming-

out of the closet for different people.  The repercussions of coming out are different for a 

man of 30 who has a steady middle class income than for a young man of 18 who has no 

job but is studying; or a working class male whose job depends on heterosexual 

assumption.  Additionally, the repercussions for a Spanish man coming out are quite 

different from the repercussions for an American.   For example, the Spanish live at home 

for an extended period of time.   It is not unheard of for a Spanish person to be 35 and 

still living with their parents due to housing costs and the fact that most children don´t 

leave the natal home until marriage.  Coming-out could mean total and complete rejection 

within the natal home and even expulsion.  Expulsion from familial support systems 

could have such dire consequences as not being able to finish a university degree, never 

being able to afford to buy a flat of one´s own, and not being able to make use of familial 

emotional and monetary support.  Overall, I think it obvious that the closet for a middle-

class American male and for a middle-class Spanish male have very different qualities 

and meanings. 

Second, and connected to the first, I worked for four years as a Residence Hall 

Director at the University of Arizona in a student residence of all males.  Throughout 

those years I had at least ten students come to me seeking counseling on the issue of 



233 
 

´coming out´ to parents and friends.  Inevitably, they would indicate that since they no 

longer lived at home they felt that they ´should´ come out.   They experienced a distinct 

pressure to ´come out´ and many times this pressure came from other students, student 

groups or the media in general.  I never provided them with a clear answer to their 

question of ´should I come out?´.  Rather, I had them talk to me about their families and 

what they thought might happen if they did decide to come out.  Many times, if the 

family was religious or there was reason to believe that the child might be disowned, I 

would encourage the student to think closely about what ramifications coming out might 

have to their academic and personal future.   Losing familial support and funding because 

of the disclosure of sexual identity is a very risky and detrimental decision.   For these 

students coming out, and the discourse of GLBT collectives demanding that people come 

out for inclusion in the gay community and as a political act, could cause severe problems 

at a time when they are not self-sufficient and unable to help themselves to a better 

future.  Living in the closet, or with the closet, allowed them more space to move, 

allowed a manipulation of knowledge; thereby securing a better future and providing 

security.   Therefore, though the closet may well be a construction of oppression, 

conversations with these students demonstrated that it can also be utilized as a means to 

confront that oppression and manipulate information for their own good.    

  What these experiences and research have taught me is that closet theorizing has 

fallen short of understanding how life in the closet exists as a viable alternative to a 

discourse of liberation from the closet.   At times, the closet is precisely where one feels 

comfortable, where one feels safe, and where one would like to be.  Most theorizing has 
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failed to ethnographically engage a population to understand exactly how a spatialized 

closet might function.  This non-ethnographic engagement with populations in or using 

the closet explains, at least partially, the inability to understand the closet in a positive 

manner.  Without concrete ethnographic research, the parameters of the closet cannot be 

accessed, nor can we understand exactly how the closet might be used in various 

´resistive´ manners.  I understand the closet as metaphorical, temporal, and spatial as well 

as productive and useful.   To think of the closet as only metaphorical and only in 

negative terms demanding exit is to limit our understanding of how the men in Chueca 

utilize this urban space for the fulfillment of desire, play on subjectivities, and the control 

of symbolic and social debt.    

Chueca is the projection of the closet onto the urban landscape of Madrid.   

Though few of my informants and friends have configured their understanding of Chueca 

in terms of the closet, I found the manner in which they spoke and used the space to 

indicate interesting similarities to how GLBT people have usually spoken about the closet 

in their narratives of before and after coming out.  Essentially, Chueca provides a space 

away from the flow of day-to-day lives; or a place where they have constructed their 

whole lives; a space allowing for solace and peace; a designative space; a space of 

revulsion; and a space for experimentation and self-definition.  These men 

simultaneously enjoy the solace, and insulation or reject it as fearsome; they use this 

solace and insulation, or rejection of it for the production or manipulation of identity; and 

yet, they worry about the manner in which the closet of Chueca will mark them when 

others discover their presence/absence in the same.  Overall, the space of the city contains 
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the space of the closet and that closet, for GLBT people in Madrid, is Chueca; it is a 

space continually manipulated for the maximization of self benefit in the pursuit of 

pleasure, desire, and emotional well-being. 

 

First-timers, Boundaries and Borders 

 In groups of friends and acquaintances, many times a narrative would arise where 

people would share stories of their first time in Chueca.  These narratives were almost 

always emotionally charged as people talked about not only the locales they entered and 

the people they encountered but also their feelings as they moved through Chueca.  All of 

the men have spoken about the qualities of Chueca, as a space, influencing their 

behaviors in very distinct manners.   Holding hands with a same sex partner, displaying 

piercings or tattoos, and types of clothes they wear have all been cited as examples of 

behaviors that entering into Chueca allows and that the outside world might deem 

inappropriate or odd.   Essentially, through discussions of not only the first entrance into 

Chueca, but how the men use Chueca presently have indicated special qualities, or power 

relations within the space that can be manipulated to maximize their social well-being. 

 So, where is the entrance to the closet for these men?   Many of the informants 

have indicated a feeling of change or difference as they enter into the block radius of 

Chueca.   They call this feeling “libertad” (liberty), “el sentimiento de que todo vale” (the 

feeling that anything goes), and “igualdad” (equality).   The entrance to this wardrobe 

coincides with the entrance of the person into the boundaries of Chueca itself.  F., a 37 
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year old gay man, who came to Madrid in the early 1990s to pursue a career in the arts, 

expresses this sensation of passing from outside to inside the closet: 

 

Tengo la sensación...tengo la sensación de frontera cuando llego a Gran 

Vía, a McDonald´s, te lo juro, es psicológica, eh? Es como que la gente 

que no van de la mano entran en Hortaleza y puff, se agarran. Es muy 

raro, no? Tenia un novio...un amante Alfonso, un ex que tengo, no 

solíamos ir agarrados de la mano mucho, pero allí si lo hacíamos.  Es 

como, joder, al pensarlo es que te falta enseñar el pasaporte.       

 

I have the sensation...I have the sensation of a border when I arrive at Gran 

Vía, to McDonald´s, I swear, it´s psychological eh?  It´s like the people 

who don´t walk holding hands enter (the street) Hortaleza and boom they 

hold hands.  It´s very strange eh?  I had a boyfriend…a lover, Alfonso, an 

ex that I have….and we didn´t hold hands a lot but there we held hands.  

It´s like, fuck, thinking about it the only thing missing is showing your 

passport. 

 

F. tells us that this notion of the closet, or for him, this border, is ´psychological´ and in 

this context he means ´not real or not tangible´, it is only the ´sensation´ of passing a 

border.   Yet, it is precisely this psychological construct that produces very real 

behaviors, attitudes and social space for many men in Chueca.  Holding hands outside of 
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the closet is risky business for some, while entering into the insulated space of the 

Chueca closet allows a movement within the cityscape manipulating power constructs 

and symbolic economies, enabling behaviors, or at least creating a field of possibility for 

distinctive social action. 

Many men have moved from more rural areas to Madrid for various reasons, 

including the desire to be in the capital, to live in a large city, or for occupational reasons.   

F. moved to Madrid from Galicia because of a scholarship he received to study dance at a 

well-known dance academy in Madrid.  The city offered him the chance to develop a 

successful career in the arts, but also offered him numerous surprises in terms of the gay 

world.   His medium-sized city had not, at the time, developed locales for gay men.   

Therefore, he had no previous experience with gay bars, neighborhoods, and men.   His 

entrance into Chueca, and hence, his entrance into the gay world (or a portion of that 

world) resulted somewhat shocking.   This indicates that the gay world, the world behind 

the wardrobe, contains numerous distinctive activities and symbols that must be learned 

over time.  

F.´s first experience in Chueca was in a bar known for its cruising area.   Upon 

entering the bar with a friend, F. was struck with strange men and strange customs:  

 

....imaginate la impresión de dos niños de diecisiete años de las 

afueras. Cuando entramos allí lo flipamos, bueno…..como dos 

inocentes vimos las escaleras, pues pa´bajo.  Y abajo todo el 

mundo follando y todo el mundo haciendonos cosas. 
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...imagine the impression (the bar) gives a child of seventeen years 

from outside of Madrid, we were flipping….like two innocents we 

saw the stairs (going to the basement) and so we went down.  And 

down there the whole world fucking and everyone doing things to 

us. 

 

Guys feeling free to grab and grope as well as seeing sex in the dark cruising area made 

him very nervous.  He describes leaving this particular bar with a friend and feeling 

“asustados…nos pusimos malos del estomago.  Nos fuimos a casa al baño, te lo juro, al 

pensar que el mundo gay era ese” (scared...we became sick to our stomachs. We went 

home to the bathroom thinking the gay world was like this).  Therefore, the closet was a 

place providing not only a feeling of ´being oneself´ but also a space with unknown 

behaviors and customs to be learned over time.   As time progressed and he learned the 

rules of this new world he began to feel that Chueca was a place where he could 

“sentirme yo mismo” (feel like himself).  Hence, F.´s experience points to the existence of 

another world past the closet door, a world with rules and ideas very foreign from the 

world outside.  These foreign ideas and activities only serve to buttress the mental and 

spatial construction of Chueca as a distinct and different location from the other 

diversionary areas found in Madrid. 

 F.´s experience has been echoed numerous times by men who have arrived in 

Madrid from more rural areas, or cities with less gay visibility (such as Sevilla, Bilbao, 
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Valencia).  In fact, Madrid and the rural outposts of Spain really are two very distinct 

places.  Many of the men coming from rural areas had never met another gay person, or 

entered into a gay ambient until they arrived in Madrid.   Even Barcelona, with its 

supposed more advanced cosmopolitanism, does not maintain a gay neighborhood with 

pronounced boundaries and qualities.   Therefore, for many men arriving in Madrid, the 

neighborhood of Chueca is a new world.  They must learn the rules, the qualities, and the 

required behaviors of the space with little to no previous knowledge.  This inexperience 

and non-presence of a gay world in other parts of Spain only further demarcates the 

difference of the neighborhood and highlights its uniqueness not only in Madrid but 

throughout Spain. 

For many of the men, every time they entered Chueca they experienced a space of 

erasure, or denial of another socially relevant identity.  The erased identity could result 

from their growing up in rural locations, their work identities, or their sexual identities.   

Some choose to incorporate their Chueca identity with their outside identity, as in the 

case of F. who developed an out gay identity as he became more comfortable in the space 

of the neighborhood.   Others choose to manipulate the boundaries of the neighborhood 

precisely to maintain two distinct identities in and out of the urban closet.  For these men 

Chueca is a very specific location offering a separation from day-to-day life, an erasure 

of a previous identity and an experimentation or adoption of a new identity.   

Take for example, E. (55) whom I met at a café in Chueca while writing field 

notes.  He approached me by offering to buy me a coffee.  Our initial exchange was 

guarded on both sides, since I had the feeling there was a proposition for sex, or sex for 
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pay implicit in the drink.  However, over the course of a few minutes we were both 

talking avidly about anthropology and history.  After some time I began to ask him 

questions related to my study.   It was at this point that he began to tell me the particulars 

of his life.   E. is from a small town in Northern Spain and comes to Madrid three times a 

year “…..para disfrutar del barrio.  Me siento muy cómodo…eh….contento en Chueca 

porque puedo ser yo mismo sin preocuparme de los demás” (...in order to enjoy the 

neighborhood.  I feel very comfortable...eh....happy in Chueca because I can be myself 

without worrying about everyone else).  E. doesn´t come to Madrid for business, nor 

under the pretext of a business trip, rather he comes to Madrid solely for Chueca: “Cada 

vez que vengo a Madrid me digo a mí mismo  que voy a ir a los museos, o un tour por el 

viejo Madrid, sabes? Algo cultural.  Pero siempre me quedo en Chueca y no  voy a 

ningún lado” (Everytime I come to Madrid I tell myself that I am going to go to the 

museums, or tour old Madrid, you know?  Something cultural.  But I always stay in 

Chueca and I don´t go anywhere).  He shared with me that he is in fact married to a 

woman, has two children and is an executive for a small family owned company.   When 

I asked what he told his wife regarding these trips to Madrid, he looked at me and smiled 

stating that he just told her he needed to visit Madrid, these trips are “….algo que necesito 

hacer por mí mismo. Y con eso no la estoy mintiendo” (something I have to do for 

myself´ and with this I am not lying to her).   

For E. Chueca offers a space where his everyday identity is erased, he becomes a 

new person with new possibilities. The closet of Chueca allows him the anonymity to 

engage in activities he cannot usually permit himself.  According to him: 
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E: ….puedo experimentar conmigo mismo.   

B:  A que te refieres? 

E:  Me refiero que puedo imaginar mi vida en una forma diferente, sin 

familia, trabajo, responsabilidades, aunque es solo por dos o tres días me 

viene bien 

B: Pero como es tu vida diferente aquí? 

E: Aquí soy gay, aquí puedo ligar con hombres y disfrutar del sexo en una 

manera que es impensable allí.  No se si me entiendes por que me parece 

que siempre eres gay pero yo no he tenido este lujo sabes? 

 

 E:  ..I can experiment with myself.  

 B: What do you mean? 

 E:  I mean I can imagine my life in a different way without family, work, 

or responsibilities. Even though it is only for two or three days, it does me 

well 

 B: But how is your life different here? 

 E: Here I am gay, here I can flirt (hookup) with men and enjoy sex in a 

way that is unthinkable there.  I don´t know if you understand me because 

it seems to me that you are always gay, but I haven’t had that luxury, you 

know? 
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For E. Chueca is a removed space, and yet a space he uses to erase ´family, work, and 

responsibilities´ all markers of his outside identity.  As he walks through the wardrobe 

door his world shifts, he becomes a gay man without any of the social markers previously 

existent in his outside world.  What others have claimed as a negative quality of the 

closet, its ability to erase, is essentially what allows E. to remove social trappings that 

might be understood to trap him within a specific subjectivity in his daily life.  The 

productive quality of the closet allows E. to become gay, feel ´comfortable´ and ´happy,´ 

as well as the fact that his frequent visits to the “closet” ´do him well.´  E. uses the closet 

to not only erase an identity but to also produce identity, and emotional well-being.   This 

is a space of comfort, happiness, anonymity and, to further the closet metaphor, allows 

storage of an identity (of a precious item?) which he only performs (uses) only three 

times a year. 

 There were other men I met during my time in Chueca who evidenced the same 

manipulations of space as E.   Outside of Chueca, most of these men were involved in 

very heterosexual lives including wives and children; or employment that required they 

pretend to be straight.  E. obviously came to Chueca not just to have sex with men but to 

experience a life that was denied him outside of the space: that of socializing with other 

men who have sex with men.   Some of the older men I met specifically entered Chueca 

to encounter same-sex sex partners and they did not rule out having to pay for such 

encounters.    

The reasons for this behavior, in the Spanish context, are numerous.   There exist 

many older men (50 years or older) who were denied the very possibility of living out a 
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gay identity.   Their age cohort faced the most repressive years of the Franco regime in 

terms of homosexuality (Arnalte 2003; Mira 2004; Olmeda 2004).   Their generation saw 

the imprisonment of homosexuals as the Franco regime attempted to keep global 

influences of sexual identity and supposed immorality from infecting the Spanish body 

politic.  E. told me that he married because it was what he was expected to do at the time.   

He reiterated that he indeed loves his family but had he the opportunities available now 

he didn´t think that he would have married.    Like E., many had no other option than to 

enter into heterosexual unions or the priesthood.  For those young men who were not 

falangistas, the priesthood was never a choice to be explored and therefore, marriage was 

the only social option.  Now, these men have no other remedy than to manipulate the 

cityscape in order to experience long denied sexual opportunities.   Certain bars and sex 

locations advertise and cater specifically to an older generation by offering somewhat 

anonymous and hidden spaces. 

Many men´s justification for their behaviors of manipulating space and identity 

speaks once again to the gender ideology functioning in Spain where a man has needs 

that cannot always be fulfilled by wives or erotic partners.   They would tell me that 

regardless of their commitments to other people (wives, lovers) that they had sexual 

needs as a man that needed to find expression.   To those of us who embrace a cohesive 

and intelligible identity this appears to be fraught with problems and yes, some questions 

of morality.   However, these men, functioning under a gendered system of understanding 

male sexuality as uncontrollable and in need of expression, viewed it as quite logical and 

without moral implications that they might enter into Chueca not only to socialize with 
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gay men, but to find expression of sexual desire.   Their idea of the space as very 

different from other spaces in Madrid enables this shedding of outside identity and 

embracing new identities.   Therefore, the psychological boundary of one identity or 

subjectivity is mapped onto the physical boundary of the city. 

 There are other men, younger than the older cohort previously mentioned, who 

also maintain two distinct lives within and without of the closet.    These younger men are 

generally professionals working in traditionally conservative areas of the economy.    

Real estate, banking, investment, pharmaceuticals and companies associated with or 

managed by conservatives appeared to be the top professions of men that manipulated the 

space in a very similar manner to the older men.   Most of these men have not married 

and remain single.   For many of these men the idea of being out at work and having a 

partner of the same sex was absolutely unimaginable.   Most claimed that if they came 

out at work, or introduced a same-sex partner in the office, that they would no longer be 

privy to the different modes of “enchufe”  (literally the plug-in; meaning that they 

wouldn´t be able to make use of the good old boys network in their career advancement).   

Eli (35) who worked for a very traditional pharmaceutical company (evidenced by the 

numerous crucifixes and biblical art in the hallways of their offices) told me that if he 

ever came out at work, or was discovered, “they would be sure to leave me to the side….I 

wouldn´t be invited to golf, or dinners, or the parties that I need to increase (he means 

better) my position.”    Eli felt that he had to prevent himself from falling in love with a 

man and having a relationship precisely because he would be put in a compromising 

position at work and at home.   Many others echoed this same sentiment and resigned 
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themselves to being perpetual bachelors with a close group of friends outside of the office 

that could serve as emotional support.  Essentially, these men are trapped between a 

Spain that officially claims equality for GLBT people and a traditional Spain that 

continues to socially punish those who live a visible gay life. 

B. (38) evidences many of the qualities of this younger, professional cohort.   P. 

was in the real estate business buying dilapidated flats in Madrid de los Austrias, 

renovating them, and then re-selling the now high-end properties to very wealthy 

customers, he spoke perfect English and was very well educated.   We met through a 

mutual acquaintance and he agreed to talk with me, though without a recording device 

because of his work with wealthy and conservative clients.   He claimed his business was 

not conducive to being ´out´ of the closet because his clients “wouldn´t take me seriously. 

They think all gays are silly and not serious enough to deal with millions of euros.”     For 

B.  Chueca offered a space to perform his gayness: 

 

Chueca is a place to visit for me, when I want to be gay.   I go with friends 

to the bars and saunas and have fun.  When I am there I feel connected to 

other gays, I feel like I am not alone.  In Chueca I am free to be gay 

because everyone in Chueca is gay.  But I would never live there because 

you are a man with no girlfriend and you live in Chueca then people 

automatically assume you are gay.  Chueca is my space to have fun, to 

fuck, to be part of the ambiente (gay scene) without really being gay 
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always. I worry, though, that my clients might see me in Chueca and 

suspect…. But if they are there they are at least not fachas (fascistas). 

 

B. demonstrates not only the erasure of portions of his social identity (that of realtor to 

wealthy clients), but also the erasure of the heterosexual assumption that he manipulates 

daily in order to be taken seriously.  In fact, B. states that in Chueca ´everyone is gay´ 

indicating the distinctiveness of this world.  In Chueca the heterosexual assumption is 

reversed and there exists a homosexual assumption.  The homosexual assumption of 

Chueca both aids B. in being gay because he assumes everyone is gay, but also causes 

him distress should any of his clients see him in the space (hence, his choice not to buy a 

flat in the area precisely because the space would mark him as gay).  His outside identity, 

which manipulates the heterosexual assumption, is erased upon entrance into Chueca and 

a new identity is subsumed through manipulation of the erasing qualities of the closet and 

the existent homosexual assumption.  So, at the same time that Chueca allows him to 

shed his usual public identity his presence in the space can also be designative, and mark 

his identity. He manipulates the insulated nature of Chueca to his benefit, to ´have fun´ 

and ´fuck´ while still maintaining a heterosexual (albeit assumed by others) identity in his 

work. 

 The final group that appears to construct and manipulate Chueca as a very distinct 

space in the urban landscape is a younger cohort who have not yet come out to parents 

and family.   This group doesn´t worry so much about friends knowing of their sexual 

preference, but worry extensively about parents and neighbors finding out.   These young 
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men maintain the idea that eventually they will tell parents, that they will have a 

relationship, and be out in all aspects of their lives.   They saw this process as a 

progression from youth to maturity and had no intention of being in the closet at work, 

home or anywhere in the future.   However, because they were still reliant on parents and 

coming to terms with their own sexuality at the time, they understood Chueca to be an 

insulated and very different space from their own neighborhoods or other areas of Madrid 

designed for play.  

Pass. (19) and J.L. (20), both university students, understood the closeted space of 

Chueca as a place to go out, interact with gay people, have sex, and yet keep all of it out 

of their own barrio.   I met Pass. on the street in Chueca.   He approached me as I was 

window shopping on a day off in December 2004.   He was very forward with his 

opening remark of, “Estas de impresión tio!  Muy guapo!” (You are impressive dude! 

Very handsome!). I laughed and thanked him.   He noticed my accent and asked where I 

was from and we walked and talked for a half hour.  I told him I was an anthropologist 

and asked if he would be willing to answer some questions. He agreed and offered to 

bring his friend with him since this friend was the only person he ever went out with in 

Chueca.   We met a week later in a café, both boys a little nervous and unsure of what 

kinds of questions might be asked.  They inquired if this was like an exam and laughed at 

the prospect of being quizzed about gay culture in Spain.  We sat and talked for a couple 

of hours with no formal organization to the interview but with plenty of joking and 

discussion.   It was in this conversation that I first noticed the importance of talking about 
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initial experiences in Chueca .  Pass. had the following to say about coming to Chueca for 

the first time:  

 

Mi primera vez? Joder tio, era como un sueño y una pesadilla a la vez!   

Tenía miedo de encontrar alguien que conocía pero nada mas de salir del 

metro......vi dos chicos morreandose.........y me sentía feliz, podía ser yo 

mismo y hacer las cosas que siempre había querido sin que nadie se 

enterase.  Era como un mundo aparte de mi barrio en Plaza Castilla. 

 

My first time? Fuck dude, it was like a dream and a nightmare at the same 

time.   I was afraid that I would meet someone that I knew, but after I left 

the metro……I saw two boys making out….. I felt happy, like I could be 

myself and do the things that I had always wanted without anyone 

knowing.   It was a world apart from my neighborhood in Plaza Castilla. 

  

J.L. added at this point: 

   

Sí, es lo bueno que tiene Chueca.  Puedes hacer cualquier cosa aquí sin 

que nadie se entere.   Las cosas que pasan en Chueca, se quedan en 

Chueca.   Si encuentras alguien que conoces en Chueca sabes que ellos no 

van a contar nada.   Llevo casi cuatro años en Chueca y para mis padres y 

mis amigos del barrio soy hetero.  
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Yes, that is the good thing about Chueca.   You can do whatever you want 

there without anyone finding out.   The things that happen in Chueca stay 

in Chueca, we say.  If you encounter someone you know in Chueca you 

know that they are not going to tell anyone.   I have been going to Chueca 

for four years and for my parents and neighborhood friends I am hetero. 

 

Chueca, for both Pass, and J.L., is a removed space, a space apart, a hidden space 

allowing them to ´do the things they always wanted without anyone finding out.´  If we 

are to understand the space as a world apart, as a closet offering a door to a different 

world then the closet is precisely where these two want to be for the moment.   When I 

asked both of them about whether or not they wanted to tell their parents or childhood 

friends at this moment in their lives both of them replied with a resounding “No!”.   Both 

men´s parents were religious and frequently made anti-gay statements at home, but both 

claimed that they would tell their parents in the future.   Therefore, Pass. and J.L. 

manipulate the space of the urban closet precisely to feel ´happy´, to engage in distinct 

behaviors, while keeping all of that information hidden or secret from the social milieu in 

their neighborhood.  The qualities of being hidden, secretive, its darkness and even its 

smallness are not bad qualities for these two, in fact they are the very qualities that allow 

them to engage a gay world of desire while maintaining the benefits of their heterosexual 

world. 
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Very unexpectedly, I found myself making use of the space of the closet and its 

´other world´ in order to express my desires and essentially maintain a semblance of 

sanity at the beginning stages of my fieldwork.  Upon my move to Madrid for the 

purpose of completing this study I first lived in a dormitory town to the south of Madrid 

called Alcorcón.   I shared a flat with a young (25), straight, Latin American immigrant 

who knew full well he was getting a gay roommate.  He had purchased the flat a year 

earlier and was in the process of remodeling, making the price of flat sharing 

exceptionally attractive to myself as a poorly funded graduate student. I thought it would 

be important to tell him from the start about my sexual identity, since I didn´t want to 

enter into a closet of my own making upon setting foot in Madrid.  Upon my declaration 

over the phone before my arrival, he told me he had no problem with me being gay: “No 

tengo ningún problema tio, soy muy moderno aunque soy inmigrante.   Pero mejor  no les 

decimos nada a mis padres vale, ellos son mas tradicionales” (I don´t have a problem 

dude, I am very modern even though I am an immigrant.   But let´s not say anything to 

my parents (who lived on the other side of Madrid), they are more traditional).   

However, his acceptance of a gay roommate lasted for around six months, until I 

encountered a Spanish boyfriend.   At this point the visibility of my gayness (a boyfriend 

having dinner, watching movies together, etc.) was too much even for his ´modernity.´ 

For a period of about 4 months (before I found a shared flat in Chueca),  I was suddenly 

forced back into the closet in my own home.   I was not allowed to bring my boyfriend 

home, my conversations with my roommate suddenly revolved around co-habitation 

issues only, we no longer had drinks or went out together, and I was discouraged from 
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sharing anything about my life.  He began to make life very difficult by critiquing 

anything and everything regarding my boyfriend, my sexuality, or erotic affect which 

might let others know of my sexual identity.   “Are you really going to wear that tight 

shirt to dance?  You look like a faggot”, or “J. is not nice at all and you know that gay 

guys in Spain all cheat on their boyfriends, you should just forget him and wait until you 

go back to the US for a boyfriend.”  Generally, he wanted me to hide my sexual identity 

in all of its forms.  I was being forced into the closet.   

 At this point, the properties of Chueca, its removal, its distance, its ability to 

erase and deny became cogent in my personal life.  As I entered Chueca I felt a level of 

acceptance and freedom that my living situation did not provide.  For me, Chueca became 

a safe space for the display of affection, for the display of erotic affect, and for the 

deployment of my sexual identity.   I manipulated closeted urban space for my own 

benefit, remaining, at least performatively straight at home, while in Chueca I could be 

performatively gay. 

In all of these cases we have a situation where the psychological understanding of 

self and the physical space of the city are mirror reflections of one another.  Looking at 

this phenomenon both psychologically and socially we can understand this manipulation 

as a closing off of both the mind (to various possibilities) and of the space (with each 

space maintaining its distinct qualities and thereby producing borders).  As these men 

enter into the space of Chueca they understand themselves and the space to have very 

distinct qualities.   The space and the mind (and body) are suddenly closed off, bordered, 
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and controlled by projecting new qualities on space and self.   Didier Eribon claims the 

following about what he terms closing off of the mind through lying: 

 

The obligation to lie effectively involves keeping a large segment of 

yourself enclosed in secrecy.   It amounts to setting up a psychological 

ghetto in which to conceal your sexual and affective identity – a good 

portion of that which defines your personality – preserving it from any 

exterior gaze and from the threat of insult, injury, and devalorization. 

(Eribon 2004: 99) 

 

What is interesting here is that Eribon uses a very spatial metaphor for what is happening 

in the mind itself.   In what I have found with this group of men, and indeed all of the 

men who are dealing with issues of coming out to family, friends, oneself or who are 

experiencing Chueca for the first time is that this creation of a ´psychological ghetto´ 

corresponds to the creation of the gay ghetto in the urbanscape.   The gay neighborhood 

conceals or enables parts of the self.   It is through and in the mental construction of the 

space with its distinct qualities that creates the ability for experimentation, erasure and 

deployment of new identities.    

In opposition to Eribon, I would not claim that this is necessarily lying.   Lying 

maintains a distinct connection to morality that really has no place in the social 

understandings of these men and many Spaniards.   If we understand these activities and 

the creation of a mental construct of the barrio as a distinct world in terms of gender and 
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sexual ideologies in Spain coupled with the postmodern turn of constantly shifting 

subjectivities then we see morality as a secondary consideration in the activities of these 

men.   What is important here is the relation between the mental constructs (the 

´psychological´ that F. refers to in the opening of this section) and the creation of very 

real space.  Chueca exists precisely because gay men (and people in general) imagine the 

space to contain certain qualities and erase others.   The experience of crossing a border 

results from the understanding one has of the space as preservative, concealing, enclosing 

and definitive.    

 

Never Coming Out: Chuequiperras 

Though there are men who enter and leave the space of Chueca in order to 

manipulate the qualities of the closet, there are others who spend all of their time hidden 

within its confines.  There is a name for these men in Chueca, they are the 

“chuequiperras” (literally “Chueca bitches”), loosely translated as “scene queens” though 

the significance of the term extends to those men who live, work and play in Chueca. 

Upon my move to the neighborhood I noticed that there were many men with a very 

particular affect (muscled, visible tattoos, tight clothes always arranged perfectly, 

perpetually tan; these men are deemed by themselves and others as ´super fashion´; and 

´super moderno.´17) who were ever-present within the confines of the neighborhood 

                                                 
17 ´Super fashion´ and ´super moderno´ are used all the time to describe Chueca.   People saying ´super 
fashion´ do so in English though they are speaking  Spanish.   This is a reverse example of Jane Hill´s 
arguments on ´mock Spanish´.  However, as similarly discussed in the previous chapter the use of English 
is not in order to make fun of something, or alleviate tensions when discussing something of a tensive 
nature.  Instead, English use adds that hint of cosmopolitanism necessary when assessing the level of 
fashion, or modernity. 
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itself.  I would see them attending customers in the shops, boutiques and bars of the 

neighborhood, then later see them having drinks at certain locales, working out at the 

various gyms, and eating in the restaurants. These were the men who never left the 

neighborhood for pleasure and the ones who would express shock at my job as a go-go in 

heterosexual bars, or my constant travels throughout the city for work and free-time.  

These men are incredibly masculine in their affect.  Most had highly muscled 

bodies that would prevent almost anyone from attacking them physically or verbally.   

Their tattoos and facial piercings only added to the effect of hindering any sort of 

confrontation between themselves and homophobes.   They are all pleasing to look at, 

living out the Spanish ideological construction of gayness as aesthetically pleasing and 

very modern.   Many times I found myself asking why it was precisely the men who 

embodied this ideology of gayness that were insistent upon not leaving the area and 

worked extremely hard to build their whole lives within the confines of the 

neighborhood.   Most expressed that they felt like “frikis” (freaks) outside of the 

neighborhood because their bodies and adornments were not usual.   Essentially, as they 

left Chueca they entered into a symbolic economy where they were marked specifically 

as gay.   Their movement from inside to outside of the neighborhood precipitated a move 

from the top of a symbolic economy to an imagined bottom of another.     

This group was composed most generally of non-professionals working in the 

service industry, or business owners of locales in Chueca.     Offices containing 

professional-type work are non-existent in Chueca and therefore, these men are very 

limited if they are looking to build their entire lives within the space.   Most were not 
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university educated, only further limiting their job opportunities.   Chueca and the close 

vicinity was where they felt the most comfortable, the most able to express and live out 

the gay ideal in its various forms.  The outside world, the world beyond the wardrobe 

offered them only discomfort or concern about being considered a “friki.” 

Upon my arrival to a flat in Chueca, I was introduced to a large group of men who 

built a their whole lives within the space of the closet.  JJ (42) is one example of a man 

who managed to find housing (in a mainly gay building in the heart of Chueca), secure a 

job (in a gay business), and spend almost all of his free time within Chueca. He has lived 

in Madrid over seven years and can count on one hand the times he has ventured out of 

the confines of Chueca and its proximate environs for pleasure.  He was very muscled 

and spent a good majority of his time at the gym, tanning salon, and hair stylist.   Going 

to dinner or out for drinks was a chore since he constantly worried about the number of 

calories he was consuming and spent a large sum of money every month for protein 

powders and other such muscle building paraphernalia.   

His social circle was composed of men in very similar positions and with very 

similar preoccupations.   Sitting in a café with this group meant spending hours talking 

about the gym; the guys at the gym; bodybuilding techniques; gossip about other 

chuequiperras; recounting the events of the past weekend at the bars, clubs and saunas; 

and perhaps the latest movie or concert.   Many times this group found political 

discussions in magazines and newspapers or political protests as just more “maricones 

quejandose” (faggots complaining).   Most did not see themselves as oppressed by larger 

Spanish society and argued that the gay magazines and political organizations actively 
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sought out, or even made up, much of their discourse about repression in Spanish society.   

Of course at times their views were very frustrating to understand, but their lifestyles 

must be considered within the context of the construction of Chueca and the construction 

of gayness in Spain.     

As stated previously, many gay men in Chueca believe that in order to be gay and 

successful within the symbolic economy of the neighborhood they must live out the 

aesthetic and ideological location gayness has been given by mainstream heterosexual 

society.    The aesthetic and ideological location corresponds to the physical location of 

Chueca and severely limits their ability to understand or engage in life outside of the 

confines of a space designed for diversion and pleasure.   Most of them rarely chose to 

leave the neighborhood and therefore the ‘conscientization’ of their own oppression 

within larger Spanish society was minimal (Freire 1993).  Their rejection of discussions 

regarding the political and social rights of the gay population in Madrid and Spain 

corresponds to the need to create a life within what they perceive to be a safe space.   To 

actively engage in these political debates would mean that they themselves would be 

forced to recognize the limitations of their own liberties and their own spatial seclusion.  

Therefore, as a result of the very ideological location of gayness in Spain, these men 

chose to create their lives in very close adherence to the gay ideal within the ideal gay 

space. 

 The self-limitation of these lives is at times very evident.   I found it most evident 

when I would share with these men my own experiences outside of the confines of the 

barrio.  Generally, they could not understand why I would want to spend time in other 
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locations if Chueca had everything one needed to live.  As an example, at one point I was 

telling JJ about seeing a movie in a huge Cineplex, shopping and skiing in an artificial ski 

area all in a commercial center outside of the city, to which he responded with shock:  

 

JJ: Why would you go there? Don´t you feel uncomfortable or obvious 

there?  I mean you can´t be with J. like holding hands and stuff, right?  

 

B: Well I can if I want to, I don´t think it is a big deal.  Nobody really 

stares, or if they do then who cares? 

 

JJ: I hate leaving Chueca, or at least downtown.  I feel like I don´t fit in, 

that people are staring at me.  It is not normal for a guy to have my body at 

my age out there.  Chueca it is normal, I am like everyone else. 

 

Here he evidences a discomfort with leaving the confines of gay space afforded by this 

urban closet.   The outside world, imagined to be purely heterosexual, is othered in his 

statement of ´Chueca is normal.´ The space of the closet is deemed safe space, space for 

feeling acceptance, and space for ´fitting in´.  Indeed, by living and working in the heart 

of Chueca he managed his feelings of freakishness and difference by remaining hidden in 

the urban closet. 

 Another informant, M. (35) also lives, works (as a clothes salesman and window 

designer), and plays in Chueca.  He has all the trappings of a chuequiperra: muscles, 
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tattoos, perpetually tan skin, all the right clothes and hair, and is sure to be seen at all the 

right places on weekends. He constantly cajoled me for not wanting to party with him and 

his friends on weekends and offered me such advice for making friends and finding 

informants as, “Tienes que salir para que la gente te vea! Sino, como vas a conseguir 

amigos o ligar?  Tienes que ser visto en los sitios mas ´cool´ tio!” (You have to go out so 

that people might see you!  If not how are you going to find friends or hook-up?  You 

have to be seen in the coolest places dude!).  M. is a native Madrileño, but wasn´t raised 

in the neighborhood.   During the time he and I maintained constant contact, his 

grandmother willed him a flat in one of the northern neighborhoods of the city.  He 

refused to live in the flat because “no esta en Chueca, ni cerca y no quiero ser la marica 

del edificio con las marujas hablando a mis espaldas..” (it is not in Chueca, not even 

close and I don´t want to be the faggot of the building with the housewives (despective) 

talking behind my back).   He preferred to sell the flat in order to try to buy something in 

or near Chueca.  He made this choice precisely to alleviate his feelings of difference, so 

that people wouldn´t talk about him or make him feel distinctive.  When we last spoke he 

had sold his grandmother´s flat, but with the steadily increasing housing prices in Chueca 

had been unable to locate a decent flat within its confines.  Up until the time I had 

finished data collection, he had been renting in the neighborhood which is not normative 

behavior for Spaniards who would rather buy than rent. 

M.´s refusal to live outside of Chueca because of his feelings attached to living 

out of the closet evidences a very real dichotomy in the minds of these men.  This 

dichotomous understanding of space within and outside of the neighborhood seems most 
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pronounced in the chuequiperras.  When M. told me that he didn´t want to live in his 

grandmother´s flat (a three bedroom penthouse in a very nice area of the city), I of course 

expressed my shock.  It was at this point that M. continued speaking about the difference 

between Chueca and the outside world.  He tried to help me understand why anyone 

would be silly enough to sell such a spacious flat in the space-starved confines of Madrid: 

 

En Chueca soy como los demás.   Cuando voy a (un barrio en Madrid) a 

visitar a mis padres la gente me mira....me miran los tatuajes, la ropa, el 

cuerpo en una forma extraña.  Me hace sentir raro sabes tio?  En Chueca 

me siento como....como....en casa mientras allí me siento....como un 

extraterrestre.  Y no me gusta sentirme así, de modo que me quedo en el 

gueto, en un piso alquilado y pequeño, mas contento que nada. 

