11 University of Tennessee, Knoxville
i LN IWERSITY of

TENNESSEE TRACE: Tennessee Research and Creative
E Exchange
Masters Theses Graduate School

8-2021

Queering Disasters: Embodied Crises in Post-Harvey Houston

Thomas T. Tran
University of Tennessee, Knoxville, ttran16@vols.utk.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_gradthes

b Part of the Social and Cultural Anthropology Commons

Recommended Citation

Tran, Thomas T., "Queering Disasters: Embodied Crises in Post-Harvey Houston. " Master's Thesis,
University of Tennessee, 2021.

https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_gradthes/6141

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at TRACE: Tennessee Research and
Creative Exchange. It has been accepted for inclusion in Masters Theses by an authorized administrator of TRACE:
Tennessee Research and Creative Exchange. For more information, please contact trace@utk.edu.


https://trace.tennessee.edu/
https://trace.tennessee.edu/
https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_gradthes
https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk-grad
https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_gradthes?utm_source=trace.tennessee.edu%2Futk_gradthes%2F6141&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/323?utm_source=trace.tennessee.edu%2Futk_gradthes%2F6141&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:trace@utk.edu

To the Graduate Council:

I am submitting herewith a thesis written by Thomas T. Tran entitled "Queering Disasters:
Embodied Crises in Post-Harvey Houston." | have examined the final electronic copy of this
thesis for form and content and recommend that it be accepted in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of Master of Arts, with a major in Anthropology.

Raja H. Swamy, Major Professor
We have read this thesis and recommend its acceptance:
De Ann Pendry, Tamar Sharinian

Accepted for the Council:
Dixie L. Thompson

Vice Provost and Dean of the Graduate School

(Original signatures are on file with official student records.)



Queering Disasters: Embodied Crises in Post-Harvey Houston

A Thesis Presented for the

Master of Arts

Degree

The University of Tennessee, Knoxville

Thomas Tran

August 2021



Acknowledgements

| want to thank my thesis committee Dr. Raja Swamy, Dr. De Ann Pendry, and Dr. Tamar
Shirinian for their mentorship throughout this process. Each of you helped to push me to become

the scholar that | am today as well as the scholar that I will continue to grow to be.

| want to thank my parents for their trust and patience throughout my life. Being the queer child
to a Vietnamese immigrant household has not always been easy. Each day, we as a family
overcome new hurdles together. From nothing, you both have given me everything. Without

your support and discipline, I would not have made it this far.

| want to thank my friends who have been a family to me while | am far from home here in
Knoxville. Throughout this difficult process, you each have reminded me that | am never alone

and that I will always have a loving community to fall back on.

| want to thank my amazing partner, David, for truly being my anchor. You have been my

strongest supporter. You have believed in me even when | start to doubt myself.



Abstract

This project addresses how neoliberal expansion complicates disaster recovery for queer
communities in an urban context looking specifically at how disasters, disease, and
marginalization operate as interlocking systems of oppression for queer people in the aftermath
of Hurricane Harvey in 2017. This research draws upon anthropological studies of disasters,
urban studies, critical medical anthropology, and queer theory to employ a queer political
ecology that combines understandings of disasters and diseases as socio-political and ecological
phenomena with queerness as a set of culturally constructed vulnerabilities that carry embodied
effects. Starting from the understanding that disasters more heavily impact groups that already
face some form of social or economic marginalization, this project focuses on the Montrose,
Houston’s most prominent queer neighborhood, as a community that has struggled with
gentrification prior to Harvey as well as the impacts of the HIVV/AIDS epidemic. In this context,
this project explores how interrelated structural and environmental crises are exacerbated not
only by Hurricane Harvey but by neoliberal social and economic policies during the disaster

recovery process.
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Introduction

