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Festivals, clubs, events, hotels, tours - where are they? You do not need 

big science to realize the obvious: unlike most European capitals, Lisbon 

has not yet awakened to the tourist market LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual 

and transgender). We're not saying that the city is not highly sought by 

same-sex couples, men and women, from Spain, Italy or France. It 

sought, yes, but still has very little to offer them. The enterprisers of the 

city living a demand that they themselves do not encourage, even 

acknowledge the lack of vision. (Bruno Horta, Time Out Magazine) 

 

 

Add a trip west to a trip to Spain and explore Portugal, the other part of 

the Iberian Peninsula. This compact country of 10.6 million has a lively 

gay scene in the capital, Lisbon, a delightful climate and gorgeous, 

colorful streets. Three gayborhoods (Chiado, Bairro Alto and Principe 

Real) have gay-popular restaurants, bars, stores, and clubs. There's even 

a choice of gay beaches - Meco or Beach 19. The city celebrates Pride at 

the end of June and has a gay and lesbian film festival every 

September.(OutTraveler, 2008) 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

 

Contemporary changes on leisure and tourism are mainly focused on building 

market fragmentation, (re)creating niche tourism that seem to come against the social 

http://www.portugalpride.org/


dynamics of increasing individualization of the enjoyment of leisure time. The lesbian 

and gay tourism has been identified as a new constituent, with a particularly dynamics 

in the contemporary changes in leisure and questioning, at the same time, the modes of 

production and analysis of the tourism phenomenon. 

Starting with an analysis, overall critical, we see the ways in case of Lisbon, the 

lesbian and gay tourism, although (almost) invisible in the programmes to promote the 

city, it is internationally important in tourist and economic development. 

Facing the lack of quantitative data on this niche tourism in Lisbon analyzed, 

from the supply and promoting international discourse on the urban area of Lisbon 

present in numerous documentary sources scattered guides, magazines and websites. In 

this speech the city of Lisbon is thus a cosmopolitan and welcoming space, marked by a 

growing modernity within a Catholic country. 

Furthermore this paper is based on a ethnographic study on lesbian and gay 

spatiality in the city of Lisbon and we devote particular attention to expression and 

discourses of queer spatiality in Lisbon, as well as the modes of consumption and 

appropriation of urban space in the city by the lesbian and gay tourist population. 

 

2. Mobility and construction of lesbian and gay identities 

 

Geographical mobility in its different forms (international migration or tourism 

and leisure) always are key element of the lesbian and gay subjectivities (Binnie, 2004, 

Puar, 2002: 103) In the research about gay and lesbian arises a central idea of travel and 

geographical shift in the construction of these identities, in particular due to the need 

felt by the subjects to enjoy spaces with “less” heteronormativity , creating effects of 

increasing visibility in urban areas (Tucker, 2009:15-20 ). So the breaking of barriers 

experienced by this population, as part of their social relations, makes tourism is 

perceived by this, as an element of freedom in particular by disrupting/deconstruction of 

public spaces and social networks of control (Puar, 2002, 102.). 

 

Howard Hughes, it emphasizes the role that the very process of travel has on the 

symbolic construction of gay and lesbian identities which has strengthened the role of 

mobility in the understanding of them: 



Given that the fulfillment or achievement of gay identity often involves 

travel and is thus, in practice, a variation of tourism, it may be argued 

that the search for gay identity is itself conceptually a form of tourism. A 

man may live and work in what is basically a heterosexual society and 

visit “the resort” of gay society in his leisure time. (Hughes apud 

Puar,2002:103) 

 

 

3. City as a privileged locus of gay and lesbian tourism 

 

The urban landscape has traditionally been characterized by the 

production of zones of difference that function as what Michel Foucault 

terms “heterotopias”: places that hold what has been displaced while 

serving as sites of stability for the displaced. Heterotopias are 

countersites where other sites in the culture are “represented, contested, 

and inverted,” although the meanings and functions of these spaces in 

relation to all other spaces change over time. (Rushbrook, 2002:185) 

 

 The production of zones of difference that Derek Rushbrook speaks about 

corresponded in most western countries (albeit in a way apparently different in 

Portugal) the creation of gay neighborhoods. Based on the central idea of the "assumed 

heteronormativity of social space, the spatial dynamics of exclusions sustained by 

homophobia, and the spatial Imperatives of sexual subjectivities. (Waitt, Markwell and 

Gorman-Murray, 2008:781) geographical research on urban spaces and gays and 

lesbians earlier highlight the interrelationship between homosexuality, city and leisure 

spaces. Larry Knopp and Jon Binnie (1995) studied the materiality of the commercial 

spaces urban gays and lesbians (Knopp, 1995; Binnie, 1995) and Jon Binnie, in 

particular, studied the case of Amsterdam as a tourist destination by assessing how the 

media used stereotypes of gay men as "affluent, avid consumers and tastemakers," 

(Binnie, 1995:199). 