 

In Chueca I am like everyone else.   When I go to  (a neighborhood in 

Madrid) to visit my parents the people look at me…they look at my 

tattoos, clothes, body in a strange way.  It makes me feel queer you know 

dude?  It´s like in Chueca I feel like….like…at home while there I 

feel….like an extraterrestrial.  And I don´t like to feel like that so I stay in 

the ghetto, in a rented and small flat, happier than ever.18 

                                                 
18 M.´s comment about being happy in the ´ghetto´ raises the question of whether or not Chueca is indeed a 
ghetto and creates a ghetto mentality.  As I stated in the introduction to this dissertation, I do no believe the 
concept of ghetto provides the analytical leverage to understand what is happening in the lives of these men 
and in the urban landscape of Madrid.  Ghetto implies the inability to move from one place to another, 
having its original meaning dramatized in the Jewish ghettoes of Nazi Germany.   On the other hand, the 
notion of the closet is much more fruitful in understanding how these men move into and out of a space in 
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Again, the space of the urban closet, this world in the wardrobe, offers M. a space that 

makes him feel ´at home.´ In the closet people don´t look at his body, clothes and tattoos 

in a strange manner.   The closet is safe, protected space; it provides a symbolic economy 

allowing him very tangible benefits of desire, respect and emulation.  Inside the closet 

erases his ´queerness´ and replaces it with a version of normalcy.  Outside the closet is 

dangerous, vulnerable space; it provides a symbolic economy stigmatizing him and his 

erotic affect.  Outside the closet draws attention to his queerness, and makes him feel 

´raro´ (queer).  His feelings and his management of these feelings inform his choices.   

Choosing not to live in a large flat in a very nice area of Madrid because of his feelings of 

strangeness in the outside world is a testament to how strongly many men in Chueca 

understand the dichotomy between within and without of the neighborhood/closet; while 

demonstrating how ´imagined´ spatial qualities inform major decisions in the lives of 

these men. 

 

Just Say No to Chueca: Political Gays Speak Out! 

 While there are many men who live their whole lives within the confines of the 

closet, there are also those who reject the Chueca closet as a fantasy, a space of false 

appearances with no substance.   Many people would tell me that they didn´t like the idea 

of Chueca, that it created a separation from the ´real world.´  This group would claim that 

                                                                                                                                                 
the urban landscape to maximize emotional and social well-being.  ´Ghetto´ is constrictive, while ´closet´ is 
a space one might choose to enter, or leave when one desires.   Therefore, though M. and many others 
might think of Chueca as a ghetto, I believe at the analytical level the concept of ´closet´ is much more 
useful for its flexibility. 
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Chueca will eventually disappear as homosexuality becomes more accepted by society.   

For them the closet is a space of cowardice and their rejection of the neighborhood serves 

to mobilize a specific gay identity based on progressive politics.  This was seen in 

Chapter Three with the various discussions revolving around Chueca in the gay press.   

 The people rejecting Chueca and its qualities are generally people who are very 

highly educated and who do not engage/believe in the ideological and discursive 

placement of gayness in Spain.   As previously mentioned, this split between supporters 

of Chueca and those rejecting the space can many times be mapped onto the physical 

aesthetic represented by the individual.   My attempts at volunteering or becoming 

involved with gay political and social organizations was thwarted precisely because I had 

muscles and adhered to the general Spanish gay aesthetic.    The people involved in these 

political and social organizations are thought by those who are not involved to be the 

ugly people, the people who cannot negotiate or find a space within the symbolic 

economy offered inside Chueca.   The idea is that the ugly people needed to find a way to 

relate to the overall gay community and did so through their political work.  On the other 

hand, those political gays saw the men who engaged Chueca and the ideological 

construction of Spanish gayness as superficial, non-informed and even irresponsible.  

This split is most evident when comparing the perspectives of the chuequiperras and the 

political gays. 

 Many times the political gays framed their rejection of Chueca in the modernity 

paradigm previously discussed.   To reject the neighborhood meant that they were 

working to supersede the categorizations of ´homosexual´ and ´heterosexual´, thereby 
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evidencing a constant progression from the traditional past of dichotomies to a more 

modern and liberal future.   For them, the barrio was about superficial appearances, about 

hooking-up, about non-serious and non-productive gay past times that should be rejected 

if the homosexual community wanted to be taken seriously by the rest of Spanish society.   

Words like “superficial”, “immature”, “retarded” (in the sense of development), and 

“infantile” in reference to Chueca and the men who frequently engage the space 

constantly appear in my discussions with these particular informants.    Essentially, for 

this group the neighborhood is a space containing some of the qualities of gayness that 

need to be rejected if the Spanish homosexual community is to ever achieve real 

integration.    

 Interestingly enough, most of these informants did not completely reject Chueca 

and its offerings in their lived experiences.    Many times I would see them out having 

drinks or at the discos.   They would qualify their use of Chueca as “de vez en cuando” 

(once in awhile) or “no muy a menudo” (not often).   Their rejection of the neighborhood 

therefore has a frequency-of-use qualifier.    Those that live their lives in Chueca, 

building subjectivities solely upon the current construction of gayness within Spain and 

never venture out are those people and qualities that are rejected; while those that make 

use of the space occasionally for diversion are understood as normal and acceptable. 

I first encountered this rejection of the Madrileño urban closet when speaking 

with a Spanish intellectual stateside about the project of this dissertation.   He challenged 

my decision to study Chueca by saying something to the effect of, “Don´t you think that 

by studying Chueca you are just reifying the boundaries between heterosexual and 
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homosexual?  I mean, shouldn´t our goal be integration?  Academics like you only make 

the homosexual seem strange or weird and make the boundary between sexualities seem 

insurmountable.”  He then proceeded with, “You will have no problem in Chueca since 

you look like all the guys there anyway.”   I was offended, to say the least, not only that a 

gay academic would question the validity of a study of a gay community but also that 

suddenly, without my knowledge at the time, I was being equated to a chuequiperra!   

His rejection of Chueca did performative work in demonstrating himself as a politically 

progressive gay.  Political gays in this Spanish community appear to reject Chueca 

precisely because it offers an alternative to what they claim as the ´real world.´ 

 R. (38) is very educated, works in the holistic health world, has traveled all over 

the world as a tour guide, spoke perfect English, and volunteers regularly with some of 

the political gay organizations in Madrid (COGAM and Fundación Triangulo).  We met 

in an online chat room in December 2004 and began to share personal information via a 

messenger service.  He eventually asked if I would like to have coffee with him and that 

way I could ask him questions about Chueca.   I agreed and one cold, rainy Madrileño 

night I met him at a café and we spoke about his views of Chueca and the gay community 

in Madrid.   R., like the academic in Arizona, rejected Chueca because of its closet-like 

atmosphere.   When I asked R. about whether or not he frequented Chueca he replied 

negatively saying that Chueca is ´not real-life´ and that the space doesn´t “reflect the 

reality of gay people having to live in an integrated world with heterosexuals.”   He went 

on to describe Chueca as a “nest” that gay men have created, and a space that they never 

want to leave.  He told me he felt more comfortable in the heterosexual world because his 
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presence meant that there existed the “possibility for both political and social equality… 

if I can be with heterosexuals and my sexuality means nothing to them.”   When I asked 

R. why Chueca exists he replied that Chueca is “useful” and was “useful in the past but 

has no place now or for our future.”   He typified the usefulness of Chueca as a place for 

the “immature to ligar (hook-up) or be surrounded by people like them if they are 

struggling to come out, but it isn´t the real world and they should know that.”    

This rejection of Chueca was also mentioned numerous times in mixed-friendship 

groups (hetero-homo).   There were times that certain friends would argue about whether 

or not Chueca was good or bad for the gay community.   The general argument for those 

against Chueca ran something like what R. and the Spanish academic had to say.   These 

people would cite Chueca and those in it as separated from the real world.   I. (a 

heterosexual woman of about 28 years) states the following: 

 

No creo que Chueca esté tan mal....pero no creo que sea algo bueno 

tampoco.  Si alguien solo suele salir por Chueca por que es gay eso está 

fatal.   La gente tiene que veros en sitios fuera de Chueca si vosotros 

queréis ser iguales.   Si no estáis fuera de Chueca nunca, la sociedad 

Española no va a evolucionar. 

 

I don´t believe Chueca is all that bad....but I don´t think it is something 

good either.   If someone only wants to go out in Chueca because they are 

gay this is very bad.   People need to see you all outside of Chueca if you 
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want to be equal.  If you all are never outside of Chueca, Spanish society 

will never evolve. 

 

Again, we have a distinct political discourse implicit in I.´s words: come out, come out 

wherever you are!   She specifically cites visibility, being seen outside of the urban closet 

as a means to changing Spanish society.   This is the same political recipe offered by 

GLBT organizations that coming out will help change the political climate for the GLBT 

community. 

Therefore, R., I., and the stateside Spanish academic all reject Chueca precisely 

because of its removed, and separate qualities; for the possibility of a world behind the 

wardrobe  only a ´few´ make use.   For them Chueca is not the real world, the world 

outside is the real; whereas for other informants Chueca is the real world, while outside is 

rejected.   Involvement in highly political organizations, or at least adherence to a 

political and social desire to change society, tends to dictate that the informant will reject 

Chueca as “unnecessary”, “inappropriate”, “a product of the past.”   These exact terms 

could be applied to the traditional discourse of the closet and what GLBT people should 

supposedly distance themselves from through the act of coming out.  The political 

discourse of coming out of the closet, or rejecting the closet as a political and personal 

move for equality and acceptance, correlates with the rejection of gay sovereign space, or 

the projection of the closet onto the cityscape.  This rejection of the closeted space, in 

terms of personal identity is called ´coming out´, serves to ally the rejecter with a political 

mobilization understood to be confrontative with homophobia and heteronormativity, 
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while being resolutely ´modern´ and ´liberal.´   Rejecting Chueca is a rejection of 

separation and isolation; but it is a rejection of the very qualities that make the space 

useful for other men (and women)! 

 

Discussion: Homo-Hegemony 

What has become obvious through my gay identified informants´ discussions of 

Chueca is that, the urban closet is both a product of hegemony (Gramsci, et al. 1972) as 

well as a function of resistance on the part of the homosexual collective in Madrid.  The 

formation and continued existence of Chueca is demonstrative of the gay community´s 

ability to control, at least partially, the modes of both structural and 

organizational/tactical power (Wolf 1990).   Spain has come a long distance in accepting 

homosexuality, as evidenced in the previous chapter and the discussion of the approval of 

gay marriage.  However, as my informants and friends have demonstrated through their 

use and representation of Chueca, Spain still exists as a heteronormative society 

stigmatizing and rejecting the queer, the different, the homosexual.  Heteronormative 

society has created a very distinct discursive and spatial location for gayness and its 

visibility.  By creating this specific location and the wholesale acceptance of this location 

by many members of the gay collective, gay men are also limited in their ability to live 

lives outside of the closet.  The very existence and need for a space like this urban 

neighborhood is testament to how homophobia continues to shape the lives of these men 

and as a result, the urban landscape of Madrid.  For some, a full societal embrace of 

homosexuality would demand or necessitate a rejection of ´closet´ mentality and its 
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subsequent shaping of the urban landscape.   However, I think what we see in Chueca is 

evidence of the current conditions of queerness in Spanish society.   We see a subaltern 

community working within and between the hegemonic machinations of a 

heteronormative society precisely to exert some control over urban space and thereby 

over their own desires and identities. 

According to Wolf, structural power is a power “that not only operates within 

settings or domains but that also organizes and orchestrates the settings themselves” and 

“shapes the social field of action so as to render some kinds of behavior possible or 

impossible” (Wolf 1990: 586).   While tactical/organizational power is considered “as 

power that controls the settings in which people may show forth their potentialities and 

interact with others” (Ibid.).   As my informants have demonstrated in the previous 

excerpts, Chueca is a place designed and imagined as distinct from other areas of the city.   

Chueca is a space that can ´render some kinds of behavior possible or impossible.´ The 

space of the urban closet is an ´orchestration´ of a setting allowing for identity play, the 

pursuit of pleasure, and behaviors semi-hidden from the outside world.  In addition, the 

neighborhood also represents the ability of the gay community to control a space where 

certain people ´may show forth their potentialities and interact with others´ in a very 

specific manner.   Chueca provides a space where ´potentials´ change, where individuals 

express parts of themselves they do not express outside.   In essence, Chueca represents 

the projection of (gay) power, though completely shaped by Spanish hegemonic 

understandings of sexuality, onto the urban landscape, the projection of the closet onto 

the city.  
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The control or deployment of this power is never total, but constantly negotiated 

within and between societal manifestations of homophobia.  One would be hard pressed 

to locate official structural power(s) limiting homosexual expression in present-day 

Spain.   The limitation of Church power, the approbation of gay marriage, and the general 

attitude of live and let live in Spain has opened up the possibility of this negotiation.  

Though structural power does not limit specifically homosexuality, civil and cultural 

power continues to limit sexual possibilities in the form of homophobia.   These are the 

traditionalists, the factions seeking to deny homosexuals the right to marry, the religious; 

in essence this is the other half of the “Two Spains.”  Therefore, though the closet is now 

an undeniable fact in the urban space of Madrid, it is also constantly impinged upon by 

homophobic socio-cultural factors rejecting the ´queer´, ´inhuman´ and ´other.´ This 

homophobia is evidenced by the fact many men feared being discovered within the 

boundaries of Chueca by heterosexual friends, family and co-workers; by the massive 

protest against gay marriage; as well as numerous graffiti scrawl present throughout the 

neighborhood (see Ch. 3).  

However, hegemony itself requires a spatialization and hegemony should be 

understood as a product of scale.  The hegemonic constructs limiting and defining 

Chueca in the cityscape do not function with the same success within the boundaries of 

the neighborhood.   Within the neighborhood a certain homo-hegemony exists with all of 

the qualities previously mentioned and specifically the homosexual assumption and the 

homonormative nature of the space.  Discussing oppression or repression of 

homosexuality with chuequiperras is next to impossible precisely because their whole 
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lives revolve around the neighborhood.   Their scale of experience is limited to the 

confines of a space whose quality is precisely that of homonormativity.   Whereas, 

political gays´ experience of scale involves Chueca but is not limited to the same. 

Therefore, they see the numerous manners that homosexuality is limited and controlled in 

larger Spanish society.  Overall, Chueca is a projection of gay power onto the urban 

landscape allowing the creation of a new symbolic economy, a new world of possibilities, 

and a homo-hegemony; while its very boundaries are evidence of a projection of 

heteronormative hegemonic control of bodies and pleasures in larger Spanish society by 

locating those very bodies and pleasures within a specific space.   Chueca´s existence is 

as much dependent upon gay power as upon the power of Spanish socio-cultural 

traditions to limit and control (homo)sexuality and its manifestations.  

What do I mean by saying Chueca is a product of heterosexual mainstream 

society´s control of sexuality?   I mean that Chueca could be viewed as a space where the 

´other´ is easily locatable, where a certain amount of ´vice´ might be accepted precisely 

because of its concentration in one area of the city.  From a certain perspective the 

neighborhood could be analyzed as a means by Spanish society to control a population 

existing outside of the parameters of the normal.  Allowing and then sustaining the space 

could be one of the sole means of control allowed in neo-liberal democracy in a 

consumer capitalist age.   Chueca might actually serve a purpose to heteronormative 

society: the location of the queer in urban space allowing heteronormative Spain a 

reflection of themselves as ´normal.´ In thinking about the meaning of Chueca both to 

these men, as well as to the heterosexual Spaniards I have come to know and love, I am 
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reminded of Gloria Anzaldúa´s description of mainstream society´s treatment of the 

´queer´:  

 

Most societies try to get rid of their deviants.  Most cultures have burned 

and beaten their homosexuals and others who deviate from the sexual 

common.   The queer are the mirror reflecting the heterosexual tribe´s fear; 

being different, being other, and therefore lesser, therefore subhuman, 

inhuman, non-human. (Anzaldúa 1987: 18) 

 

Though Spain no longer burns homosexuals in public squares, nor imprisons or 

rehabilitates them, there are still many portions of society rejecting the queer. This 

rejection by the mainstream and its ramifications are manifest in the precise fears many 

of the men negotiate as they enter and leave the confines of the urban closet and 

evidenced by those who refuse to leave the closet.   However, on the other side of the 

closet, the heterosexual side, society could be understood to permit this space precisely 

because it enables the reflection of themselves as normal.  As Anzaldúa references (using 

Lacanian imagery), the queer reflects the ´fear of the heterosexual tribe.´  The locatable 

queer in urban space subsequently allows the location of the normal (re. heterosexual) 

and that normal is outside of the closet, outside of Chueca. Therefore, in a manner of 

speaking Chueca is a necessary part of the urban environment providing a definitional 

other, a locatable ´queer´ space only reifying the normal, heterosexual and mainstream 

space.   
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In what follows I will explore Chueca as circus and tourist site for even 

Madrileños, and hence its very existence as a refractory space for demonstrating or 

highlighting the ´queer´ in relation to the ´normal.´  

 

Welcome to the Circus: Fiesta and Daily Life in Chueca 

As already discussed, Chueca is not always an idyllic space for all gay Madrileño 

men, or residents of the neighborhood.   After two years studying and living in the 

neighborhood, I many times oscillated between loving and hating it.   Chueca on 

weekends can be unbearably loud, obnoxious, and sexually charged.   The streets are 

filled with all sorts of people until six or seven in the morning.   Many people are drunk, 

stoned or drugged to the point of stumbling or passing out.   The corner of my building 

smelled of urine and vomit from Thursday through Monday because its dark recesses 

allow for the perfect, public place to relieve one´s bodily needs.  Walking home on 

weekend nights is perhaps the most uncomfortable time with men not only offering 

´piropos´ (compliments, though usually sexually charged) but at times also grabbing, 

touching and becoming much more graphic in stating their desires: “Quiero comertela 

ahora y aqui mismo!”, or “Tu y tu novio podeis follar mis agujeros, quereis?” (I want to 

suck your cock now and right here!) (You and your boyfriend can fuck my holes, do you 

want to?).  Modes of decorum or politeness no longer exist on weekends and with the 

help of various substances they can be almost completely absent. 

Weekends, however, pale in comparison to the one week in June when the Gay 

Pride Celebration takes over the streets of Chueca and then later spills out of the 
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neighborhood for the ´manifestación´ (parade) from the Puerta de Alcalá and up Gran 

Vía to Plaza de España.19   This is a time for anyone and everyone to party on a massive 

scale in Chueca and has found a place in the yearly schedule of neighborhood 

celebrations offered in Madrid.  The fiestas in other areas of the city are based upon the 

patron saint whose name adorns the area or where a specific parish with the saint´s name 

resides.    Some of the most popular include La Virgin de la Almudena (occurring in 

November); San Isidro (May); and La Paloma (August).   Chueca´s festivities do not 

conflict with any of the other neighborhood festivities and they have been supported for 

the last few years by municipal funds to expand and intensify the fiesta from a couple of 

days to a whole week. 

Fiesta culture in Spain and specifically in Madrid has a long history.   We can 

trace the rise of the importance of the popular fiestas at least to the beginning of the 20th 

century.  Between the years 1900-1930 Madrid experienced massive in-migration from 

rural locations all around the peninsula.   This massive in-migration caused the need for 

many neighborhoods and areas of the city to begin to express their individual identitites.   

Fiestas were one manner of creating neighborhood distinction within the ever-growing 

metropolis: 

                                                 
19 The route of the Gay Pride Parade was changed in 2006 because of massive attendance.   In the years 
previous the route ran from the Puerta de Alcalá to Plaza de Cibeles and then north to Plaza de Colón.   
However, there were so many people clogging the streets to see the parade that floats and demonstrators 
could not make their way  through the crowd.   A parade that should have taken an hour, at most, in 2005 
lasted over fours hours.   Thus, due to popular support of the Gay Pride Parade it was decided that the 
parade route be extended a longer distance.   However, in 2006, the same parade took the same amount of 
time because the streets continued to be clogged with spectators blocking the parade´s progression. 
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(In the years after 1930) Far from a ´Castilian´ capital, Madrid was  

becoming a socially magnetic city of modernity, increasingly secular and 

cosmopolitan.  At the same time, however, the individual but loyally 

madrileño identities of the barrios, characterized by their localized nature 

and vivid everyday street life, intensified.  Collective public festivity 

remained a significant aspect of madrileño self-identity in this expanding 

and modernizing city, incorporated into the everyday life of urban 

modernity rather than regarded as a nostalgic tradition that was opposed to 

it. (Parsons 2002: 183) 

 
 
With the entrance of the civil war and the resulting repression after Franco these popular 

fiestas diminished in size and popularity.    They continued to be celebrated but in more 

religious and sober manners (Ibid).    

However, after the death of Franco and under the socialist city council in the years 

of the transition (1976-1980) and then under much loved Mayor Tierno Galván popular 

fiestas were once again aggrandized and given even more importance by their subvention 

through popular funds (Ibid: 178).  Some claim this official support of the popular fiestas 

in the neighborhoods is precisely that which led to the creation of La Movida de los 

Ochenta (Morgan 2000b: 87).    Essentially, fiesta culture has long been part and parcel 

of the Madrid landscape and has buttressed castizo and madrileño identities as opposed to 

being considered traditional and rejected.    Gay Pride in its form and context has been 
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able to create a space within this culture of the fiesta and therefore maintains massive 

success not only in the gay community but in the community of Madrid. 

Gay Pride in Chueca is very similar in its form as the other neighborhood fiestas: 

supported by public funds; streets blocked off for only pedestrian use, drinking in the 

streets, people of all classes and sexualities inundating the streets, and music blaring from 

loudspeakers at different locales until the wee hours of morning.   Gay Pride differs in 

that the scale of the fiesta is much larger and takes over not only the streets of Chueca, 

but on the Saturday of the parade also takes over Gran Via.  In addition, there are 

numerous stages for live music, art, and dance performances that I have not seen present 

in the other neighborhood fiestas.   Observing the types of people at the parade and in the 

streets of Chueca in the evening, one sees not just gay men and women but people of all 

ages and social backgrounds.   Gay Pride has followed in form and function those 

neighborhood fiestas that came before and yet, the fact that it is based on sexuality and 

not a saint makes it distinctive of all other fiestas in the yearly cycle. 

The neighborhood streets are blocked-off for party goers and most become 

impassable for even pedestrians from Wednesday night to Sunday morning.   Every bar 

has an outside vending location on the street offering minis of sangria, beer, and 

calimocho (red wine mixed with cola).  The bars, stores, and stages all play dance music 

at maximum volume, causing a cacophony of noise.  There are drag, dance, musical, 

acrobatic and artistic performances on a stage in every plaza of the neighborhood, usually 

beginning at about five in the afternoon and continuing until around 1 am.  Even after the 

shows end, the streets remain packed with people until well past six or seven in the 
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morning.   Chueca during Gay Pride becomes a crazy, frenetic, energy-filled place 

drawing young and old, gay and straight, from all over Madrid.    

Before ten in the evening the crowd is very diverse.   Heterosexual parents 

pushing children in strollers who are carrying gay pride balloons or flags, grandparents 

having their photos taken with drag queens, old women in their house dresses hanging 

out of their balconies to see the shows on the stages, old men gathered together drinking 

and laughing at the goings-on are all common sights at this time. However, as night falls 

the crowd becomes more homogenous.  The crowd is now composed of mostly young 

people and certainly the majority of them are planning to ´trasnochar´ (party all night).   

The visual shows end at around midnight and all that is left is the constant thumping of 

dance music. This is the time for an anything goes attitude.  I have seen drug 

consumption in the open, sex acts in the middle of the street, screens project pornography 

in specific bar windows, and there is a general freeness with interaction between people. 

No one seems to find this behavior questionable or reprehensible.  In fact, in 2005 Gay 

Pride I was standing behind a couple of musculocas who were very obviously 

masturbating each other in Plaza Vázquez de Mella at about 11:30 pm on a Thursday 

night when two police officers walked in front of them pointed at the two and walked 

away laughing.  Essentially, Gay Pride offers an excuse for much of Madrid to party and 

enjoy the spectacle of Chueca. 

  Though all this craziness occurs in the neighborhood, Chueca has been and 

continues to be also a residential neighborhood supporting every imaginable formulation 

of family.  Upon my move to Chueca (6 months into fieldwork) I was shocked to see how 
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the space would change over the course of a day.   In the early morning the neighborhood 

appears like any other downtown neighborhood.   There are the professionals walking to 

work in suits and ties; there are the delivery drivers delivering every vegetable, meat and 

fish to some of the finest restaurants in the city;  there are the parents walking with 

sleepy-eyed children to school; there are the people entering and exiting the bars with 

their churros and chocolate or coffee; the housewives leaving for the daily purchase of 

food and household goods, dragging their trollies behind them; dogs barking as their 

owners take them for a walk; and everything seems rather quotidian.   In the afternoon, 

after school, there are children in the Plazas of Chueca, Vázquez de Mella, del Rey, and 

Alhambra running and playing as the parents speak of their days; people slowly shopping 

for clothes and shoes; taking a coffee in the numerous bars, and a general sense of calm.  

However, as night arrives, the neighborhood changes drastically.   Even on weekdays, 

this is the time of men in tight clothes, drag queens in the street, the plaza filled with 

people of every type drinking on the terraces of the bars; the noise level increasing as 

bars and restaurants raise the volume of their music; as night progresses people get more 

and more inebriated, enjoying themselves, yelling and screaming in the streets until the 

wee hours of morning.    

Essentially, Chueca is literally like night and day. By day it is a fairly normal 

neighborhood, except for a higher number of male-male and female-female couples, the 

plethora of sex shops and gay-themed stores, or the appearance of the occasional 

transsexual, prostitute or chapero; by night, the calm of the day is interrupted by the 

strange, exotic, loud…essentially the spectacle. Through these experiences I came to 
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realize that Chueca is a space fraught with tension between the quotidian experience of 

Spanish urban life and the circus of a gay neighborhood priding itself on nightlife and 

party.  

 The tension levels at one point seemed to be measured in decibels.  In the 

summer of 2005 the frustration level of residents reached a peak.   In the Plaza of Chueca 

there were banners hanging from residential balconies begging people in the Plaza to be 

quiet, calling attention to the fact that Chueca is also a residential neighborhood, and 

demanding the city government control noise levels.   At one point I was sitting on a 

terrace around midnight and a man of about fifty came onto his balcony and began 

screaming at the people to be quiet, calling everyone ´cabrones´ (bastards), and ´hijos de 

puta´ (sons of bitches).   Most of the crowd merely looked at him and laughed, no one 

engaged him in dialogue.   A couple of weeks later I saw a ´For Sale´ sign on his balcony.  

Apparently he had had enough of the noise in Chueca.  All of this upheaval coincided 

with a publicity campaign by the Ayuntamiento de Madrid (Madrid City Council) for 

more silence in the city, and with the passage of laws demanding that bars equip 

themselves with soundproofing.  As a result, many of the bars were forced to install 

sound proof walls, and now maintain a very strict policy that the outer door and the inner 

doors to the locale cannot be opened at the same time allowing the escape of sound, or 

they have been forced to close around three in the morning as opposed to five or six. The 

last result has met much consternation among my acquaintances who have said, “Uff!!  

Que triste!  Como va la noche en Madrid!   La marcha ya se está acabando, como los 

ingleses!” (Uff!! How sad!  Look what nightlife in Madrid has become!  Going out (or 
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the scene) is ending up like the English!). Despite these laws, rules and closings Chueca 

remains a party neighborhood with noise levels extremely high, affecting the ability to 

sleep, study, read, converse, watch television and the myriad of other daily household 

activities one might enjoy. 

I merely observed all of this behavior without being really judgmental, and 

without really desiring to classify it in one term or another.   However, over time I began 

to notice how others, both gay and straight, classified Chueca during weekends and Gay 

Pride.  The classification varied from “friki” (freakies); to “raro” (queer or strange); to 

“espectaculo” (a show); and finally, my favorite “un circo” (a circus).  I owe this 

qualification of Chueca to R., cited in the previous section, who told me during a 

conversation that “Chueca is a circus.  It is a place where many people go to see the 

weird and strange in person.   Chueca is only superficial it is about appearance but 

nothing more, you know?”   At that moment I wasn´t living in the neighborhood and the 

idea that Chueca was a circus seemed preposterous.   Since my entrance into the field I 

wanted nothing more than to live in Chueca and therefore, it was very difficult for me to 

see the space as anything but idyllic.  Essentially, I was a researching tourist to the space 

and enjoyed the spectacle of it all as much as any other visitor.   However, after moving 

to the space I realized the partial wisdom of R.´s words.  Living day and night in the 

space was, at first, an anthropologist´s dream for data collection but over time the space 

began to take on a new meaning as I realized the lack of services (a good grocery store 

for example); as I would try to sleep on weekends only to be woken up at four in the 

morning to the sounds of people singing in the street and the thump-thump of music from 
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bars; as I stumbled out of bed to get my latte at Starbucks only to be stopped twice by 

men propositioning me for sex, etc.    

I began to see the wisdom of R.´s comments about Chueca as I suffered through 

many a sleepless night listening to the top forty hits in Spain being sung by an 

overzealous, wanna-be participant of Spain´s Operación Triunfo (like American Idol, or a 

reality series where participants try to win the distinction of being the best singer in all of 

Spain and a guaranteed record deal).  Late one sleepless night while listening to this street 

singer´s rendition of Tengo la camisa negra by Alejandro Sanz, I read Kenneth Little´s 

description of the circus in his article “Masochism, Spectacle, and the ´Broken Mirror´ 

Clown Entrée: A Note on the Anthropology of Performance in Postmodern Culture” and 

I was struck by the similarity to what many informants, both gay and straight (not to 

mention my own experience), had said in reference to the neighborhood: 

 

It (the circus) is separated from the real world outside the tent by its appeal 

as a dazzling, monumental, and aggrandizing overflow of erotic and exotic 

representations of otherness in the forms of lithe, strong bodies performing 

acts of human skill and daring, animal grace and cleverness and comic 

characters (Little 1993: 119) 

 

As discussed in the previous section Chueca is many times thought to be a space 

separated from the outside world, it is the closet.   This is similar to what Little presents 

as the ´tent´ with inside the tent being the false world, and outside the tent being the real 
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world.   Inside the closet, in Chueca, we see the same ´erotic´ and ´exotic´ with the 

´musculocas´ parading their strong, lithe bodies; the guys with ´pluma´ (or flamers, 

effeminate acting) demonstrating their cleverness in campy displays in the street; the 

leathers walking in their leather disguises; revelers in the street and terraces; the erotic 

displays of affection in the street by same sex couples; and the comic-ness of the drag 

queens.    

 Listening to many informants, and many of my English students in various 

corporations throughout Madrid I began to hear similar estimations of Chueca.   Many of 

my students (all heterosexually identified) went to Chueca precisely to ´walk on the wild 

side´ or to observe a world perceived to be distanced from their own.  They were tourists 

or spectators in a portion of the city offering a glimpse of the ´other.´   To many out gay 

male informants entering Chueca, the space offered an entrance where ´todo vale´ or 

anything goes, as well as a space to observe and be observed.    Some gay friends and 

informants sought out other areas of the city for diversion precisely because they wanted 

a taste of what they call the ´normal´ and not ´la locura´ (craziness) of Chueca.  

Therefore, I will categorize the neighborhood itself as a tourist and show-like destination 

for heterosexuals and homosexuals alike, both Spanish and foreign (see (Giorgi 2002) for 

discussion of Chueca in gay travel literature as a literal tourist location).   In what follows 

I will use ethnographic data from English class discussions and interviews/discussions 

with informants and friends, as well as data from participant observation to discuss 

Chueca as a spectacle/circus and tourist location in the urban landscape of Madrid. 
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Performers and Observers: Gay Men in Chueca 

Chueca exists as a space to be looked at or to look.   The neighborhood is a 

spectacle and depending upon one´s sexual identity one might be expected, or pressured, 

to become a performer within the space.   This performance is indeed costly in both 

monetary and psychological terms.  First, for gay men, maintaining all of the markers of 

desirability costs time and money.   Gym memberships, clothes, going to the tanning 

salon, and going out to bars and clubs require significant amounts of money, not to 

mention time.   Second, Chueca is psychologically taxing precisely because one must 

maintain a certain erotic affect and must endure being assessed by every pair of eyes 

within the space.   This economy of desire necessitates performance as well as endurance; 

it is both performative and assessive.  Many informants and friends have talked about 

going out in Chueca as stressful and enjoyable at the same time: enjoyable because of the 

qualities of the closet and stressful because of the necessity to perform their erotic affect 

in very specific manners, thereby maximizing their attractiveness within the Chueca 

economy of desire.20 

This is not to say that the only social interactions that exist in Chueca are those of 

cruising, looking, being looked at, and assessment.   Many times Chueca is merely a 

space to go and have fun with friends.    As we have seen, and as we will see in what 

follows the mediation of this economy of desire through the friendship group is many 

times very important.    If one goes out with friends there is less pressure and stress 

                                                 
20 Please see Chapter five for more detailed discussions of both the overarching and micro economies of 
desire functioning within the neighborhood. 
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associated with being looked at and looking.   Assessment takes on a secondary role to 

that of enjoying friends, the music, dancing and enjoying a Friday or Saturday night out.   

Additionally, the pressure and the stress associated with going out in Chueca is 

also lessened if one has a boyfriend or significant other.    The men I quote in what 

follows were single and certainly looking for a significant-other, or at least a sexual 

partner for the evening.    Being single means having extra pressure placed upon you to 

expose your better assets, to perform desirability in all locations; while being in a 

relationship allows one to relax and not feel the constant pressure of looking and being 

looked at.    The neighborhood not only offers a space to hook-up, but for many gay 

couples and friends it offers a space where they can be themselves and show affection 

without receiving sideways glances or comments from others in a heterosexually 

identified bar or club.  Therefore, in what follows I am addressing a symbolic economy 

that functions in various manners according to specific social circumstances.   I found the 

limitations and stress of the functioning of the symbolic economy to be fascinating in 

how it influences men to perform in certain spaces and therefore, I have highlighted this 

aspect.   Additionally, this economy has direct effects on who is and is not included (or 

made to feel comfortable) in certain locations in the neighborhood.  As we shall see in the 

next chapter, the force and oppression of this hegemonic economy has direct 

ramifications in the creation of alternative locales in Chueca, thereby affecting not only 

physical bodies but also the physical space of the neighborhood. 

My personal experience in Chueca speaks to this dual nature of the space.   I have 

felt both at home and comfortable, able to enjoy its offerings, but also remarkably 
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stressed about my appearance and who was or wasn´t looking in my direction.   I have 

noticed that going out in Chueca with single friends is an exercise in communication 

skills.   No one ever seems to look you in the eyes as they talk in the bars and clubs.   

Instead there is a constant looking at those people surrounding you, there is constant 

assessment of those people, and there is constant preoccupation with who is or is not 

looking in your direction.   I have one friend who goes to the bathroom every half hour 

precisely to look at himself in the mirror to be sure that his face, hair and clothes are in 

order.  Another friend has told me on numerous occasions that when he goes out for a 

night if he doesn´t get admiring looks from men within the first hour he abruptly ends the 

night and goes home because “…es obvio que en esas noches no me siento muy atractivo 

a los demas y no quiero matarme intentando ligar”  (…it´s obvious on these nights that I 

am not very attractive for others an I don´t want to kill myself trying to hook-up) (P. 30).   

Therefore, Chueca is both a space to feel relaxed and enjoy while simultaneously a space 

where performance and assessment is par for the course, at times causing significant 

amounts of stress.    

As stated previously, the spectacular nature of Chueca causes some men to 

designate it as not representing the ´real world´.  However, it is spectacle that makes 

Chueca a tourist destination for Madrileños, attracting people, gay and straight alike, to 

the bars, streets, restaurants, and shops. On the other hand, there are times in which 

Chueca is also rejected by those who seek out its parameters for enjoyment.   Their 

rejection occurs at times when they feel pressure to perform in the (circus) ring, or on the 

stage.  The superficial or presentational quality of Chueca serves as both an attraction as 
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well as a repellant to the space.   Take J. (1) (29) who told me the following as we spoke 

about where he likes to go out: 

 

Pues de vez en cuando no me apetece salir por Chueca.   Es que cuando 

quiero relajarme completamente me voy a La Latina o Huertas.   Chueca 

es bastante superficial sabes?   Tienes que tener en cuenta la ropa, el pelo, 

las marcas y llevas toda la noche mirando a los chicos e intentando  

descubrir quien te esta mirando, o quien tiene mejor cuerpo....o....mejor 

ropa.   Me cuesta a veces salir por Chueca por eso.  No quiero ser 

perfecto pero en Chueca todos son perfectos.  O no? 

 

Well sometimes I don´t feel like going out in Chueca.  It´s that when I 

want to relax completely I go to La Latina or Huertas.  Chueca is very 

superficial you know?  You have to pay attention to your clothes, hair, 

brand names and you spend the whole night looking at boys or trying to 

discover who is looking at you, or who has a better body….or…better 

clothes.  Sometimes it is hard for me to go out in Chueca because of that.   

I don´t want to be perfect, but in Chueca everyone is perfect.  Or not? 

 

The pressure of being a performer in this circus, of being looked at and looking, forces J. 

to go to other areas of the city where the superficial doesn´t play such a role. Or at least 

where he is not as complicit within a symbolic economy, or an economy of desire.   La 
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Latina is an area with more typical Spanish bars and with hip, yet not generally gay 

clientele.   Huertas is decidedly a heterosexual area which hosts many ´guiris´ or 

foreigners.   For J. the presentational aspect of these areas is not the same as in Chueca 

and the pressure to be ´perfect´ is lessened, thereby making him more relaxed. 

 Pass. (19) also referenced the discomfort resulting, at times, from the 

superficiality or spectacle nature of Chueca.   In the following he discusses what he calls 

´la caza´ (the hunt) in Chueca: 

   

Pass: A veces me siento incomodo y nunca salgo por Chueca solo. 

  B: Por? 

Pass: Por que todos te miran y todos están cazando.  Es como cuando 

entras en un bar y todos te miran de arriba a bajo(¿) para ver tu cuerpo, 

ropa, el paquete, el culo...y...me siento...me siento...como en un escenario.   

Siendo timido no me gusta sabes?  Pues con amigos no me miran tanto o 

al menos no lo noto. 

 

Pass: At times I feel uncomfortable and I never go out alone in Chueca 

B: Why? 

Pass: Because everyone looks at you and everyone is hunting.  It´s like 

you enter a bar and everyone looks at you from top to bottom to see your 

body, your clothes, package, ass…and….I feel….I feel….like on a stage.   
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Being shy I don´t like it, you know?  With friends they don´t look at me as 

much or at least I don´t notice it. 