Often, in public discourses, conversations around disasters focus on the natural hazard
while paying little attention to conditions that otherwise inform experiences of the event (Adams
2013:10). However, as global climate change continues to feed into an environment prone to
extreme climatic events, activists in afflicted areas are attempting to change the narrative to
focus on how disasters exacerbate pre-existing social inequalities and how neoliberal policies
operate in these contexts. My goal for this project is to investigate how neoliberal expansion
complicates disaster recovery for queer communities in an urban context. To do so, | explore the
ways by which disasters, disease, and marginalization can operate as interlocking systems of
oppression for queer people in the aftermath of Hurricane Harvey, which devastated Houston in
2017. In this research, | draw upon anthropological studies of disasters, urban studies, critical
medical anthropology, and queer theory to employ a queer political ecology approach that
combines understandings of disasters and diseases as socio-political and ecological phenomena
with queerness as a set of culturally constructed vulnerabilities. In this framework, | define
ecology as including the built and natural environment. For the purposes of this project, I use the
term “queer” in reference to people as an umbrella term to signify any person or group that
experiences systemic discrimination and marginalization as the result of a non-normative sexual
or gender identity. I choose to use this term instead of “LGBT+" or other identifiers in most
cases because many of the LGBT+ people involved in this project, including myself, identify as
queer to deemphasize our specific sexual and gendered identities to instead focus on the political
entanglements of being queer. I use the term “queer” in this to way highlight the active political
and social struggle that queer people are engaged in as well as the radical transformations that

can emerge from that struggle. Subsequently, I also use “queer” in queer political ecology to



conceptualize how queer marginalization and sociality are embodied processes, meaning
queerness carries biological consequences. Doing so allows me to think about how queerness
interacts with both the built and natural environment and how queer bodies themselves are facets
of the environment. Through this definition of queer political ecology, | utilize syndemics as a
framework within medical anthropology to draw together these embodied aspects of queerness
and of marginalization to map out their interactions within urban processes and disaster and to
understand their compounding detrimental effects on people’s bodies. Thus, the goal here is to
understand disasters beyond heteronormative and cisnormative (cis- as in reference to people
whose gender identities align with their sex assigned at birth) assumptions, to question the
universality of certain heterosexual and cisgender experiences, and to lay bare the ways in which

gender and sexual politics construct and instruct our lives.

Starting from the understanding that disasters more severely affect communities already
experiencing some form of social marginalization, this project examines how existing forms of
social inequality already placing queer populations at a disadvantage in Houston were further
exacerbated by the disaster and its recovery process (Adams 2013). By highlighting the material
and social realities of queer people and how gender and sexual politics affect the experiences of
disasters, my hope is that this project succeeds in “queering” the dominant approaches within
disaster studies that are often based on heteronormative paradigms. | specifically highlight how
post-disaster gentrification exacerbates the on-going crisis of housing insecurity among queer
people and how the health needs of queers affected by HIVV/AIDS are impacted by disasters
given the community’s persistent relationship with the epidemic while paying attention to how
queer people build and rely on systems of mutual aid in the absence of institutional and structural

support during the disaster recovery process.



Background

In August of 2017, a category 4 storm struck the city of Houston, TX. The heavy rains
and floods damaged much of the city while displacing whole communities. During the summer
of 2018, I participated in a small research team with Dr. Raja Swamy working on an NSF-funded
project looking into environmental racism in the aftermath of Hurricane Harvey. Interview data
confirmed for us that, like most disasters, the effects of Hurricane Harvey are still felt years after
the storm. By the time that we started our research, many historic neighborhoods had gone
through radical transformations, mostly as a result of properties being bought up to fuel
redevelopment in those areas. Prior to the storm, the steady gentrification of many of Houston’s
neighborhoods was already observable (Podagrosi and VVojnoic 2008; Podagrassi et. al. 2011;
Qian 2011; King and Lowe 2018). Some scholars have observed that even some middle- and
upper-class areas of Houston have experienced a form of supergentrification where that are
radically transformed for a more exclusive elite class (Podgrassi et. al. 2011:1913). In a report
from the Houston-based Kinder Institute for Urban Research, Wendie Choudary, Jie Wu, and
Mingming Zhang (2018) state that neighborhoods consisting of renters with low incomes and
low access to higher education are particularly susceptible to being targeted for redevelopment.
This is especially true for communities of color that are often renters living in underserved
neighborhoods and thus have limited pathways for social mobility. Although the report from
Choudary et. al. (2018) draws from data from 1990 up to 2016, upon reflection during the wake
of Hurricane Harvey, they argued that gentrification and housing insecurity would intensify as
damage from the storm was leaving many neighborhoods susceptible to redevelopment. Lower-

income homeowners or renters who could not afford to repair their homes were being forced out



of their neighborhoods, and the rapidly rising cost of living was continuing to force lower-

income households to relocate.