 

Cities acquire thus not only an important role in the construction of gay and 

lesbian identities (Bell and Binnie, 2004) but also in the (re)production of these gays 



and lesbians spaces as key elements in urban tourism in some Western cities. Derek 

Rushbrook notice that this to queer neighborhood (this commercial and residential areas 

gays and lesbians) have become areas of tourist interest through a process of 

"commodification" of cosmopolitanism. In some way this urban spaces reinforcing 

effects of the construction of otherness in the pleasures and seductions of tourism, 

which leads to a growing process of ethnicization gay and lesbian population (Puar, 

2002:112). As regards Rushbrook the importance of gay neighborhoods and tourist 

areas: 

 

Although this trend could readily be attributed to the success of gay civil 

rights movements and the recognition of gays as a niche market, it has 

been accompanied by other forms of urban transformation, notably the 

commodification of space related to a growth in tourism and a shift 

toward an entrepreneurial form of urban governance. (...). To stake a 

claim to cosmopolitanism, one of the most desirable forms of 

contemporary cultural capital, many emphasize their ethnic diversity. In 

a growing number of instances, “queer space” functions as one form of 

this ethnic diversity, tentatively promoted by cities both as equivalent to 

other ethnic neighborhoods and as an independent indicator of 

cosmopolitanism.(Rushbrook, 2002:183). 

 

 

4. Lisbon: a modern cosmopolitan city (?) 

 

Under the growing development of gay and lesbian tourism, where increasingly 

urban centers acquire importance, what is the role of Lisbon? What specific offer has 

the city of Lisbon for this tourism niche? Is the city of some importance in the context 

of European cities as gay and lesbian tourist destinations? Is this market niche important 

both quantitatively and qualitatively in tourism of the city of Lisbon? 

As mentioned by Jasbir Puar the difficulty of having quantitative data on the 

actual phenomena has been a major problem for real knowledge of its social economic 

and cultural impacts (Puar, 2002): 



Given this range of possible visions of invisibility, visibility, and mobility, 

who are gay and lesbian tourists, and are new community configurations 

forming through emerging tourist projects? The collection of statistics on 

gay and lesbian consumers obviously reflects the problematic of outing, 

closeting, naming, and marking identities. (Puar, 2002:109) 

The analysis of the impacts of gay and lesbian tourism in Lisboa is so markedly 

lack of quantitative data on tourist, but also by a Portuguese stigma (political, social but 

also academic) that devalues the existence of knowledge about the gays and lesbians 

sociability. 

Still, by the tourism officer Paula Oliveira, executive in charge of ATL-Lisbon 

Tourism Association in the city of Lisbon have the affirmation of a value of around 

10% of the global tourism market, as is the case by stating that:  

"Last year, according to the Lisbon Tourism, the city was visited by 2.5 

million foreigners who left it 580 million euros (30 per cent of total 

national tourism revenue): 0" It is not known, however , what percentage 

of these visitors were homosexual. This statistic admits Paula Oliveira, 

does not exist, but their notion of thumb is that ten percent will be gay. 

And seeking capital for a short stay - weekends, long weekends and mini-

vacations. "(Bruno Horta, Time Out, 2008)  

 

Moreover, a comparative observation of Lisbon with other European cities 

denotes the absence of a central space identified as "gay village" that we characterize as 

the result of the specific conditions of sociability gays and lesbians in Portugal and, 

because of social phenomenon has a lower profile compared to other European 

countries (Meneses, 2000).  

Starting then from a lack of quantitative data we want in this section of text from 

a collection of documents focusing on gay and lesbian international journals (Zero, 

Tetu, Outraveler), web sites and tourist guides to critically analyze the diverse 

discourses on the city contained in these documents emphasizing spaces and production 

models of territories. 

 

 

 

2.1 The importance of nightlife 



 

 

In order to know the characteristics of tourism in the city of Lisbon can use the 

different LGBT guides that has been published over the recent 10 years. In these 

documents so we know what services (mainly hotels, restaurants and nightlife) that the 

city has to offer to this population. 

You should also note that as in other urban areas, the tourist areas (general and 

not specifically LGBT) of Lisbon is widespread in the territory which concentrated on 

the main themes (Henriques, 1996). It should be noted therefore that the reasons which 

lead to the expected demand of Lisbon city as tourist destination for gay and lesbian 

population are diverse, widening its heritage (monuments and museum) and also a 

growing interest in cosmopolitanism of its spaces. 