 

Pass. is referencing the presentational aspect of Chueca.  The fact that he feels like he is 

on a stage and that everyone is looking at him only reinforces the notion that Chueca is a 

spectacle, even to insiders.   Pass. is cognizant of his need to perform in this situation and 

doesn´t always like the strain. He references the strain of the “hunt”, how he typifies 

cruising, or searching for men for companionship of some sort. The performance is at 

times too much to deal with, especially when he is alone, and therefore is resolutely 

rejected.    

 Friends play a very important role when going out in gay venues in Chueca.   As 

Pass. has stated they allow one to feel more comfortable, they alleviate the gaze of others.   

As I first started my fieldwork I knew no one and I was generally forced to go out to bars 

and clubs alone.   Going out alone to social bars gains many an odd look.21  I would go to 

have a drink, by myself, and have groups of men staring at me.   One night early-on in 

my fieldwork (beginning of September 2004), I had been having drinks at a bar de copas 

which was, at the time, very popular.   A group of guys had been staring in my direction 

for a good fifteen minutes when one finally came over and asked me the following: “Tío, 

no estas con nadie aqui?  Por que?  Estas buenorro, pero claro sin amigos tienes que 

tener algún fallo muy fuerte!”  (Dude, you aren´t with anyone here? Why? You are good 

                                                 
21 However, going out alone to locales designed for sex is usually normal behavior.   These locales include 
saunas, bars with backrooms, nudist gay-sex bars, and cruising bars equipped for sex on-site.   For more 
discussion of these particular venues and their meanings within this community please see Ch. 5. 
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looking but clearly without amigos you must have some really big fault!). I responded 

that my only fault was that I was an American graduate student who had arrived a month 

earlier.   At this he laughed and introduced me to his friends.   Throughout that night this 

group of guys decided to take care of me and kept reinforcing the fact that I should not go 

out alone, because “people will think there is something seriously wrong with you.” 

 This same evening, this group of men informed me that I had to make friends that 

were like me.   Essentially, their argument was that in order for other people to assess you 

one must have friends that are similar looking and similar thinking.   If I were to hang out 

with fashion boys (something which is impossible for me since I don´t wear Gucci, 

Armani, Versace, etc.) then others would assume that I was in the same scene as my 

friends.   Certain informants have reiterated this same argument by telling me about how 

they choose friends: 

 

Tengo amigos y somos casi iguales en nuestros pensamientos y fisico.  No 

se si elijo a mis amigos por sus cuerpos y sus pensamientos, pero los 

similares buscan a similares, no?   Es que cuando salgo con mis amigos 

todos nos miran y entienden como somos.  No se, es algo raro lo sé, pero 

es así, la gente necesita verte con tus amigos para entenderte.  (T. 43) 

 

I have friends and we are all almost the same in our thoughts and bodies.  I 

don´t know if I choose my friends for their bodies and thoughts but same 

looks for the same.  It’s that when I go out with my friends everybody 
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looks and understands how we are.  I don´t know, its strange I know but 

it´s like that, the people need to see you with your friends to understand 

you. 

 

Essentially, T. is demonstrating a group-like mentality where assessment of the 

individual occurs within and between the assessment of the group in which that 

individual might be found.    

 Not only do we have friends mediating the gaze, but we have friends defining 

your social position.   Being seen alone is not acceptable because people have no point of 

social location for you, and they suspect that there is something very wrong with you.   

Take what journalist Giles Tremlett has to say about Spaniards and their views of 

individuality: 

 

Where anglosajones do things alone or with their families, Spaniards often 

do them by the coach-load.  They like the warmth, the solidarity, the sense 

of belonging that groups give them.   That, perhaps, is why their towns and 

cities pack people together, ignoring the acres of open space around them.  

Individuality, I discovered when my own children reached school age, can 

be viewed with suspicion. (Tremlett 2006: xx) 

 

Essentially, without a group around you, you are a suspicious character and someone to 

be dealt with very carefully.   This need for groups has played havoc on my ideas of 
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quality time with friends, informants, and especially relationships with significant others.   

To be alone, or even coupled off from others is not understood by Spaniards to be social, 

is not to be intelligible as a viable socially interactive form in public.   Therefore, in 

Chueca, one must also concern oneself with not only clothes, and a constructed physical 

aspect, but one must also concern oneself with having friends who support you 

throughout the night defining you as intelligible and desirable to others; and who will aid 

in your performance within the space.  

Friends, clothes, and even movements can be and are manipulated in order to 

maximize exposure and gain access to new people.  A personal example from my 

experience in Chueca demonstrates the conscious manipulations of performance in order 

to maximize symbolic capital within this economy (in this case unwittingly).   I had gone 

to the barber to have a haircut.   I am not sure what happened because I thought I had told 

him short on the sides and longer on top.  Perhaps I had mumbled, or not spoken clearly, 

but there was an error in communication somewhere in the greet and ´tell me how you 

want it´ process.  Well, the barber must have heard “shave my head very short all over” 

because he promptly took the clippers to my already short hair.   I must have inhaled 

sharply or displayed some other sign of shock because the barber turned off the clippers 

and asked, “Todo bien?”.   Well, at that point, with a big bare line in the middle of my 

scalp, it really wouldn´t have done any good to say no, now would it?   So I said 

everything was ´estupendo´ trying not to let my voice take on the sarcastic, evil tone that 

was growing in my mind.  I left the barber looking like a prison escapee and feeling very 

angry that on this day my Spanish was so bad I wasn´t even able to tell a barber what I 
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wanted.   I arrived home depressed that for at least the next four weeks I would probably 

have to hide when I saw police or military personnel because they would either want to 

arrest me or recruit me.   

My roommate greeted me with, “Wow! You got your hair cut!” and seeing the 

expression on my face asked what was the matter.  I explained my frustration to which he 

replied: 

 

Oh niño don´t worry!  Let your beard grow out a bit so you are rough 

looking and you will see that you will get much (sic) attention from the 

guys on the streets.   You´ll attract the muscle guys and the rough guys but 

not to (sic) most of the fashion guys, but who cares about them?   Trust 

me, don´t shave for a couple of days and keep it that length and you will 

see.  Oh and maybe go to take rayos uva (tanning salon) a couple of times, 

you will see. (JJ) 

 

Essentially what I deemed a personal travesty was seen by my roommate as a means to 

perform a different role than I had previously.   He was essentially teaching me how to 

perform a ´rude boy´ role in Chueca and maximize benefits from a beauty 

miscommunication.22  As a post script he was absolutely right, suddenly I had some of 

                                                 
22 ´Rude boys´ are usually typified by shaved heads, muscles and a general rough, working class aesthetic.  
This typification is usually associated with rough and raunchy sex and has been capitalized upon by using 
images of ´rude boys´ for leather, fetish, and group sex venues in the neighborhood. 
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the muscle boys staring and a lot of the guys with visible tattoos and piercings asking for 

my phone number or following me home at night. 

Though many of us don´t necessarily always want to be onstage, all of us seem to 

enjoy observing the spectacle we are presented with in Chueca.23   For many it is partly 

the presentational nature, the circus-like qualities, the invitation to be a voyeur in the 

space which draw us time and again to Chueca.  For gay men this spectacle is not 

necessarily exotic, as in the case of the circus, as they are also complicit in the spectacle; 

but the spectacle is very much erotic.  Take the following interchange between Pass. and 

JL: 

 

Pass:  Pues no me gusta que me miren pero a mi me gusta mucho mirar 

(laughs) 

JL:     Voyeur! (with mock shock)  Pero a mi también me gusta mirar.   

Puedes ver tios buenos por todas partes y si no triunfas en una noche, 

pues tienes imágenes para disfrutar entre semana, sabes lo que te digo?  

(punching me and winking then moving his hand imitating masturbation). 

 Pass:  Grosero!  (laughing) Pero es verdad. 

 

Pass:  Well I don´t like to be looked at but I like looking a lot. 

                                                 
23 In fact, when applying for a Fulbright Scholarship to fund this study an art professor rather haughtily 
described my research as “motivated by voyeurism.”  Well, in a sense she was more right than she knew!  I 
argue that all science is motivated by voyeurism, not necessarily in the erotic sense of the term though I am 
not willing to discount the erotic dimensions of anthropological field work (see Kulick and Willson 1995; 
and Markowitz and Ashkenazi 1999).  In this case voyeurism and exhibitionism maintain a very important 
place in the Chueca economy of desire. 
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JL: Voyeur!  But I like to look a lot too.  You can see hot dudes all 

over and if you don´t triumph that night then you have images to enjoy 

during the week.  You know what I mean? 

Pass:  Gross (or rude, impolite) But it is true. 

 

Both young men enjoy their spectatorship in the space, being able to look at other men 

unabashedly and without risk of punishment.   ´Triumph´ is a euphemism for what 

American youth call ´scoring,´ but in the case of not ´triumphing´ in a weekend one has 

the images of the ´tios buenos´ (good looking dudes) to satiate the libido for the rest of 

the week.   The erotic spectacle, the superficial, is a partial motivator for entry into the 

space. 

 There are those, however, who love to be performers and I am not speaking of 

only the scantily or outrageously clad go-go dancers in the clubs and discos.  Many of my 

informants and friends consciously prepared themselves for performance when they go 

out for an evening, and especially for Gay Pride.  Let me reiterate that these men were 

generally of the musculoca/chuequiperra identity and all of them were single (or in open 

relationships).   Their lives revolved around the Chueca scene and their concerns were 

generally about gym, sex, men, and their physical appearances.   This is not to say that all 

gay men are as concerned about how they will be assessed in their performance of 

gayness.  For the men I was close to the preparation for Gay Pride included shopping for 

clothes with very visible name brands, working out intensely, and many times ´metiendo 

un ciclo´ (doing a cycle (of steroids)) a couple months before the festivities.   In my own 



293 
 

home the week before Gay Pride found my roommates filling the dining table with bags 

from Versace, Dolce & Gabbana, and Diesel with nightly comparisons of the clothes 

purchased and discussions as to what venue these clothes might be appropriate.24  

In addition to the clothes, the body becomes an obsession for the month or two 

previous to this time.  This is a time of diets, obsessive working out, and preparing for the 

festivities (both in the venues and in the bedroom).  The bodily preparation can be very 

intense, and in my opinion, very dangerous when men decide to use steroids.   Take M. 

(48) who answers my question of why he has decided to do a cycle in March of 2005: 

 

Pues ya sabes que en verano deberíamos tener un cuerpo impresionante.   

Y además durante el Orgullo Gay hay muchos chicos de afuera.   Tengo 

que ponerme mas grande tio para ligar lo mas posible sabes?   Si no lo 

hago pues no podré ligar con nadie.  Ser grande es importante, quiero que 

los chicos me miren y me digan “Eres una bestia!” 

   

 Well you know that in summer we should have an impressive body.   And 

what´s more in Gay Pride there are a lot of foreign guys.  I have to get 

bigger dude to hook-up as much as possible you know?  If I don´t do it I 

wouldn´t be able to hook-up with anyone.  Being big is important, I want 

the guys to look at me and say, “He is a beast!” 
                                                 
24 Of course, my ability to participate in this particular ritual was extremely limited.  This brought up some 
concern in my household in 2005 when both my roommates at the time were offering me their name brand 
clothes from the previous year because I had nothing acceptable to wear to the venues!  However, it ended 
up that I worked as a bartender at one of the larger venues and one of the requirements for the job was to be 
shirtless – so the name brand didn´t matter as much as the abdominal muscles in this case. 
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M. blatantly states that he wants to be looked at, he is inviting the gaze of other gays (pun 

intended).   Not only does he want to be looked at but he wants a specific response to his 

aspect, that of, “He´s a beast!”.    M. wants to perform and for him Gay Pride is the best 

opportunity to be on stage, it is the biggest stage available in the entire year and certainly 

offers the most rewards (sexual) should his performance be assessed as positive. 

 Others are not quite as extreme in their preparations for performance.  Even so, 

for many, every weekend in Chueca is a performance for which one must prepare.   Some 

friends wait to shave their faces and bodies until the weekend so that they will be 

perfectly smooth should the right sexual partner come along.  Others schedule their 

tanning sessions on Thursdays so that by Friday they will be tan and not red for when 

they go out.  The same has been evident time and again when my friends or informants 

wait to ´estrenar´ (in this context, wear for the first time) a specific article of clothing and 

then depending on its reception will either become a successful piece of a wardrobe or 

make its way to the bottom of the closet.   JM (26) who was a professional working in the 

heath field and living in a dormitory town to the southeast of Madrid spent the majority 

of his free time in Chueca.   He traveled well over half an hour from where he lived just 

to go to a gay gym in the downtown area of Madrid; and he actively maintained and built 

friendships within Chueca not only for emotional support but also so that he might have a 

place to stay in the neighborhood during the afternoons, evenings and late-nights. JM is a 

big guy with a worked out body, he is ´cachas´ (built, buff) with an olive complexion and 

a very good looking man. In my opinion he would be looked at no matter what he wore, 
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yet, he constantly worried about his clothes and his appearance.  He and I went clothes 

shopping one day and he chose a pair of very tight jeans coupled with an impossibly tight 

t-shirt (so tight in fact he needed help out of the shirt in the dressing room of the store!).  

He purchased the items and a couple of weeks went by without him wearing the clothes.  

Finally, I asked him where the clothes were, to which he replied: 

 

Pues no lo he estrenado todavía por que no he salido por Chueca.   Tengo 

que estrenarlos en Chueca sabes?  Es ropa solo para Chueca, no puedo 

ponérmela en otro sitio por que es tan ajustada que haría el ridículo.  

Pero para Chueca es perfecta....me hacen buen culo y pecho. 

 

Well, I haven´t worn them for the first time because I haven´t gone out in 

Chueca.   I have to wear them for the first time in Chueca you know?  

These are clothes only for Chueca, I can´t wear them in another place 

because they are so tight and I would look ridiculous.  But for Chueca they 

are perfect….they make my ass and chest look good. 

 

JM´s clothes are essentially a costume for his Chueca performance.   He can only wear 

them in Chueca and he is highly aware that the tightness of the clothes highlight his ass-

ets (pun intended).   He is anticipating, inviting and manipulating the gay gaze.   

Essentially, he is embracing the performative aspect of Chueca, he participates willingly. 
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 Performance also extends to actual body movements in Chueca.   That is, how one 

moves through the space can be a very calculated performance in order to invite the gaze 

of others.   I had a friend (MG. 24) who worked in a high-end fashion store as a sales 

clerk.   He attended to the needs of celebrities and the very rich.  At one point he invited 

me to visit him in the store just to see what the store offered (there was no way I was 

going to be able to afford 3,000 € for a shirt, but at least I could touch it!).   I had always 

known this friend in the context of Chueca where he swung his hips as he walked, made 

exaggerated hand gestures, and laughed loudly.   As I was in the store, customers came 

and went and I noticed my friend walked with a stiff back, shoulders back, no hip 

movement and when he laughed it was a very deep, subdued laugh.   When we met later 

that day for dinner I asked him about what I perceived to be a change in his comportment.   

He told me that he has found he gets more attention in Chueca if he performs in this 

specific manner, “Muchos me miran si hago cosas asi en Chueca.  Pero en mi curro no 

hago esas cosas por que no me venía bien” (Many people look at me if I do those things 

in Chueca.   But in my work I don´t do those things because it wouldn’t be good for me).  

MG studies his movements and he does so in order to attract attention to himself, to have 

people look at him, to invite the gaze.   He manipulates these studied movements in order 

to maximize benefits in both work and in the neighborhood.  

The gay men (though, as we shall see, heterosexual men also perceive themselves 

to be at least partial performers) entering this space understand themselves to be both 

performer and audience.  They understand that they must control their performances to 

maximize visibility, and hence maximize benefits, generally entailing access to the men 
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they desire.   These performances include clothes, body, hair, friends and movement.   

Yet, they are also there as audience.   They are there to watch, look and evaluate those 

men (and women) around them.   Hence, we have a situation of gay men oscillating 

between performing and gazing; between creating the spectacle itself and being part of 

the audience. 

Gay men entering the space of Chueca enter into a specific economy of desire, 

itself informed by the niche given homosexuality by Spanish society as the most modern, 

the most aesthetically pleasing, and the most fashionable.   This economy ranks 

individuals according to appearance: muscles, clothes, brand names, etc.  It is necessarily 

based on the superficial, on the performance of the individual, on the erotic affect of 

those in the space. The performer is required to control or display a certain kind of body, 

certain clothes organized in the appropriate manner, and certain bodily actions (such as 

form of dancing, or moving, or looking) in order to maximize their placement within this 

economy.  The ability to successfully negotiate or control these factors allows assignation 

of symbolic capital, while not controlling or negotiating these factors results in symbolic 

debt, or at least a stigma or classification of unattractive (re: not worthy of being looked 

at).  This neighborhood economy is split into numerous micro-economies constructed 

around specific locales such as bars, sex clubs, and saunas.   These micro economies are 

the result of a psycho-social mapping of the possibilities (and therefore limitations) of 

erotic affect onto the urban space.  We will address the specificity of both the Chueca 

symbolic economy of desire as well as these micro-economies in the next chapter as we 

address the effects of this symbolic economy of desire on individuals and bodies within 
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Chueca.   Suffice it to say, for the moment, that Chueca, as a neighborhood, exists for the 

single men (and perhaps mostly for the chuequiperras) as an economy of desire where 

performance and observation reign supreme, and this performance/observation coupling 

highly resembles the role of performer/audience in spectacles. 

With this said, I do not want to vilify these men through claiming that Chueca 

offers only the superficial with no substance.   The superficial is merely one aspect of 

Chueca, an important aspect which does not carry with it a moral connotation.   

Superficiality, the image projected and its manipulation, could be argued to be part and 

parcel of the postmodern condition of post-Fordist, consumer based capitalism (Lowe 

1995).   In addition, if the only discursive possibility offered through mainstream Spanish 

society is based on aesthetics and this idea of modernity, then it is no wonder that gay 

men who buy into this are literally killing themselves (I am referring to those using 

steroids) in order to fulfill what they perceive is the apex of desirability and gayness.  

These men use this space as a performance space while simultaneously engaging in what 

they perceive as very real, and significant relationships with others. They maintain their 

friendships and relationships and understand these to be positive and supportive.   Many 

times, I myself saw these relationships and friendships as fleeting and not substantive and 

they seemed based on image, look, and the pursuit of pleasure en masse.  However, these 

men appear happy with the social settings and groups they have established and therefore, 

my (or others´) judgment of what constitutes real relationships, or decent relationships 

should be reserved.    
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As we shall see in Ch. 5, there are other forms of relationships, friendships and 

networks of support co-existing within and between the superficiality offered by this 

hegemonic economy of desire.   Chueca offers many a chance to meet people, like 

themselves, and develop friendship circles and supportive environments that do not 

necessarily revolve around muscles, sex, clothes and other superficial qualifiers.  

However, since the space of the barrio is informed by a specific brand of Spanish gayness 

one must keep in mind there is an overarching hierarchalization of bodies and images that 

all are both aware of and must negotiate.   It bears repeating that had I chosen to 

investigate political or social organizations and not the space of Chueca this ethnography 

of gayness in Spain would look very different.   The neighborhood is a space designed for 

pleasure and consumption; it is not necessarily a residential location for gay families and 

community (following the example of other European gay villages).   The pleasure aspect 

of the space informs the quality and form of relationships that are exhibited and many 

times, from the outside, these relationships appear superficial and do not, supposedly, 

present the gay community in a positive light. 

 

The Visible Yet Invisible: Heterosexual Audience in Chueca 

For heterosexual Madrileños Chueca is a space where they perceive themselves as 

not complicit in the local economy of desire.   For them Chueca is truly a circus, a 

spectacle from which they are distanced and which they can watch from afar.    The 

neighborhood and its bars are generally more exotic than erotic locales to be observed 

and enjoyed.   Essentially, they pay for a show, to see the crazy natives in their 
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indigenous habitat.  Heterosexuals enjoy only certain places in Chueca such as cafes, bars 

and certain clubs.   To enter into sex clubs or bars, or saunas is unthinkable; and for 

women, impossible since certain bars, clubs and all saunas will stop any woman (or drag 

queen) at the door.  As we will see in what follows Chueca, for the heterosexual, is a 

place distanced from the normative urbanscape and a place where mores are relaxed, 

where no one looks, no one cares and where they can enjoy gazing but not generally 

being a spectacle themselves. 

I never intended to include the heterosexual perspective on Chueca in this 

research because I was highly focused on how gay men and women created, understood 

and used the space of Chueca.  However, from the start of this project I was plagued by 

financial need and in a moment of despair had placed my CV on a website recruiting 

English teachers.   I had almost forgotten that I had submitted a CV when one cold 

January morning I was called by someone wanting to know if I could come in for an 

interview to teach English to business professionals in a major bank.   I went to the 

interview convinced that I would never get the job since I had no experience teaching 

English, and come to find out no real knowledge of grammar in the English language.   

Five minutes into the interview I was offered the job, given a textbook and an address 

with a name and told good luck.   This despite the fact that I was illegal, without working 

papers, visas or permits!  Little did I know the black market in professional English 

teachers is huge throughout Spain.  However, it was precisely this black market that 

added incredible amounts of understanding not only to my project, but to a Spain that I 

otherwise would not have had access. 
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 I was suddenly removed from the comfortable world of Chueca and all of its 

familiarity and thrust into a world of high powered executives in Spanish companies.  

Many students found themselves bored with the ´Business English´ books and wanted 

conversation about a myriad of topics.   Personal questions, discussions of history, 

literature, culture, and art abounded but inevitably conversation turned to my research in 

Spain. Apparently having an anthropologist as an English teacher is rare (perhaps not as 

rare as having a go-go anthropologist that was also inevitably a topic of conversation in 

bars).   When conversations would turn to my research I would always ask for verbal 

confirmation that they agreed what would be said in class might be used for research 

purposes and that I would never use their names.   Never did any student indicate they 

were uncomfortable with their perspectives being used in the research.    

These students offered a perspective very much outside of Chueca.   Many lived 

in suburban areas, all were heterosexually identified, most with children, and the majority 

over thirty-five.  Their work positions were high status professionals or administrative 

assistant positions as companies generally do not provide low-status workers with in-

company English classes.  They were all extremely open and honest about their thoughts 

of Chueca and even critiqued gay lifestyles, gay marriage and the gay community freely.  

As a gay interlocutor their critiques took me by surprise (though I rarely came out 

directly to them), but seems very typical of the Spanish mentality of saying whatever 

comes to mind regardless of who or what the utterance might offend.25 

                                                 
25 Spain has been termed a ´journalist´s dream´ because everyone seems to have an opinion about 
everything and they are not at all scared to share that opinion with anyone who might ask (Tremlett 2006).   
Spain is also an anthropologist´s dream for the same reason. 
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What became obvious through these class/research discussions was that Chueca is 

an urban space fraught with meaning for all Madrileños, whether they frequent the space 

or not, and whether gay or straight.   For those that frequented the space Chueca is a 

space of high fashion; of trendy stores, restaurants and cafes; and a space with a bustling 

nightlife unlike any other part of the city.   For those who didn´t frequent the space it was 

a morally questionable place still tainted with the historical traces of drug addiction, 

prostitution and other forms of illicit sex.   

On a deeper level my students´ perspectives on Chueca differed immensely from 

those of my gay identified informants and friends.  Why do these heterosexual 

executives´ ideas seem distinct to those of my gay informants?   I believe the primary 

reason for their distinction is that they are not themselves complicit in any economy of 

desire existant in the space.   They understand themselves as removed from what is 

happening around them because they are not gay themselves.  They many times portrayed 

themselves as an audience, observers for a spectacle.  The women seemed exceptionally 

comfortable in the space while the men seemed more reticent to enter the space 

unaccompanied by females.   Apparently the designative nature of the space is more 

potent for men than for women.  In a manner of speaking the heterosexual men 

understood themselves as partially complicit in the economy of desire of Chueca.  

Chueca is a very masculine space with gay-male visibility far outweighing lesbian female 

visibility.   This disparity seems to make heterosexual men conscious that they could very 

well be looked at, and evaluated in terms of the economy of desire functioning in the 

space.  On the other hand, heterosexual women feel completely and utterly removed from 
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the economy of the space, precisely because the space is configured as GAY male 

space.26 

 

Going Crazy and Seeing Freakies: Heterosexual Women 

C. (30) was a fun and highly communicative student who never failed to say 

exactly what she thought about any topic.   She continually challenged people in the class 

regardless of their ranking in the company, age, or gender.   She was a young 

professional and saw herself as very modern, liberal and accepting of all lifestyles. One 

day she was the only student in class and we began to talk about Chueca over coffee in 

the company cafeteria.   She had the following to say about why she likes going to 

Chueca: 

 

I can go to Chueca and just go crazy.   I go there with a gay friend who 

doesn´t live in Madrid, but when he comes we always end up there.   In 

those bars I can get drunk and not worry about having men approach me or 

grab me, you know?  In other places I go out I always have to be careful 

with the men around me and not get too drunk because of what could 

happen…..But also there are so many fun people there (in Chueca).   They 

are there for fun and everyone is dancing and no one is serious.  Plus, there 

are many guys…good-looking guys. I can´t touch them but I can look. 

                                                 
26 I do not know if this is the case in lesbian bars in Chueca.   As stated in the introduction I did not have or 
gain access to women in Chueca.   None of my female students had ever been to a lesbian bar and most 
didn´t even know that they existed. 
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C. demonstrates her non-complicity within this economy of desire by stating that she can 

look but not touch.   However, she references looking as one of the reasons she frequents 

the space with her gay friend and it is indeed an erotic gaze she deploys within the space.   

This distance from, or non-complicity in the economy of desire allows her to feel more 

free.  Indeed she is free from the usual come-on lines and wandering hands she has to 

endure in other parts of the city. This aloofness from the economy of desire creates a 

situation where she can do things she wouldn´t do in ´normal´ space, such as ´go crazy.´   

 C.´s notions of Chueca were echoed by many of the women I knew, both in my 

English classes as well as those women with whom I had made friends.    Many spoke of 

liking to go out in Chueca precisely because they felt ´safe.´  When I asked about why 

they felt safe they always responded that they didn´t feel that they were going to be 

propositioned, that they wouldn´t have to spend the whole night defending themselves 

from advances.  In the neighborhood bars and clubs they could get drunk and know that 

no one would take advantage of their inebriated state, and “los gays son mas amables y si 

vean que tienes algun problema con un tio o estas borracha siempre te cuidan” (gays are 

more nice and if they see that you have a problem with a guy or you are drunk they 

always take care of you) I. (26).  These comments point toward a heterosexual female 

understanding of being removed from the economy of desire present within the space(s) 

of Chueca.  This removal provides a freedom in action, a freedom from their usual 

guarded states when enjoying nightlife. They can get drunk and be carefree because the 

men around them are not looking for sexual relations and the consequences of ´going 



305 
 

crazy´ are not the same in Chueca as in other parts of the city.   Instead, as I. says, gay 

men are perceived to be caring and worried about them, providing a protective space for 

women.  

 For A. (33) Chueca is a place she goes when she wants to ´see freakies.´  A., like 

most of the students I had, did not publicly proclaim to be Catholic (something that many 

people no longer proclaim in a Spain concerned with liberalism and modernity), but over 

time she (and many of the upper level professionals) shared with me that she tried to 

attend mass every week, and she thought of herself as a Catholic.  She worked as a 

director in a major investment firm in Madrid and many times told me that in order to 

advance in the company one had to live a lifestyle of a more traditional sort.   One had to 

wear nice business attire, not have piercings or tattoos that were visible, and certainly 

never share details of your intimate life if that included a same-sex partner.   She was not 

yet married, but had been in an eight year relationship with a man at the time of our 

meeting.   When we talked about Chueca she would always laugh and say that Chueca 

was a ´crazy place.´ Similar to most people entering Chueca for the first time, the first bar 

A. went to was Black & White.  This locale is the oldest ´out´ bar in Chueca, opening in 

1981.  The bar had no qualms, even in the 80´s, about advertising itself as a gay bar for 

men.   Though Black & White was immensely popular, the bar is now considered ´cutre´ 

(cheesy).   The place is rather eclectic and as you approach the bar from the street one 

sees glaring, blue neon lights and a lit sign with the name of the bar.   Usually, there are 

some tough looking men standing at the door, and occasionally a drag queen.   As you 

walk in, you are met with subdued lighting in tones of blue and red, a huge bar which 
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takes up the center of the room allowing for only relatively narrow passageways in an L-

shape, and a disco in the basement.   The dance music is played at top volume forcing one 

to yell to be heard and certainly hindering your ability to eavesdrop on conversations 

occurring right next to you.   

At first glance the clientele appears disparate and strange with no cohesive quality 

holding them together.  There are older men (55+) and then very good looking, dark-

skinned boys and men.   Generally there are a large number of drag queens or 

transvestite/transsexuals in the bar as well either to perform at the nightly shows or just 

hanging out.  However, after observation, the cohesive quality gathering the clientele into 

a comprehensible category is prostitution. This bar is known for its mostly Brazilian 

´chaperos´ who are available for a myriad of prices.  The bar is not set up for sex on-site, 

so I have assumed they rent rooms in hostels, saunas, or hotels if neither party has a 

house, room, or car.   Black and White calls attention to itself with the lights, its 

proximity to the Plaza of Chueca (one block east), and the fact there are always people 

talking and visible outside the door.   So, Black & White is many times the first place that 

most people not in-the-know go in Chueca.   Such is the case with A. 

 She told me about the first time that she went to Chueca with a group of 

girlfriends. They were in university, looking for a club to dance, not to mention an 

excursion to ´a place we didn´t know…you know a place in Madrid more strange´ and 

upon entering Chueca they saw Black & White and decided to go in: 
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Imagine a lot of girls going into Black and White and what we saw.   We 

saw all of these men but they were really old and really young.  Then we 

took some drinks and we were looking around when two transexuales 

entered (she is referring to drag queens).  We were so shocked we just kept 

staring.  We were surrounded all by frikis and we couldn´t stop looking.   I 

left Chueca that night and I thought all gay people were that (way). 

 

Though A. was uncomfortable she points out that her and her friends couldn´t stop 

looking, in fact staring.   For A., and I suppose for her friends, this was a space that 

demanded staring precisely because of its exoticness, it freakiness.   Black & White was a 

space of spectacle for them, a space inviting them to look.  For this group of women, the 

act of looking claims no repercussion due to the fact that the women did not see 

themselves as being looked at and evaluated themselves.    

 Because of her experience with Black & White, A. spent the next few years 

believing that all gay clubs and people were ´that way.´  If you will allow, I am going to 

go on an explanatory tangent to explain this very common misperception small clubs like 

Black & White elicit in visitors to the neighborhood. What A. and her friends didn´t 

know, and what most people don´t know, is that the major gay, high fashion, dance clubs 

are not within the bounds of Chueca.   In fact, they lay outside of the epicenter of gay life 

in Madrid.   Depending on the night and the year, the venues change.  Over the years 

there have been different clubs de moda (in fashion).  All of them, however, have not 
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been located in Chueca.   They have been in Callao, Plaza Santa Barbara, Atocha, and 

Chamartín.    

I was very confused at the start of my fieldwork as to why these clubs were not 

within the bounds of the gay neighborhood.   I couldn´t understand how the gay discos 

could be so far away from the neighborhood itself.   The first month of fieldwork I found 

myself completely clueless at about 3am when the bars de copas (drink bars) were 

emptying into the streets and most of the people weren´t in lines for the small discos in 

Chueca.   One night, at the end of that month, before I had made any real contacts, I 

decided to just follow a group of guys who were obviously dressed to kill and not going 

home.   I walked behind them from Chueca to Gran Vía and west for about 10-15 

minutes.   We arrived on a sloping street and there was a line spanning about fifty yards, 

full of the people I had earlier seen reveling in the streets of Chueca.   I was shocked that 

an obviously gay club would be located at such a distance from what I perceived to be the 

center of gay life in Madrid.     

The explanations I have been given for the absence of gay discos in Chueca fall 

into two general categories: functional and symbolic.   First, the functional explanation is 

the fact that Chueca, as a very old downtown neighborhood, does not have the space to 

host large discos.   Most of the clubs and bars exist as street level store front operations 

with the bar and dance floor on the street level and the bathrooms in the basement.   In all 

reality, with the residential component and the space limitations there is no room for the 

opening of a dance club of huge dimensions.  For this reason, the dance clubs are located 

in buildings, and train stations in renovated areas of the city.   The Friday and Saturday 
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night hot spots (usually Royal Cool or Ohm)  are located within walking distance.  

However, the Sunday afternoon location, Space of Sound, (voted the best disco in Europe 

in 2003) is located in the Chamartín train station, to the north of the city and not 

accessible by foot.   This venue is huge and the parties, lasting from one o´clock to seven 

o´clock Sunday afternoon, are some of the most popular for musculocas and the fashion 

guys of Chueca.  During Gay Pride the size of the venues triples with the dance parties 

occurring in the Casa de Campo fields and Stadium.  The size of these venues are 

impressive and it is the very size which prohibits their existence within the boundary of 

Chueca. 

Second, and a more symbolic explanation has been that the discos have to be 

more ´modern´ than the modernity of Chueca offers.   Though Chueca is deemed the 

most modern of neighborhoods, it is still not quite modern enough to appease a 

population obsessed with being the most modern.  MG. (24) says the following about 

why the discos are not located in the barrio:  

 

Las discos tienen que ser muy modernas y Chueca no tiene ni el espacio ni 

la modernidad.   Si una disco quiere ser grande, con música moderna, 

luces, y tal, pues no puede estar en Chueca.  En Chueca hay sitios muy 

bonitos pero siempre ponen música española y son un poco cutres, sabes?   
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The discos have to be very modern, with modern music, lights and 

everything and it isn´t possible in Chueca.   In Chueca there are nice places 

but they always play Spanish music and are a bit cheesy.   

 

In his statement MG. not only references the spatial limitation but associates the modern 

with the bigness of the club, the lights, and the music.   The clubs in the neighborhood do 

have minimal lighting effects and have a tendency to play an eclectic mix of music from 

popular dance to the Spanish top-forty and even classic gay hits like “YMCA” (The 

Village People); “I´m Coming Out” (Diana Ross); and “It´s Raining Men” (The Weather 

Girls). Therefore, because Chueca cannot offer the space for a large disco, Chueca is also 

deemed as not quite modern enough.   The idea that Chueca is ´cutre´ or cheesy exists in 

certain realms of the gay population and specifically within the more pretentious of those 

considered ´fashion´ or ´musculocas.´  These two groups have chosen one or two spots 

within the neighborhood to have drinks until around 3 am and then exit the neighborhood 

for the large, modern discos from three to seven in the morning. 

A. had no way of knowing the gay discos were not present in the neighborhood 

and it was only later when she had made gay friends that she discovered where the ´real 

gay men´ were: 

 

Two years later I had two gay friends and they told me to go with them to 

dance.  I just remembered that time in Chueca and wasn´t wanting to go 

there you know?  I went with them later and they took me to Cool, you 
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know it? (B: nods)  There was different and it was like in the movies all 

these men with muscles and dancing.  I told my gay friends about Black & 

White and they laughed and said that was not real gay but that Cool was 

the real gay place.  There were some frikis there but not as extraño.  I still 

was looking all over because the boys are all perfect, like the movies. 

 

A. discovered the ´real gay´ through her gay friends.  The space may not have been as 

exotic, but the fact that she deems all the males ´perfect´ begs the question of whether or 

not the space for her was erotic.   Regardless, it was a space where she felt entitled to 

look, to view and assess those around her.  She compares the space and the boys to the 

movies (and in fact, this particular club has appeared in numerous Spanish music videos) 

and by so doing, presents herself as a removed spectator. 

 There certainly exists a similarity between what Pass and JL; and what A. and C. 

say about looking without ramifications.   For Pass and JL they feel that they can look at 

the men in Chueca without worrying about being attacked; similarly C. and A. also feel 

that they can look but without the implication of sexual interest.   While Pass and JL are 

implicated in being both observers and performers, C. and A. are not required to perform 

for the purposes of this economy of desire.   Their distance from this economy creates a 

safe space (perhaps more safe than for Pass and JL) for watching, looking, observing and 

assessing the men in Chueca.  They are truly a removed audience, similar to an audience 

in the cinema or even the circus where there is minimal participation.   I would not go so 

far as to say that they are not observed themselves as both have told me about instances 
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when gay men have told them that they are ´impresionante´ (impressive) or ´guapisima´ 

(very beautiful) (because, according to them gay men are much nicer about giving 

compliments).  However, as they have stated they don´t feel the pressure of men 

propositioning them for physical or romantic relationships. 

 

Not Without My Skirt: Heterosexual Men 

For my heterosexual male students Chueca was also a place to view ´frikis´, but 

also a space that generally, should not be entered into without female companionship.  

Essentially, when these men enter into Chueca, they need a ´skirt´ with them, they need a 

woman to demonstrate that they are not complicit within the economy of desire within 

the space.  The freakish nature of the space for these men was not just the gender 

transgression of the drag queens, transvestites, and transsexuals as cited by A., but also 

displays of affection between men and the possibility of confusion (by others) regarding 

their sexual identity.   

My male students were very similar to their female counterparts.   They lived 

more traditional lives and talked a lot about their expectations of advancement and how 

they needed to behave in order to gain that advancement.   They envisioned their lives as 

executives, husbands, fathers, living in a nice apartment or chalet in the suburbs.   If they 

were younger they still enjoyed going out and Chueca was an occasional destination but 

included limitations as to who they were with and where they would go.   However, 

Chueca was understood to be a variant space, a space that was very far removed from the 

world of suits and ties; suburban living; and traditional heterosexual family.    
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Chueca offered them a place to experience something very different in Madrid, 

but at the same time a place, at least certain bars and clubs, that required a woman in tow.  

These men would go to Chueca for coffees, lunches, or dinners without women, but if 

they were to go at night to a bar or disco in Chueca it was always with female 

companions: 

 

JZ: I don´t mind going out in Chueca, really.   My girlfriend and her 

friends they like it very much.   There are so many people there you know 

for watching and so many strange people.   I don´t  go often but I like it 

sometimes because everyone is there to have fun. 

B:  Would you go there without your girlfriend? 

JZ: No….no…..it is not like I am traditional, because I go there you know?  

But I wouldn´t go without my girlfriend because I am not gay… so there is 

nothing there for me you know?  I like Chueca but not that much 

(laughing). (JZ 28). 