It was during this project with Dr. Swamy in 2018 that | started developing my own
research questions and became interested in the Montrose neighborhood. Affectionately referred
to as the “Gay-borhood” by native Houstonians, the Montrose is the historic core of Houston’s
queer community. Originally established in the 1920s as a suburb, by the 1970s, gay men began
moving into the neighborhood, gentrifying it, and replacing the old Greek community that lived
there (Qian 2011; Collins et. al. 2017). According to narratives that | gathered while in the field,
by the time that gay men began moving into the Montrose, the neighborhood was mostly
populated by elderly Greek widows, and the two communities existed symbiotically although the
details of how were not made clear. Many of the gay men would move in with the widows and

take care of them until they eventually passed.

Discrimination and antagonism from right-wing conservatives encouraged the queer
community then to consolidate their political and social power. To secure representation in the
local political system, queer Houstonians used bloc voting strategies by moving to the Montrose,
thereby consolidating their political power and creating an enclave (Collins et. al. 2017:77). In
recent years, the Montrose’s vibrant atmosphere and appeal has drawn new renters and
developers. Land-use patterns in the neighborhood show a large mixture of residential and
commercial areas (Qian 2011). As businesses with no ties to the queer community enter the area,
bringing with them a new crowd of middle-class consumers, queer people are increasingly
pushed out. In 2014, Houston Pride was moved from Montrose to downtown due in part to
complaints from new residents (Downing 2014). This move was met with protest from many of

the community’s long-time residents. For the Montrose, the problem of gentrification was



prevalent before Hurricane Harvey, and this project seeks to investigate the ways that it has

grown since.

Research Questions

Before the devastation wrought by Hurricane Harvey, Houston’s queer population was
entrenched in a decades-long struggle to defend its rights to the city, as a combination of social
conservatism and neoliberal urban planning sought to promote gentrification of the Montrose
(Qian 2011; Collins et. al. 2017). During Houston’s real-estate boom in the 1990s, affordable
housing units in the Montrose were steadily replaced by high-rent apartments and townhouses.
This wave of gentrification-led redevelopment over the last three decades has led to an increase
in the cost of living in the area putting a strain on lower-income queer people. Here, | investigate
the processes and dynamics of post-disaster gentrification on a queer community, paying close
attention to how the process particularly affects lower-income queer people who were already
dependent upon unconventional means of support, such as queer community resources and
various forms of mutual aid. Along this line of questioning, I will interrogate what it means for
queer Houstonians to assert their “right to the city,” given the city’s entanglement with global

capitalist production.

While post-disaster recovery for the queer population of the Montrose has been a struggle
to stave off redoubled efforts to gentrify the neighborhood, members of the community
simultaneously must contend with the exacerbated problem of access to already scarce resources.
Access to adequate medical resources was an on-going issue for Houston’s queer population
especially for those who were grappling with the long-term health and social consequences of the
HIV/AIDS epidemic. As such, many queer individuals have been relying upon communal

solidarities and mutual aid in the face of public ostracization and stigma. Drawing upon a queer



political ecological approach, I will examine the effects of the exacerbated social instability
brought on by Hurricane Harvey on access to HIVV/AIDS-related health resources for residents of

Montrose.

Research has shown that enclaves like Montrose were created by queer communities as a
refuge, and these communities often act as chosen families for those who have experienced
rejection from blood relatives (Weston 1997; Ramirez Valles 2011; Compton and Baumle 2012).
As evidenced in previous disasters like Hurricane Katrina, stigma against queer people affected
access to resources that were essential for recovery (Dominey-Howes et. al. 2014). Faith-based
aid groups, housing programs that focus on traditional households, and cissexist or otherwise
queerphobic medical care are among the resources or services that are inaccessible to queer
individuals recovering from disaster (Dominey-Howes et. al. 2014). | will investigate how queer
strategies of communal solidarity and mutual aid have provided alternative channels for support
in the years since Hurricane Harvey while also paying attention to how gentrification and

displacement have affected these networks.

Literature Review

Disaster studies

Public understandings of disaster focus mostly on a singular event, the natural hazard.
For anthropologists such as Anthony Oliver-Smith (1996), disasters are defined by their human
impact. Hazardous events such as earthquakes or tornadoes that do not affect people are simply
basic elements of nature. In Oliver-Smith’s (1996) words, “disasters signal the failure of a
society to adapt successfully to certain features of its natural and socially constructed

environment”. Disaster literature refers to this inability to adapt to the environment as a



“vulnerability” (Oliver-Smith 1996; Faas 2016). Thinking in terms of vulnerability allows
researchers to contest the aspects of disasters that are deemed natural and question the role that
humans play in constructing them (Faas 2016). Critical disaster scholars are thus concerned with
the unequal distribution of vulnerability across varying populations, particularly among socially,

politically, and economically marginalized groups.

