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URBAN DECAY AND THE HOMOSEXUAL
OTHERS

In the post World War II years, Sydney was a city in
reconstruction. This reconstruction was guided by
the first major attempts at metropolitan planning
within the city. When those in authority, and the
people they represented, returned their focus to
the city following World War II. they saw a ne
glected city, a city infected, with waning moral
values that needed to be controlled. This view re
flected an emerging social discourse in which
"moralists and newspaper columnists condemned
the 'new immorality' [that accompanied the war],
implying that social collapse was imminent be
cause of this"6. A consequence of these concerns
was a call for a return to what were perceived as
previous morals, standards and norms. The early
metropolitan plan was one tool in an arsenal of
land based planning mechanisms that were used
by authorities during the post war period to regain
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land for specific habitual purposes":'. Their ability to
control urban space depended on the gamut ot
laws surrounding what were perceived to be ac
ceptable sexual conduct. behaviour and practice
to inhabit land and buildings, and what was con
sidered disorderiy, scandalous, unnatural. un
healthy, and criminal. Laws that were enforced
through policing and the judiciary, Laws that were
constantly being amended in line with society's
changing perceptions and values about sexuality.
Within this context the urban environment ot Syd
ney can be understood as a product of the power
relations of a dynamic process of discourse, a dy
namic balance within a permanently evolvlnq so
ciety in which conflicts about sexuality are con
ceived, escalate and are extinguished; and new
sexual truths and norms gain and lose their foot
hold.

The aim of this brief paper is to develop an awareness of the role that sexuality plays in spatial
development of our cities as contested terrains, through an investigation of the emerging dy
namic relations be!ween homosexual. gay and queer culture, and urban space within Sydney in
the 20lh and early 21 ,I century, which has seen these evolving cultures move from the peripheries
of Sydney's urban space - beyond the pale of acceptability - to playing a key role within the
formation of particular environs of the city and its international identity. This investigation iscarried
out through an analysis of the way in which ideas, beliefs, images, and anxieties about these sex
ual cultures have been conscripted into processes of governance that shape the urban envi
ronment. The paper will be of interest to queer studies, architecture, urban studies, sociology, ge
ography and planning.
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Sexuality, Governance and Urban Space: the
restructuring of Sydney

Building on Foucault's idea of 'governmentality'
this study proposes a more diffuse and historical
understanding of the operation of power relations
within society through the diverse structures and
processes of state apparatuses such as bureauc
racy and the influence of public discourse on au
thority and control of society.3ln the second half of
the 20th century within Sydney the formal govern
ance of urban form was a joint concern of local
councils - City of Sydney amongst others - and the
State Government through the development ap
plication process, which granted or denied con
sent for "the use of land or any building on that

Urban environments provide frequent opportunities
for spatial contests because of their differentiated
social entities which compete for control over ma
terial and symbolic resources, encoding these re
sources with intentions, aspirations, uses and
meanings. In this brief paper I explore the role and
significance of sexuality, in particular homosexual.
gay and queer culture, in the formation of the ur
ban environment within Sydney in the second half
of the 20th century and early 21't Century. In carry
ing out this exploration the paper contributes to a
growing awareness of how the sexualisation of ur
ban spaces can be understood as a social prod
uct formed out of power relations that exist be
!ween people, movements, agencies, institutions
and their changing understanding and awareness
of sexuality and the role it plays within society. An
awareness that first emerged in the 1960s, and
more fully since the later 1970s within the work of
historians such as Michel Poucoult'. Specifically in
relation to Sydney, my work within this paper builds
on the insights provided by historians such as Garry
Wotherspoon and geographers such as Lawrence
Knopp.?
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