 

JZ´s comments demonstrate a similar concept of observing, of serving as an audience to a 

spectacle. JZ speaks of the strangeness of people, evidencing the exoticness of  the area 

and those found within.   However, whereas the women would go to Chueca without 

men, JZ says that he would never go without his girlfriend.    His perception that there is 

nothing in Chueca for him demonstrates simultaneously his perception that he is removed 

from the symbolic economy, while his concern with having his girlfriend at his side 
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indicates the possibility of confusion of his sexual identity by others.  This possibility of 

equivocation necessitates the presence of a woman enabling his performance as a 

heterosexual man within a gay space. 

 JC (25) and PO (27), both young males working in banking in Madrid also went 

to Chueca to go out, and especially during the week of Gay Pride since “Chueca has the 

best party of the year in Madrid.  It is so fun and so many people of all kinds!  You see 

everything there!”.   They would laugh about going to the neighborhood with their 

girlfriends but would tell me that seeing guys on the streets kissing or hugging made 

them uncomfortable: 

 

PO: I go, you know, to Chueca with her (his girlfriend) but I am not 

always comfortable being there.  I just don´t want someone to think I am 

gay in a bar or something…you know I just don´t know many gay people 

and so when I see guys kissing I feel uncomfortable. I still watch them 

because it is really fuerte (literally, strong; but it generally means extreme, 

shocking).  I don´t hate gays but I don´t understand them either. They 

don´t think I am gay usually because I don´t look like them, they are 

cachas (muscular).  Look at me (he rubs his belly), I am not like that…. I 

need to play sports. 

 

JC:  (laughs) You don´t like Chueca because you are from Leganés (a 

dormitory town outside of Madrid) and you are paleto (a hick). 
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  B: Well what about you? (talking to JC) 

 

JC:  I go to Chueca…but also I don´t go alone or with guy friends it is 

always with girls….it is just safer that way there is no confusion with 

girls….you know, no one thinks you are gay.  I only go a little, I prefer the 

normal places like Huertas for the blonde girls, your people (this comment 

is directed at me and he is referencing Americans, Anglo-saxons, or 

Northern Europeans (guiris))(laughs). 

 

Both PO and JC worry that their presence in the space might be indicative of gayness.   

The presence of girlfriends alleviates some of this worry, while not all.  Additionally, PO 

says that he is not mistaken (´usually´) for being gay because of his body.  He has 

obviously looked at the other male bodies around him and finds himself not only not one 

of them, but also lacking (rubbing his belly and saying, ´I need to play sports´).  Also, PO 

is uncomfortable watching gays show affection, but he still looks because it is ´shocking,’ 

or I would venture to say it is a spectacle.  The worry about confusion of sexual identity 

in the space was spoken of by most of my male students.  A male within the space of 

Chueca obviously indicates at least the suspicion of being gay because of the widely 

agreed upon notion that a homosexual assumption functions within the neighborhood.   

For this reason, girlfriends are a necessity in the space in order to avoid confusion, in 

order to visibly demonstrate that they are not a part of the economy/spectacle around 

them.  
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Overall, what becomes evident through discussions with the younger 

heterosexually identified men and women with whom I have spoken about Chueca is that 

the neighborhood is a space for observing the rare, the strange, and the unknown.   For 

them it is partially the freakishness that draws them, it is the exotic.   That is not to say 

this is the only reason they come to Chueca.   Most students also referenced the fact that 

Chueca has some of the nicest bars and cafes in Madrid; they referenced the ´fashion,´ 

´the style,´ and the ´modern´ nature of Chueca as reasons to visit and partake in its 

nightlife. In addition for the women the neighborhood locales offer a space which is 

protective, which allows them to engage in behaviors which might be deemed risky in 

heterosexual locales (losing one´s defenses, ´going crazy´). 

Chueca also offers a modern environment to take coffees, to shop for name brand 

clothes and just enjoy drinks at an outside terrace.    All of my younger students made 

multiple uses of Chueca and did not feel uncomfortable in such areas as terraces, shops, 

restaurants and cafes.    The discomfort for the male students arose in the context of gay 

clubs and gay bars in the neighborhood during the night.    Their discomfort indicates not 

only how the neighborhood changes aspects throughout the course of the day but also 

how certain spaces (enclosed gay bars and clubs) are thought to be more gay than other 

spaces (terraces, shops, cafes).    They felt very comfortable with co-workers and friends 

shopping, having drinks on the terraces and in the cafes.   Women became a necessity 

upon entering gay bars and clubs for nightlife activities.   Overall, for these men Chueca 

was a multi-functional space with various locales understood to be more or less gay; 

more or less threatening to their self perceptions as heterosexual men. 
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Chueca as the ´Other´: Interzones of Queerness 

Older students (45+) many times still understood Chueca as a suspect and 

dangerous place.  These students were all in powerful positions in their companies.   

They lived very suburban lives and often talked about their numerous houses and 

apartments throughout Spain.   They had grown children, stable marriages, and were 

generally invested in maintaining their lifestyles.   They would talk about the threat of 

immigration quite often and how uncomfortable they felt in the city center, on the metro, 

or even in certain areas near their work.   They all contracted domestic help in their 

houses and they would complain about the non-availability of “good Spanish women” to 

work in their homes.   They had to settle for South Americans or Romanians.   Many 

times they saw the issue of gay marriage as tangential to the “real problems of Spain” and 

were very critical of the PSOE and President Zapatero.    Their ideas of homosexuality 

and the city center were very much informed by historical antecedents of otherness, 

queerness, and a lifestyle very far removed from their gates communities in the suburbs 

of Madrid. 

These students had a tendency to refer to the historical legacy of Chueca as a 

space of prostitution and drug use.   Chueca for them is a space enclosing the suspect, the 

strange, and the vilified ´other.´ For these students the ´other´ not only includes the 

prostitutes and drug addicts of the past but current, socially relevant ´others´ as well.   

MC (52) is a banking executive, a mother of two, and she lives to the north of Madrid in 

an upper middle class urbanization.   She and I developed a friendship in addition to the 

student/teacher relationship, listening to each others´ problems, triumphs and concerns 
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about life in general.   One day she was telling me about her daughter looking for flats to 

buy as an investment (that is, the daughter was not looking to move into the flat but to 

purchase a flat and then rent it).   They had gone the day before to see a small flat located 

on the western border of Chueca.   MC had the following to say about the location of the 

flat: 

 

I told her (her daughter) that I don´t think it’s a good area.  We walked 

from the parking in Vázquez de Mella, you know that one?  I just saw 

many people that made me nervous.  I don´t like piercings, tattoos and 

Chueca is like that.  But we got to (the street) and I saw these putas 

(prostitutes) and I didn´t know if they were men or women; and that area is 

full of South Americans.  Across the street is a sex shop you know?  I just 

think that Chueca has a good part but it is still not a nice place there are 

too many putas, sex and still drugs like the way I remember. 

 

For MC Chueca is still a location of vice; it still maintains some of the qualities of the 

Chueca of La Movida.   Though MC didn´t tell me she saw drug transactions she still 

references drugs as part of the space.   All of the qualities she cites ´tattoos´, ´piercings´, 

´putas´, ´sex shop´ and even ´South Americans´ indicate her negative ideas.  What is 

interesting is that South Americans, or immigrants, are now included within the ´vices´ of 

the neighborhood.   This is not a product of her historical imagination of the space but a 

distinct association between the queer or ´other-ness´ of prostitutes and drug addicts with 
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the ever growing tide of immigrants in Spain.  However, she also states that this is the 

way she remembered Chueca, referencing Chueca´s historical legacy of being an 

interzone, a space of vice (Mumford 1997). 

  G. (63) was a well read director of special projects in a very profitable 

multinational in Madrid.   He loved to talk about anything but the English text book I was 

supposed to be teaching him.  Our conversations usually addressed Spanish culture that 

generally would turn into him giving me hour-long lectures on anything from Spanish 

food, literature, ideas of sex, etymology of words, and Spanish divorce rates.   He 

identified himself as very liberal but when it came to Chueca he seemed to have nothing 

very flattering to say: 

 

You live there right?   I would not live there because there is too much 

problems.  I was there last year and I still saw it dirty and with people that 

are not…you know….normal.   I like gay people but those that live in 

Chueca are not normal they are all have the same aspect you know?  

People say Chueca is fashion but it is still dirty and all the sex stores and 

South Americans and you know?  Not all of it is bad, I know, gays have 

done a lot of work to make it fashion and that is impressive…..but I don´t 

know how you can live there because it is not nice. You should move to a 

chalet you know you would have more space, a garden. 
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Oh! If only it were that easy to just decide to move to a chalet in the suburbs of Madrid!!   

What G. demonstrates is that for him Chueca is a problem space and those problems 

include: dirt, sex, smallness, and of course South Americans.   Chueca for both him and 

MC exists as an interzone (Mumford 1997).   This is an area of locatable vice, locatable 

filth, and locatable problems within the urbanscape. 

 Both G and MC did not frequent the space because they lived in posh 

urbanizations outside of Madrid.   Their ideas of downtown Madrid, and especially 

Chueca, included smallness, dirtiness, sex, drugs, prostitution and immigrants.   

Essentially, their ideas of the area posited the exact opposite of what they themselves 

valued so highly about their suburban life outside of Madrid.   I asked both G and MC 

why they lived outside of the city because it meant more commute time and hassles like 

not being able to go home for their two hour lunch periods.   G tells me the following: 

  

When I was young I liked Madrid center but now I think I don´t like.   

When I go to the center there is so many people and not enough room for 

anyone.   You walk Gran Vía and you see the prostitutes and all those 

immigrants.  In my urbanización the houses have gardens and there are 

guardia (security guards) to protect the entrance.   My children can play in 

the garden and streets and I don´t worry.   Living in urbanizaciónes is 

much better you don´t have to see so many people and so many bad things 

like in the center. 
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MC echoes the same ideas when I asked her the same question: 

  

I never live(d) in the center and I don´t want to.  I like my house and the 

garden and there are no bad people in my urbanización.   You know I 

don´t see people looking like they are going to hurt and no drugs and no 

prostitutes, like there…. where you live.   I go to the garden and have my 

coffee and play with my dogs but in the center is not possible.  I only like 

being out of Madrid, and not having to see so many South Americans and 

bad things. 

 

Essentially for G and MC the center is the location of ´bad´ while their suburban 

neighborhoods are the location of ´good.´ In fact, their neighborhoods were tightly 

controlled enclaves where any visitor entering (and especially if that visitor had brown 

skin or Eastern European features) had to show identification and the guards would call 

the home you were visiting.   Chueca is, for these students, an uncontrolled space filled 

with tattoos, piercings, South Americans, sex, drugs, and prostitution.  

 What I found interesting is that neither G nor MC ever once mentioned 

homosexuality as a problem in Chueca.   I am not convinced, with the role of 

homosexuality being equated to modernity (as discussed in the previous chapter), that 

either of them thought homosexuality was necessarily a bad quality for the space.   

Independently both of them have actually recognized the wherewithal and creativity of 
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the gay community in transforming Chueca from a very bad neighborhood to a 

neighborhood of more prestige.   

Overall, Chueca offers heterosexuals, at least those I spoke with, a space to forget 

themselves, to view an economy of desire in which they are not complicit, and yet, also 

as a space filled with problems.  The problems are essentially the queer, the different, the 

outsider.  The association between the sexually queer, those with tattoos and piercings, 

drug addicts, as well as South Americans is interesting because they are all grouped 

together as those non-normative and queer qualities.   This is precisely Anzaldúa´s claim 

that the queer ´reflects the fear of the heterosexual tribe´ and in this case Chueca exists as 

the counterpoint to normal in both sexuality and race.  Personally, I have not seen a 

plethora of South American immigrants in Chueca.  I have seen many more in the 

southern neighborhoods of the city.   Yet, in the imagination of my older, more 

conservative students sexual (as in prostitution, sex stores) and racial ´otherness´ are 

combined within the downtown area of Madrid.  Neither MC nor G have spent much time 

in Chueca, therefore, it only makes sense that this conglomeration of the not-normal, the 

queer, exists in their minds.  However, their assessments of the space point to the 

imagination of a certain type of people whose lives have been infused with 

heteronormativity, with struggling to buy homes, cars, and other luxuries in upper middle 

class areas of the city who have a very strong investment in ´normal.´ 
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Discussion: Liminality and the Reification of ´Normal´27 

Overall, for heterosexuals I believe Chueca functions as a liminal space.   They 

are simultaneously within and removed from the space; or they completely reject the 

possibility of existing as an intricate part of the space.   They view themselves as not 

complicit within the symbolic economy, and in the case of the men, work very hard not to 

be forced into the economy by others.  This liminality functions as a means to reject the 

queer and re-establish what they understand as the ´normal.´   Therefore, I am claiming 

that the space functions not only at the level of the practical (going out and having fun in 

nice locations) but also at a level of the psychological and symbolic.   Entering into 

liminal space creates psychological possibilities not usually present for heterosexuals. 

Yet, these same possibilities can be rejected completely as these heterosexuals 

definitively leave the wardrobe.  Leaving the wardrobe or closet, in a definitive manner, 

is an action GLBT people cannot do (again, see Sedgwick 1990), and therefore the effects 

of leaving the urban closet are unique to these heterosexual informants.   It is precisely 

this ability to leave the closet, to completely reject its possibilities that creates a cohesion 

and concretization of the (hetero) normal. 

When I speak of liminality, I do so thinking of the Turnerian concept of liminality 

and liminal spaces in rituals (Turner 1977).   The sensation or application of liminality by 

                                                 
27 As an anthropologist, I must look ´deeper´ into the meanings (Geertz 1972) and provide some etic insight 
into the happenings of social phenomenon.  Therefore, I believe some deeper analysis is necessary in order 
to explain heterosexuals´ interaction with the space.  I have spoken about these ideas with various English 
students and friends and their responses have ranged from agreement to absolute disagreement.  The etic 
perspective always makes me nervous because the anthropologist walks a fine line between being true to 
the wishes of his population and informants, but also seeking answers or explanations for complex human 
social behavior.  Though some of my informants may not agree with what follows, I believe through their 
statements it is clear that the interaction with liminality results in complex identity play and 
formations/stabilizations. 
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and to subjects allows psychological maneuvering not usually occuring in non-liminal 

spaces.   Essentially, this maneuvering is a form of ´play.´ In the following, Turner 

associates liminality directly with play: 

 

Liminality is particularly conducive to play….(play) extends to the 

introduction of new forms of symbolic action…..in short, parts of 

liminality may be given over to experimental behavior.  I mean here by 

´experiment´, any action or process undertaken to discover something not 

yet known, not scientific experimentation nor what is based on experience 

rather than theory or authority.  In liminality, new ways of acting, new 

combinations of symbols are tried out, to be discarded or accepted  (Turner 

1977: 40). 

 

Heterosexual entrance into Chueca is an entrance into a space that strips them of certain 

identity/status markers.  New rules apply to the bodies, actions, and desires within this 

space.  Heterosexuals do not see themselves as enmeshed within these new rules, though 

at the same time they are present within the space.   They suddenly exist in a world where 

their sexuality is the rarity, where their bodies are judged in new manners, and where 

they do not wield the same privilege as in the outside world.   By entering into Chueca 

these people create for themselves a liminal identity: an identity where markers and 

performances can be played with.  Whereas the gay men capitalize on the stripping of 

their outside identity for the pursuit of bodily/sexual pleasure through the adoption of a 
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new very concrete identity(ies); the heterosexuals I spoke with capitalize on the stripping 

of their symbolic markers and their nullity in this economy for visual pleasure and 

titillation by the strange and queer.  They become the removed voyeurs of an 

exotic/erotic spectacle.  

 This change in symbolic markers creates a space where their performance of 

identity and gender is in play, or in a state of flux.  Both heterosexual men and women try 

out ´new combinations of symbols´ to be either ´discarded or accepted´.  For the women 

this is obvious, and they embrace this play by performing their identity and gender 

differently.   As the women have told us previously, they are able to get drunk, go crazy, 

and look without worry; all qualities not generally associated with female behavior in the 

heterosexual arena.  For them, Chueca provides a space with minimal consequences to 

these behaviors: no threat of being hit on, or no threat of being taken advantage of in the 

course of a night.   Heterosexual women are therefore in a liminal position as they 

experience the neighborhood: they are welcomed and partied with but they are not 

objects to be conquered, they are not the main objects of the gaze. 

On the other hand, the heterosexual men experience their lack of symbolic 

markers as problematic and especially in the gay bars and clubs at night.   This is because 

in the outside world the level of status afforded these men by the gender and sexual 

hierarchy is much higher than that which they experience in Chueca.  Their experience of 

liminality is precisely a result of being removed from the top of the hierarchy and placed 

either in lower levels, or to the side of a newly functioning hierarchy within the bounds of 

the neighborhood.  Keep in mind the comment by PO when he talks about the bodies in 
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Chueca and how he needs to do more sport, indicating that he is indeed experiencing 

some sense of not measuring up within this space.  Or, the very fact that these 

heterosexual men will not enter certain Chuecan spaces without the accompaniment of 

women.   These women are markers of identity and status from a functioning hierarchy 

outside of Chueca.  Not only do women mediate confusion of sexual identity but, I would 

venture to say are an attempt on the part of the men to demonstrate their attempted 

dominance of a sexual/gender hierarchy even within Chueca.   Their women serve as a 

reminder that there exists a world outside of the wardrobe, a world where these men 

experience all of the privileges of gender and (hetero)sexuality.  Therefore, in an effort to 

maintain this gender and sexual monopoly they attempt to minimize the possibility of 

play (that of being mistaken for a homosexual).  Girlfriends are symbolic markers, they 

are the markers not to be discarded under any circumstances because to do so would 

relinquish their hegemonic position as well as make them complicit within this new 

homonormative economy of desire.  

Neither heterosexual men nor women flat-out reject Chueca, in fact the younger 

group tended to express an affinity for the neighborhood as a fun place to spend nights 

out, especially during Gay Pride.  Therefore, Chueca offers nice locales, but it also offers 

a unique experience not found in other areas of the city.  This unique experience is both 

scopofilic and liminal.  Afterall, where else can these heterosexual persons travel where 

they experience a drastic shift in the way their identities are constructed, evaluated and 

maintained all while enjoying a spectacle of the strange?   The neighborhood offers them 

the experience of being liminal, or being able to play with ideas and symbolic markers.   
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However, their use of the space also allows the reification of ´normal,´ that which exists 

outside of the wardrobe, of the closet, of the neighborhood. 

This aspect of heterosexual liminality echoes Turner´s analysis of ritual and the 

re-entrance into society.   Turner has claimed that upon leaving liminality one assumes a 

new or previous social identity, a fixed or coherent identity (Turner 1969).  This same re-

entrance occurs with the heterosexuals who leave Chueca and in so doing are able to 

completely leave the closet behind (unlike the homosexual men).  The process of 

achieving the previous social identity includes not only physically leaving the space of 

Chueca, but also representing the experience to others in terms of the strange, the 

abnormal, or the freaky.  This process of representation allows the sublimation of the 

queer, both in spatial and psychological terms.  They are engaging in performative 

utterances, what Judith Butler has termed ´citationality´: 

 

Hence, the judge who authorizes and installs the situation he names 

invariably cites the law that he applies, and it is the power of this citation 

that gives the performative its binding or conferring power. And though it 

may appear that the binding power of his words is derived from the force 

of his will or from a prior authority, the opposite is more true: it is through 

the citation of the law that the figure of the judge's "will" is produced and 

that the "priority" of textual authority is established. Indeed it is through 

the invocation of convention that the speech act of the judge derives its 

binding power; that binding power is to be found neither in the subject of 
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the judge nor in his will, but in the citational legacy by which a 

contemporary act emerges in the context of a chain of binding 

conventions. (Butler 1993: 225) 

 

When discussing the experience of Chueca and representing that space as abnormal what 

these informants are doing is essentially citing a normative law, they are conferring or 

binding the boundaries of the normal and the queer both in the cityscape as well as in 

their own psyches.   The ´citational legacy´ cited in these performative utterances is a 

legacy of heteronormativity, of privileging the heterosexual and rejecting the 

homosexual.   Looking, and enjoying looking, and later typifying the experience as not 

normal (through terms such as ´friki´, ´extraño´, ´muy fuerte´) serves as a process in 

which homosexuality is revered for its scopic pleasures and then later rejected, allowing 

heterosexuality to resume its privileged place in the external hierarchy.    

 Chueca is essentially the spatialization of Butler´s citationality.   This 

spatialization is a result not only of heterosexuals who leave the space and later cite the 

space as queer, but also a result of our friends, the chuequiperras, who cite the interior 

space of Chueca as the normal and reject the outside world as the abnormal.   The 

chuequiperras make use of a citational legacy only existing within the bounds of the 

neighborhood: the homosexual assumption.   Their citational legacy is just as effective at 

producing the actual spatial boundaries of the neighborhood as that of the heterosexuals.  

Through their citation of normal, or of feeling normal within the boundaries of the 

neighborhood they further reify the distance between the outside world and the world of 
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the closet.    Chuequiperras, political gays and heterosexuals alike, contribute to the 

further concretization of the border between normal/abnormal; straight Madrid/Chueca; 

heterosexual/homosexual.    

The borders of Chueca are not just ´psychological´ as F. stated at the beginning of 

the chapter.  Instead, they are psychological sublimations of homosexuality and 

heterosexuality.  They are citations of laws or societal norms.   Finally, they are very real 

borders in the minds of Madrileños.  Borders in the urban landscape are informed by 

psychologies, uses, and ideas of space.   Chueca, and its homosexual identity, makes 

explicit the creation and maintenance of borders within cityscapes.  While the use of 

Chueca makes explicit the borders between heterosexual and homosexual identities. 

Overall, as this chapter has shown, the closet is indeed a space of denial and erasure, but 

it is precisely these qualities that make the space of the closet attractive, titillating, 

desirable, and useful.  Without erasure and denial there would be no play (sexual and 

non-sexual), there would be no liminality, there would be no experimentation and 

certainly there would be no borders. 

In the next chapter I will discuss the economies of desire present within Chueca.   

There is an overall economy of desire that maintains certain bodies, actions and people at 

the apex of a hierarchy.  That hierarchy is a direct response to how gayness has been 

constructed at the national level in Spain.   As a result, there are many men who are 

victims of this hierarchy, who are not able to achieve the correct form of gayness where 

they can be socially ´read´ as gay.   Therefore, there exist other micro-economies 

functioning within very specific and designed spaces within the neighborhood both 
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combating and engaging the overarching symbolic economy.   I will attempt to associate 

comments from informants about these microeconomies and their uses and resistances to 

the same.  
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V. SYMBOLIC ECONOMIES OF SEX AND BELONGING 

 

 It is the end of June 2005 and we are in the midst of Gay Pride with the 

neighborhood filled with revelers and my friends and acquaintances refusing to enter into 

Chueca or any of its clubs.    This time coincides with the birthday celebrations of my 

partner who has decided to invite all of his friends to drinks in La Latina and later 

dancing in a club.   In Spain, it is custom for the birthday person to buy friends and co-

workers dinner, pastries and invite them to drinks instead of the group of friends inviting 

the birthday person to dinners, cakes and drinks (yet another cultural difference causing 

me embarrassing moments in the field!).    In any case, the invited group consisted of 

eight to ten people with the core group for the evening being mostly gay men, a lesbian 

and three heterosexual identified women.    The night was programmed to avoid Chueca 

and all of the Gay Pride festivities because Chueca at this time of year is un rollo (a 

pain).  We started the evening having drinks and tapas in La Latina.   Located in Madrid 

de los Austrias, the area provides an atmosphere of the classicalism and glory of eras 

passed mixed with the modernity and consumption styles of the present.  The result of 

this mixture is a pastiche providing an odd post-modern mix of old and new with sensory 

paradoxes such as obnoxious fluorescent pink lighting in a building that existed long 

before the light bulb; the latest Spanish music shaking the timbers of a refurbished lower-

level that one hundred years ago served as a stable for animals; or the peddling of 

globalized foods such as brownies, hamburgers and hotdogs alongside jamón serrano; 

queso manchego; and oreja.   Drinks range from the typical sangria, cañas, and vino to 
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such newly introduced drinks as caipirinha and mixed martinis. Music in most of the 

locales is flamenco, flamenco inspired, or current and past Spanish top forty with none of 

the dance music marking the pulse of Chueca.  People range in age, dress, political 

persuasions and generally there is a very diverse mix providing a cross-section of 

Madrileño culture concentrated in this entertainment zone. 

 This particular night, because we will end up in a disco, most of the men are 

dressed in a very tight tank tops and jeans while the women are in tight, revealing clothes 

accenting their curves.   Looking around I notice that we are the only ones dressed for a 

night at the disco, indicating that most of our companions in this particular bar will 

probably end their nights in La Latina drinking and enjoying this ambient.   As the room 

fills up, I begin to notice that a group of men are looking in our direction, pointing and 

laughing.  A few minutes later in one of those moments where it seems all conversation 

drops off at the same time in a room, the word maricón (faggot) floats through the air.   

Some of the people in our group look grim and serious for a moment, searching for the 

person who let escape the word.  A moment later the conversation is animated as before 

and yet, I notice there is a bit more looking around the room by our group to find the 

unfriendly person or persons. 

 A few hours later we finish our drinking and eating and head to dance at a club 

quite a distance north of Chueca.   This area is generally known as a pijo area (stuck-up 

or posh area) where young, wealthy and pretentious madrileños go to party.  This 

particular club had been conducting a massive publicity campaign throughout the city in 

the previous weeks.   The club was a refurbished theater and though fairly stylish from 
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the outside was certainly not a usual haunt for the gay crowd on weekends.  For this 

reason J. chose the club, precisely because it kept us far from the gay Madrileño epicenter 

of party-life on the most gay of weekends.   Upon approaching the club it was obvious its 

owners had decided to gayify the locale in order to attract business from the festivities of 

Pride.  The outside was decorated with Gay Pride Flags, streamers, and lights.   Despite 

the very gay (pun intended) decorations there was no line at the door, none of the various 

gay groups one might expect at a gay club. As we approached there is some concern 

about our shoes since some of us were wearing sport shoes and at the more stuck-up 

clubs this is a terrible faux-pas prohibiting entrance (on the other hand sports shoes are 

never a problem in Chueca…prohibiting sports shoes would mean prohibiting ninety 

percent of men following gay fashion!).  With a disparaging look at our shoes from the 

doorman, we paid our fees and entered the club. We walked down a stair-well decorated 

with pride colored streamers, a banner stating “Orgullo Gay 2005” and numerous erotic 

photographs of same-sex interaction.  The idea was to be away from Chueca because of 

gay pride, and yet we found ourselves in a usually straight identified club surrounded by 

gay images.   Even the interior of the club had pride flags and colors decorating the walls, 

dance floor, bar and even bathrooms.  While the image was gay, upon entrance to the 

main room it was obvious that the people were not: there were none of the usual 

identifiable groups of gay men and women. Those already in the club looked like the 

pijos who were supposed to be there: both men and women sporting pastel polo shirts, 

collars turned up, guys with their Levi´s or khakis and girls with their school-girl mini 

skirts. 
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  As we began to choose tables, and talked about what we were going to drink my 

political sentiments began to rise and indignation set in.  I began to feel anger at the fact 

that this was not a gay club (having never advertised itself as a gay club, never having a 

presence in such gay marking events as having a float in the Gay Pride Parade, and not 

usually identifying itself as gay-friendly in the city´s club offerings).  Yet, because of the 

very special nature of this weekend, because all of Madrid knew it was Gay Pride, the 

business attempted to capitalize on a gay identity they themselves never helped to foster.  

I felt that as a gay and gay-friendly group we shouldn´t have been patronizing a locale 

that so blatantly sought to manipulate and exploit Gay Pride and the gay community.  It 

was obvious that I was the only one who was seething at this blatant manipulation and 

cooptation of identity as my partner and his friends began to choose the tables and order 

drinks.   As I watched them making themselves comfortable in the locale my seething 

began to boil to the surface.   How could I be with a group of people who didn´t seem to 

notice or even care about what I perceived to be complicity in the exploitation of gay 

identity for profit by a non-gay identified business? Not only did they not notice, but 

worse, if they did then they did not care!   I found myself sullen and removed from the 

group, over-analyzing the situation, and generally thinking that I didn’t belong in this 

locale nor with this group of people who didn´t, couldn´t, or wouldn´t attempt to 

understand my reasoning of how we were buying into the capitalist machinations of this 

locale.   

A few minutes passed, as I tried to regain my composure (unsuccessfully I am 

quite sure), and I voiced my concern to my boyfriend.  Of course, for regular, everyday 
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and normal people (as opposed to freakishly over-analytical academics) the dancing and 

pulsing lights of a club; the deep base-line of dance music sounding in the ears; being 

surrounded by friends with the intention of partying through the night; and having had a 

few drinks is hardly conducive to analyzing the marketing and consumption of identity 

coupled with machinations of a business to draw a gay-friendly crowd.  As I expressed 

my concern, J. gave me an eye-roll generally meaning I have really, really pissed him off.  

After staring at me intently with his look of disdain for an uncomfortable eternity he 

finally provided me a verbal response: “Well, we are here and it doesn´t matter.  Just try 

to have fun.  Brian just stop thinking and have fun.”    

I didn’t want to dance, or drink because I didn’t want to spend money in this 

locale.   Additionally, I didn’t want to talk to this group of people who only a few 

moments before I had thought were wonderful people but now I perceive to be apolitical 

and not very thoughtful about their actions.   As the club filled, it was obvious that we 

were a gay minority in a space supposedly celebrating us and our identity.  I suddenly felt 

like the exotic-other utilized to market anything from coffee (Juan Valdez, the coffee 

guy); pancake syrups (Aunt Jemima); or tobacco (Native American tobacco).  My 

identity, my civil rights struggle, my images were being used by this club to sell 

otherness, to attract new clientele and provide the old clientele with a taste of the 

“Other.”28  As I looked across the dance floor and spotted maybe ten more obviously 

                                                 
28 Of course the questions arise of whether or not this was my identity, my community, and my civil rights 
struggle considering I am not a Spanish gay man, lesbian woman, bisexual or transgender person.   The 
very fact that I felt offended, that I perceived this to be an attack on my history is testament to the very 
strength of a global gay identity.   At the time I was unable to separate my national identity, my cultural 
past and history from those in my company.   Instead I responded to the situation from a very personal 
position and with very personal emotions.   I was complicit in the very realization of a global gay identity. 
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gay/lesbian identified people in the multitudes I became increasingly incensed.   For the 

rest of the evening I essentially found any and every reason to be angry at the situation, 

the people and the locale precisely because remaining in the club was, for me, a 

politically questionable choice. 

As I look back I am quite embarrassed about my behavior, especially since this 

night was not mine to direct, but my partner´s.   I found myself dealing with conflicting 

mandates of political activist, anthropologist, and boyfriend.   Politically I thought it 

wrong to be in this club, for the reasons previously stated.  As an anthropologist I 

remember thinking that I needed to attain some distance from my feelings and political 

activism in order to analyze the situation, in order to be objective about what was 

happening around me, in order to be culturally relative.   As a boyfriend I wanted J. to 

have fun, I wanted to appear as un encanto (enchanting) to his friends, but at the same 

time I wanted him to understand my position and my thinking on the issue.  I didn´t want 

to hear, “You should stop thinking and have fun!” precisely because thinking/analyzing 

to an anthropologist is many times something we cannot turn on and off; and what, at the 

beginning of our relationship, had ingratiated him to me.   Unfortunately, my 

stubbornness and political activism won-out in a not very logical, nor relative, nor 

educated and nice manner leaving me sitting in the corner, arms folded and a frown on 

my face for much of the night thinking over and over, “This would not have happened if 

we were in Chueca!”  

Interestingly enough, as the night drew to a close and morning began to dawn 

outside, the strange production/consumption and marketing of the homosexual by the 
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heterosexual became even more blatantly and not so enjoyably apparent.   One of our 

lesbian friends had encountered a woman she liked and they began to make-out in one of 

the booths off to the side of the dance floor.   Thanks to the plethora of alcohol consumed 

throughout the evening the making out became more and more intense.   There was 

fondling but nothing overtly explicit, and certainly no actions varying from the passionate 

embraces and displays of affection between heterosexuals in this club previously.   

However, as some of us hung off to the side of the booth finishing drinks, talking and 

laughing (well them, not me I was still sullen and angry) I noticed that two of the club 

waiters had their cell phones pointed in the direction of the two women.   As the waiters 

came closer and closer without the women noticing, they also became more and more 

unabashedly obvious in what was the filming of the women kissing.   I noted the situation 

to J. who at first dismissed my assessment with a glare and a wave of his hand, but as I 

insisted he began to notice the inappropriateness of what the waiters were doing.   Not 

only were they filming from their camera phones, but they were going back and forth to 

the kitchen/storage area and bringing their friends to also film.   At one point there were 

four waiters standing no further than four feet from the two women with their phones 

recording the scene.    

Being that I am not generally scared of a fray and can be quite militant in my 

heterophobia (I am only heterophobic in very specific situations and this was one), I 

wanted to jump in and shove the guys away calling attention to the rudeness of what they 

were doing and perhaps provide them with some fear for doing such a thing in the future.   

However, I didn´t act first because I figured the idea of being removed by force from the 
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club, and more than likely coming home with various injuries was probably not the best 

idea for an illegal immigrant like myself.   So I held back and let J. think on the situation, 

knowing that he would have a better solution than jumping into the middle of a group of 

four men like a toro after the red cape.   J. didn´t fail me in finding a solution not 

involving fisticuffs.  He merely moved the group to the front of the booth blocking the 

view of anyone seeking to film and thereby making it clear we knew what they were 

doing and our disapproval of the same.  No words were ever exchanged between the 

waiters and our group and the women didn´t know of the situation until a week later 

when it was recounted. 

This somewhat humorous and yet, troubling situation serves as a useful 

springboard to the issues addressed within this chapter.    The happenings of this 

particular evening made it clear to me Chueca is not just a superficial urban landscape 

full of people trying to ligar (hook-up) or people displaying themselves and enjoying 

spectacle.  Rather, there exists a deeper level of acceptance, comfort and inclusion 

informing decisions to make use of and construct the space.   Chueca offers a space 

where queerness (and in this term of queer I include heterosexually identified persons 

who both sympathize with GLBT rights, who have GLBT friends, and even those merely 

seeking a relaxed and stylish environment) exists as the norm. This norm allows for 

myself and others not to feel manipulated, oppressed and separated by and from others.  

The homosexual assumption (or at least the homosexual-friendly assumption) within 

Chueca offers an inclusive and supportive space, where the ´Otherness´ of the 

homosexual becomes the norm, the rule and creates the very uniqueness of the space.  
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´Otherness´ played a distinctive role in its relation to capitalism on this particular 

evening.  As previously mentioned, the club itself was capitalizing on Gay Pride and 

hoping that they might cash-in on the million people who attended the festivities in this 

year.   The insincerity of the club in producing and maintaining a queer space for its 

clientele was obvious first, by the fact that this club has never and to this date has not 

been gay identified; second, the clientele consisted mainly of pijos; and finally, the 

waiters filming the two women blatantly demonstrated that this club intended not to 

create a queer space so much as provide titillation for its usual customers (and 

employees).  The titillation was created using not only sexualized images and symbols of 

homosexuality but also by the very presence of the few homosexual men and women in 

the club that night.  Those who chose to believe the sincerity of the images, the sincerity 

of the locale to celebrate gayness were the ones very literally consumed by the regulars of 

this locale.  The waiters and friends of the waiters consumed homosexuality by filming 

the women and this lack of respect is merely a symptom of the alienation or distance the 

waiters felt from the supposed purpose of the club to celebrate Gay Pride and from these 

lesbian women.   

The two women making out in a Chueca club would have gathered a few glances 

but certainly not people recording the scene with cell phones.   My own feelings of anger 

at the obvious manipulation of gay symbols in order to turn a profit would never have 

surfaced within the confines of the neighborhood, as the neighborhood itself contains gay 

businesses owned by gay entrepreneurs and continually visited by gay clientele.  

Chueca´s relationship to capitalism and the resultant formation of community appeared to 
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me much more authentic than the relationship of this club in seeking the gay dollar.   I 

have never and certainly wouldn´t have felt the same razing had I been in a gay disco or 

gay bar in Chueca.   This situation points me in the direction of further analyzing the 

relationship between capitalism and gay identity as not a straight-forward relationship of 

production and consumption.  This relationship is also influenced by the social processes 

of marketing/advertisement/production and consumption of gayness.  Inclusive in these 

social processes is the ideological construction of space.  That is, where does this 

production and consumption occur, by whom, and under what ideological circumstances.  

The presence of gay businesses in Chueca and their service to people and community via 

donations, or just their existence as gay businesses throughout the year, creates an 

authenticity lacking in the case of businesses marketing themselves as gay during a 

certain time of the year.  The production, marketing and consumption of queerness within 

queer space appears to me somewhat more authentic, more in-line with queer community 

building through production and consumption than the cooptation of queerness in order to 

offer consumers titillation, or a sense of the ´Other´.   

This chapter will address the many ways Chueca has developed through 

capitalism a space informed by an ideology creating a sense of acceptance and 

community, while providing locales and opportunities to live out the very human need to 

connect with others.    As we read the following sections it is important to keep in mind, 

following the lead of Miranda Joseph (2002) and Donald Lowe (1995), that my sense of 

community is not at all an ´organic, natural, spontaneous´ experience (Joseph 2002, p. ix; 

Lowe 1995).  Many gay commentators on queer culture have romanticized its existence 
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and claimed gay (male) culture is a brotherhood of sorts spontaneously arising from a 

commonly shared desire for same-sex sex (Bronski 1998; Browning 1993; Nimmons 

2002b).   Though I agree that there does exist the possibility of reading gay male culture 

in a positive and life affirming manner, I do not agree that this is a spontaneous 

happening uninformed by capitalism, race, class, gender, ethnicity, etc.  Therefore, it is 

important to understand that capitalist forms have been used (and continue to be used) to 

create both the hegemonic (informed by popular and heterosexual ideas of the place of 

gayness in Spanish culture) and resistant community(ies) in Chueca.  My intent is to 

understand these communities and their importance from the perspectives of those men 

who consume and (re)create the same.   