Disaster studies today is rightly concerned with the impacts of neoliberalism in the
constitution of disaster vulnerability (Johnson 2011; Adams 2013). As the prevailing economic
philosophy since the early 1970s, neoliberalism privileges privatization and the growth of the
private sector while restructuring and deregulating the ways in which industries interact with the
environment, cutting back social spending, and pushing back against gains made by labor and
social struggles (Johnson 2011). While this ideology promises that a free market guarantees a
successful and efficient society, neoliberal policies have wreaked havoc on societies and the

environment, producing outcomes that are unsustainable for either (Johnson 2011; Adams 2013).

Inequalities in the disaster experience and the subsequent recovery efforts as a result of
neoliberal strategy can be observed in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, which devastated New
Orleans and the Gulf Coast in 2004. Prior to Katrina, New Orleans was a major economic hub
with colossal levels of wealth inequality. Many lower-income households, predominantly
consisting of people of color, lived near the levees as the real estate in these high-risk areas was
cheaper. Johnson (2011) argues that these communities were made vulnerable due to the Army
Corps of Engineers’ outsourcing the construction of these levees to private contractors in a move
to save money by reducing the quality of the levees. Vulnerability to disaster is thus not a
random and natural distribution but one that is human-made and is the direct consequence of

profit.



The recovery effort for Katrina was perilous for many lower-income (predominantly
African American) households and rife with inefficiencies. Adams (2013) argues that these
inefficiencies were due to a political and economic system that prioritized profits and the needs
of industries at the cost of providing better aid for those affected by Katrina. While upper-class
households, many of whom lived far away from the levees, had access to resources and were
able to call on their social connections for help in rebuilding their homes and businesses, many
lower-income families re-experienced a form of disaster via displacement and inadequate
resources from the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) (Adams 2013:57). Delays
in the recovery process for these vulnerable populations resulted in physical and mental ailments
due to stress and exacerbation of preexisting conditions (Adams 2013:95). Though suffering for
the lower-class people that were most impacted by Katrina continued for years after, national
media sources generally considered New Orleans to have recovered as soon as its businesses and
markets were once again operational. The national media moving on from New Orleans and
Katrina illustrate the discrepancy between thinking of disasters as temporally confined events
versus disasters as moments in which on-going and pre-existing systemic issues, such as housing

insecurity and environmental racism, are further exacerbated.

New Orleans’ experience with Hurricane Katrina is instructive for several reasons. New
Orleans and Houston are both metropolises sitting near the Gulf Coast and are thus vulnerable to
hurricanes and floods, and both cities were undergoing neoliberal, pro-market policies prior to
their respective disasters that have also left lower-income communities at risk. Houston’s lack of
zoning laws and tendency to favor industry and development makes it an environment much like
New Orleans (Qian 2011: Choudary et. al 2018). Analyses that denaturalize the making of

Hurricane Katrina through a critique of neoliberal, pro-market development policies serve as a



useful point of reference for the patterns in Houston in the wake of Hurricane Harvey (Johnson

2011; Adams 2013).

At the same time, critiques of heteronormative paradigms within existing Katrina
literature help to inform my own research questions. Gary Richards (2010:521) argues that
public discourses regarding Katrina in New Orleans were shaped by conservative Christian
lenses that understood the city as a site of queer salaciousness and deserving of destruction. At
the same time, Katrina destroyed the physical homes of queer people thereby problematizing the
“closet” and forcing open the private lives of many queer people as storm waters flooded out
people’s sex toys, pornographic magazines, and the like (Richards 2010:522). By arguing for a
view of the city as a queer site, and of homes as closets, Richards situates queerness as deeply
integral in shaping the disaster experience despite the lack of disaster literature that focus on

these topics.