Despite the near absence of public discourse on the issue of promoting the city 

of Lisbon, for the gay and lesbian niche, we are able to highlight two particular 

moments of this debate: the achievement of Expo 98, and the publication of a leaflet 

distributed in English in 2001 by then ICEP (Institute for Foreign Trade of Portugal) in 

different moments to promote the country internationally. 

 The achievement of Expo 98 was apparently a moment of transformation of 

some of the public discourse on the topic. Identified as a time for the international 

promotion of Portugal as a modern and cosmopolitan space, creating many different 

dynamics to promote the city as a tourist product that was also the time editing the first 

gay guide tour of Lisbon (edited by ILGA Portugal with support of the Municipality of 

Lisbon). This first handout that identified the core spaces do Chiado / Bairro Alto / 

Principe Teal as the places of highest concentration of gays and lesbians spaces 

highlighting the following types: bars, clubs, cafes, restaurants, saunas. The effect of 

ballast Expo 1998 in transforming the look of the city of Lisbon as a gay and lesbian 

tourist destination shows are still in 1999 with the opening of the first gay and lesbian 

hotel in town (Hotel Anjo Azul) located, unsurprisingly, in Bairro Alto. 

 

 

Later, in the twenty-first century, Opus Gay association (as a representative in Portugal 

of the International Lesbian and Gay Travel Association - ILGTA) signed with the 

Lisbon Tourism Association a memorandum of understanding (in 2000) and they 

publish born of the leaflet "Lisbon - friendly city "dedicated to the gay and lesbian niche 



market . From a reading of this document identified some discourses about the city 

where the idea of modernity and tolerance emerge as essential elements: "Lisbon is a 

modern European capital city with the privilege of being bathed by the riverful of 

history's charm. Lisbon, the historic city of seven hills (...) is populated by gentle people 

with sweet tastes, WHERE gays and lesbians are welcome. " This leaflet has been 

widely discussed in the public sphere in Portugal so I emphasize a city of Lisbon as a 

place of tolerance opened the visit by all types of people by strengthening a romantic 

image of the city: "Lisbon is a city open, honest and compassionate, That knows how to 

receive hapin and visitors with a smile. In Lisbon we receive everyone with open arms." 

After the publication of this brochure and perhaps the result of the controversy 

that arose, or because of a lower public investment in the subject over the past few years 

there is no longer any visible face of institutional promotion of the city as gay and 

lesbian tourist destination. To stress here the Lisbon Gay Guide (published annually 

since 2004) by Korpus Magazine, a LGBT magazine. This guide identifies essentially 

commercial bias in its 2009 edition and the existence of: 16 bars, a club, six clubs, three 

saunas,  a cinema, 10 restaurants, three organizations, four hotels and guest houses and 

a shop. In a different way the Internet site of the most prominent LGBT-

PortugalGay.PT in Portugal - reports a much higher number of sites and that its 

territorial concentration in the central city area mentioned above remains high. 

However, given the virtual nature of this information, it is easier for most tourists who 

visit the city to use the Lisbon Gay Guide as an informative because of its functionality 

with a small map and a concise list of locations, mainly restaurants and nightlife. 

By analyzing the data found in guidebooks published in Portugal's gay and 

lesbian city then grasp the centrality that the area of Chiado / Bairro Alto / Principe Real  

has in boosting of lesbian and gay urban in the city where most of the focus areas 

identified in this population . 

This territorial concentration seems to set up two trends intersect with each 

other: the link between the gay and lesbians nightlife and a central area of the city's 

development as an area of nightlife and aesthetics of social life (around the Bairro Alto ) 

(Mendes, 2006), then this sets up space representations of the city gay and lesbian 

identity as a distinct territory clearly the area of Chiado / Bairro Alto area as a gay 

friendly and open to greater interactions between gays and lesbians and other population 

and the area of Principe Real mostly made up of gays and lesbians closed spaces where 

access is least facilitated as regards Meneses: 



The local gay night of Lisbon configure themselves at the outset a clear 

way as the materialization of a geographical edge, as spaces of 

production of a symbolic differentiation. I refer here to the explicitly gay 

bars and clubs, which are located in Lisbon all the district of Principe 

Real, located near the areas fun night 'normal', but outside them. That is 

no longer true for the establishments classified in the scripts of the 'gay 

night' of Lisbon as mixed, which correspond to areas with high frequency 

of homosexuals, but who do not cultivate identity and explicitly gay 

elements. The latter type of space, which has emerged in Lisbon from the 

80's, corresponds to what is commonly called the gay-friendly and is 

within the areas of consumption straight (Meneses, 2000:935). 