This focus on capitalism does not in any way exclude the existence of symbolic 

and emotional significance, nor affirmative and authentic relationships.   Like Miranda 

Joseph, I believe the intricate relationship between capitalism and community (their co-

existence, their symbiosis) in this historical period does not necessarily relegate 

community to inauthenticity.  My informants have spoken extensively about the 

importance of “community” in their lives and therefore, even though capitalism has 

created and informed these gay communities (indeed, some argue has created gay identity 

itself (D'Emilio 1993; Foucault 1978; Halperin 1993; Halperin 1995)) capitalism´s 

complicity does not make these spaces (nor identities) any less real, any less emotionally 

charged and any less important to those consuming and creating them. 

 With this backdrop of capitalist informed community production, reproduction 

and consumption in mind, I will address the lived experience of these processes in the 



342 
 

lives of the men in this study.  The chapter will be divided into three distinct parts 

addressing what I have seen as the most important uses of Chueca for the creation and 

consumption of community.  First, I will analyze Chueca as an area providing community 

and “family” to many.   I will argue that a Spanish cultural ideology emphasizing and 

valuing group membership has created a very unique space evidenced by qualities of high 

concentration and blatant, in-your-face visibility. Second, I will address the role of 

establishments designed for sex.   I will analyze these establishments in terms of what 

informants have told me about these locations, and the specific manner they serve the 

needs of these informants not only to ´get off´ but to connect with others, to feel a part of 

a (resistant) community.  Finally, to end the chapter I will return to address Chueca as a 

diversionary space which offers locales for every palate, but at its base is designed to 

provide new experiments in sociability for all people regardless of sexual preference.  

 

Together Forever: Spanish Ideologies of Group 

 The Spanish necessity, fascination, and overwhelming desire to be included 

within a group has been mentioned by numerous writers both academic and non-

academic (Beevor 1982; Bennassar 1979; Hooper 1995; Tremlett 2006).   This 

conception of the Spanish character is most often contrasted with an ideology of 

individualism supposedly existing in Anglo-Saxon and northern European culture.    

Speaking to Spaniards about the perceived differences between our cultures brought up 

ideas of the individuality of my culture versus the communal nature of theirs.    Spaniards 

would reference such facts as American housing is very individualistic with large houses 
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in suburban neighborhoods as opposed to high-rise apartments in the city29; or the fact 

that Americans had a frontier mentality of exploration and individualism; or the fact that 

American live so very far from their families.  Spaniards also claim their lives are lived 

more “en la calle” (in the street) while American and Northern European lives “en la 

casa” (in the home).   The Spanish perceive themselves to be much more oriented 

towards togetherness outside of the home, to meeting friends, to being essentially in 

community; while Americans, British and Northern Europeans are thought to go to work 

and then go home with the home serving as the epicenter of social life and relaxation. 

 Many popular explanations are given for this seeming distinction between 

lifestyles.    First, and by far the most popular, is an environmental explanation.   That is, 

they see their Mediterranean weather to be the cause of both the ability and desire to be in 

the street as opposed to home.   Nice weather allows the possibility for Spaniards to leave 

the comfort of home for the terraces, bars and sociability of the street.   On the other 

hand, they claim the colder climes of the North and America cause people to want to be 

within the warm confines of the home and not in the street.30  Second, many times 

Spaniards have told me that Americans are more frios (cold) and secos (dry) than 

Spaniards, meaning that we do not have the need or desire to relate to a large community 

of friends.   Rather, Americans prefer to maintain a select group of intimate friends.  

Spaniards, on the other hand, seem to see themselves as warm, welcoming, and very 

                                                 
29 There exists, of course, a bias towards class and suburban living.  Most of my informants and friends 
would cite popular films in order to make their points about the differences between Spanish and American 
living condtions.   Therefore, it is not a surprise that they might homogenize the American experience to 
upper-middle class suburban notions of American living experiences.  
30 Apparently many informants and friends understand the US to be very cold in the winter and very hot in 
the summer.   Most haven´t been to the Sunbelt it seems! 
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friendly.31  Of course, I have a third, somewhat more trite, theory: the flats in and around 

Madrid are so very small that no one in their right mind would want to be at home, in a 

confined space, for any extended period of time.   I have many times felt like a fish in a 

bowl, or a rat in a cage in the flats I have inhabited.   The disparity, real or imagined, 

between our cultural understandings of individuality and community do much work in 

creating social spaces for the Spaniards and informing the stories they tell themselves 

about themselves and the rest of the world. 

 From a personal perspective (as I cannot speak for the social and communal 

tendencies of all Americans) the noted difference is in fact quite cogent.   My tendency 

had long been to consider relaxation time as the time I spent at home, doing my own 

activities with my family, friends and significant others. In Madrid I constantly fought the 

desire to return home after a long day as opposed to meeting friends for coffee, dinners, 

or other activities.   When I would provide friends or acquaintances with an excuse for 

not meeting because I was tired and needed to relax I was inevitably met with the 

question of, “Y por que no puedes relajarte conmigo o con nosotros?” (And why can´t 

you relax with me or with us?).   At first this question actually did stump me!   Why 

couldn´t I see the time I spent with friends in the street as relaxation time?   For my 

                                                 
31 Again, from an outsider´s perspective I have found that Spaniards are not all that warm, welcoming and 
friendly, certainly not at first.    In my experience, an outsider, a foreigner, and a guiri must in fact work 
very hard to enter into friendships with Spaniards and your presence in those groups is always tenuous.  
This experience has been reiterated time and again in my conversations with other North American, British, 
Australian, and New Zealand expatriates of all ages.  Additionally, in the fall of 2006 Telvisión Española 
(TVE) aired a program whose premise was to demonstrate the immigrant experience in Spain.   Interview 
questions ranged from the strange foods of the Spaniards to finding work to difficulties presented by 
Spanish society.   Many of those interviewed mentioned the difficulty of meeting and maintaining 
friendships with Spaniards.  Interviewees originated from various countries of South America; Africans and 
Romanians (arguably seen as the lowest level of immigrants possible); and also included Americans, 
British, Australians and other English speaking peoples.  
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Spanish friends relaxation meant being away from the home, having long dinners in the 

company of their group of friends, having drinks in a bar packed so full of people that 

one cannot move and then turning in at around three or four in the morning (if not hitting 

the clubs at three until seven and sleeping the entire next day!).   Regardless, my desire to 

be at home as opposed to in the street, in the clubs, on the terraces was oftentimes met 

with miscomprehension by Spanish friends and acquaintances. 

 The importance placed on the group by the Spanish can sometimes rear its head in 

humorous and unexpected manners. This ideology affects so many aspects of daily 

Spanish life that to forget about the same can cause social problems and 

misunderstandings.  Of all the places in Spain that I have felt the most comfortable, the 

most integrated, and most respected has been the gym.   However, I was to find that I 

actually was not at all integrated nor respected in this location all because of music!  I 

have long worked out with a personal music device such as a Walkman or mp3 player.   I 

never thought of this as anti-social behavior or an activity which might make me suspect.   

As I looked around American gyms most of the people were also plugged into some sort 

of music device.  However, in Spain, I was to find that my desire to be plugged into my 

mp3 player caused some consternation, or at least discomfort in my fellow gym mates.    

Upon changing to a small, new gym in Chueca I was met with many friendly 

faces and greetings every time I entered the gym.   At first there were amicable 

exchanges between myself and my gym-mates. I would always greet the others with a 

warm smile and responded amicably to their friendly questions; but following my usual 

habit I would plug in my mp3 player and spend the majority of my workout listening.   
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After about a month of attending the gym every day at the same time, I noticed that the 

warm greetings and smiles had faded to almost nothing.  I was lucky if I received one 

smile the whole two hours I was there.  Instead I was met with blank stares or completely 

ignored, even when I didn´t have my earbuds in place. I brought up my concern one day 

in an English class I taught for a 26 year old woman who was also a gym aficionado.  She 

began to ask me about my behaviors in the gym, what I wore (though it seems to me that 

almost any kind of clothing serves as gym wear in Madrid: men in tights were quite the 

shock!), what kinds of exercises I was doing, etc.  Finally, somewhat perplexed she asked 

if I listened to music while at the gym.   I said of course I did, that two hours of working 

out without music was just boring for me, to which she responded: 

 

I understand now! Brian, it is okay for you to listen to music when you do 

cardio but it is bad to listen to music the whole time.   People will think 

you don´t want to know them and most people in the gym become friends 

or they talk only at the gym…..they like to talk.   If you listen to music the 

total two hours you are there then you can´t make friends and people won´t 

understand why you don´t want to be their friend…and they will think you 

are strange or there is something wrong with you. (Sil. 26) 

 

It never occurred to me that I needed to make friends at the gym, or that it was expected.   

I was perfectly happy to say hello to my fellow gym mates, ask or provide for a spot, and 

talk about vagaries, but I was not really prepared to be making lifelong friends or going 
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out for drinks, or even talking about anything of substance.  Gym time has long been 

something I have done alone but never meant that I ignored  people I knew or whom 

spoke with me.  However, according to my student, and then later my friends, I was 

committing a social infraction by using a music device, or at least by not talking to those 

in my surrounding area. 

 As the Christmas season approached the group mentality and this desire to be a 

part of a group was made even more clear.  I was familiar with the tradition that many 

businesses had Christmas Dinners outside of the office, much like an office Christmas 

Party.   What I wasn´t prepared for were the signs that went up in the gym advertising a 

holiday dinner in a posh restaurant for gym members.   Of course, one had to pay their 

own meal, the price being advertised between 25 and 35 euros. Most people, I thought, 

would certainly not attend a dinner offered through their gym and less if the food was 

expensive and one had to pay out of pocket.   Much to my surprise, in the following 

week, the sign up sheet jumped from five, to twenty, to thirty- five people! Not only were 

people attending this holiday dinner but they were doing so in number.   Then there were 

the incessant inquiries about who was going, who wasn´t going and why (all questions to 

which I was not subjected since I was already an official pariah).    When I asked the 

monitor (who was paid to be nice to everyone and therefore had to answer my questions) 

why people would want to go to such a dinner he laughed, saying something to the effect 

of the following:  
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Sé que para los americanos suena raro una cena asi no?  Creo que es por 

que los españoles somos mas de amigos en cualquier situación y vosotros 

sois mas de uno mismo.  Queremos conocer gente, queremos tener amigos 

en el trabajo, en la calle, en el barrio, incluso en el gimnasio.  Todo es 

mas divertido con amigos, no crees? Tengo un hermano allí en tu pais y 

me cuenta que los americanos trabajan todo el dia, regresan a casa, y 

nunca salen con amigos...semana tras semana.  Estáis mas preocupados 

con la producción y el trabajo….vivis para trabajar y nosotros trabajamos 

para vivir.  Tu deberias venirte...eres un tío interesante y los demas 

quieren conocerte sabes? 

 

I know that sounds weird for Americans no?  I think it´s because the 

Spanish are more about friends in any situation and you are more about 

oneself.  We want to meet people, we want friends at work, in the street, in 

the neighborhood, including the gym. I have a brother there in your 

country and he tells me Americans work all day, go home, and never go 

out with friends….week after week.  You are more worried about 

production and work…and you live to work and we work to live. You 

should come….you are an interesting dude and everyone else wants to get 

to know you, you know? 
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Stating that the Spanish are more about friends and telling me that Spaniards want friends 

regardless of their location, only further demonstrates how very important group and 

inclusion really are for the Spanish.  Contrasting their behavior with that of ´my country´ 

further distinguishes their real or imagined forms of sociability with mine.  

  Group ideology evidences itself in a myriad of other manners and infuses all 

aspects of a Spaniard´s life.  A typical Spanish person will grow up in the same 

neighborhood, with the same friends, and will be surrounded by the same extended 

family members; they will attend a university in their own city and return to the confines 

of the natal home every night to have dinners prepared by their parents; and they will end 

up working in the very same city in which they were born.32   They will make new 

friends from work or from other activities, and they will never be completely without a 

social system; they, generally, never experience loneliness and life circumstances 

(moving, job transfers; etc.) almost never demand the creation of completely new groups.  

They enjoy an incredible amount of financial, emotional and everyday practical support 

(grandparents watching the children after school; mothers doing their son´s grocery 

shopping or cooking his meals and having a sibling race them across Madrid so they will 

still be warm upon arrival; father´s changing flat tires of their very adult children; etc.).  

Decisions are never made alone, rather they are discussed in groups of family and friends 

                                                 
32 Currently the majority of Spaniards live within the urban centers of the country.   In 1986 the percentage 
of the total Spanish population living in the urban centers of Madrid, Barcelona, and Bilbao was 74% 
(Naylon 1986).  The two generations before the current generation of people aged 20-30 were the 
generations engaged in mass rural to urban emigration. The idea of moving from the city is 
incomprehensible for many young Spaniards.  For more discussion on this issue see below. 
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and made after all opinions have been voiced.33  There is constant preoccupation about 

how much time one is spending with friends, or how long it has been since one has met 

their friends.   When speaking about my friends in the US and how I can go years 

between seeing them, I was always met with exclamations of shock or a discounting of 

my relationships as not true friendship.   Proximity is the defining factor of friendships, 

family and feeling oneself a part of a group in Spain.   Generally, they are incapable of 

understanding friendship and family as independent of proximity.  Caring for a group and 

groups caring for the individual are of the utmost importance and it is precisely this 

ideology that greatly affects the manner in which the space of Chueca is so very 

concentrated, understood and used by gay men.  

Of course, my depiction of Spanish communal identity has been the heterosexual 

version.  For the gay men in this study there is a major complication added by their 

sexuality. These men have been torn between their desire to create social groups based on 

their sexual identity while maintaining old social groupings, including family 

relationships, that might be strained should the man decide to reveal his sexuality.   There 

appear to be many strategies for dealing with this tension between old social groupings 

and the creation of new social groupings based on sexuality.   I have seen some men 

completely reject their childhood groupings once they have made friends with a shared 

                                                 
33 This was made clear to me when I had a computer quit working in early 2006 and was forced to buy a 
new one in Madrid.   I did my own research, I looked at the models in the store, and I made my purchase 
without consulting my boyfriend, his family, or my friends.   After the purchase I had friends upset that I 
had purchased a computer without talking to them; I had my boyfriend´s father convinced that I had made a 
bad purchase since he didn´t accompany me to look at the models; and I was left wondering what I had 
done wrong!   I was not accustomed to this communal consulting and decision-making.   I had always been 
rewarded for making my own decisions and taking care of problems independently.   This is not the case 
for Spaniards. 
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sexual identity.  Others have successfully created a conglomeration of friendships from 

childhood and those based on sexuality.  Or others keep the two worlds very separate 

choosing not to have gay friends and childhood friendships mix.  Regardless of the result 

of the negotiation of this tension, Chueca has played a very important role for these men.  

In addition to providing a world in the wardrobe (as discussed in the previous chapter) 

allowing a certain distance from family and childhood friendship groups, Chueca serves 

as an urban consumptive space with a high concentration of GLBT people and used to 

meet, network, and build ´families´ or social support groups composed of queer and 

queer friendly individuals.   

These men evidence a very distinct desire to be associated with a group, to be 

surrounded by friends upon whom they can rely and who ´entiendan´ (might understand) 

them and their circumstances completely. 34  Yet, Spanish gay men face unique 

challenges heretofore unexplored by gay studies based in the US.  The US gay 

community developed from the massive mobilization of young, single people to coastal 

cities in WWII.  This created a complete removal from their place of origin, from 

previous subjectivities, and therefore facilitated the creation of community based on 

sexual identity (D´Emilio 1989).  The Spanish case has been distinct precisely because 

young Spaniards do not usually move far from the natal home, and if they do, they will 

move in with extended family.   The sense of complete removal from the past and past 

groupings does not exist for the Spanish.   Instead, they are forced to negotiate tensions 

                                                 
34 The verb ´entender´ (understand) is used many times to denote someone is gay.   Someone will ask if so 
and so ´entiende´ (understands) and the question serves to elicit whether that person is gay.   ´Hombres que 
entienden´ (men that understand) are essentially gay men. 
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between past and new subjectivities.  I believe it is the necessity of this negotiation which 

creates what F. (37) has called the ´sensation of a border´ upon entering Chueca.   

Marking the cityscape with an ideological border of some importance creates the psychic 

ability of men to formulate a mental separation between a subjectivity outside of and 

within Chueca (this has been discussed in the previous chapter).  However, this border 

mentality also demands a high concentration of services within a small space (since 

gayness is identified only within the borders of Chueca) while also creating an extreme 

sense of freedom of expression within the gay area (see discussion of sex locales for an 

extended discussion).  As we shall see in the narratives of my informants, this unique 

Spanish tension informs the use of the neighborhood in negotiating tensions between past 

and present subjectivity. 

 In what follows I will discuss how these men have used the space in order to 

create very gratifying and necessary social relationships after having moved to Madrid 

alone; with the help of family; or always having lived in the city.   Evident in many of 

their words is the role of capitalism in creating these friendship circles and ´communities´  

and even more that without the capitalization of gay identity and its creation of ´gay 

space´ many of these men would have been lost and without the necessary support they 

require to live out a group ideology. 

 

Migrating to Madrid: Re-Creating Group in Chueca 

Of the men I met, only three arrived to Madrid with no one they knew to help 

them or provide support.   Their experience appears to be most closely comparable to 
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those described for American gay communities and community formation (D´Emilio 

1989). These three men did not have proximate family members in the city upon whom to 

rely for necessities such as housing, economic help and social inclusion.   They also did 

not arrive in Madrid to go to school or enter into some pre-established social group, other 

than work.  Instead they arrived in order to pursue careers, or enter into the service or 

creative/culture industry.   Their gay identity further complicated their emigration in that 

they sought out not just social groups from work, but other gay men in order to establish 

a social network of entendimiento (understanding).  Essentially, these men left their 

social groups at home in order to pursue work opportunities forcing them to cut ties with 

natal social groups and enter into entirely new ones.  These social groupings were to be 

ideally gay social groupings offering them the support they needed in feeling a part of a 

community or group, in negotiating the loneliness and isolation one feels upon entering a 

new city or town.   These men provide a persuasive perspective on Chueca as a space 

providing new friends and families. 

 Take X., 26, who came from Barcelona to Madrid for work.   He had been in 

Madrid for over four years when I met him and his social network appeared to me quite 

substantial.  I never saw him out alone and when we spoke in cafes it was difficult to 

maintain a conversation precisely because members of his group would constantly 

interrupt to greet him and catch up. We began to speak weekly, both in person and via 

internet, and our conversations ranged from my usual questions about Chueca and my 

project to the daily happenings in our lives.  At one point I began to speak about my own 

feelings of loneliness because of a lack of friends and social support systems in Madrid.   
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Upon sharing my own frustrations X. began to tell me about his first years in Madrid and 

the difficulty of moving from Barcelona with no friends and family here to help him 

acclimate to a new environment.  In the following he shares with me the problems he 

experienced with his first relationship in Madrid precisely because he was alone and 

without a group: 

 

Era como muy jodido sabes?   No le culpo de nada de lo que pasó...me 

refiero al fracaso de nuestra relación.   Fue mi culpa, pero totalmente.   El 

tenía sus amigos, su familia, su vida en Madrid.   Yo era el novato en todo 

y no tenia a nadie, pero nadie!   El era todo para mi y eso no era justo.   

Cuando el quería salir o cenar o ir al cine solo con sus amigos, sin mi, me 

sentía fatal y me comporté como un gillipollas.   Es que no estaba 

acostumbrado a estar solo, sin nadie..siempre he tenido a mis amigos y 

familia sabes? Y odiaba estar en mi casa solo y pendiente que el me 

llamara.  Sin el me sentí abandonado y completamente solo. 

 

It was really fucked you know?  I don´t blame him for anything that 

happened…I mean the failure of our relationship.   It was totally my fault.  

He had his friends, family and life in Madrid.   I was the new guy in 

everything and I didn´t have anybody, but nobody!  He was everything for 

me and that wasn’t fair.  When he wanted to go out or have dinner or go to 

the cinema alone, without me, I felt horrible and I acted like an asshole.   
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It´s that I wasn´t accustomed to being alone, without anyone…I always 

had my friends and family you know? And I hated being in my house 

alone and waiting for him to call.  Without him I felt abandoned and 

completely alone. 

 

Of course, I could relate to the problems moving and being completely alone might cause 

in relationships, as my personal life seemed an exact reflection.  So, curious in both my 

capacity as an anthropologist, as well as personally, I inquired as to how X. was able to 

create what I perceived a successful social life in Madrid: 

 

Debo todo a Chueca y los chicos de aquí. Tenía gente muy maja en mi 

trabajo pero no eran muy modernos y no quería salir del armario allí 

sabes?  Pues quería amigos gays.....entonces mi relación se acabó por que 

el chico no podía soportarme mas y ya creo que era lo mejor que me 

podría haber pasado.   Después de mi relación no tenía mas remedio que 

salir y hacer amigos.   Yo fui solo a discos, bares y cafés y me sentí un 

poco raro pero después de un tiempo encontré muy buena gente.  Ahora, 

tengo un grupo de amigos y puedo contar con ellos, por fin siento que 

tengo una familia en Madrid. 

 

I owe everything to Chueca and the boys here.   I had really nice people in 

my work but they aren´t very modern and I didn´t want to come out of the 
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closet there you know?   So, I wanted gay friends….then my relationship 

ended because the boy couldn´t put up with me anymore and I now think 

that it was the best thing that could have happened.   After my relationship 

I didn´t have any other choice but to go out and make friends.   I went 

alone to discos, bars and cafes and I felt weird but after awhile I met some 

good people.   Now, I have a group of friends and I can count on them, 

finally I feel like I have a family in Madrid. 

 

X.´s raving review of Chueca evidenced for me that neighborhood business offerings 

enable not only consumption of drinks and tapas but also spaces to realize new social 

relationships.  Without these locations and the consumerist pleasures they provide, it 

would be highly unlikely that X. would  have or could have created these relationships 

with relative ease outside of his work. 

 JoMa (35) came to Madrid ten years ago from Extremadura in order to begin a 

career as a set designer in theater and later as a designer for office and other interiors.  He 

moved to Madrid because there were no possibilities in his medium-sized city to realize 

his work as a creative designer.   He also claims that he knew he wouldn´t be happy in his 

pueblo, precisely because he felt he was the only queer person there.   His move to 

Madrid was motivated both by professional and sexual-identity factors.   He once told me 

“No se puede ser gay en un  pueblo perdido de España….sigue siendo un infierno en los 

pueblos…..hay mucha homofobia.”  (One can´t be gay in the lost small cities of 

Spain…..it continues to be hell in the small cities…..there is a lot of homophobia.).  He 
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also understands Chueca to be responsible for his inclusion in a group, for his circle of 

friends and for what he calls his mental health: 

 

Llegue a Madrid en 1995 sin conocer a nadie...pero nadie!  Mucha gente 

tiene familia, amigos, o conocidos en Madrid pero en ese tiempo yo no 

tenia a nadie.  Imagínate tío saliendo de mi pueblo para irme a Madrid sin 

conocidos en Madrid....es lo que tiene la juventud...claro.....no podría 

hacerlo ahora con esta edad sabes....antes tenía mas cojones que ahora.   

Pero vine a Madrid y me quede en una pensión cerca de Sol (Puerta del 

Sol) y pasé casi seis meses muy mal, llorando todos los días sin trabajo, 

sin piso, sin amigos.   Pero descubrí Chueca y empecé a salir por allí por 

que me sentía muy a gusto.  Todos éramos gays y buscábamos apoyo....  

los sitios (en Chueca) me permitieron conocer gente que me 

entendía...completamente (winks).  Salí a tomar algo en sitios bonitos con 

ambiente y después de un rato conocí gente sabes? Antes era distinto...en 

los noventa la gente era mas normal, mas abierta a todos... ahora todo es 

fashion y hay que ser un supermodelo para que la gente te hable.   Pero 

conocí a muchos chicos y entre ellos mis amigos corrientes.   Por conocer 

esa gente he conseguido mi trabajo, mi casa, y un grupo de chicos que me 

aman muchísimo y no me dejan volverme loco de soledad.   Tuve mucha 

suerte la verdad! 
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I arrived in Madrid in 1995 without knowing anyone, I mean no one.  A lot 

of people have family, friends or acquaintances in Madrid but at this time I 

didn´t have anyone   Imagine dude leaving my village to go to Madrid 

without acquaintances in Madrid….that is the thing about youth…for 

sure….I couldn´t do it now with my age you know?  I had more balls 

before.   But I came to Madrid and stayed at a pension close to Sol (Puerta 

del Sol) and I passed almost six months really badly, crying every day 

without work, without a flat without friends.   But I discovered Chueca and 

started to go out around there because I felt very happy there.   We were 

all gay and we were looking for support…..the places allowed me to meet 

people that understood me completely (winks).  I went out to drink 

something in nice places with atmosphere and after awhile I met people 

you know.  Before it was different…in the 90´s the people were more 

normal, more open to everyone…now everything is fashion and you have 

to be a supermodel for the people to talk to you.  But I met a lot of boys 

and among them my current friends.   Because of meeting these people I 

got my work, my house and a group of guys who love me a lot and don´t 

let me go crazy from loneliness.  I had a lot of luck truly! 

 

JoMa found the support he needed through networking in Chueca, and the space offered 

him the opportunity to encounter gay men as friends, men who might and did 

´understand´ him completely.  Yet again, we have an instance where a man gives credit to 
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the space of Chueca for his current relationships and stability.  However, implicit in 

JoMa´s commentary is the fact that space in Chueca is produced, it is designed: “nice 

places with atmosphere.”   These are spaces to be consumed and these are the locales 

facilitating acquisition of his work, house and a group of friends. 

 In addition, we see a very important concept in JoMa´s words that will appear 

again in other narratives to follow: that of ´understanding.´ When speaking with many 

men about Chueca and the social support they developed they would use the verb 

entender (to understand) to talk about a specific quality they found in friends from 

Chueca which other friends or groups did not provide them. The word itself has a double 

significance in the gay community, it means both literally to understand but also to 

denote that someone is gay.   Someone will ask if so and so ´entiende´ (understands) and 

the question serves to elicit whether that person is gay.   ´Hombres que entienden´ (men 

that understand) are gay men.  What is interesting is that ´understanding´ is the precise 

quality that most men searched for in others in Chueca.    

F. (37), mentioned in the previous chapter, is the third man who arrived in Madrid 

without family or familiars.   His case is somewhat distinct from X. and JoMa, as he 

came to Madrid to further his education in dance.  He himself claims that dancing and his 

involvement in the art world allowed him to meet gay men not using Chueca as a tool.  

When I asked F. if most of his lovers and friends came from going out in Chueca or from 

other sources he replied that the majority of his friends and lovers came from his work.  

For F. the neighborhood has been a place to enjoy but not necessarily a fount  to build a 

social support network in Madrid.   
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 Joma, X. and F.´s experiences are somewhat unique in that they did not have 

family members (extended or nuclear) within the confines of Madrid.    The reason for 

these three being the exception rather than the rule is that Spain experienced a massive 

rural to urban migration in the ´economic miracle´ of the 1960s.   According to John 

Naylon in the year 1960, 57 percent of the Spanish population lived in urban areas while 

in 1980 that number increased to 74 percent (Naylon 1986: 3).  Naylon further 

demonstrates the massive nature of this rural exodus by claiming: “Between 1960 and 

1973, 4.2 million Spaniards left their homes, mostly in rural areas, to live and work either 

abroad or in Madrid, Barcelona and Bilbao” (Naylon 1986: 4).  By the mid-1970´s one in 

every four Spaniards was either living in Madrid or Barcelona (Ibid.).  This urban 

migration has decimated the rural population, wreaking havoc in the small pueblos 

dotting the peninsula (see Behar 1991 for an ethnographic description of this 

devastation). Urban centers continue to grow in the 21st century with little indication that 

this trend will cease any time soon.   

 This urban emigration also resulted from the ideology of modernity.  The city 

represents the most modern of options for living while the pueblo has become a place to 

visit on weekends or during vacation.   Madrileños appear most wedded to their city.   I 

cannot count how many times I have heard a madrileño tell me that they could never live 

outside of Madrid; and that other cities of the world do not have the life, the fun, and the 

activity present in this city.   The idea of leaving the confines of their city for any 

extended period of time is inconceivable to the large majority and the possibility of 
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taking a job in a smaller city in Spain is resolutely rejected.   Madrid “es la hostia” (is the 

very best) and no other city in Spain (or even the world) can compare. 

This urbanization and its ideological support has been made possible and 

buttressed by familial and group membership.    Immigrants to the city made use of and 

continue to make use of friends and family to aid in their adjustment to city life 

including: employment; economic and emotional support; and the individual finding a 

place in the comfort of numerous social groupings.   As a result, the ideology of group 

membership is also highly reinforced.   The three men previously mentioned valued their 

group membership and the friends they made in Chueca as a form of family, as being part 

of a series of social inter-connections that were deemed more important than mere 

friendships. 

 

Moving-In with Family: ´Traditional´ Migration to the City 

Numerous studies have documented the Spanish urbanization and migratory 

processes, demonstrating that many families and communities either will send a member 

or members to the city in order to pave the way for other family or community members 

to follow later, or they will make use of family who have gone previously (Behar 1991; 

Brandes 1975; Naylon 1986).   The later members make use of the knowledge and 

resources of those who have gone previously.   Therefore, the late-arrivals are met with a 

pre-established social support system aiding them in securing jobs, housing and the 

emotional support necessary for migration.   Previous studies of this sort have not been 

complicated by analyzing the relationship such migrations have to sexuality.   On the 
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other hand, studies of ´queer diasporas´ have focused mainly on the movement of people 

for vacations or ´pilgrimages´ (Giorgi 2002; Howe 2001); or have focused on the 

migration of queerness or queer ideas to various locations (Patton and Sánchez-Eppler 

2000).  We must therefore look specifically at the difficulties presented by men moving 

to Madrid in a traditional migratory scheme, yet with the complication of variant 

sexuality.  This section will address the specific difficulties experienced by young men 

who arrive to Madrid to live with family and how they have ´consumed´ Chueca in 

attempts to create meaningful group memberships. 

There are numerous men in this study who have arrived to Madrid from pueblos 

and have made use of familial ties to establish themselves in the capital.   However, 

making use of familial ties creates a tension between utilizing those blood ties while 

attempting to create groups based on sexual identity, groups who ´understand.´ Most of 

these men were not able to come out to the family members with whom they lived and 

therefore the problem arises of nurturing the relationships of family/extended 

family/friendships deemed important by the family and the desire/necessity of creating 

new relationships based on sexuality.  This tension exists for almost all gay men when 

establishing a social identity based on sexuality, but takes on a more intense urgency 

when a Spanish man has moved to a new city and lost the support of childhood friends.   

In US society childhood friends can many times serve as a buffer for coming out (that is, 

many men come out to friends before family in order to see the response of their friends 

and gain support)(Beaty 1999; Johnson 2000; Vare 1998).  Observing the lives of most of 

the Spanish gay men I know this formula also applies to the Spanish case.  However, 
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without childhood friends the tension between making use of extended familial ties and 

creating a friendship group based on sexuality becomes more stark and more pressing.    

  Jor1(28) came from Andalucía to study at the University of Complutense but 

because of economic hardship was not able to live in the student residences offered by 

the university (colegio mayores) nor share a flat with other students.   Jor1 had to live in 

the house of an aunt who had migrated to Madrid some twelve years earlier and share her 

home with two cousins and his uncle.  His aunt and her family were members of the 

Catholic religious group Opus Dei and therefore Jor1´s sexuality could not be shared with 

his immediate family.  Jor1´s experience was extremely difficult precisely because his 

family in Madrid pressured him to make friends in highly religious, Catholic and 

traditional echelons of Spanish society while he himself was looking for friends that 

“entiendan.”  Jor1 was telling me about his first times in Chueca when the topic of living 

with his maternal aunt came up: 

 

Pues no podía quedar con chicos en mi casa por que viví con mi tía y 

primos.   Era un poco difícil por que yo no podía contar a mi familia nada 

de lo que me estaba pasando.   En Cádiz tengo amigos que me apoyan en 

todo pero en Madrid no tenia nadie en el primer año y me sentía muy 

solo.....Venía a Madrid para estudiar y tenia que vivir con mi familia pero 

no podía hablar con ellos.....mi tía siempre estaba buscándome amigos y 

insistiendo que saliera con ellos pero no quería.....  Me apoyaron (mi 
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familia) mucho en todo pero tenía que buscarme la vida sin ellos....me 

refiero que tenía que buscar gente que me apoyase en todo.    

 

Brian:  Y como conociste a esa gente? 

 

Pues,  me fui a Chueca, a los cafes para estudiar, salí de marcha de vez en 

cuando, y claro a las saunas.   Y con tiempo encontré amigos y empecé a 

sentirme mejor en Madrid.  Tenía mi familia y mis amigos de la uni pero 

también, por fin, tenia amigos gays me entendían. 

 

Well, I couldn´t meet with boys in my house because I lived with my aunt 

and cousins.  It was a bit difficult because I couldn´t tell my family what 

was happening with me.  In Cadiz I have friends that support me in 

everything but in Madrid I didn´t have anyone that first year…..so, I came 

to Madrid to study and I had to live with my family but I couldn´t talk with 

them….my aunt always was looking for friends for me and insisting that I 

might go out with them but I didn´t want to….  They (my family) 

supported me a lot in everything but I had to find my way without them…I 

mean I had to find people that might support me in everything. 

 

Brian:  And how did you meet these people? 
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Well, I went to Chueca, the cafes to study sometimes, I went out once in 

awhile, and of course the saunas.   In time I found friends and I started to 

feel better in Madrid.   I had my family and friends from the university but 

also, finally, I had gay friends that understood me. 

 

Jor1´s experience of moving to Madrid and making use of family members already 

established in the city is much more typical of the Spanish experience of urban migration.  

What is atypical is his inability to talk to his extended family members about everything, 

his rejection of pre-established or pre-formed groups, and his sense of urgency to find a 

group that completely understood him.  Chueca played a key role in his acceptance in a 

new group and it was through consuming the space of cafes, bars and saunas that Jor1 

was able to create new friendships based upon his gay identity.   

 By the end of Jor1´s academic work in the university he had managed to leave his 

aunt´s home and move into a shared flat with two other gay men.    He still was not out to 

his aunt and her family at the time of my research.   He said that after moving from his 

aunt´s home his relationship with her family became somewhat strained precisely 

because he couldn´t share with them the specificities of his life.    His aunt pressured him 

to invite her to see his new house and meet his flat mates but he never allowed her to do 

so.   Hence, his family provided a stepping stone to a gay social life in Madrid but 

because of their religious affiliations and non-tolerance of homosexuality (either real or 

imagined) the primacy of the familial relationship has diminished.  
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 Living in a non-nuclear family member´s house can complicate the ability to 

follow normal forms of Spanish social behavior because of the well-intentioned concern 

of the family to help the newcomer adjust to a new city.  Most of the time families are 

well aware of and personally know the friends encircling each family member. Sexuality 

complicates this issue especially when the childhood group of friends is not present in 

order to assure parents, aunts and uncles that the child is indeed part of a group.  I met B. 

(22) very serendipitously and his case demonstrates this complication very well.   As 

usual I was struggling for money in the summer and the English academy for which I was 

working sent me to teach daily classes with a young girl in the suburbs of Madrid.   After 

a week of classes I was introduced to the child´s cousin who lived with the family while 

he was in school but who had been on vacation for the last couple of weeks.   I greeted 

him cordially, with the very masculine form of a handshake, and thought nothing much of 

the situation.  A few weeks later I was out with friends in Chueca and left the group to 

buy drinks at the bar when I felt a tap on my shoulder.  I turned to find B. smiling at me 

sheepishly and laughing, “Madrid es un pueblo tio, es un pueblo!” (Madrid is a village 

dude, it´s a village (meaning it is a small world)).   We talked while we ordered drinks 

and he asked that I not tell his uncle, or his small cousin that I had seen him in Chueca.   I 

assured him that there would be no problem since I knew that his family was also very 

conservative and Catholic.  We said our goodbyes that night with the more familiar 

despedida (take leave of someone) of two kisses on the cheeks. 

 After this point, B. assumed a familiarity with me when we met outside of his 

neighborhood or home.  On the other hand if we coincided in his uncle´s house we would 
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greet each other with a handshake.  He apologized on numerous occasions for not 

greeting me “como un amigo de verdad” (like a real friend) at his house but explained 

that he had to monitor the way he acted at home. Many times he would follow me out of 

the house to walk me to the bus stop and we would talk about his living situation.   One 

day he had the following to share with me: 

 

Les quiero mucho (su familia) pero son tan, tan tradicionales y católicos 

que no puedo decirles nada de mi vida.   Vine a Madrid y pensaba que al 

tener a mi familia aquí me ayudaría, pero a veces es un coñazo.  Claro, 

tengo una casa muy grande, tengo comida, tengo cariño, tengo chachas en 

casa pero no puedo traer mis amigos de verdad a casa.   A veces mi tía me 

pregunta por que no traigo nadie a casa...ella se preocupa creo por que 

cree que no tengo amigos....y después de salir ella siempre me pregunta 

con quien estaba y tal....con mis padres podría decir que estaba con uno 

de mis amigos que conocen pero con mis tíos no puedo sabes?......Pero 

todos mis amigos son chicos que conocí en Chueca, casi todos son gays y 

no puedo sabes?  Así que, tengo mis amigos que me entienden y tengo mi 

familia que me quieren..... 

 

I love them a lot (his family) but they are so very, very traditional and 

catholic that I can´t tell them anything about my life.   I came to Madrid 

and I thought having family here would help me but at times it is a pain.  
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For sure, I have a big house, food, love, servants in the house but I can´t 

bring my real friends home.  At times my aunt asks me why I don´t bring 

anyone home…she worries, I think, because she thinks I don´t have 

friends…..after going out she always asks me who I was with and all….if I 

were at home I could always say I was with one of my friends from school 

that they might know but with my aunt and uncle I can´t you know?…. 

But all of my friends are boys I met in Chueca, almost all are gay and I 

can´t you know? Thus, I have my friends that understand me and I have 

my family that loves me….I don´t know what I would do without Chueca. 

 

Indeed, B. lived in a predicament of maintaining his relationship with his family while 

also maintaining a support group of friends that understood him.   His aunt´s concern 

created an awkward situation where he either had to appear without friends (to maintain 

his image at home) or come out (to be honest about where he was) thereby jeopardizing 

his familial relationship with no third option of claiming to be with known friends of the 

family. 