Urban Studies

The unequal distribution of vulnerability in Houston has been studied in terms of
environmental racism (Bullard 1994). A key driver of the unequal distribution of vulnerability in
Houston is the city’s trajectory of economic development that has prioritized various industries
led by the world’s major fossil fuel corporations, as well as a host of real estate and construction
industries (Bullard et. al. 2014; Podagrosi et. al. 2011; Collins et. al. 2017). Because of the
economic relationships that it has through these mega-corporations, Houston could be classified
as a global city, a concept from urban studies that describes cities playing major roles in global
capitalist production, sites through which labor and production are spatially organized and
articulated with markets (Oswin 2019:6). Thinking of these cities as conduits within a global

economy allows scholars to interrogate the relationship between neoliberal, global markets with
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urbanization and city planning (Oswin 2019:7). In a city like Houston, social policies such as
urban development or zoning are pursued with a specific type of economic development in mind.
A unique lack of zoning laws combined with an aggressive political drive towards profit via
industry means that Houston’s geographical and social landscapes are warped at will by
commerce and industrial powerhouses (Podagrosi and VVojnovic 2008; Podagrosi et. al. 2011;
Qian 2011; Collins et. al. 2017; King and Lowe 2018). Many of the lower-income
neighborhoods are located close to toxic sites such as industrial production plants or refineries

(Qian 2011; Bullard et. al. 2014).

While Bullard’s research brings attention to the impacts of these policies on communities
of color, other researchers have also shown that queer communities such as those in the
Montrose are also victims of environmental injustice via exposure to carcinogens (Bullard 1994;
Richards 2010; Bullard et. al. 2014; Gorman Murray et. al 2014; Collins et. al. 2017). For the
Montrose specifically, the lack of zoning laws has resulted in a neighborhood with land use that

is simultaneously residential and commercial (Qian 2011).

The gentrification experienced by many of Houston’s poorer neighborhoods prior to
Harvey has since increased in intensity (King and Lowe 2018). Much like in the case of New
Orleans, post-disaster gentrification has added more pressure on lower-income communities.
Without aid to repair damaged properties, poorer households are forced to sell off their
properties to developer. Unable to pay higher housing costs, renters are evicted from their
homes, often to make way for new construction (Johnson 2015). Given the trajectory of
gentrification in many of Houston’s neighborhoods prior to the storm, Houston exhibits similar
patterns to New Orleans in terms of post-disaster gentrification under the logic of revitalizing the

areas damaged by flood waters (Podagrosi and VVojnoic 2008; Podagrosi et. al. 2011).
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Specifically, regarding the Montrose, officials are working to reorganize the neighborhood as an

area for commerce and tourism (Qian 2011; Choudary et. al 2018).

Queer Urbanity

In cities like Houston, queer theory helps to push analysis past the fallacy that tensions
behind gendered and sexual politics exist solely within a “heterosexual vs. homosexual binary”,
though that may have historically helped to shape contemporary social structures (Cohen 1997;
Oswin 2019:10). Instead, it is necessary to view problems of resource access, recovery,
community, and health, as rooted in the pro-business attitudes of the city. Studies in urbanity are
critical for this research project not just because of the context of Houston but because of how
intricately linked urbanity is with queer theory. In her research on queer urbanity in Singapore,
Natalie Oswin (2019:13) discusses how cities act as sites for gender and sexual possibilities, as
well as regulation. Whereas cities are a space defined by modernity, Oswin argues that queerness
is thus tied to urbanity due to the possibilities for queer identity through modernity. Oswin draws
this idea from similar arguments such as those made by John D’Emilio (1983) on how queer
identities have historically emerged under capitalism. The ways in which labor, specifically
gendered labor, are organized under capitalism allows for identities to be formed beyond ideas of
sexual desire, and cities like Singapore or Houston, as major capitalist centers, thus act as a

nexus for queer expression (D’Emilio 1983; Oswin 2019).

In addition, cities as a physical space allow for queer sociality, how queer people interact
and form relations with each other (Oswin 2019). Drag bars, cruising sites, political advocacy
groups, and pride boards for example are aspects of queer sociality that are made possible in the
city by having a mass of queer people physically within the same geographic space, something

that proves difficult within rural contexts (Gray 2009:4). Thus, a queer right to the city carries a
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double meaning for queer people. It involves the right to a physical home as well as the right to a
relational community, such as the Montrose, both of which become threatened by processes of
disaster or displacement. However, the latter of the two becomes more fragile once the cultural
identity of a space like the Montrose is dismantled as is often seen during gentrification, that

relational community is difficult to reform (Pull and Richard 2019).