 

In this sense we can conclude that the tourism offer for this specific niche 

market in Lisbon is concentrated in one of its core areas of nightlife which is also one of 

the spaces of urban renewal and increasing functional dynamism in Lisbon (Mendes, 

2006). But also the spaces of gay and lesbian sociality differ in the type of people that 

are between a more cosmopolitan and aestheticising Bairro Alto and a branded identity 

in this closed more bars and nightclubs that are located in Principe Real. 

 

2.2 The romantic and seductive city 

 

"The romantic Portuguese capital lives right now, in the early twenty-

first century, some sweet moments of rebirth. While the rest of the 

peninsula experienced its boom renewal (urban, architectural, social, 

media, queer ...) in the 90's, the Atlantic country have flourished recently 

its modernity. We could put the date on the world exhibition in 1998 as 

the kick-off to what targets now Lisbon, a city where tradition is very 

heavy but feels the necessity for a Europe closer to the part politically 

speaking from nearly two decades "(Zero, n º 48, 2003) 

 

 

This still leaves this section of the text for an analysis that give examples of 

some trends in the international representation of Lisbon withdrawal of magazines and 



websites, as well in our fieldwork conducted among gays and lesbian couples of 

tourists. 

The romantic, modern and renovated the magazine Zero points in the story he 

did in Lisbon in 2003 because the city is that we find in many other international 

reference in media (LGBT international journals but primarily of internet sites dedicated 

to tourism) as in the voice of many of our participants:  

"The city has changed a lot in recent years ... more modern and rebilt 

remains with the beauty and romantic aspect that makes us visit Lisbon 

least every two years since 1998. The narrow streets, the tram, the 

viewpoint (miradoros) are unique in that somehow we celebrate our love 

relationship "(Manuel - 45 - Paco and -42 - Spanish couple) 

If on one hand the International Exhibition of 1998 emerges as a positive 

catalyst for innovation and cosmopolitanism, other speeches recall the Catholic and 

conservative tradition and in Portugal: Still Traditionally conservative and Catholic, 

Portugal Nevertheless Has some growing gay scenes (Portugal Gay Guide), or political 

importance of the Estado Novo dictatorship as an oppression of gay and lesbian 

population is the same case in Portugal Gay Guide the phrase, "the City Has Come 

Completely out of the closet before homophobic decades under suppression. 

"It's a city with an amazing light. Brilliant close up on the streets. But 

where the presence of the Catholic Church is very strong this: We always 

surprised by the reaction of older people when we exchanged a gesture 

of affection. We feel the weight of a conservatism that seems to still exist 

in Portugal "(Maria 25 - and Lisa - 28 - British couple).  

Indeed the discussion of tradition and modernity is a brand in many of the 

analyzed texts, which often highlights details of their heritage, the history of Lisbon, or 

the history of Portugal, in contrast with a city in the process of modernization and social 

transformation towards a more egalitarian society. See the following examples: 

 

The upbeat nightlife, balmy climate, charming and lively outdoors 

atmosphere, sandy beaches nearby (including a predominantly gay 

beach), great cultural attractions, and intimate setting of pastel colors 

and narrow streets create a gay-friendly ambience that has turned the 

city into an increasingly popular gay destination. On the whole, it is a 

fairly modern and accepting city, although Portugal remains one of the 



most closeted countries in Western Europe and, as with anywhere else in 

the world, you'll find the occasional person that frowns upon homosexual 

couples and families.( Gay Lisbon - Having a gay old time in Lisbon's 

gayborhoods)
ii
 

These examples give us even a few other clues about the importance that other 

elements of tourism promotion acquire: nightlife, gays and lesbians events, mild 

climate, urban atmosphere, the proximity of the beaches (strongly emphasized in many 

of the documents consulted), etc. Are these are different elements of the Lisbon tourist 

makes it a particularly interesting and fascinating place for couples interviewed. Just to 

finish: 

 

Lisbon is one of the most beautiful European cities that we know. It is the 

perfect place for our honeymoon. Calm and quiet, great beaches, 

mountains, cultural heritage very nearly unique in Europe… the 

presence almost always secret Colonial Empire. A very busy night life, 

but without exaggeration that for example we have in our city ... 

Barcelona ... fun ... and Portuguese men are beautiful ... and of course 

28. It is amazing how a city in the XXI century has this means of 

transport of the nineteenth century still functional. And the places he 

pass are beautiful ... we almost cried in the streets of Alfama when the 

tram comes in a very narrow street. (Raul - 30 - and Philip - 22 - Spanish 

couple) 
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