 The benefits offered through the use of family are indeed great: housing, food, 

emotional support and love.   Yet, these benefits are tenuous and both of these young men 

felt that if they told their families they would lose the benefits they had received.   

Therefore, though their move to Madrid might have been easier for B. and Jor1 in some 

respects (such as housing and emotional support) it has also been more difficult in 

maintaining two different worlds.   When those two worlds intersect, as in the case of B. 
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and my meeting in a bar in Chueca, there is obvious anxiety.  Therefore, we see a 

negotiated interest, a sense of managing the benefits and challenges offered by family 

which, in the case of those who came to Madrid without family, did not have to engage.  

Chueca plays a pivotal role for these young men in creating new social organizations.   

For both of them, as well as the other men who came to Madrid to live, Chueca offers a 

recognizable gay location where the ability to find people that ´entiendan´ is easier, and 

facilitated by an ideological and real construction of the neighborhood and its locales.   

Overall, Chueca remains a space where consumption of services creates for many men a 

new community, a world apart, a separation complementing (and complicating) the 

benefits offered by the traditional Spanish migratory process. 

 

Growing Up in Madrid: Chueca is Always There 

 The final group of men we will look at in the context of creating new friendships 

are those who were born and raised in Madrid, the pure Madrileños.   These men are 

faced with the maintenance of family relationships, friendships, and creating new gay 

friendships.   The proximity of their family and friends to Chueca complicates their use of 

the space in creating viable gay social groupings.   On the other hand, the proximity of 

Chueca has also offered resources to families that would not have been available should 

the family live outside of Madrid.  The presence of Chueca in many ways influenced not 

only the lives of the gay men, but also the understandings of gayness and homosexuality 

present in the larger family.   The families mentioned in this section are much more 

liberal that those mentioned previously.   They absolutely reject Catholicism as a defining 
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quality of their social-identities (though they all seemed to practice baptism and marriage 

in the Church) and were open to more liberal ideas. 

 JM (26) who was mentioned in the last chapter never really had the experience of 

having to maintain a distance between family and gay friends/community participation.   

JM had a rather traumatic childhood because from the age of ten other children began 

calling him maricón (faggot).   His parents moved him to a different school only to have 

the bullying reoccur.  As a result, JM claims that he has never experienced inclusion in a 

group of childhood friends.  JM came out when he was seventeen and both his father and 

mother immediately accepted that their son was gay.   According to JM his mother was 

quiet at first and his father gave him a hug and told him that they would love and help 

him in any way possible.   In fact JM´s father suggested that JM go to Chueca to meet 

other people like him, to make new friends and to finally “encontrar tu mismo” (to find 

yourself) .   His father actually went with him to COGAM (Colectivo de lesbianas, gays, 

transexuales y bisexuals de Madrid), the GLBT community center, to see what kinds of 

support groups might be offered for his son: 

 

Mi padre me llevó a COGAM a buscar un grupo de apoyo por jóvenes 

gays...que vergüenza!  Pero ahora lo agredezco mucho por que podía 

sentirme mas....apoyado en casa.  Después de ir a COGAM fuimos a 

tomar algo en un café gay por allí (Chueca) que ya no está, pero se 

llamaba La Sastrería o algo así.   Es que mis padres no quieren verme 

solo, quieren meterme con mas gente gay....quieren hacerme amistades. 
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Lo bueno es que Chueca siempre ha estado allí y yo pude aprovecharme 

de ello....los chicos en los pueblos no tienen ese apoyo sabes?(JM) 

 

My father took me to COGAM to find a support group for gay 

youth….how embarrassing!  But now I appreciate it a lot because I was 

able to feel more supported at home.   After going to COGAM we (his 

father and him) went to have something in a gay café around there that is 

no longer there but it was called Sastreria or something like that.   Its that 

my parents don´t want to see me alone, they want to insert me with other 

people….they want to make my friends for me.  The good thing is that 

Chueca has always been there and I could take advantage of it…the boys 

in the villages don´t have that support you know? 

 

JM´s situation differs from the usual story offered by men in this study in that he never 

had to hide his participation in Chueca from family and he was never able to establish a 

connection with a childhood group.   However, JM´s story is actually an important lesson 

as to what Chueca offers not only gay men but those who love them.   JM´s father wanted 

to help his son and used the gay space to “insert” JM with other gay people.   In fact, by 

taking JM to a gay café after the support group his father modeled the very consumptive 

behavior necessary to meet people in Chueca:  purchasing and engaging in a gay space.  

JM now maintains a rather complicated and diverse set of gay friends in Chueca.   He is 

able to make use of numerous flats in Chueca (he lives with his parents in a suburb of 
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Madrid); he is well-connected and can get discounts in most of the clothing stores; gains 

free entrance to every gay disco in the city; and talking with him in a café is impossible 

since he knows almost everyone that comes through the door.   JM has truly established 

himself in a group of friends derived solely from Chueca.   Overall, JM´s situation is 

testament to the neighborhood as a space used for the creation and support of 

communities including not only gay men but the people who care about them. 

The difference between these men who came from outside of Madrid and those 

originally from Madrid has been the loss or maintenance of childhood friendship groups.  

While those from outside of Madrid either have only their families or no one to rely upon 

for support, those men from Madrid maintain social ties with their childhood camaraderie 

both helping and hindering the development and use of the space of Chueca for creation 

of new queer social groups.  A. (24) and I met first online in a gay chat room for Madrid.  

He immediately struck my interest as he told me that he was working on a Master´s in 

translation in both English and Japanese. We talked for a few months online before we 

actually met in real time.  He was reticent to meet in person because he was not out to his 

family and friends and was concerned that he might be seen with a gay man (I guess I 

have a rainbow flag on my forehead or something like that which made him uneasy).  His 

family was not particularly conservative nor catholic, but he continued to worry about the 

effect of telling them about his sexual preference.   He also worried about losing the 

support of his childhood friendship group and wasn´t sure that some of them would 

accept him after declaring publicly. 
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 Finally, we met for coffee (not in Chueca) and we spoke about Chueca and his 

being gay and not telling his family.   I found myself mostly listening to his concerns 

about telling his friends and family and how lonely he  felt without anyone to really talk 

with about his questions and concerns about being gay (no one to ´understand´ him).   

When I suggested that we go out in Chueca, that we go to COGAM, or that I introduce 

him to some of the people that I knew at the time he had the following to say: 

 

I don´t think I am ready to go to Chueca and I don´t think I am ready to 

have gay friends.   I have the friends de toda la vida (from my whole life) 

and they are just for me.   I don´t need new friends but I know that once I 

come out I will have new friends.   I don´t want to do anything quick you 

know?  I am comfortable and I have people that care about me, so right 

now I am not ready to go and make those new friends you know? 

 

For A. the necessity of belonging to a new group was not as strong as that of men who 

came from outside of Madrid, or JM precisely because he had the luxury of maintaining 

his childhood friends.   His loneliness, in terms of his sexuality, was lessened by being 

surrounded by people he had known since kindergarten. 

 A few months after we met, A. called me again to have coffee and tell me about 

his first time in Chueca.    I suggested the same café we had met in previously, since it 

was well outside of the confines of Chueca, to which A. said, “No way! I like Chueca 

now, let´s meet there!”   So we met in Chueca and A. told me that he had recently come 
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out to a couple of girlfriends and they were very supportive of him.   Not only had he 

come out to his friends and entered a gay bar for the first time, but he had actually started 

to frequent certain locales in Chueca: 

 

I don´t know why I was so nervous about going to Chueca.   Here the 

people are nice and it is not that hard to make friends.   I even have a 

couple of gay friends now!   I can´t really introduce them to my other 

friends but at least I have gay guys to talk with…..and to introduce me to 

other people. 

   

Brian:  Why can´t you introduce them to your other friends? 

 

Well because I don´t want all of my friends to know about me you know?  

I have my gay friends and we go to Chueca and I have my other friends 

and we do the normal things we have always done.   My gay friends are 

new and we don´t pass the same amount of time together, but they are still 

good people and at least they understand me.  I kind of live in two worlds 

but that is the way it has to be right now you know? 

 

A.´s transition into the gay world was certainly facilitated by access to Chueca and his 

consumption of space.   His burgeoning gay group affiliation was a direct result of 

entering the neighborhood (he had met both of his new friends in a bar and café).  
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However, A. was able to maintain his ´two worlds´ and wanted to continue to maintain 

those worlds because of the support he experiences from the friends he has had from 

elementary school. 

 Though many of the younger group of men (18-24) expressed a desire to maintain 

their childhood social groupings individuals older than 24 and from Madrid seemed to 

lessen their involvement with childhood groupings.  Most had created new friendship sets 

through the use of Chueca, friendship sets much more liberal and open to homosexuality.  

This new group of friends many times seemed to supersede childhood groupings or, they 

incorporated one or two members of their childhood grouping in their new grouping.   J 

(29) from the previous chapter explains this situation in the following manner: 

 

Es que no tenía nada en común con ellos (his friends from childhood).   

Claro ahora si nos vemos nos saludamos y tal pero no paso mucho tiempo 

con ellos.   Éramos muy buenos amigos pero yo tenia que buscar gente 

que me entendiese y ellos tienen otras prioridades como parejas, niños, 

casas y tal.  Los gays, somos raros sabes, queremos estar solo con otros 

gays....pero es mas fácil estar con gente como tu, o al menos gente que es 

moderna...liberal....me entiendes? Y por mi, tengo que sentirme rodeado 

de gente...quiero sentirme apoyado...y lo he encontrado con esa gente y 

con Chueca. 
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It´s that I didn´t have anything in common with them.  For sure if we see 

each other we greet each other and everything but I don´t spend much time 

with them.  We were really good friends but I had to find people that might 

understand me and they have other priorities like partners, children, houses 

and everything. Gays, we are strange you know, we want to be only with 

other gays….but it is easier to be with people like you, or at least with 

people who are modern…liberal….do you understand?  And as for me, I 

have to feel that I am surrounded by people…I want to feel 

supported…and I have found it with these people and with Chueca. 

 

This sentiment appears almost global in the men I encountered.   Most supplanted 

childhood friendships (though not completely) with those they had created by using 

Chueca.   For most this was not a negative aspect to their lives. Rather, it was a logical 

form of finding people similar to themselves and with whom they could share all aspects 

of their lives (people that understood them).   Therefore, the balancing act taking place at 

a young age appears to dissipate over time with the creation of new queer-friendly 

friendship groupings and communities. 

 In conclusion, Chueca has offered most of the men participating in this study the 

opportunity to find support and feel a part of a group.   The consumption of beer, coffee, 

clothes, food and most importantly a particular type of space containing a queer or queer 

friendly ideology has facilitated social interactions.   The presence of Chueca demarcates 

a border, real or imagined, that creates and maintains specific forms of social behaviors.  
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To reiterate Wolf the form the border, with its inside and outside, “renders some kinds of 

behavior possible or impossible” (Wolf 1990: 586).   The concentration of gay men and 

services on the inside facilitate meaningful social interactions between men.  These men 

consumed spaces in Chueca in order to create new friends, new families, and new groups 

of ´entendimiento´.   Essentially what the men in this study consume is the distinct 

qualities of the space itself.   Afterall, one can buy coffee, beer, clothes etc. in any part of 

Madrid.    What Chueca offers is a specialized space, a specialized subjectivity allowing 

the connection of people who, outside of this space, find it much more difficult to create 

friends, groups, and communities.  However, as we shall see, the specialized space of 

Chueca becomes fragmented and even more specialized as one delves deeper into the gay 

Madrileño experience. 

 

´Sex is Just a Game´ or Is It?: Sex Establishments 

Chueca maintains a concentration of gay businesses unknown to other gay 

neighborhoods in the world. According to Fernando Villamil, anthropologist and author 

of La Transformación de la Identidad Gay en España, the number of gay identified 

locales in the year 2000 was just under 300 (quite a contrast to the year 1989 with only 

fifty gay locales) (Villaamil 2004: 77).  This is an incredible concentration of gay 

businesses within a very small radius of space.  One can find services of every type, style 

and taste for the gay community.   A quick perusal of the many services in Chueca 

demonstrates that over 60 of those businesses are sex oriented.   Sex oriented locations 

offer either sex-on site or sexual products to be purchased.  The concentration of sex 



378 
 

oriented locales is clear as one walks through the neighborhood.   Porn movies, dildos, 

fetish wear (rubber, leather, jock straps), illuminated sauna and sex club signs, and an 

incredible amount of explicit publicity dot the window displays of stores along the 

neighborhood streets. This visibility challenges some of the claims of Anglo-Saxon 

academics (widely focused on the English speaking world)  that such locations are 

usually hidden from view, invisible, set-off, or are known only through word of mouth in 

the ´urban closet´ (Brown 2000; Leap 1999b).  The visibility of sexuality is actually quite 

striking for a novitiate to the space: “When you enter Chueca you know it is different 

right way because of all the pictures of naked men,” one American student told me.   

Creating public images of sex and sexuality only demonstrates the space as different and 

further complements its specialization or difference.  

Concentration and visibility within space have a direct relation to capitalism.  

Capitalism coupled with the Spanish ideal of inclusion and the previously mentioned 

ideology of gender and sexuality create not only the ephemeral notion of community in 

Chueca, but also the actual physical space itself.  As stated previously, some argue that 

capitalist consumption is the only recourse for community formation (Joseph 2002; Lowe 

1995): 

 

While identity is often viewed as the bond among community members, it 

is a false name in that communal participants are not identical and many of 

those to whom an identity is attributed do not participate in communal 

activities.  I argue that communal subjectivity is constituted not by identity 
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by rather through practices of production and consumption (Joseph 2002: 

viii). 

 

Producing and consuming are the basis of communal subjectivity for Joseph and she goes 

on to argue this point at some length.  Both Joseph and Lowe assume that consumption 

and production occur in terms of goods or products, but they don´t explicitly address the 

consumption of space.  Space in Madrid is very much a commodity due to its shortage.  

Consuming space, and specific types of spaces, is a very important activity of community 

formation in Chueca (as will be seen below).  Consuming spaces produced or designed 

(but design is indeed a form of production) affects the specificity of community and 

subcommunities within the boundaries of the barrio.  Thus, Joseph and Lowe´s notion of 

consumption will be expanded to include not only goods but space in order to better 

understand how specific communities form in even more specialized spaces within 

Chueca. 

   There does exist the danger that if we adhere to this argumentation we are 

somehow claiming that communal identity is the result of marketing and products 

available and therefore a fabrication.   Instead of running away from this claim I would 

like to move toward it and, like Joseph, state that just because it is a result of fabrications, 

does not make it any less authentic or meaningful.  Perhaps this is the very power in 

understanding gay identity as a product of capitalism (D'Emilio 1993) and moving 

D´Emilio´s claim from the political-economic explanation of gay identity to a more 

personal act of purchasing products (underwear, clothes, music, and, space).  As we 
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purchase we create not only lifestyle (in terms of Lowe´s concept of ´the consumption of 

lifestyle), but we define ourselves and our community.  The fact that certain communities 

(if not all) are based in consumption does not imply that such communities or 

subjectivities are not real or authentic: 

 

I argue against the idealization of community as a utopian state of human 

relatedness and, more important, against the idea that communities are 

organic, natural, spontaneous occurrences.  And yet, I do not suggest that 

invoked communities are false or inauthentic (Joseph 2002: ix). 

 

In a manner of speaking, the consumptive pleasures of space, clothes, display and 

performance create communal subjectivity.  The consumption of spaces/goods and 

community formation can be understood to be co-formative and dialectical.  It is this 

dialectic and the strength of the Spanish ideology of group inclusion coupled with 

consumption of more and more specialized spaces that informs the uniqueness and 

importance of Chueca.   

Locations for the consumption or experience of both heterosexual and 

homosexual sex have anthropologically been explored in numerous collections and 

studies (Bell and Valentine 1995; Bolton 1992; Disman 2003; Kulick and Willson 1995; 

Leap 1999a; Markowitz and Ashkenazi 1999).   As for specifically homosexual venues 

the anthropological/sociological gaze has focused mainly on the male homosexual 

experience and drifted over tea rooms, gymnasium locker rooms, adult book stores, 
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highway rest stops and bathhouses (Bolton 1992; Delph E.W.; Leap 1999a; Levine and 

Kimmel 1998).35   The analyses of these locations address mostly the space, how bodies 

make use of and are evaluated in the space, and the level of sexual risk involved.   

These studies have been limited in numerous manners.  First of all, motivation in 

these studies has been singularized to the need for anonymity not allowing for various 

motivations in the use of these spaces.  In fact, from the studies in question we have no 

idea of the lives of these men outside of these spaces or the context of their use of said 

spaces for ´anonymous´ sex.   The lack of understanding additional motivations is a result 

of the assumption and categorization of such sex as ´anonymous´ coupled with 

methodological problems of attempting to get men to talk to a researcher either within the 

space (as most men are not thinking about helping a social science researcher as they are 

cruising) or outside of the space (as many men don´t want their identities known) (Leap 

1999b).  Not being able to access informants outside of the sexualized space limits 

academic exploration of other motivations informing sexual decisions.    

Second, has been the tendency for anthropologists to not address such sexual 

topics and avoid the difficulties presented by doing fieldwork in such places (both 

personally and professionally) (Kulick and Willson 1995; Markowitz and Ashkenazi 

1999).  As a result, many of the studies addressing these locations have a tendency to 

focus upon HIV and STD risk assessment of the sexual activities taking place with little 

to no use of other frames of analysis.   

                                                 
35 This may be because lesbian establishments for public sex do not exist.   In Chueca there is no location 
for lesbian women to engage in sexual relations.   As a result, it would be very interesting for someone to 
complete an ethnographic study of the lesbian community in Chueca to find how they deal with the same 
lack of space, the same prohibitive housing costs and the need to be together sexually. 
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Finally, studies of such locations have been relatively confined to the United 

States.  Therefore, our understanding is based primarily upon the cultural mores of said 

country and limits our understanding of gay saunas, bathhouses, sex clubs and cruising 

areas.  Therefore, it is necessary to address these lacunae by looking at sex on-site 

locations outside of the US; attempting to contextualize the behavior in terms of other 

choices these men make; and finally, for researchers to push the limits of acceptable 

anthropological research.36 

There have been no anthropological studies of gay on-site or cruising locations in 

Spain.   Yet, Spain offers an interesting case in that bathhouses, bars with backrooms, sex 

clubs and sex parties maintain continued success. Saunas, adult book stores, and bars 

designed for sex are woven into the neighborhood fabric and dotted throughout the 

downtown area of Madrid.   Most of my friends and informants for this project have 

entered at least one of these establishments at one point, while a smaller number make a 

habit of enjoying these locations.  The success and proliferation of these businesses is 

based on general support, both ideologically and financially, by the gay male community 

in Madrid (and arguably by the mores of hegemonic Spanish society).   

Within the confines of Chueca there are various locations for the pursuit of sex 

and sex on-site depending upon what kind of sexual interaction one is looking for.   In 

addition to saunas, or bathhouses, there are numerous bars with backrooms, glory-holes 

                                                 
36 Of course gaining money for said research is extremely difficult.   Most of the studies of these locations 
are the result of self-funded research on the part of the researcher.   My own experience in finding funding 
from major funding sources was also highly problematic.   A committee member reviewing my Fulbright 
Application typified my study as “motivated by voyeurism.”   When I responded that all science at its base 
is a form of “voyeurism” or what most people call “observation,” she was relatively silenced and refused to 
make more comments on the issue.    Obviously, I was denied a Fulbright. 
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and dark rooms.37  Bars designed for sex on-site are dimly lit with a bar in the room 

directly facing the street. These bars never have windows opening to the street and most 

have an entry way with two doors so that from the street a person is not able to see into 

the bar itself, nor recognize its patrons.38   In the back of these types of bars, or in the 

basement, there are dark rooms with numerous television screens playing porn films; 

cabins in case one might want privacy; gloryholes should one want more of a sense of 

anonymity; and generally free condom dispensation at the bar.  Sex or porn stores have 

also expanded their facilities in order to profit from sex on-site. They offer cines gay (gay 

cinema) where one can pay around five euros and spend up to six hours watching 

unlimited gay porn in cabins, or in a large dark room designed for group sex.  In the 

sex/porn stores with cines gay sex can happen either in the cabins, in the large rooms, or 

if one wants more privacy, in the bathrooms of the theatre.  There is no policing of cabins 

nor theatre by the attendants and no informant could ever remember a police presence in 

these locations.    

Other locales, more hard in their design and offerings in sex, advertise themselves 

as nudist gay bars.   These bars have a clothes-check upon entering and most demand that 

patrons strip down completely naked, unless there is a specific theme night demanding 

that one wear boots, or jockstraps, or cockrings, or a specific type of underwear.  One of 

                                                 
37 For a description of a sauna in Chueca please see Ch. 3. 
38 In fact, in the 1980´s most gay bars did not have windows opening onto the street.   According to F. (37) 
all of the bars were designed with a bar on the top floor and then a cruising area in the basement.  Other 
informants have verified this general arrangement of gay bars.   When the bar Liquid (not a sex bar) opened 
in 1994 (owned by an American) it had huge windows opening to the street allowing those inside to look 
out and those outside to look in.  Liquid remains somewhat of an anomaly in Chueca as it is the only bar 
that does have windows to the street.   Many informants and friends brought up the importance of windows 
facing the street when we spoke about how bars have changed over time in Chueca. 
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these locations not only advertises itself as having the most ´morbo´ (turn-on factor)39 but 

also offers dildos of different sizes for rent; the sale of poppers and cock rings; and a 

sling in the bar area.  These locations usually have gay pride; leather pride; and bear pride 

decals posted outside to communicate to customers the specific expectations of the space.  

Additionally, to enter these locales one must ring a buzzer and undergo an assessment by 

the doorman as to whether you should or should not be allowed entry.40   

Other larger venues serve as bars and discos but with specific areas designed for 

sex.   These locations advertise ´wet spaces´ for those that enjoy water sports; fetish 

nights; and underwear parties.   Sometimes these locations open one or two nights a 

month as regular discos open to both men and women and serving as only discos.   

Finally, there are other specially organized monthly disco-sex parties designed with 

certain fetishes in mind.  These parties have such names as (originally in English) “Into 

the Tank”; “Sleaze Madrid”; and “Masculine Attitude.”   At these parties participants are 

generally required to wear some form of fetish wear: jock straps; shaved or skinheads; 

military wear; sports wear; tattoos; piercings; or rubber.  The range and possibility of 

having sex on-site is extremely varied and evidences the diversity of both the Chueca and 

the force of globalization in defining the morbos of the gay community. 

Sex on-site is not limited solely to the homosexual population in Madrid.   In fact, 

there are numerous Salas X, adult bookstores, brothels (as mentioned in the previous 

                                                 
39 “Morbo” as a term is somewhat difficult to translate directly into English.   Essentially it means a ´turn-
on´ or something that makes you sexually excited.   However, a person, place, or thing can be termed 
´morboso´ which doesn´t easily translate into an English adjectival equivalency.    
40 Masculinity is strictly policed in these locations.   No one effeminate and certainly no drag queens are 
allowed into these harder venues.   Some go so far as to require certain clothes upon entrance and 
forbidding such items as polos, khakis or even cologne. 
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chapter) and saunas designed for heterosexuals to participate in sex on-site.   Most of the 

previously mentioned sites are based on prostitution, but not solely.  In addition, I have 

heard from younger English students about parties in certain clubs where sex on-site is 

facilitated and encouraged by having men and women strip to underwear.  In this case, 

prostitution is minimal while consenting adults performing sex acts without monetary 

compensation is the norm.  One has to be “in the know” to discover these places, as they 

are not advertised explicitly in the city through flyers and street advertisements.  

Therefore, the phenomenon of sex on site locations is not restricted solely to Chueca nor 

to the gay community.   What is distinct about Chueca and gay sex on site is their 

concentration and visibility.   One need only walk the streets of the neighborhood to see 

advertisements and signs indicating the purpose and location of the space. 

In contrast to the heterosexual venues, gay locations are very obvious in the urban 

landscape.   Fliers and publicity for all of these locations and parties cover walls and cars 

throughout Chueca, Tribunal, and Malasaña.41 Any night of the week one can find men 

handing out fliers or placing them on cars parked along the narrow streets.   The 

publicists for these locations tend to be very friendly and smile as men walk by.  There is 

no secrecy in the distribution of fliers nor advertising of these locations.  Sometimes 

advertising and publicity turn into special invitations and offers to frequent these 

businesses.  One spring morning, as I was having my coffee at a café, one of these 

publicists walked up smiling, handing me a flier for a nudist bar and saying, “Oye tio si 

vinieses te invitaria a todo!  No tenemos muchos tios como tu!” (Listen dude, if you come 

                                                 
41 Tribunal and Malasaña are adjacent neighborhoods to Chueca.   There are some on-sex sites in these 
areas as well. 
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I would give you everything free!  We don´t have many dudes like you!).  In addition, 

VIP fliers are also handed out to men of the publicist´s choosing and generally include 

free entry and a drink on the house.  Most fliers are very sexual in their presentation and 

some offer the consumer a web address where they might find galleries of porn and 

pictures of the amenities (both human and facility-wise) offered by the location.  

Publicists do not question who might see their fliers and whether or not anyone might be 

offended by such images on cars or building walls.  It is a common site in Chueca to see 

young children walking with their mothers or families in front of a poster with two men 

locked in an embrace, displaying their buttocks, or engaged in various sex acts.   

The portals of these sites are almost always obvious from the street: neon lights 

accent half naked pictures of men outside the door of one sauna; another, in the heart of 

Chueca, has a neon sign “SAUNA” and the door itself has two way visual glass so 

anyone passing by can see who is paying their entrance fee;  one of the nudist gay bars 

has a huge bright light illuminating the name of the bar and gay/leather/bear pride flags 

all around the door; or my favorite is a bar/backroom with its street door handles in the 

form of erect penises 

The very plethora of these locations evidences the general support of the gay male 

community and therefore, begs the question of whether or not men use these spaces for 

´anonymous sex.´ General support means that the majority of men in Chueca have made 

use or continue to make use of these facilities.  If a majority of men have made use or 

continue to make use of these locations then it only goes to follow that the role of 

anonymity is not as important as in the studies previously mentioned.  Having lived in 
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Chueca for over two years I have realized that it is almost impossible to have so-called 

´anonymous sex´ in many of these locations.   Every time I have entered one of these 

establishments I have at least recognized someone, and most of my informants have told 

me about what they consider hilarious encounters where they have accidentally crossed 

with friends in these various locations.   When I have asked if they were embarrassed at 

being seen in such an establishment, I have been told over and over: “El sexo es un juego, 

nada mas.  Y todos queremos jugar de vez en cuando!” (Sex is a game, nothing more. 

And we all want to play once in awhile!).  The frivolity with which many of the men I 

spoke with understand sex is both product and producer of the large sex industry within 

Chueca.  However, as we shall see there are larger factors at work buttressing and 

supporting on-site sex locations. 

These spaces are not without their detractors, though it seems that most of the 

detractors evidence their disapproval in the street and not through official means.   At the 

beginning of my fieldwork many of these locations suffered graffiti with such words or 

phrases such as “Deja de pecar Jesus te llama” (Stop sinning Jesus loves you); 

“VIH/SIDA” (HIV/AIDS); and “Maricas con SIDA” (Fags with AIDS).  Though these 

detractors have tried to associate AIDS with homosexuality, they have been highly 

unsuccessful considering the historical association of AIDS with drug use in Spain.   

There has been no major outcry by health authorities regarding these locations, as took 

place in the United States in the mid-1980s (Bolton 1992; Disman 2003).   I have been 

unable to locate even one article in either heterosexual/traditional or gay press calling for 

the closing of sex locales based on an HIV/AIDS or STD transmission, nor for moral 
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reasons in general.42   This acquiescence to the existence of gay saunas and sex sites in 

general across the urban landscape evidences the cultural ideology of todo vale (anything 

goes) along with the notion that men have an uncontrollable need for sex.   The 

permissive Spanish attitudes towards sex and its capitalization are indeed part and parcel 

of the Franco legacy and the cultural of excess created during and after the transition to 

democracy.43  As a result of this ideology and the seeming need for the Spanish to 

imagine themselves as modern in relation to sexuality, these locations have proliferated 

and enjoy a vast amount of visibility.  Because of these functioning cultural ideologies 

Madrid, and Chueca in particular, is an ideal place to establish a sex business.  In the 

words of one Irishman bar owner whom I met during Pride 2006 and whose 

establishment offered cabins, gloryholes and a backroom:   

 

You know that is why I came to Madrid because I could open a bar that I 

wanted to open…one with all of the options.   In the US and Ireland this 

kind of bar is really difficult to open and then you never know if guys will 

                                                 
42 Obviously, there are many articles in gay press addressing the transmission of HIV in these locales and 
encouraging readers to practice safe-sex.  The only discussion about the closing of a gay sauna/bathhouse 
revolves around a licensing issue for the most popular gay sauna in Madrid (El Pais June 16, 1996).  This 
issue exploded into the press as the owner of the sauna claimed he and his customers had been threatened 
by police and that some governmental bureaucrats had asked for bribes (El Pais, July 1996).  The situation 
resulted in two bureaucrats being dismissed and a large investigation of corruption in certain areas of the 
city government but with the sauna re-opening its doors to become the most popular sauna in Madrid (El 
Pais, August 1996). 
43 Another example is the almost constant documentary footage on the news and news programs regarding 
prostitution in the Casa de Campo area of Madrid (the large park area to the west of downtown).   These 
images show a literal train of cars driving the roads of the park at night and streets lined with female and 
transvestite/transsexual prostitutes.   I was constantly amazed that such in-your-face, blatant and out in the 
open displays of buttocks, breasts and the offering of sex for money was not stopped by city officials and 
police.   Whenever I asked this question of friends I was usually met with a response that indicated 
Americans are much more puritanical and we adhere to a double morality, while Spaniards are more honest 
and accepting of sex and sexuality in all of its forms.  
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come to a bar like this….but not only can you open a bar like this here… 

but if you do it right, the bar will be successful! 

 

The Political Economy of On-Site Sex 

 Even though there is a general live and let live ideology in Madrid there is still the 

question as to how so many sex on-site businesses are able to have success in a society 

that thirty years ago forbade any kind of homosexual sex, let alone gay sex advertised on 

the street or in print media.   Part of the answer lays in the housing economy of Spain and 

its social ramifications on family and social life.   Let me first provide an account from 

my field notes serving to demonstrate, partially, why these locations are successful.  In 

chapter four I discussed a moment in time during my field experience when I had a 

roommate who, though he claimed himself to be modern, forbade me to bring my 

boyfriend home with me.   For me these were three very difficult months.  I was 

experiencing the first throes of lust, attraction and burgeoning love and was forbidden to 

have sexual relations.  Being 32 at the time and having lived alone for almost fifteen 

years I was certainly not accustomed to having to negotiate my sex life in spaces outside 

of my own home. On the other hand, my boyfriend, following typical Spanish custom, 

was a 26 year-old professional still living at home with his parents. Therefore, when we 

wanted to be together physically we had to rent a hotel room costing around 65 euros a 

night.  Over the course of three months this amount every week was becoming 

prohibitively expensive.   There was one night, near the end of this three month period, 

that we had been out to dinner, talking, gazing into each others´ eyes lovingly, when the 
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sexual need became absolutely overwhelming.   We needed a place right then in order to 

be together.  Knowing that we couldn´t go to either of our places, we had a somewhat 

animated discussion that in the end amounted to: “We have no other place to go, so let´s 

go to the sauna!”  After entering, undressing and making love in a private cabin I was 

wracked with a sense of guilt, a sense of what just happened shouldn´t have happened 

within that space.  I had an intense feeling of not wanting to leave the cabin and face the 

throngs of men in towels staring at the both of us as we walked to the showers; or worse, 

having those same men watching us shower and dress to leave.  J. was exceptionally 

quiet as we showered and dressed to leave the sauna.   Finally, he voiced what I had been 

feeling, telling me that he realized that the relationship we had maintained had evolved to 

such a point where saunas were not the place for us to be together sexually.  We agreed 

that for some reason the sauna made us both feel cheap and that neither one of us ever 

wanted to make love there again.  Luckily, a couple of weeks later I moved to Chueca, 

into a gay household and there were no prohibitions about bringing boyfriends home! 

 When I have recounted this story to numerous informants they thought it quite 

funny that J., a Spaniard, would feel this way about having sex in a sauna.   All of them 

seemed to understand why an American would feel a bit of remorse (since they imagine 

Americans to be highly puritanical) but they thought it strange that a Spaniard should feel 

this sense of guilt or cheapness.   One informant put it this way: 
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Es que he ido muchas veces con novios míos a las saunas por que 

teníamos que follar.   Es normal si no tienes sitio y por eso me sorprende 

que J. se sintiese culpable después.   Por mi es algo muy normal. (J.M. 26) 

   

It´s that I have gone a lot of times to the sauna with my boyfriends because 

we had to fuck.  It´s normal if you don´t have a place and because of this I 

am surprised that J. felt guilty after.  For me it is normal. 

 

I believe that J. has always had boyfriends with their own places, or at least lived in 

situations/locations that allowed them to be together sexually.   Therefore, the experience 

of taking a boyfriend to a sauna was a new experience for J. and hence the feelings of the 

inappropriateness of the situation. 

 Though this personal story has a happy ending, for many young (and not so 

young) gay men in Madrid there really is no place to have sex should one find a willing 

partner.   As previously discussed, most Spaniards live for extended periods of time in the 

natal home and therefore, must live by rules that generally include not bringing people 

home for sex.   If they are not living at home they are living in a very small space with 

numerous people in rent-shared apartments and bringing someone home for uninhibited, 

loud sex is also not an option.   Only the lucky few actually live by themselves and are 

able to use their homes as a location for the pursuit of carnal pleasure.  Therefore, 

businesses offering on-site sex actually fulfill a uniquely Spanish market where demand 

for any kind of space is very high; where privacy is a commodity and certainly not a 
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right; and where businesses can charge various amounts to provide this space, this 

privacy and this morbo.      

 Space is not something taken for granted, rather it is a much sought commodity 

for which people pay top prices in housing (as much as 5,500€ per square meter in 

downtown Madrid).   It follows that if space has become a limited commodity, capitalists 

and entrepreneurs in Chueca have designed/produced very specialized spaces for 

consumers.  These locales offer the rental of much desired space at incredibly low prices 

(the most expensive sauna in January 2007 charged 15 € for six hours; some bars are free; 

and sex clubs range in price from 7-12€).   These businesses provide a service to their 

clientele, and because of larger economic factors this clientele is vast in number. 

As a result of the majority of men not having a private place to have sex, there is 

no pre-judgment of these locations as superfluous or unnecessary in Spain.   In the US 

such locations are associated with aberrant sexuality, with voyeurism/exhibitionism, 

fetishes, and unsafe sexual practices. This is precisely because many Americans live 

outside of the natal home at a young age and it is normal to be a person of twenty-five, 

maintaining one´s own apartment and enjoying privacy.   As discussed in the previous 

chapter, gay men will share their bathhouse and sex club adventures without any fear of 

judgment by other “modern” and liberal people.   Todo vale and in fact, for many that are 

not gay males, these are necessary locations for expression of gay masculine sexuality 

and the following comment only reinforces the notion that men in general have an 

uncontrollable sexual appetite: 
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Los hombres necesitan sexo mas que las mujeres.  Las saunas existen por 

que los hombres son así....ves alguien que te gusta y vas a una sauna 

directamente pa´follar.  Con las mujeres, no todas eh...no es así. (N 

(female) 29). 

 

Essentially, the permissive attitude of ´boys will be boys´ excuses these locations in 

circles outside of the gay community.  Without the specter of AIDS and unsafe sex 

associated with gay sex establishments coupled with ´anything goes and who am I to 

judge´ as well as the very real necessity for spaces for physical encounters we have the 

production of a very lucrative market in sex.   

Gay men express their acceptance of saunas in terms of both necessity and 

another space to socialize with others that might happen to include sexual relations.   B., 

our realtor friend from the previous chapter claims purchasing space for sex is usual, 

normative, and something every man has done at one point or another: 

 

Saunas exist because they are needed.  Most people have no place to go to 

fuck so you have to go to the sauna. If you have your own flat then you 

don´t have to go to the saunas….. you can fuck whenever you want.  

Before I had my own place I had to go to the sauna, now I just go if I want 

to hang out with friends or fuck with someone new.  But you know, you 

have been there, that on Sundays it is like an ´after´ (an after-hours club) 
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everyone is there and people are having drinks and it is just guys hanging 

out.   Saunas aren´t bad they are just necessary. (P. 38) 

 

Without one´s private and personal space one must pay for the ability to have sex in a 

semi-private space.   However, P. is careful to point out to me that saunas are not just 

about getting off.   Saunas are also about meeting friends, about hanging out, or meeting 

new people (either to fuck or to develop friendships).   

 As P. indicates, these spaces and their use are thought by some to be useful and 

necessary tools for establishing a social life and presence within the neighborhood.   At 

one point during my first year in Madrid I was in a bit of a depression missing home, 

friends and family and feeling quite alone.   Some of the men with whom I was close 

decided to provide me with advice as how better to assimilate and make friends within 

the Chueca community.   They advised me to go out to these sex locations so that I might 

start to expand my friendship circle.    I received this advice from numerous guys who 

were not at all connected socially at this time, making me realize that this technique for 

making friends in Chueca was not at all rare: 

 

Going to the sauna makes people know you.  They see you there and then 

they see you on the street or the gym and they start to say hello.   This is 

the easy way to make friends and especially if you have sex with them.  Or 

after you talk or fuck you exchange numbers and meet some time later.  

That is how I made my friends and they are a good group of guys…..it is 
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hard to make friends when you are in a relationship because you don’t go 

to those places.  (JJ, 42) 

 

This advice leads me to believe that on-site sex locations are thought to be not only 

places for finding sexual fulfillment but are also locations facilitating introductions and 

meeting new people (for at least a part of the gay male community).  This understanding 

is pervasive enough for me to have heard similar advice from numerous parties about 

using these sex locations to make friends.  As we shall see further on in the chapter there 

are those who create much of their social world by purchasing these spaces. 

 Overall, because of both the prohibitive housing and rental prices and the 

resultant notion that businesses offering sex on-site are not questionable fetish and 

disease carrying spaces but part and parcel of a normal sexual development, sex 

businesses in Madrid offer a very necessary and useful service to the gay community.  