Moreover, capitalism, modernity, and neoliberal policies do not guarantee an equitable
standard of living for queer communities. According to Oswin (2019), economic hubs like
Singapore shift away from illiberal sexual politics not as an embrace of progressive ideologies
but as a strategy to encourage neoliberal economic development agendas. While urbanity and
modernity may create gateways for queer expression, they also incentivize a politics that views
queer acceptance as a quota to be met in order to appeal to markets. In order for global cities to
maintain access to global markets, they must maintain a level of modernity that is often
synonymous with a level of tolerance towards queer people (Oswin 2019:11). Dereka Rushbrook
(2002:188) argues that cities may promote queer spaces as a strategy for accruing cultural
capital, creating an air of cosmopolitanism, or simply appearing “cool.” In the case of many
urban spaces such as the Montrose, modernity via a liberal cosmopolitan acceptance of queer
identities is filled with many contradictions. Queerness is simultaneously necessary yet
expendable. While queer bodies are valued as a niche consumer market, queer identities are
transformed into commaodities and aesthetics meant for consumption and regulated by
marketability (Rushbrook 2002:183). The byproduct of neoliberal development as described by
Oswin is an improved standard of living for a few, but rampant poverty, marginalization, and

injustice for others.
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Home and Queer Domicide

The current body of literature concerned with the heightened marginalization of queer
people during a disaster event is small. As such, several scholars have called for a queering of
disaster studies in hopes of contesting normative assumptions about the experience of a disaster
(Balgos et. al. 2012, Dominey-Howes et. al. 2014, Gorman-Murray et. al. 2014). One of the most
repressive aspects of disaster recovery policy is the emphasis on the household and the normative
assumptions around what constitutes as a household (Dominey-Howes et. al. 2014). Throughout
US history, conservative populist ideologies have focused on the exclusion of queer individuals,
particularly gay men and lesbian women, from the concept of kinship (Weston 1991). In her
analysis of queer kinship systems, Kath Weston writes that conceptions of kinship, both in the
public and in academia, are rooted in the idea that familial ties can only be formed in
heterosexual relationships. This strict view of families assumes that queer people are incapable
of procreating, parenting, or establishing kinship ties and that queerness itself is the antithesis of
the American family. Rejection from blood-relatives is a major driver for queer people to
establish kinship bonds with peers and members of their community creating what they refer to
as chosen families (Weston 1991). The legitimacy of chosen families, whether they be close
friends, lovers, children, or any combination thereof, is heavily contested. Prior to the US
Supreme Court’s decision in favor of marriage equality in 2015, same-Sex partners were not
considered next of kin and were often denied critical privileges such as hospital visitation rights
(Weston 1991; Dominey-Howes et. al. 2014). Disaster recovery programs that provide aid
focused on traditional definitions of families or households thus ignore and delegitimize the

various ways in which queer people form kinship bonds (Dominey-Howes et. al. 2014).
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In addition to kinship, Gorman-Murray et. al. (2014) emphasize the importance of home
making for queer people and the effects of losing their home during a disaster. For many
members of the queer community, the making of a home is an act of resistance against
heteronormative societies. The home is especially important for queer people as it operates as a
space of relative privacy where queerness is protected and can be performed without threat of
harassment or violence (Gorman-Murray et. al. 2014). Gary Richards (2010) highlighted the
erosion of this boundary for gay men living in New Orleans as Katrina’s flood waters washed out
their homes and put on display all their private collections of sex toys, pornographic materials,
and other queer sexual objects. Foregrounding these complexities, Gorman-Murray et. al. (2014)
expand on the idea of domicide — defined as the “deliberate destruction of home by human
agency in pursuit of specified goals” (Porteous and Smith 2001) — by describing the omission of

queer populations from disaster policies as queer domicide.

Queer domicide not only refers to the destruction of homes during a disaster, but the
destruction of neighborhoods and displacement of communities as well (Dominey-Howes et. al.
2014). Neighborhoods like the Castro in San Francisco or the Montrose in Houston can serve as
extensions of the home for queer individuals (Gorman-Murray et. al. 2014). Expanding the
concept of queer domicide to include the destruction or erasure of the neighborhood is important
because it breaks away from individualistic ideas of the home and emphasizes the importance of
community as a reason for why queer people choose to settle in a place like the Montrose. Thus,
gentrification, especially post-disaster gentrification, as a process that displaces and erases the
identity of a physical community results in the severance of social networks and the destruction
of this extension of the home for queer individuals. Emil Pull and Ace Richard (2019) argue that

for lower-income households, gentrification results in domicide because the individual
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households are being displaced from their homes. Domicide via gentrification is a structurally
violent act that carries many downstream effects as displaced people are forced to move into
lower-income neighborhoods and displace others (Pull and Richard 2019). The above authors
further highlight the temporal dispossessions associated with the gentrification of neighborhoods
as historical fixtures for a community are erased, physical landscapes are changed, and social

imaginaries are rewritten.