These spaces offer not only a space for sexual encounters, but according to some, a space 

aiding in social interactions, where friendships of some substance might be realized and 

maintained.   In conclusion, the Spanish political/economic and ideological systems have 

enabled the success and proliferation of these businesses. Their existence, use, and 

symbolic value are interpreted in numerous manners and what follows will trace a few of 

the ways in which on-site sex businesses are understood by gay men in relation to other 

sexual venues, and how, at least for some, they offer a sense of inclusion and community 

so very important to the Spanish character. 
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Not-So-Anonymous Encounters: Sex On-Site vs. Cruising 

 Anonymity in the sexual encounter can be a primary concern for many men in 

Chueca.  This need for anonymity can range from having a boyfriend and wanting a mere 

sexual release on the side; to having a girlfriend; to the fetishization of anonymous 

encounters.  However, it appears that sex-on site locations are not the first choice for 

anonymous sex encounters by most of the men with whom I have spoken.   Locations 

offering sex on-site are not deemed anonymous enough and in fact, many consider these 

businesses as highly frequented locations where friends might meet, or at least where 

people might recognize them and perhaps their indiscretion.   As a result, free cruising 

locations (spaces not purchased) seem to be one of the primary options in the search for 

anonymity.44   

M. was a medical professional and was very concerned about his appearance.  He 

was the one who wanted to look like a “beast” for Gay Pride.   He had long been in a 

relationship when I met him but continued to tell me how he needed sex on the side 

because it made him feel more attractive and desired.   M. was very heavily involved in 

the Chueca scene and on any given night of the week could be found in the bars or cafes 

of the neighborhood.  M (48) tells me about seeking anonymous sex and the requirements 

for being truly anonymous: 

                                                 
44 In addition, cyber-cruising or gay chat rooms offer another space for supposed anonymity.   Many 
informants mentioned that when they wanted to have sex and they wanted to be anonymous they went 
online.  When I have asked if indeed they were able to keep their anonymity I have been told that it didn´t 
matter because most of the guys online didn´t care whether or not one had a significant other.  The general 
assumption is that if one is in a gay chatroom they are there for sex.  I will not address Spanish cyber-
cruising within this dissertation as it is out of the scope of my investigation, but it is worth mentioning that 
many men thought of cyberspace as anonymous space. 
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Pues sabes que antes tenia un novio y llevábamos casi diez años juntos.  A 

veces necesitaba tener sexo con alguien que no conocía por que me daba 

mas morbo, o quizás soy un putón...pero no podía ir a (la sauna) por que 

conozco mucha gente allí....y no podía ir a bares nudistas o en plan Strong 

también por que conozco mucha gente....si quería sexo anónimo pues tenía 

que irme al Corte Ingles o Casa de Campo.  Ahora no tengo novio y puedo 

hacer lo que me da la gana. (M, 48) 

 

Well you know that before I had a boyfriend and we were together almost 

fifteen years.  At times I needed to have sex with someone that I didn´t 

know because it turned me on more, or maybe I am just a whore….but I 

couldn´t go to the sauna (he says the name) because I know a lot of people 

there…and I couldn´t go to the nudist bars or those like Strong also 

because I know a lot of people…..if I wanted anonymous sex I had to go to 

Corte Ingles or Casa de Campo.  Now I don´t have a boyfriend and I can 

do whatever I want. 

 

M. is making a distinction between the gay locales designed for sex (space 

designed/produced and then sold as a commodity for sexual encounters) and those 

locations  men who have sex with men have appropriated for sex (public space/free 

space).   He connects saunas, nudist bars and discos with backrooms as similar locations, 

locations where he might be recognized.   On the other hand, locations like the bathrooms 
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at the Corte Inglés (the only major department store chain in Spain) and the trails at Casa 

de Campo (a major park area to the west of downtown Madrid) as locations where one 

can be truly anonymous.    

 R. (45) was also heavily involved in the Chueca scene.  He worked as a graphic 

artist for one of the major advertising companies in Madrid.   He had been in a 

relationship for the past eleven years and yet they had negotiated certain rules about 

having sex outside of the couple.   When I asked why this was a need for them R. 

responded with the gendered ideology of sexual desire: “Somos hombres y no somos 

hechos pa´ la monogomía sabes?  En nuestro mundo es normal que las parejas son 

abiertas y tienen reglas para jugar con otros.”  (We are men and we are not made for 

monogamy you know?  In our world (the gay world) it is normal that couples are open 

and have rules in order to play with others).  Below, R. tells me that the locales in Chueca 

do not offer enough anonymity to avoid detection and in order for him to follow the rules 

he has negotiated with his partner regarding extra-relationship sexual encounters: 

 

Tengo novio lo sabes pero tenemos un acuerdo que podemos follar con 

otros si el otro nunca se entera, sabes?  No somos una pareja abierta 

exactamente pero tenemos un acuerdo.  Pero es mas difícil de lo que 

imaginas tio y por eso follo con otros solo cuando estoy fuera de 

Madrid...pero de vez en cuando tengo que follar y nunca voy a las saunas 

ni los bares estos de Chueca....me voy a Casa de Campo a fingir que estoy 

haciendo footing pero claro estoy alli para buscar polla.   Si veo alguien 
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que conozco siempre puedo decir que estaba haciendo ejercicio....no 

puedo fingir si me pillan en la sauna o un bar de estos sabes? 

 

I have a boyfriend you know but we have an agreement that we can fuck 

with others if the other one never finds out, you know?  We aren´t an open 

couple exactly but we have an agreement.   But it is more difficult than 

you might imagine dude and because of this I only fuck with others when I 

am out of Madrid….but once in awhile I have to fuck and I never go to the 

saunas or those bars in Chueca….I go to Casa de Campo to pretend that I 

am running, but of course I am there to find cock.   If I see someone I 

know then I can always say that I was there doing exercise….I can´t 

pretend if they find me in a sauna or one of those bars you know? 

 

Therefore, in order for R. to live up to the terms of his agreement with his partner he 

seeks out spaces that are not specifically designed for sex (non-specialized or ambiguous 

space).  Instead he seeks out spaces in which sex is incorporated into, or hidden within, 

other activities (such as running).   Sites designed specifically for sex mark the individual 

within them as seeking sex and therefore, can also mark infidelity. 

 There are those who also look for anonymous encounters even when they are not 

in relationships and have the need to hide their activities from someone else.   For many 

of these men other cruising areas offered the morbo not provided by the locales for sex 

within Chueca.   I met Ren. (35) through one of the roommates I had in Chueca.  He 
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never seemed to care whether or not he had a boyfriend and openly discussed his 

escapades at the various saunas, sex clubs and bars.  His thoughts on romance and love 

were generally that boyfriends took too much time and since he lived in Chueca and was 

still relatively young he didn´t want to limit himself to just one person when there were 

so many social and sexual opportunities in the neighborhood.  This concept of the 

relationship limiting ones ability to move around and meet other men within Chueca was 

discussed quite frequently by those who were very involved in the scene.  Many of the 

gay men whose lives revolve around the neighborhood understood relationships to be 

limiting, confining and controlling; and boyfriends to be nuisances who demand too 

much time, attention, and fidelity. Traditional monogamous relationships and stable 

couplings do not seem to be co-existent with an excessive involvement in Chueca and the 

gay “ambiente” (scene).  Ren., and others of similar thinking, cajoled me numerous times 

for having met a boyfriend during my time in Madrid, claiming that I would never meet 

enough people or have he experiences I might need to completely understand the 

neighborhood.  Ren., as many of the single men not looking for boyfriends who 

constructed their social life around the neighborhood,  had the following to say about the 

sex on-site locations and other cruising locations: 

 

Me dan mucho morbo los locales de sexo como Q., C. and P.(nombres)  

por que todos están allí por la mismo razón y es sexo puro, nada de amor 

ni besos ni nada de eso..es muy morboso.  Pero también me gusta ir por 

Casa de Campo y el parking en Bernabeu por que hay otros tipos 
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allí...muchos bisexuales y heteros que nunca se ve en Chueca....están fuera 

del ambiente y eso mola. 

 

The places for sex like Q.,  C. and P. (names of bars) are a real turn-on 

because everyone is there for the same reason and it is pure sex, no love or 

kisses or anything like that….it is a real turn-on.   But I also like to go to 

Casa de Campo or the parking lot near Bernabeu because there are other 

types there…a lot of bisexuals and heteros that you never see in 

Chueca…they are out of the scene and that is cool. 

 

For  Ren., a distinction exists between those gay spaces designed for sex and other 

ambiguous spaces made use of for the purpose of sex, but not specifically designated for 

that purpose.   The spaces in Chueca are imagined to be for gay identified men while the 

other spaces are imagined to be not only ambiguous in use but ambiguous in who 

frequents them.   Therefore, we might say that while the all-male, all-sex, and all-gay 

designation of the Chueca spaces are a turn-on precisely because of the all-male, all-sex, 

all gay specification; the ambiguity of the other spaces also creates a distinct turn-on. 

 When I have asked why places like Casa de Campo; Corte Ingles; the parking lot 

at Bernabeu or other cruising areas are preferred for anonymous sex encounters I have 

inevitably been met with an explanation based on specificity and non-specificity.   The 

main reason cited is that on-site sex locations are specifically designed for gay men; 

while the bathrooms, parking lots, and trails offer non-specific or ambiguous spaces for 
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bisexual or straight identified men to live out their other fantasies.   R. points us to how 

these specific spaces not only create all-gay, all-male spaces for consumption but also 

create all-sex locations.   One cannot be in one of these spaces and say that they were 

present in that space for a reason other than sex (no, really I went to the sauna for a steam 

bath nothing more!).   By creating spaces designed for sex in answer to the demand for 

sexualized spaces, the owners of these saunas, bars and clubs have singularized the 

intentions of their clientele and created a situation where these locales and anonymity do 

not go hand in hand.   In spaces like department store bathrooms, or parks one can easily 

appeal to the ambiguity of the space.   The men who cruise in these locations, if seen by 

others and not in flagranti, can claim they were shopping or doing exercise, or just 

relaxing instead of cruising should someone question their intentions or presence in the 

space.  Therefore, in Chueca, the specificity or non-specificity of the space defines 

anonymity creating a situation where bars, clubs, and saunas are not considered useful for 

totally anonymous sexual encounters. 

 The singularization of these spaces, their specificity, can also be intentionally 

played with in order to create spaces that not only define the intention of the individual 

(to fuck) but discipline the individual and their erotic affect.  Take for example the case 

of Eagle Bar where anyone with cologne, khakis, or other pijo (snob) clothes; anyone 

who might appear effeminate in aspect or speech; or anyone the least bit pretentious will 

be refused entry.   Copper (a nudist gay bar) serves as another example where all men are 

required to be naked, where noticeable cologne is forbidden, and anyone not thought to 

be complicit with the image of the locale can be denied entry.   Thus, the payment for 
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these types of spaces is really a self-disciplinary act (Foucault 1995) demanding the actor 

perform in very specific manners.   The subject is paying money for a conscientiously 

designed space.  The organization of the space creates an organization of behavior.  

Not only do these spaces organize behavior within but they also demand a 

disciplined subject outside of the space.  To enter into certain spaces demands not only 

the purchase of entry but also the purchase of specific items before one goes to the space 

either to be worn within or evaluated at the door (jeans, boots, jockstraps, cockrings, 

specific brands of underwear, etc.) not to mention certain affective manipulations such as 

the trimming of body hair, the cultivation of muscles, or the refusal to cultivate muscles 

(in the case of the bear community) .   For some of the men it is the singularization of 

their identity and the discipline of the spaces that creates either apprehension about 

entering the spaces or the morbo (turn on factor).  These spaces mark bodies and 

pleasures through the demands placed upon the subject to act in a certain manner, create a 

specific erotic affect and to prepare the body for the activities dictated by the space. 

 Therefore, we cannot deny the marking ability of these spaces.   In fact, this 

marking ability is very similar to the marking ability (imagined or real) of Chueca 

mentioned in Chapter 4 where men would worry about being seen in Chueca because it 

would mean they were gay.   In the case of entering into spaces designed for sex within 

Chueca, they are understood by the previous group of men to create a sexual subject, a 

walking penis in search of satisfaction, or at least a sexually focused person looking to 

interact with other sexually focused persons.  However, what these spaces do not provide 

is anonymity and paying for entry does not in any way guarantee an anonymous 
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encounter.  Anonymity is to be found in ambiguity and the possibility of men “fuera del 

ambiente” (outside of the gay scene) to participate in man to man sexual activities.  These 

free cruising areas are spaces where ambiguity, or a lack of discipline for the subject, 

more closely assure anonymity.  The ability to pretend to be doing something that you are 

not actually doing and the ability to meet men not associated with Chueca approximates 

anonymity more closely than any of the locations present within Chueca.   Therefore, it 

must be concluded that for most men, on-site sex locations are not precisely designed nor 

utilized for their anonymity but more for the ability to find a space to have sex, and the 

ability to live out a fetish guaranteed by the space itself.  However, as I will demonstrate 

these locations also provide some men the ability to approximate inclusion within a group 

or community that has been marginalized by hegemonic gay culture in the neighborhood. 

 These findings challenge those studies of American cruising and sex on-site 

locations that have highlighted and been stricken by a dichotomy of public/private 

coupled with blinder-eye view on anonymity as the hallmark of these locations.   I am 

thinking specifically of William Leap´s work on sexual interactions in the  backroom of 

an adult bookstore and in the sauna of a gymnasium (Leap 1999b).   Leap frames his 

analysis in terms of “private” and “public” spaces.   He creates a dichotomy between non-

gay identified men making use of the gymnasium sauna because of its supposed “private” 

quality; and primarily gay men making use of the backroom at a bookstore because of its 

supposed “privacy” and protection from fag-bashers.  Leap claims both locations create a 

“detachment” from the outside world and it is this detachment that creates “privacy” in 

both locations (Leap 1999b, p.137).  Because of his dichotomous separation between 
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gay/non-gay identified men as well as his focus on a paradigm of private vs. public space 

Leap has missed the actual quality of the gym space I believe attracts both gay and non-

gay men: ambiguity. Gay and straight men can both claim they were at the gym working 

out and not looking for sex.  No informant of Leap´s used the term ´private´ to describe 

the space of the gym or the backroom, instead Leap frames his analysis in these terms.  

For the Spanish gay men I have interviewed it is the ambiguity that offers anonymity and 

“detachment,” not the fact that these locations are removed, hidden, or farthest away from 

a point of control.  The concept of ambiguous space therefore, unifies gay and non-gay 

men in a strategy of pursuing anonymous or detached same-sex sex. 

   

´Supermarkets for Sex´ or ´A Place to feel Included´ 

Previously (Ch. 3) saunas have been typified as ´supermarkets for sex´ where one 

can go, choose what they like, and enjoy it much like any other product.   Indeed, some 

think of saunas, bars with backrooms, and nudist bars as supermarkets for sex.   

Essentially, to deem these locations as such, one is a tourist to those locations, they are 

places one might visit occasionally for the purpose of titillation or fast, easy sex.  

Understanding these locations as supermarkets is to understand those within the space as 

products to use and dispose of if deemed necessary.  There is a certain alienation from 

both people and sex in this concept of on-site sex locations.   If sex is ´just a game´ then 

these are the play pens and playmates can be accessed with facility.  The purchase of the 

space also means the purchase of the activity in a very transitory manner.  The men who 
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understand sex on-site locations as ´supermarkets´ are the men who visit these spaces 

occasionally as tourist locations, or as a space to meet sexual needs once in awhile.  

However, there are others who understand these spaces as necessary and desirable 

to the establishment of a fulfilling and inclusive social life.  This group does not dismiss 

these sites as alienated locations for the consumption of space and sex.  Instead,  these 

spaces are for meeting or encountering old and new friends and for the deployment of a 

shared sexuality and sense of community varying from “normative” or “hegemonic” gay 

sexuality and community as it has been constructed by those forces both inside and 

outside of Chueca.   In attempts to create lasting communities and a sense of inclusion, 

men utilize these spaces in very different manners than have been portrayed in the 

literature addressing on-site sex locations and in different manners than hegemonic gay 

culture might imagine.    

 Of the core group of men I interviewed and of the friends I made during field 

work with whom the topic of on-site sex locations was discussed (38) the number of 

whom developed their primary friendships and built social networks through on-site sex 

locations was not a huge number (9).   Others, visited these locations at least three times a 

month and had friends who would accompany them or that they would meet there (5).  

Others merely visited these locations on occasion and used the spaces for sex when there 

was no other place to go, when they wanted a walk on the wild side, or as a “supermarket 

for sex.”   I would like to explore the ideas of the fourteen men who frequented these on-

site sex locations and analyze their thoughts in terms of economies of desire of both 

Chueca and the Madrileño gay community in general.   
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Anthropologically these locations have been explored mainly in the USA and 

through a lens of HIV/AIDS prevention and therefore, our images of such spaces do not 

include the creation and maintenance of communities through these locations.  The 

academic idea of these spaces has been perverted by a focus on disease prevention and 

attempts to understand and eventually change sexual risk taking behavior.  However, 

after talking with this corpus of men I have found these locales do not symbolize any of 

these ´traditional´ ideas.  In fact, HIV/AIDS is rarely mentioned as a concern by men 

frequenting these spaces.  All of the men claimed they practiced safe sex in these 

locations citing the free distribution of condoms and lubricant as facilitating and 

reminding them of the necessity for safe sex.  When asked if unsafe sex practices 

occurred more frequently in said locations all said that unsafe sex happens in any location 

and affirmed that said practices indeed occurred in these locations but with no more 

frequency than in any other location.   Therefore, only looking at this type of sexual 

behavior and sexual space, at least in the Spanish context, through a lens of HIV/AIDS 

prevention severely limits an anthropological analysis.    

As opposed to analyzing these spaces from traditional perspectives of HIV/AIDS, 

I believe it is more beneficial to listen to why the men choose these locations for sexual 

interactions.  Surprisingly there is a consciousness of certain on-site sex locations as 

being different, distinct, and useful to certain kinds of men in finding a group where they 

fit and feel comfortable.  This group of men understand these locations in terms of 

resistance to a hegemonic symbolic system privileging few while excluding many.  In 

attempts to find and establish themselves in groups and communities men made use of 
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the difference offered by these locations.  Certain (actually a majority since there are only 

one or two saunas and sex clubs frequented by the hegemonic group of gay men) bars, 

saunas, and sex clubs offer certain men the ability to feel included in a sub-grouping or 

community of men that cannot, or choose not, to invest in a hierarchical ranking of 

bodies and pleasures offered by hegemonic gay culture. 

 There exists a hierarchy of desirability within the confines of Chueca.  As 

discussed previously, this hierarchy of desirability is a result of the discursive placement 

of homosexuality within Spanish culture.   The bodies must be masculine, smooth, the 

height of desirability; while the locations must be the most modern, stylish and sleek.   

Therefore the hierarchy is indicated and mapped through and upon bodies and locations 

and creates areas and bodies of inclusion and areas and bodies of exclusion.   A common 

question upon meeting new people is, “Where do you hang out?”   Upon communicating 

where one hangs out, what disco and what bar, one reveals what kind of man they are, 

what category they fit into, and what kind of man they find desirable.   Answering this 

question locates you within a symbolic hierarchical system of bodies and spaces.   At the 

top of this hierarchy are usually those men with the ideal muscular bodies, the new 

´clones´ (or what in Chueca are called the cachas (muscular) or musculocas (muscle-

marys) of the 21st century: smooth, tan, muscular, masculine in aspect (though not 

necessarily in the bedroom considering the popular  idea that most cachas are in fact 

passive), etc.45  The locations for this group change over the years, but during the time of 

this research consisted of Liquid (bar); Royal Cool (disco on Saturday night); Spank 

                                                 
45 For a discussion of the genesis of the term ´clone´ and clone culture please see Levin and Kimmel 1998. 
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(disco on Friday night); Space of Sound (Sunday afternoon) and Sauna Paraiso.   At the 

discos one can find hordes of these men dancing without their shirts and displaying their 

bodies.  They usually maintain their own exclusive groups with any other type not 

allowed within the undulating hordes of gym pumped bodies.   Everybody knows what 

area of the dance floor these men inhabit and they know whether or not they are welcome 

in the area themselves.  These are the kings and princes of the space, the ideal men.  

When they walk by they turn heads with their chiseled features and bodies and they 

themselves anticipate the attention.  Many times these are the public faces of 

homosexuality in Spain with their images being projected and published in magazines, on 

television and in Spanish movies.    

For many men the entire gay universe is measured in terms of this group.  A 

perusal of gay magazines offered in Chueca evidences their hegemony.   Advertising 

pages in these magazines are comprised of a majority of products designed to sculpt abs, 

regenerate hair, offer surgical manipulations for a better body (re: a body like those at the 

top of this hierarchy); underwear or swimwear designed to enhance those bodies; while 

photo spreads include only the most muscled, the most smooth and the impossibly 

beautiful.   These images and advertising only reinforce the notion that sexual desirability 

(and the actual worth of the person) is measured by the amount of fat on the body, the 

number of visible abdominal muscles, the amount of hair on the head (there is a popular 

saying: “Donde hay pelo, hay alegría” (Where there is hair there is happiness) but this 

refrain apparently applies only to heterosexual male body hair as depilation is serious 

business in Chueca) and the definition of the jaw line.   One free monthly, aptly named 
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Vanity Gay (the name originally in English), devotes itself entirely to prescribing the 

ideal male body. In place of discussing civil rights, literature, cinema, and art (as in many 

of the other gay magazines), articles are limited to male cosmetics, depilation, aesthetic 

surgery, hair replacement, penile enlargements, and the latest fashion trends.  This 

magazine can make anyone convinced they should buy these creams or pay for medical 

intervention (for discussions of the ideal male body and its relatively recent appearance in 

American/Western European society see (Bordo 1999; Luciano 2001)).    This fascination 

and obsession with the utterly perfect body is really an obsession with a classification 

system assigning value and desire according to body parts.  The same classification 

provides symbolic capital to a privileged few while denying that capital to a vast number 

of others (Bourdieu 1972; Bourdieu 1990). 

 The ideal masculine body can cause extensive problems with self perception and 

self esteem in the general population (Bordo 1999; Luciano 2001; Pope 2000).   In the 

case of the Chueca community and the friends and informants I have met, there is a 

distinct worry about the way they look and the need to improve the body in order to more 

closely approximate the ideal.   I have previously mentioned the extreme measures these 

men take in order to achieve ideal bodies and an ideal public image (Ch. 4).  Many do not 

go as far as injecting steroids but they do obsess about the shape and structure of muscle 

groups, the amount of hair they have or are losing, the kinds of cream for skin, and a 

myriad of other worries with the superficial appearance, or erotic affect of the body.   

Approximating the ideal body insures the ability to access sexual partners and facilitates 

movement within this community.   Not having an ideal body limits the individual and 
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can many times make them feel excluded from hegemonic gay culture.  The Irishman bar 

owner in Chueca whom I met during Gay Pride 2006 puts it this way: 

 

I opened my bar here a few years ago. Before, there wasn’t really a Bear 

culture in Madrid.   I knew it would work because there are so many men 

who don´t look like the muscle gods in gay porn.  Of course, there are 

many guys in Chueca that look perfect, but there are more who can never 

achieve that.  So, I opened a bar for bears where they can feel comfortable 

and not have to go to places like Cool and feel like they don´t belong. (I., 

55) 

 

In fact, many men feel that they do not belong in those spaces dominated by musculocas.   

Bear culture,46 47  mentioned by this bar owner, has been analyzed from the perspective of 

resistance to a hegemonic clone homosexual culture (Hennen 2005; Wright 2001).  Using 

the concept of resistance offered by the Hennen´s work and the contributors to Wright´s 

                                                 
46 ´Bears´ are a group of gay men which are generally larger than the ideal body.   They tend not to shave 
any of their body hair and do not generally worry themselves with fashion, body and an erotic affect which 
appeals to hegemonic gay standards. 
47 Barebacking (unprotected anal sex) has also recently been analyzed as a response to hegemonic gay 
culture´s obsession with safer sex practices, but researchers have failed to acknowledge that there exists a 
community or culture of barebackers.  The communal nature of this practice can be seen by the rituals 
which support this behavior evidenced in any gay personals section in any popular gay periodical 
advertising bareback parties and events; or the recent explosion of gay pornography offering images of 
bareback sex.   Thus, there is a similarity between bear culture and barebacking culture as they are both 
responses to a perceived hegemonic gay culture which in many ways controls the bodies, pleasures and 
aspirations of gay men.  However, I do not want this statement confused.  I am not saying that Bears are 
more prone to unsafe sex.  I am merely pointing out how there are numerous activities and groups which 
resist hegemonic gay culture.   
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collection addressing Bear culture has been seminal in understanding the unique 

processes at play in Chueca with sex locales.    

Bodies limit not only symbolic capital, but they also limit and create spaces within 

the urban landscape.   Ask most anyone in the streets of Chueca about a discos, bar, or 

club and they are able to define the type of body to be found within.   Space within the 

popular discos and bars becomes segregated or specialized as well.   Musculocas 

maintain their own ´territory´ within these locations.  This was made blatantly clear to me 

about four months into fieldwork when I was dancing in the disco Cool.  I was having fun 

with a couple of guys I had met who were not at the top of this hierarchy.  They 

introduced me to some of their friends and after awhile one of the new acquaintances was 

asked me why I wasn´t in the musculoca area of the dance floor.  Up to that point I didn´t 

realize that there was such a spatial division based upon bodies (I guess I have spent to 

much time in small gay bars with small dance floors where this division is almost 

impossible).  For many men there is a sense of unease when they enter the dominant bars 

and discos precisely because they do not or do not imagine themselves to be placed at or 

near the top of this hierarchical ranking.  Therefore, as our bar owner indicates, these 

variant sex locales offer a different economy of desire; a different symbolic system 

allowing these men to feel a part of group, a part of a community; and for many an 

alternative to the strictures of hegemonic Spanish gay culture. 

The men who frequent the other sex on-site locations either do not or imagine 

themselves to fit into this overarching category of hegemonic gay affect.   They might be 

overweight, or not muscular, or some other supposed ´defect´ prohibiting them access to 
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the top of this hierarchy.   However, others, who might approximate the ideal, enjoy these 

alternative locations because they are areas that are for them more ´relaxed´, ´tranquilos´ 

(quiet, not stressful), ´not so much pressure to be perfect´, or ´easier to talk to people.´  

For many of these men the sex on-site locations frequented by those who most closely 

live out the muscled and perfect ideal are places fraught with stress and the need to 

constantly monitor themselves and those around them.   The alternative spaces offer a 

place where the guys are not so worried about their bodies or their appearances and 

therefore, are many times typified as “real men” and not the “modelos” found in the 

hegemonic locations.   Chueca offers a plethora of these alternative locations for those 

men (arguably the majority) who do not fit into the discursive production of gayness as it 

has been enforced in Chueca by outside forces in Spanish society.  

  Aside from the Sauna Paraiso, or the disco Strong, there are not many on-site sex 

locales frequented by the men at the top of this gay symbolic hierarchy.   There is little 

judgment between these men regarding frequenting these two locations and in fact, I 

would argue there exists some pressure between them to indeed frequent these spaces.   I 

say this from my own experience of being pressured by a friend and his friends to go to 

these places on the weekend and being told this was what was expected of ´guys like us´, 

or that I would be able to make more friends by going.  However, there is very blatant 

judgment about other locales not popular among the hegemonic group.   For instance, one 

early morning I crossed with a roommate of mine in the street on my way home from 

working as a go-go.   He asked where I had been and I laughed and told him.   His 

response was: 
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You think dancing in those bars is bad?  I left work and thought I would go 

to Eagle because I had never been there and I was horny.  Que horror! 

(What a horror!)  All the guys are hairy and fat…there was only one guy I 

considered fucking but I didn´t…I just turned around and left. (JJ, 43) 

 

I laughed with him about the location and the kind of guys he found there, but later I 

realized what kind of ´work´ his statement was doing.    His conception of Eagle made 

clear the distinction between the places he usually frequented (he was essentially a 

muscle-mary scene queen: he was sure to be seen every weekend from Friday night to 

Sunday night at all the popular locations including the sauna) and those meant for ´other´ 

men.  Those other men are the fat, and hairy; they are the men who are thought not to 

belong at the top of this hierarchy. 

 Yet another example of this hegemonic group distancing themselves from these 

locations occurred with M (48)(mentioned in previous sections and chapters).  I had spent 

the day in a café and English bookstore owned by Americans and took a path home 

which lead me past a nudist, gay bar known for its renting of dildos and cockrings.  As I 

approached the entrance to the bar I saw M. coming out with another muscular guy.   I 

greeted him and I asked him how his afternoon was without mentioning the bar he had 

just left.   He responded: 

 



415 
 

Pues, interesante tío!  Nos fuimos a ver los frikis allí.   No había nadie que 

me gustase y nadie al que hubiera follado.  (Pointing at his friend)  Le dije 

que deberíamos ir a Paraíso pero no me hizo caso y ya aquí estamos sin 

follar y con un asco que te cagas.   No te puedes imaginar que tipos están 

adentro....gordos, feos, culos peludos....ya no tengo ganas de follar! (M. 

48) 

   

 Well interesting dude!  We went to see the freakies there.  There wasn´t 

anyone that I liked and no one that I would have fucked.  I told him 

(pointing at his friend) that we should go to Paraiso (sauna) but he didn´t 

pay me any attention and here we are without fucking and a sense of 

disgust that you can´t believe (literally, that you shit yourself).  You cannot 

imagine the type that are inside….fatties, ugly, hairy asses….now I don´t 

have any desire to fuck! 

 

Again, we see someone who is higher in the hierarchy of this economy of desire 

qualifying others as disgusting or literally not worth a fuck.   Both JJ and M demonstrate 

the violence wrought upon others in this hierarchy of desirability.  The discursive 

production of gayness in Spain as the most aesthetically pleasing, the most modern and 

the most fashionable eliminates the vast majority of gay men from the hegemonic 

locations for the display of these qualities.   This is a violence against not only the non-

ideal bodies but also against the elderly, the disabled, and anyone who cannot stake a 
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claim to this gay ideal.  However, it is precisely this violence that creates these ´other´ 

spaces, these spaces providing a respite from hegemonic and violent classifications of 

male bodies and desires. 

 Many of the men who frequented alternative locations spoke of their experiences 

in the hegemonic locations in terms of (in)visibility.   Going out in certain hegemonic 

locations meant that they felt invisible for most of the night, especially if they were out in 

order to try to meet someone.   If they were surrounded by friends this sensation was 

lessened as they were generally there to have fun and not to meet someone.   Is. (26) was 

a doctoral student in political science at a university in Madrid and had spent a year 

studying in New York at an American university.   In my opinion he was good looking, 

perhaps a little overweight but not excessive.   He had been out since he was eighteen and 

had frequented Chueca since that time.   We spoke one day about where we usually went 

out and I had told him I usually went to the hegemonic locations.   He responded with the 

following: 

 

Of course you do because you can.  I don´t feel like I exist in those places 

because no one looks to me and no one wants to talk.   If I go out alone to 

those places I spend the whole night with my drink and no one else.   I can 

go with friends at those places because then I have people to talk to….but 

you know if I go alone to other places like C. then I know that I will talk 

with someone and I will feel like someone sees me.  It is just easier in 

those places because no one is perfect and they are regular guys. (Is. 26) 
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Like Is., most of the men who made a habit of frequenting these other spaces for on-site 

sex did so because they wanted to feel visible, they wanted to be surrounded by other 

“regular” guys. 

 The men who frequented these ´other´ spaces did so many times because they felt 

comfortable there and because it allowed them to feel an inclusion not possible in other 

spaces.  R (32) mentioned in the previous section is one of the men who frequented sex 

on site locations in Chueca.  He enjoyed going to these locations precisely because they 

offered him a symbolic economy varying from the usual, or hegemonic locations: 

 

Voy al Copper y Querelle por que me gustan los tíos allí.   No son cachas, 

no son depilados, son tíos normales pero me siento al gusto.   Allí no se 

ven los cachas ni musculocas de siempre....es mucho mas normal y mucho 

mas relajado.  Estas allí en bolas con todos y no hay nada de presumir 

(¿)....tengo muchos amigos en Copper y Querelle y por mi son sitios que 

me gustan ir a tomar algo con amigos.  Conozco los camareros, conozco 

la gente que va muy a menudo y es...... como….. somos una familia...claro 

una familia desnuda y incestuosa pero una familia (laughs) 

 

I go to Copper and Querelle because I like the guys there.   They aren´t 

muscular and they aren´t shaved, they are normal guys and I feel 

comfortable.  There you don´t see the usual muscular muscle marys….it is 
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much more normal and a lot more relaxed.  You are there naked with 

everyone and there isn´t any presumption….I have a lot of friends in 

Copper and Querelly and for me they are places that I like to go and drink 

with friends.  I know the waiters, I know the people that go there a lot and 

it is like we are a family….for sure a naked and incestuous family but a 

family. 

 

R. creates a distinction between these two bars and ´usual bars´ or those bars where 

´muscular´ guys create the norm.   Copper and Querelle offer an alternative symbolic 

economy not dominated by this hegemonic body ideal.  Instead R. says that these are 

places for ´normal´ guys with no presumption.   Not only are these places for sex, but for 

R. these are places where he meets his friends and where he feels like he has a family 

(albeit rather far removed from a traditional understanding of family).  Essentially, these 

spaces offer him communities allowing him to feel comfortable. 

    J.Mig. (45) was another man who enjoyed sex on-site locations on a regular 

basis and indeed had many friendships which were initiated there.   J.Mig. is a doctor in 

practice at one of the many hospitals in Madrid and I met him through a common friend 

at the beginning of my fieldwork.   We would occasionally run into each other in the 

neighborhood and then we began to frequent a favorite café at the same time everyday.   

Over time we began talking and he began to share with me information relevant to my 

research.   J. Mig was not overweight nor was he bad looking, but he constantly spoke of 

how he didn´t fit in with what he saw as the majority of the men in Chueca with their 
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sculpted bodies and youthful good looks.   Like many men in Chueca, J. Mig. felt that 

reaching forty years of age meant a necessary distancing from the hegemonic ideal and a 

distancing from the hegemonic locations.   He many times spoke to me about the 

fetishization of youth in the neighborhood and in the gay community in general and how 

reaching forty was essentially a social death sentence.   He spoke to me often that even 

though he was a doctor with a good job and a lot to offer someone he was getting to old 

to be “successful” (tener exito) in Chueca.    One day while talking about a mutual 

acquaintance and the fact he had seen him recently at a sauna even though he had a 

boyfriend, he began to share with me his theories on why saunas and other locations 

exist: 

 

Existen por que los necesitamos...... algunos mas que otros sabes 

(riéndose)?  Por ejemplo, a mi me gusta mucho el sitio este..(Sauna 

Cristal)...en Chueca....y no siempre por que quiero sexo.   No es un sitio 

super fashion es muy normal una sauna sencilla sabes? Es que hay tios 

allí con quien puedo hablar y tomar algo.   Ya tengo amigos por que he 

ido allí y quedamos a tomar café y hablar fuera.   Sabes, este sitio no es de 

cachas ni los chicos perfectos pero, hay buena gente allí y me encanta 

hablar con ellos por la noche tranquilamente.  Pues a veces entre semana 

yo me voy a la sauna solo para hablar con mis amigos de allí. 
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They exist because we need them……some (people) more than others you 

know (laughing)? For example, I like that one place Sauna Cristal…in 

Chueca…and I don´t always go because I want sex.   It isn´t a super 

fashionable place, it´s really normal, a simple sauna you know? It´s that 

there are guys there that I can talk with and drink something.   Now I have 

friends because I have gone there and we have coffee and talk outside (of 

the sauna).  You know this isn´t a place for muscular nor perfect guys but 

there are good people there and I like to talk quietly with them at night.  

Sometimes during the week I go to the sauna only to talk with my friends 

there. 

 

For J.Mig., the sauna offers a place to talk with a different kind of person in a different 

kind of space.   Essentially, he enjoys the space not being about the hegemonic notion of 

gayness and being about something else, other kinds of bodies and even other kinds of 

pleasures that don´t involve sex (but that which don´t necessarily exclude sex).   

However, again we see a distinction made between the places that the muscular guys go 

and the ´other places.´   

 J.Mig. may have enjoyed this particular sauna for its relaxed atmosphere but he 

also very much liked the monthly disco/fetish parties advertised in Chueca.   His favorite 

venue was called “Sleaze Madrid” and involved any sort of fetish wear, numerous rooms 

for on-site sex (such as a dark room; a sling room; and orgy room); and hardcore 

electronic music.   He jokingly asked me numerous times to go with him and I would 
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always laugh and decline the invitation.   One day after jokingly asking me to go with 

him he said the following: 

 

Es que no puedo imaginarte allí Brian.  Eres un chico tiímido, educado, 

bueno....sabes que te digo que eres un buen chico.   No me van los chicos 

tan buenos me gustan los rude boys (he says this in English).   Cuando voy 

a estas fiestas conozco muchos tios como yo y podemos follar durante el 

mes o incluso hacer amistades.   En esas fiestas me siento muy normal con 

gente como yo.  Cuando voy a Cool todo es perfecto, todos perfectos y 

egoístas pero en Sleaze la gente son mas amables, mas normales....sabes 

lo que te quiero decir? 

 

It´s that I cannot see you there Brian.  You are a shy guy, polite (educated), 

well….you know what I am saying, you are a good guy.   I don´t like guys 

so good, I like the rude boys.   When I go to these parties I meet lots of 

guys like me and we can fuck during the month or also become friends.   

In these parties I feel very normal with people like me.  When I go to Cool 

everything is perfect, everyone is perfect…and egotistical….but in Sleaze 

the people are nicer and more normal…you know what I am trying to tell 

you? 
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These parties, which are thought-out spaces for interaction with very specific rules of 

engagement, offer J. Mig and others like him the chance to interact with others in a 

predetermined and satisfactory manner which varies quite distinctly from the hegemonic 

norm.   J.Mig. creates the distinction between Cool and Sleaze by typifying the men in 

each location.   Overall, these sex on-site locales offer some men the chance to escape 

from hegemonic parameters of desirability and from a symbolic economy leaving the 

majority of men lacking. 

 Be. (24), a literature student I met at a conference in Madrid, also preferred these 

locations.  For him these locations offered a very real sense of inclusion which he found 

absent in the more popular locations.  These locations helped him to feel a part of the gay 

community: 

 

When I first came out I went to all of the normal places…you know like 

Cool and Liquid and Sunrise….but I never felt good there… I felt like I 

wasn´t like all of those guys.   I felt very lonely and I thought that´s what 

gays were like….todos (all of them).   

 

Brian:  Well, what made you change your mind? 

 

I was talking online with a guy who wanted to meet me at the Paw (a 

nudist gay bar) and I was nervous because, you know, I didn´t know what 

it was and I heard all of these stories about fisting and lluvia dorada 
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(literally “golden rain” referring to watersports or urinating on your 

partner)…you know (those) things.   But, I went and it was fun…there 

were different kinds of guys there and they actually talked to each 

other….it was strange though drinking a beer in no clothes….. but the 

guys that make it comfortable they talk to you and don´t just stand there 

hoping someone will notice.  Now I have many friends I know and at Bear 

Bar or at Copper. 

 

Brian:  And now what do you think of the gay community? 

 

I think there is not one community but much (many).   When you first 

come out the only gays you know are guys at Cool, or guys in Chueca and 

you think…well I think…I can´t be gay if I don´t do those things like the 

clothes and the gym….now I know there is a place normal that I can meet 

people…and you know?  

 

Be. felt a sense of isolation or removal from what he thought was the only gay 

community.   Upon meeting men in another location he was able to feel included in a 

group of men evidencing for him that the gay community was not just one community 

but comprised of many.   He continues to frequent these places precisely because of the 

inclusion he feels and the friends he has made.   Be., like many, uses and understands 
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these locations as distinct from the hegemonic spaces dominated by a hegemonic 

symbolic system. 

I noted this difference as well in these ´other´ locations.   As I was interviewing 

the owner of one of these alternative bars in the bar itself there was a distinct feel to the 

space.   Men laughed and spoke freely.  As men entered they were met with kisses and 

hugs, invited to drink with friends and it was obvious that there existed lasting 

relationships and a sense of community that the hegemonic spaces lacked.   In the 

hegemonic spaces men rarely talked with a stranger, they were never met with kisses and 

hugs as they entered, and there was an exceptional amount of posing and attempting to 

impress.  These other locations offered spaces where clients knew owners and bartenders; 

where conversations revolved not only around bodies, clothes and sex but also around 

personal happenings in someone´s life; and where connections and friendships between 

men were obvious. 

The owner of this particular bar told me that many men came by daily to have a 

caña (draft beer) after work and to talk with friends.  He felt a strong purpose in 

providing a space for men who varied from the ideal.  Throughout the interview I was 

introduced to numerous men and met with a sense of acceptance and joviality.   In this 

space there didn´t exist such an intense feeling of being judged physically.  As far as the 

nudist gay bars/sex clubs, I also found the same sense of familiarity and concern between 

men.   Observing interactions between the men in these locations evidenced friendships 

and a sense of a more relaxed acceptance of all bodies regardless of their affect.  In all of 
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these spaces there was a distinct absence of musculocas and models and it was precisely 

this absence that allows an acceptance unprecedented in the hegemonic locales. 

 How do these spaces conscientiously create a sense of difference, a distinct 

economy of desire based on bodies (and pleasures) that resists the hegemonic ideal?   

Essentially sex on site spaces are advertised as different and distinct.   They claim their 

difference through explicit depictions of men and homosexual sex on fliers and posters.  

Ironically, the bodies on the fliers are many times ideal bodies while these bodies are not 

the norm in the actual locations.  Hegemonic locations don´t usually portray sex or 

completely nude bodies.  Their advertising includes scantily clad bodies, or bodies 

wearing recognizable brand name club clothes or depict the luxury of their 

establishments.  Counter-hegemonic spaces are also much simpler in their physical 

appearance.   They do not have the flashing disco lights; music videos and fashion images 

don´t grace the television screens (usually gay pornography plays); lighting is minimal; 

and they are generally much smaller.  The dress codes also serve as a primary factor of 

distinction.  These codes demand patrons wear certain clothes, or not wear clothes.  As 

discussed in Chapter 3, many times hegemonic gay culture is fascinated with brand 

names and their conspicuous display.   Demanding that patrons not wear these clothes, or 

not wear clothes at all, is an attempt to undermine the symbolic system dominating other 

locations.  In addition, requiring patrons wear certain types of clothes creates a new 

symbolic system based upon different principles of evaluation.   It is one matter to 

evaluate someone in a regular bar who is fully clothed and quite another to evaluate 

someone wearing only a jockstrap and sports shoes.  Forbidding cologne is yet another 
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method of resistance to hegemonic gay ideals.  First, colognes can be markers of 

distinction depending on the fragrance and its price.   Secondly, ´masculine smell,´ the 

stated goal of forbidding cologne, is not the attractive, clean smell gaining precedence in 

hegemonic locations and on hegemonic bodies but the musky, sweat smell of ´real men.´  

These spaces and their specific disciplinary rules design spaces very different in aspect 

and feel.   By creating spaces of distinction, or specialization what these business owners 

do is also discipline and control the types of bodies present within the spaces themselves.   

Space, bodies and erotic affect are all policed in order to offer a resistance to hegemonic 

and violent hegemonic gay culture that literally renders many (most) gay men invisible. 

These spaces create new possibilities for men to find communities of inclusion, to move 

socially with some facility and not necessarily only for sexual purposes. 

 In conclusion, these spaces are far from the cesspools of disease and risk 

presented in much of the academic literature. Instead these are spaces offering an escape 

from an oppressive symbolic system excluding many.  They provide necessary space for 

Spanish gay men to engage in social relations that may or may not include sex; and they 

serve as loci for the development of alternative communities of friends and ´family.´ 

 

Discussion: Chueca as Diversion 

 Despite my analysis of Chueca offering a sense of hierarchy and violence which 

controls bodies, mobility and pleasure; Chueca is, at its base, a location designed for fun 

in its many forms.   These hierarchies inform the creation of various spaces but they do 

not completely control the general populace.  There are many who do not obsess about 
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bodies and clothes and merely make use of spaces to have a fun time and enjoy the 

company of friends.  The neighborhood offers the opportunities and spaces for almost 

anyone to enjoy. Clothes, shoes, and decoration stores offer the ability to consume high 

quality and fashionable items.   Excellent restaurants and cafes offer gourmet food and 

drink in relaxing and modern atmospheres.   Bars and clubs offer diverse spaces for the 

consumption of drinks in anything from calm zen-like to frenetic dance music infused 

atmospheres.   Saunas and sex clubs offer diversion and necessary spaces for sexual 

needs.  However, as one enters this diversionary space there is the feeling and the 

understanding that this is an inclusive space.   This is a space where high fashion meets 

gothic wear; where drag queens and travestis share the sidewalk with grandmothers doing 

their daily shopping; where musculocas talk with housewives as their dogs frolic in the 

plazas; and where almost anyone can find a place of acceptance and community. 

 Returning to the situation with which I opened the chapter, my own feelings of 

“this would never happen in Chueca” have been echoed time and again by friends and 

informants.   When friends (gay and straight) want to get dressed in tight clothes and 

party through the night without any hassle, or any feelings of being the ´other´ they 

suggest Chueca.   When gay male friends want to go out and flirt they choose Chueca.   

When my younger English students wanted to meet for a nice dinner, drink or coffee they 

would suggest Chueca because it is more ´fashion´ than other locations in Madrid.  When 

my then boyfriend and I wanted to dance together and be able to show affection in public 

without looking over our shoulders we chose Chueca.   The neighborhood offers a space 

where two women holding hands, kissing or seriously making out would draw a minimal 
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amount of interest; where men holding hands and greeting each other with kisses is the 

norm; and where designed and fashionable spaces provide amiable locations for talking, 

drinking and dancing.  

 Chueca is community through capitalism at its best and worst.   In a very real and 

lived sense this neighborhood demonstrates Miranda Joseph´s arguments that “communal 

subjectivity is constituted not by identity but rather through practices of production and 

consumption” (Joseph 2002: p. viii).  One cannot make use of these spaces without 

purchasing and consuming.   Therefore, poor men are not often present; and immigrants 

are also notably absent from most of the locales.   In order to be ´gay´ one must be able to 

purchase space and goods for the performance of this subjectivity.   Not having the 

economic means to consume many times means one is not able to ´correctly´ perform 

gayness while making use of Chueca.    

If one does have the economic means to create subjectivity through processes of 

consumption, then Chueca offers a wonderful tool for creating friendships and 

communities regardless of one´s location within the hegemonic construction and policing 

of gayness according to bodies and affect.  The men in this chapter have demonstrated a 

distinct process of developing subjectivity through the purchase of space.  Regardless of 

the type of space (sexual or non-sexual), the motivations of these men are extremely 

similar: to find a sense of community; to be a part of a group; and to ´feel the warm 

blanket of inclusion´ all Spaniards seem to seek (Tremlett 2006).  If we read these 

processes and motivations without a moral judgment of spaces and activities, what 

becomes clear is that community, group membership, and having people who 
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´understand´ surrounding the individual are all very real and important motivations that 

Chueca and its locales responds. 
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VI. CONCLUSION 

 

This dissertation sought to explore a specific ´community´ within the urbanscape 

of Madrid.   I have explored the space from a recent historical perspective in order to 

demonstrate how the social imagination of Chueca by Madrileños and Spaniards has 

changed over the last 30 years.   For politically liberal, or leftists,  the space of the 

neighborhood has gone from one of danger and locatable vice to one of fashion and ultra-

(post?)modernity now serving as a model for other down-and-out Madrileño 

neighborhoods. For conservative groups, the idea that Chueca is a space of vice continues 

to have relevance as reports on Gay Pride festivities highlight the noise, the people, and 

the undesirable aspects present in the neighborhood. For the gay community, Chueca has 

been a space of self-definition and later an ever-present and taken-for-granted space.   I 

then moved to an exploration of globalization and the force of its presence within the 

development of the neighborhood and a public gay identity.   I looked specifically at the 

dichotomy between modernity and tradition as a key conceptual categories for Spaniards 

that wish to re-create themselves and their social spaces.  The same dichotomy has been 

taken advantage of by the Chueca and gay communities in Madrid.    Next, I explored 

how the neighborhood functions and is understood at the level of the city, focusing on 

how people make use of the space and understand it as distinctive from other spaces.   In 

this I re-theorized the concept of the closet and applied the notion of the circus, or 

performance, to the happenings in Chueca.   This chapter relied heavily on dichotomies 

of inside/outside; heterosexual/homosexual; dark/light; etc. even as the voices of 
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informants created these dichotomies they were many times undermined by the lived 

complexity of their daily experiences.   The final substantive chapter addressed the social 

complexity present within the neighborhood itself and how people made use of this 

complexity to create and sustain social belonging.  I focused heavily on the Spanish 

imagination of themselves as highly social beings and used this ideology to discuss the 

formation of groups and hierarchies within Chueca. This chapter focused on community 

through consumption and read sexual activities in various manners to elucidate the 

symbolic economies present within this urban space.  Essentially, this investigation has 

moved from the large scale (historical and global) to increasingly smaller scales (city and 

personal) in an attempt to paint a comprehensive picture of the barrio.  

This concluding chapter will address some theoretical implications for this study, 

focusing primarily upon questions of postmodernity as it relates to Spain, the community 

in question and ethnography.   I will then conclude with a general discussion as to why 

the gay community in Spain and Chueca have been so successful in changing Spanish 

social fabric in such a short period of time.  Using the Spain specific socio-cultural 

insights I will culturally critique similar processes in the U.S. 

  

Urban Ethnography: Fleeting Instances in Diversionary Spaces 

 Many times I was preoccupied with the fact that ´my community´ was not a 

sedentary community with a direct connection to the space of the neighborhood.    Again, 

the study of ´traditional´ ethnography did not prepare me for an ethnographic experience 

in a city and a community whose localization was not fixed but existed in fleeting 
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moments of conglomeration in cafes, discos, or bars. ´My community´ constantly moved 

into and out of the space and with these movements some would even change their 

subjectivities.  This experience was far a field from the experiences portrayed in classical 

ethnographies of communities tied to the land with little to no movement and little to no 

changes in subjective formation.  In April 2005 I wrote the following in my field notes: 

 

Chueca is a transitory space.   I mean it is about having fun and people 

enter into and exit the space at will.   What does this mean for my 

anthropology?   It means that this is an ethnography of fleeting moments; 

an ethnography of a transitory and shifting population; an ethnography 

which is not, and cannot be, grounded in a population tied to a specific 

space.   This is an ethnography of a people without a space; and a space 

without a people. 

 

Indeed, many times my interactions with informants were fleeting, one time encounters in 

a café; or at a disco; or someone I met through friends who would suddenly disappear for 

months on end.   They came to Chueca for fun, diversion and social interactions but, for 

many, the majority of their lives were lived outside of the barrio.   This creates a situation 

where the space of Chueca is a space without a set population.  The community is 

imagined, but in certain ways this imagination is only manifested for the duration of a 

few hours.   There is no stable connection between the space and the community; and no 

stability in the imagination of community and its physical manifestation.  
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Instability can also be seen in the actual physical boundaries of the space.  The 

area is marked as gay but there is no set boundary excluding or including certain people.  

All Madrileños are free to come into and out of the space.  In addition, many of the sex 

clubs and saunas exist outside of the neighborhood but are still considered a part of 

´Chueca.´  Further complicating the matter of stability is the presence of 

www.chueca.com and other internet sites for men seeking men that many informants also 

considered part of the “ambiente de Chueca” (Chueca atmosphere).  Connections 

between co-residence, location in space and time, and comprehensive and consistent 

social interactions, all markers of supposed community were minimally important in this 

postmodern cohesion of people who considered themselves a community because of who 

they chose to love and where they chose to spend their free time. This challenge required 

that I walk a thin line between conducting an ethnography of only space to the detriment 

of the ´community´ (people) or conducting an ethnography of people without addressing 

the space. 

I was caught in a conundrum of describing a community without a space; and a 

space without a community.   This challenge has long been present in the literature and 

investigation of the Mexican-American borderlands and mestiza/o or Chicano/a identity 

(Anzaldúa 1987; Martinez 2006; Moraga 1983; Moraga and Anzaldúa 1981).   Because I 

was figuratively walking a line, or border, in my ethnography and my informants were 

constantly creating and destroying borders between subjectivities and spatial locations, I 

found the connection between this literature and the investigation of Chueca to be useful.  

The constant confusion and contradiction present within the neighborhood spoke to me of 
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subjects negotiating a postmodern world.   In fact, some anthropologists argue the 

borderlands are the only location of the postmodern subject: 

 

The borderlands are….a place of incommensurable contradictions.   The 

term does not indicate a fixed topographical site between two other fixed 

locales (nations, societies, cultures), but an interstitial zone of 

displacement and deterritorialization that shapes the identity of the 

hybridized subject.   Rather than dismissing them as insignificant, as 

marginal zones, thin slivers of land between stable places, we want to 

contend that the notion of borderlands is a more adequate conceptualizaton 

of the “normal” locale of the postmodern subject.   (Gupta 1992: 18) 

 

I found Gupta and Ferguson´s claim that the borderlands are a ´zone of 

displacement….that shapes the identity of the hybridized subject´ to be somewhat off 

course from my experience in Chueca. Their claim posits a pre-existence of borderlands 

shaping the subject and minimizes the role of the subject creating the borderlands 

precisely to be manipulated.  As we have seen in the previous chapters, the creation or 

maintenance of borders (or closets) actually allows the very specific manipulations by 

this population.  Therefore, I would argue that this is not necessarily a one way 

interaction with the zone shaping the subject.  The subject many times creates the very 

zone that they know will shape them.   Overall, the physical space creating the subject 

and the subject creating the physical space exist in a dialectical process of co-formation. 
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 In fact, borders may be created through hegemonic power relations based on 

normative sexual and societal expectations, but their maintenance is also a product of 

those that are delineated or contained within their confines.   What would Madrid be 

without the borders of Chueca?  What would Chueca be without the border it shares with 

other neighborhoods?  In a process similar to informants using the confines of the closet 

to maximize their personal benefit, many people make use of the borderland of Chueca to 

create subjectivities and spaces.  However, those same people may later erase those same 

subjectivities and spaces in the confusion and complexity of the postmodern city.  This is 

an opportunism based on and arising from the postmodern condition of contradiction, 

simulacra, appearance and the superficial.  People create borderlands precisely because of 

the opportunities such spaces allow, opportunities that in a period of modernity (re: 

seemingly consistent; meta-narrative explanatory mechanisms) were unknown.  As a 

result the consistency through time and space of the physical or matter of borderlands no 

longer exists and it is this inconsistency that allows forms of subject play.  

 The inconsistency of space allows the destruction or creation of the same 

according to collective imagination.  Borders of the neighborhood depend not necessarily 

on geographical location but on the perception of the individual.  They depend not on a 

specific point on a map but on the social imagination of various and sundry groups of 

people. In addition, increasing technology in the construction industry has increased the 

rapidity of actual physical destruction or manipulation of space.  Buildings, 

neighborhoods, and cities are much more malleable than in the past. As an example, 

businesses and locales in Chueca are remarkably tenuous.  A locale might house a bar for 



436 
 

the period of a month and then experience a complete makeover in the matter of a week 

only to be reopened as a store offering fashionable children´s clothing.   A façade of a 

housing building can be refurbished in the space of a couple of weeks changing the 

complete physical appearance of the building and the street.  One might find classical 

architecture juxtaposed with an ultra-modern building in the same block.   Space and 

matter are no longer as consistent or fixed as in the past.  In both a very real and symbolic 

sense space and matter are not what they used to be and are easily created and destroyed. 

 Geography in the postmodern city is influenced by global processes that become 

intensified and localized in striking similarity to the borderlands.   Michael Dear claims 

the following regarding postmodernism and its effects in the city: 

 

Postmodernism is about complication and difference, which are reflected 

in the urban landscape as an intense localization and fragmentation of 

social processes.  The microgeography of the postmodern city is extremely 

finely grained and variegated.  (Dear 1991: 549) 

 

Difference and complication find their physicality within the city, but this should not 

imply that these spaces are exclusive, clearly defined, or maintain fixed boundaries over 

time or in the cultural imagination of the people.  In fact, with the rapid nature of 

globalization and the increasingly fast migration of ideas and images across the globe, it 

is only logical that boundaries become more malleable, more inconsistent and less fixed.  

Therefore, city landscapes are both clearly identifiable and yet porous, depending upon 
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who is speaking, who is interacting in the space, and the social agenda the subject(s) 

might be supporting.   All of this confusion and difference speaks to the postmodern 

rejection of meta-narratives and the importance of situated knowledge(s) in their 

relation(s) to space. 

 What I hope I have demonstrated in this study is that, in addition to situated 

knowledge(s) manipulating spaces, these situated knowledge(s) and their resultant spaces 

also create situated hegemonies.   Hegemony has long been theorized in rather stable and 

historically enduring terms (Gramsci, et al. 1972).   That is, hegemony was slow 

changing as it was based upon political-economic factors that were themselves slowly 

changing.  I believe hegemony should be theorized in terms of not only political-

economic factors but also explored in terms of these ´fine grained and variegated´ spaces.   

Hegemonies are connected to space, whether that space is the globe, the nation, the city, 

the bar, the sex club or the home.   Hegemonies, in the post modern, can also shift more 

rapidly as their base relies less on political-economic factors and more upon the image, 

the spectacle and the superficial appearance.  As an example, homosexuality becomes 

hegemonic within the space of the neighborhood, but it is the hegemonic Spanish socio-

cultural system that created the need for the neighborhood in the first place.   The 

hegemony present in Chueca is not solely based on political-economic terms, or mores of 

civic life but also incorporates the image of the body, and consumptive access to fashion, 

cinema, video and music.  Hegemony is tied to space in very clear and distinct manners 

as evidenced in Ch. 5´s discussion of various sex clubs attempting to manipulate 

hegemony by manipulating spaces and bodies.  In that discussion it was also very clear 
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that hegemony also makes use of the ability to consume lifestyle.  Therefore, hegemony 

must be understood as part and parcel of the fragmentation, localization and 

intensification of increasingly malleable and rapidly changing social processes creating 

the increasingly malleable and rapidly changing urban landscapes.    

 Throughout this dissertation we have been dealing with processes of post-

modernity.    In many ways Spain as nation and people are products of the post-modern.  

Since the death of Franco they have been obsessed with selling themselves to Europe and 

the world (and even to themselves) as ´modern´ through a process of remaking Spain (see 

Ch. 3).   This process can and does only exist in a postmodern moment of rejecting and 

reworking the past: 

 

In its desire for full integration into Europe, Spain itself becomes an object 

of consumption….Now completely integrated into the market-place, the 

Spanish subject adopts a new self-image and, as a consequence, the 

relationship between an individual and his or her own image takes on the 

kind of privileged status identified by Fredric Jameson as a characteristic 

of postmodern culture in general.  I am referring to the three main features 

which, according to Jameson, condition the relationship established 

between the contemporary (or postmodern) subject and his/her experience: 

a privileging of the culture of image and of simulacrum, the lack of 

historicity…..and the waning of affect (Jameson 1991).  Image and 

appearance are now of paramount importance for a citizenry whose 
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collective aim is to sell itself to Europe.   Thus, Spain unreservedly 

embraces the culture of spectacle, while focusing on a dehistoricized 

present.  In an ideological move to eliminate a past that situated Spain in a 

position of inferiority with respect to the rest of the world, new models of 

identification – or signs of identity – are adopted for the newly established 

democracy. (Moreiras Menor 2000: 135 citing Jameson 1991) 

 

The effects of this unreserved embrace of the ´culture of spectacle´ are very far reaching 

and infuse many aspects of daily life.   This has been evident in my investigation as 

people have created subjectivities and affect as they have moved from one space of 

Madrid to another; as they have modified their bodies and movements; and as they have 

constantly appealed to the concept of being ´moderno´(modern) in the face of tradition.    

In addition, history itself has been re-imagined and forgotten according to the needs and 

goals of specific social groups.   For example, the construction of the entire Franco 

Regime as one, unified, and repressive apparatus incorporating the Church has been 

demonstrated to be entirely false (see Ch. 3 and Carr 1979).   As another somewhat trite 

example, King Juan Carlos who by most Spaniards estimation is entirely responsible for 

restoring democracy and therefore, can do no wrong accidentally shot and killed his 

brother when they were young.   When I would ask Spaniards about this fact they would 

deny that it ever happened until I could point them to various articles and books to prove 

my point.   Essentially, factual history no longer has much meaning in Spanish lives 

whereas the creation of certain histories is quite common and useful.  These 
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manipulations and hybridizations can only occur within spaces of confusion and 

malleability; in spaces where the subject is essentially rootless and can make use of or 

capitalize on ever-shifting modes of being; where one might create a fleetingly stable 

subject through cultural pastiche; and where cultural memory and history are manipulated 

constantly for the purpose of the present. 

 

Exploring Intimacy: Anthropological Methods in Postmodern Urban Spain 

 This postmodernity demands new anthropological methods of investigating social 

processes as we are no longer able to firmly associate a community with a space.   This 

idea of post-community (Ortner 1997) demands that anthropologists recognize the 

dislocation of community.   My process of investigating Chueca and its community has 

best been a process of investigating intimacy in the broad definition of the term.   

Appadurai asks: “Can ethnography mediate between the globalization of experience and 

the experience of globalization, thus retaining its special authority to report on the 

practices of intimacy in social life?” (Appadurai 1997: 115).   He claims that yes we can 

indeed negotiate globalization and its experience by focusing upon the very intimacy of 

social life.    

I believe Appadurai´s recommendation of focusing upon intimacy is quite useful.  

However, his concept of intimacy is somewhat limited in that it includes only the 

minutiae of interactions between very localized and proximate people.  He defines this 

intimacy as: 
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…intimacy between kin, intimacy between enemies, memories of loss and 

gain, objects treasured or abandoned because of their raw specificity, and 

knowledge gained because the best fieldworkers had entered into the web 

of intimate relations in a world not previously known to them……..the 

work of sexuality and reproduction, the webs of nurture and friendship, the 

heat of anger and violence, the nuance of gesture and tone.  (Appadurai 

1997: 115-116) 

 

Intimacy, in field research in a postmodern world, must be understood as an intimacy that 

exists not only between individuals or fieldworker and informant, but between factions at 

world, national, city, local and personal levels of analysis.  We must spatialize intimacy 

and spatialize in such a way that scales of analysis become clear and resonant.  By tracing 

intimacies at various spatial scales we better understand how community and space are 

connected, even if those connections are contradictory at various levels or scales of 

analysis. 

 Tracing intimacies at different scales actually produces spaces that are not 

consistent.  Spaces are shaped and reshaped according to the intimacies we explore at 

these various spatial scales.   For example, the Chueca described by tracing the intimacies 

between the PSOE and PP political parties is not the same Chueca described through my 

intimate relations with various chuequiperras.   The barrio is very different and even 

contradictory according to the scale of analysis and the intimacies to be found in each (re: 

a modern or vice ridden space versus a space allowing one to be comfortable in their own 
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skin).  Tracing intimacies at these various scales allows anthropology to enter into the 

messiness of postmodernity and elucidates the malleability and inconsistent nature of 

meaning. 

 Through my tracing of intimacies I have come to understand Chueca as not just 

one space but many spaces.   Chueca is not the same space for 

heterosexuals/homosexuals; musculocas/Bears; men/women; PSOE/PP; etc.  Also, the 

space does not maintain the same qualities for the same person throughout their life span: 

it can be a playground for a 20 year old and be extremely limiting for that same 

individual as they enter into their late 30s.    Instead, the neighborhood is a variant space 

localizing and physically manifesting the preoccupations, concerns, hopes, and fears of 

the people.  To reiterate a previous argument, space, or matter itself, must not be 

understood to be fixed.  Instead space/matter is processual (Butler 1993).  Processual 

matter production can best be described only by entering into these intimacies at various 

scales and exploring their fruits.  Intimacies elucidate not only the processual nature of 

matter but also the processual nature of subject formation and possibly the connections 

between space/matter and subjectivity. Therefore, the barrio is simultaneously a location 

on a map and an imagined space created and destroyed each and every time a group or 

individual speaks about or imagines its qualities and limits.   

 Overall, this has been both an investigation of space and an investigation of 

community.   Depending on the part of the community with whom I was speaking the 

space changed its contours.   Simultaneously, depending upon the part of the space that I 

was analyzing the community also changed its qualities.   Therefore, we have a 
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dialectical relation between physical space and community and between subjectivity and 

location that is only accessible through careful exploration of intimate relations.   Overall, 

I hope it has become clear over the course of this investigation that space, place, and 

subjectivity are dependent upon the intimacies of social relations at various scales of 

analysis. 

 

Lessons from Spain:  How did they do that? 

 As stated in Ch. 3, informants and friends many times asked me to defend why 

my country had not passed a gay marriage law.   Spaniards imagine (or used to, before 

the Bush era) that the US was one of the most advanced countries in the world, not only 

in terms of economic and political force but also in terms of civil rights.   To them the US 

was founded on the concept of a distinct separation between religion and civil life and the 

supposedly ´moral´ arguments they heard for the banning of gay marriage did not 

resonate with an image of a completely laic state.  Many absolutely did not understand 

why GLBT people are denied the right to marry or the various news reports about states 

passing constitutional amendments defining marriage as a union between a man and a 

woman.   They assumed that me being an American gave me some privileged 

information about why this contradiction existed and that I would be able to explain to 

them the nuts and bolts of the problem. 

 Initially, I was not prepared for such self-reflection.  I came to Spain to study the 

Spanish ´other´ and certainly not to turn that knowledge back upon my home culture.  

However, after innumerable conversations where I found myself put in the position of 
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defending my country (and at times finding myself resolutely and surprisingly patriotic 

and pro-American though in no way defending homophobic politics) I began to realize 

that my insights in Spain might actually serve to better understand the American GLBT 

civil rights movement.   I was forced into a situation of cultural critique by my informants 

who wanted to know how the most powerful and advanced society in the world could be 

so retrasado (retarded) in terms of GLBT civil rights. 

I would like to conclude this dissertation with some brief discussion on the 

political gains of GLBT people in Spain.  I do this in an attempt to better understand how 

their strategies might help GLBT organizations across the world, and more specifically in 

the US, to make similar gains. This is essentially an exercise in ´cultural critique´ 

(Marcus 1986) that I hope will raise interesting questions for the future of GLBT 

movements in other locations.   My intent is not to engage in a distinct othering of 

Spanish socio-cultural happenings, as Gupta and Ferguson (1992) have typified cultural 

critique.  My intent is to briefly review the differences in the socio-cultural and historical 

trajectory that has allowed Spain to become one of the very few countries in the world 

recognizing gay marriage, adoption and inheritance. 

I turn once again to the conceptual dichotomy between traditional and modern as 

the main force behind the success of the Spanish GLBT movement.   The Franco years 

with their “National Catholicism” created a strong repression.   After his death and their 

transition to democracy Spain became obsessed with modernity.   Modernity meant the 

rejection of the past and a ´sealing off´ from the present (Jameson 2002).   What better 
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marker of this moment than the death of a dictator?   With the death of the dictator came 

the death of a consistent and controlling cultural and moral ideology. 

The death of this ideology opened a huge chasm in the cultural life of Spain.   

There was no longer a singular social control and in fact, singularity in anything was and 

is deemed suspect.   At this point Spain does not necessarily enter into modernity, but 

into postmodernity. They rejected, and continue to reject, metanarratives enforced by 

dictatorship and Church morality.  Spain has turned to an embrace of numerous 

narratives, variant truths and the ´culture of spectacle.´  This turn away from 

metanarrative has its ideological and spatial problems when it comes to maintaining a 

cohesive nation state.  For example, the recent approbation and discussion of laws 

allowing the autonomy of Cataluña, Andalucía, País Vasco, and Navarra could be 

understood to be a rejection of metanarrative and a turn to multiple truths even as the 

(Franco) enforced singularity of the Spanish nation dwindles.  This turn to paradox and 

juxtaposition exists from the realm of politics to the personal.  Informants might have 

told me that they hated drugs and would never do them and yet, all of their friends might 

engage in recreational drugs every weekend.   These inconsistencies are not deemed by 

the Spanish to be troubling but merely, “the way things are” or “..we are through being 

naïve and we have grown up….there are things in the world that don´t make sense and 

you just learn to skip over them and do what you want.”  (T. 45).  Spain no longer 

worries about one morality, one ethical form of being, or one way of treating others.   

Instead, Spain encourages the ´viva yo´ attitude allowing subjective changes in personal 

and political identities whenever one sees this as beneficial. 
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(Post)Modernity had to be (and continues to have to be) achieved and performed 

constantly and in many different manners.   Sexuality was but one of the many ways that 

modernity could be performed.   Homosexuality in particular burst onto the public scene 

directly after the death of Franco with the first homosexual protest being held in 

Barcelona in 1977 (Soriano Gil 2005).   Quite literally, homosexuals were opportunists 

by very early-on associating their cause with modernity, the rejection of the past and the 

building of a new democratic nation.  However, they were also successful at constantly 

shifting and changing their associations and images as the situation deemed fit.   This 

collective can be the upstanding citizens seeking monogamous couplings; they can be the 

uber-fashion victims finding their personification in the ever popular icon of Jesús 

Vázquez; or they can be the leather men seeking diversion in the bars and saunas of 

Chueca.   Homosexuals were  and continue to be able to make use of the ´culture of 

spectacle´ in order to create fluid and interactive symbolic associations between their 

collective and modernity.   

As my research has shown, this manipulation of image and spectacle has been 

manifested spatially in Chueca and politically through debates surrounding gay marriage.   

Specifically, the space of the neighborhood and its businesses are deemed the most 

modern; restaurants and cafes the most stylish; and the people the most liberal.  The 

GLBT collective and the PSOE have positioned gay marriage in such a way that its 

approval offers the chance for Spain to reject any Church involvement in government; 

and hence, for Spain to be deemed even more modern than its European neighbors.  I do 

not think it a coincidence that at the same time debates reached an apex around gay 
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marriage, the teaching of religion in public schools also became a hot topic and resolutely 

rejected by the PSOE.  The acceptance of gay marriage marks a break with the past in 

terms of morality; in terms of creating a completely laic state; and in terms of finally 

being considered one of the most advanced societies in the world.   As a result, gays have 

become the markers of modernity, of liberal democracy and of successful social 

evolution. 

Essentially, Spain experienced one moment in time that served as a marker 

between the past and present; between modernity and tradition; and between dictatorship 

and liberal democracy.   The sensation of having to catch-up with the rest of Europe and 

the world created an opportunity for many different political and social interests to 

associate themselves with the ´modern´ and therefore, became caught up in surprisingly 

strange associations that would serve to modernize Spain.    

On the other hand, the US has not had a moment in time serving to break the past 

from the present.   We see ourselves as a stable society with a stable democracy.   Further 

complicating the situation is the fact that the US deems itself as the best country in the 

world, the most advanced, and the model of democracy that all should follow.    There is 

no space for ´modernizing´ if citizens already imagine themselves to be the most modern 

in the world.   Therefore, there has been no opening up of a discursive space that GLBT 

collectives might capitalize upon in order to associate gayness with the ´more modern.´  

 Indeed, US gayness since the beginning of the AIDS crisis of the 1980s, and 

especially gay males, has been associated not with modernity but with disease.   This 

association with disease has greatly hindered the ability of GLBT collectives to associate 
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themselves with any positive and progressive aspects of civil life in the US.   In addition, 

as stated in Ch. 3, GLBT organizations jumped too quickly on the bandwagon of AIDS 

prevention through the closing of bathhouses, saunas, bars with dark rooms and 

demanding that the ´community´ adhere to monogamous pairings as a means of 

prevention.   In a manner of thinking, their acceptance and even support of these closings 

and ideologies for purposes of public health actually firmly tied gay sexuality to disease.   

It was as if they were agreeing that gay sex was somehow innately tied to death, disease, 

and suffering.   This is not to say that there were not debates about the closing of these 

locales (for San Francisco see Disman 2003).   However, the social imagination now tied 

AIDS to gayness in such a manner that later GLBT collectives and AIDS prevention 

programs have had to work very hard to partially deconstruct this association. 

In part because of this association of gayness with disease, US GLBT 

organizations have not had the same opportunities to adhere themselves to progressive 

political movements and notions of modernity.  As a result, they have focused concretely 

on identity politics that have been limited by the idea of the ´gay community.´   In a 

manner of speaking this inward turn towards specificity is precisely the problem these 

organizations have found in creating associations between themselves and other 

progressive political organizations or social ideologies.   Miranda Joseph calls our 

attention to the subtle distinction between specificity and abstraction: 

 

Where earlier analyses of community focused on the tendency of 

community to universalize particularities, I argue that the work of 
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community is to generate and legitimate necessary particularities and 

social hierarchies (of gender, race, nation, sexuality) implicitly required, 

but disavowed by capitalism, a discourse of abstraction and equivalence.   

In shifting from the familiar analytic dyad, particularity/universality, to a 

less familiar hermeneutic pairing, particularity/abstraction, I mean to shift 

focus from the question of sameness and difference to the question of 

social processes.   Where particularity/universality poses the question of 

(static or essential) identity, particularity/abstraction poses questions of 

equivalence, translatability, communication, and circulation, questions of 

social relations and social activities as mobilized for particular political 

and economic purposes. (Joseph 2002: xxxii) 

 

She continues by claiming that such a focus on abstraction “enables an understanding of 

the relationship between sites of value that otherwise seem to be discontinuous: gay 

consumers in the United States and Mexican maquiladora workers; Christian right 

´family values´ and Asian ´crony´ capitalism” (Ibid: xxxiii). 

 US GLBT collectives have long used the idea of particularity in their arguments 

for equal rights.   They have portrayed themselves as a particular group that should have 

access to universal rights.   However, what the Spaniards have achieved has been an 

abstraction of gay identity by associating that identity with other political-economic 

processes (such as modernity, laic state, liberal democracy, progressive politics, entrance 

into the European Union).   Spaniards were successful in this abstraction precisely 
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because the historical moment (1976) allowed and even encouraged the fragmentation of 

political and economic processes.   The Americans have a much more difficult situation 

because the creation of abstractions and connections between collectives runs in the face 

of a long tradition of particular identity politics. 

 In a recent article in The Advocate (January 30, 2007) entitled “Spanish Lessons,” 

Chris Rovzar discusses why the Spanish were able to approve a gay marriage law when 

the US has failed to do so.   He argues that the desire for a laic state and the fact that 

Spanish culture has a greater emphasis on family and therefore, family and gayness are 

not completely antithetical, allowed the passage of a gay marriage law. He concludes: 

 

I couldn’t help but think that in the end it wasn’t the activists that made the 

law possible in Spain—it was the straight people who listened, who 

allowed themselves to be educated, and who ignored religious and social 

prejudices. With a large voting majority, passing the law was easy. 

(Rovzar 2007) 

 

His claim that it was the straight people who passed the law, initially struck me as 

questionable (again, my militant gay political stance came to the fore).  However, after 

thinking about Joseph´s distinction between particularity and abstraction I came to realize 

that Rozvar was not completely wrong.   He was mistaken in using such particularities 

and identities (gay vs. straight) to describe what occurred in Spain.  Instead of  ´straight 

people´ I would argue it was people who were determined to complete a political goal 
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that brought to fruition social processes that maintained ´equivalence, translatability, 

communication, and circulation´ (Joseph 2002: xxxii).   It was not straight people who 

passed the law but people who believed that Spain should complete the mandates of its 

constitution by creating a laic state; people who believed that all citizens should have the 

same rights (regardless of Catholic doctrine); and people who believed by approving such 

a law Spain would take another step towards ever elusive modernity. 

Spanish gayness was never solely about just gayness or gay identity.   Spanish 

gayness was and continues to be about: separation from the past, the modernization of a 

nation, the separation of Church and state, liberal democracy, fashion, fun, consumption, 

pleasure and sex.  Chueca is a map of these associations.  As we read the space of Chueca 

we read the connections and abstractions gayness has with other parts of Spanish society.   

As we listen to the words of the people who participated in this study we see their 

physical manifestations in the barrio.  Spain and Chueca should indeed serve as models to 

GLBT collectives throughout the world who want to further progressive agendas and 

build communities not only based on identity but created through equivalent and 

translatable struggles for equality. 
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