With respect to queer enclaves like the Montrose, there is some tension between the
arguments made by Oswin as opposed to Pull and Richard and Dominey-Howes et. al. On the
one hand, neoliberal urban development enables, and one might even argue, welcomes queer
identity through a deceptively accepting environment that encourages higher income queer
residents suited for the sort of consumption envisioned in neoliberal urban development while
excluding working class residents. Meanwhile, scholars writing on domicide draw a slightly
different picture that sees overt violence in the form of displacement from the home and
destruction of identity. Following the arguments put forth by Dominey-Howes et. al. and Pull
and Richard, it can be argued that for queer enclaves like the Montrose, gentrification threatens
the homes for all residents regardless of class. For lower-income queer people, gentrification
leads to domicide through economic pressures such as increased rent and cost of living. For more
affluent queer residents that are not as financially constrained, gentrification leads to domicide
through the steady erasure of physical and social spaces around the community. What results
from these bodies of literature are questions about the nuances and impacts of gentrification

specifically amongst queer people.



16
HIV/AIDS and Syndemics

To get at the question of health for queer people, especially as it relates to HIV/AIDS, |
draw from the literature in critical medical anthropology. Critical medical anthropology seeks to
understand health and illness from a holistic, biological, sociocultural, and political economic
perspective (Baer et. al. 2003). Through this understanding, many anthropologists define HIV as
a social disease deeply embedded with cultural, political, ideological, and economic meaning
(King and Winchester 2018; Moyer 2015; Baer et. al. 2003). Since the “Age of Treatment”
during the 1990s when retroviral treatments for HIV/AIDS were becoming available for those
who can afford them, anthropological research on HIVV/AIDS has shifted focus to understanding
how illness and mortality related to HIVV/AIDS are impacted by socially constructed barriers to
care as death resulted more so from lack of access to care than from the virus itself (Moyer

2015).

Several ethnographic works have cited stigma as a major barrier to care for people who
are HIV-positive (Baer et. al. 2003; Mosack et. al. 2005; Ramirez-Valles 2011; Copeland 2017;
Gnauck and Kellett 2017). Stigma from the association between HIV/AIDS and the gay
community began in 1981 with the deaths five gay men in Los Angeles. Throughout the 1980s
and 90s, queer rights activists focused on the ongoing epidemic and fought hard for the US
government under Reagan to appropriate funds towards HIV/AIDS research (Brier 2009). Jesus
Ramirez-Valles (2011) provides crucial insight into community efforts to address the epidemic
by chronicling the life histories of eighty Latinx HIVV/AIDS activists throughout the late 1990s
and early 2000s, many of whom were queer and HIV-positive themselves. His research showed
how homophobia and transphobia negatively impacted people’s experiences with HIV as issues

stemming from queer-related stigma such as ostracization from kin, lack of institutional support,
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economic disenfranchisement, political pressure, and threats of violence not only acted as

barriers to care but exacerbated a decline in health (Ramirez-Valles 2011).

Aside from queer-related stigma, poverty also acted as a barrier to health care. In their
work among drug-users living with HIV, Katie Mosack, Maryann Abbot, Merrill Singer,
Magaret Weeks, and Lucy Rohena (2005) found that navigating health care was difficult for
people from low-income households. The simple act of arriving to a doctor’s appointment on
time is complicated by homelessness and lack of transportation. It is well recorded that queer
people are often financially vulnerable due to being disproportionately affected by housing
insecurity and job discrimination (Ramirez-Valles 2011; Dominey-Howes et. al. 2014). This is
especially true among queer people of color as the discriminations they face as queer people are
compounded by the racism they experience as people of color (Ramirez-Valles 2011). Among
the eighty queer Latinx people across various social classes that Ramirez-Valles interviewed,
many of those who were HIV-positive and eventually able to stabilize their health came from

middle- and upper-class backgrounds (Ramirez-Valles 2011).

In thinking about how HIV/AIDS as a disease with m