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 Around 2 million youth experience homelessness each year, and LGBTQ youth are 

estimated to make up at least 40 percent of the population of youth experiencing homelessness in 

the United States, despite being about 5-8 percent of the U.S. youth population. Based upon an 

18-month, multi-site ethnographic study and 50 in-depth interviews, this dissertation turns to 

LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness to document the youth’s views on life before 

experiencing homelessness as well as their current needs and challenges while navigating the 

streets and shelters. In this project, I foreground how gender non-conformity and its intersections 

with sexuality, race, and poverty are the tapestry weaving through many of the young people’s 

stories and how they understand their experiences of homelessness. I show how the family and 

other institutions (i.e., schools, child welfare systems, religious communities, and the criminal 

legal system) discipline, punish, and criminalize the youth’s gender non-conforming presentation 

and behaviors. The abuse and punishment within these institutions were often linked to the 

youth’s perceived pathways into homelessness later in life. Once experiencing homelessness, the 

gender non-conforming LGBTQ youth often faced challenges on the streets because of their 



 x 

gender presentation and behaviors, but the LGBTQ youth felt protected and accepted for their 

gender non-conformity within a specific LGBTQ shelter. At the same time, sexuality was a 

resource on the streets, but sexuality was regulated in the shelter to the point that many youth at 

the shelter often got suspended for violating shelter rules. This gender and sexuality paradox kept 

the youth in this study cycling between the streets and the shelter, but not achieving and 

maintaining housing stability. Ultimately, this dissertation proffers a new understanding of 

homelessness and how gender and sexuality shape experiences of poverty and being a poor 

young LGBTQ person. I contend that as homelessness is about a cultural and moral status 

position in society, and hence, is about the devaluation of certain lives, then LGBTQ youth 

homelessness is about demeaning and demoralizing certain gender non-conforming poor 

LGBTQ youth, especially youth of color, as unworthy and unprotected by society.
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1. THE NEW YOUTH HOMELESSNESS: 

POVERTY AND LGBTQ INEQUALITY 

 Pretty Ts Girls - t4m (Downtown) “Hi guys I’m Camila, with black hair, 22 5’8 and I’m 

Zoe, with red hair, I’m 19, 5’5. We’re both transgender crossdressers. We trying to get a room 

for the night to chill, we’re laid back and looking to meet some cute guys. Looking to meet guys 

with party favors. Both versatile bottoms looking to have a drink, smoke some bud and have 

some fun.”1 

 I met Camila and Zoe2 at the homeless shelter for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 

queer (LGBTQ)3 youth in San Antonio, Texas, where I conducted part of my research study on 

LGBTQ youth homelessness. Zoe’s life story is of particular relevance in capturing the 

intersecting complexities of youth homelessness today. A heterosexual Hispanic transgender 

woman,4 Zoe was the first young person I met at the shelter, and we also had the same birthday, 

creating a bond between us. A tiny woman of 120 pounds with reddish-blonde curly hair, Zoe 

had been “coming out to the streets whenever I was 13.”5 She started doing drugs at the same 

time, and she explained, “The only reason I started doing dope was because I felt unwanted from 

my family. You know, gay was a big issue. You know, me liking boys was a big issue. I tried to 

kill myself by doing the dope - to hurt my family.” Zoe felt that she “didn’t know how to come 

out to tell them [her family] that I want to be a girl. And I didn’t know if they were going to 

accept me.”  

 At school, Zoe was often called a “faggot,” where “being high, going in front of ‘em, 

they can fucking talk as much shit as they want. And I’ll stand there and take it.” In the 7th grade, 

Zoe went into Child Protective Services (CPS), and she was sent to a boy’s ranch that “was like a 

behavioral place.” Once back on the streets, she got caught up with “gangstas” and got into drug 
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dealing. When she was 15 years old, her grandfather shot her “two inches from my heart.” She 

was intoxicated and was trying to steal money from her grandfather to smoke crack. She 

recollected, “Well, we started fighting, and I busted out the windows in his truck. Knocked his 

AC [air conditioner] unit out. Called my tia and said, ‘He’s going to shoot me. Papa – he’s going 

to shoot me.’ Well, he got that gun, and boom, he got me.”6 

 On the streets, Zoe had difficult encounters with police and in navigating homeless 

services. She had been arrested “no more than 15 times,” often for “prostitution” and “being 

intoxicated.” Police would treat her differently for being transgender. “I know they do. I better 

give them head. I better suck their dick, and they will let me go. No baby, I respect my body too 

much to put you in me,” she explained. Aside from dealing with police, Zoe would sometimes go 

shower at the main homeless complex in San Antonio. She stated, “I’d have to shower in the 

men’s, and I was afraid I was going to get raped. And they would tell me that I don’t belong in 

there ‘cause I’m a girl. And I’m like, I have to be clean. I can’t let these fucking men run me out 

of this fuckin’ shower.” In contrast, while staying at the LGBTQ youth homeless shelter, Zoe 

said that she felt safe and that she did not feel alone anymore, as she was around other 

transgender people. She told me, “I think in every state – all around the world – should have a 

LGBTQ spot.” At the shelter, Zoe got her identification (ID) card and applied to work at Sonic 

Drive-In. However, a month later, Zoe went on an ice skating binge (slang for getting high on 

crystal meth) with Camila, which resulted in their 30-day suspension from the shelter. They were 

later found to be posting advertisements on Craigslist.org, seeking sex, drugs, and a place to stay. 

THE STORY 

 Zoe’s story begins to capture the complexities of LGBTQ youth homelessness that I 

documented during my research in central Texas. As I found through doing 18-months of 
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fieldwork and conducting 50 interviews, these complexities are not specifically about LGBTQ 

identity, per se. These stories are more about how gender non-conformity is foregrounded in the 

young people’s lives, and how this gender non-conformity intersects with sexuality, race, and 

poverty in ways that drastically upset their worlds. These intersections are compounded by 

familial abuse, bullying, religious rejection, going into the child welfare system, drug use, 

violence, sex work, mental health challenges, encounters with police, the mark of a criminal 

record, trying to get an ID card, looking for a safe place to shower and sleep, and a host of other 

cumulative disadvantages that mark the lives of LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness. 

 In conducting interviews, I found that these disadvantages begin well before experiencing 

homelessness, often because of their gender non-conformity within the home, school, child 

welfare system, and religious communities. Zoe, like most of the young people in this study, 

grew up in poverty and in under-resourced families and communities of color. Feeling unwanted 

within her family, Zoe said she turned to drugs and the streets to try to cope and find acceptance 

and belonging. Zoe also felt strain with her family because she feared disclosing that she is a girl. 

Her drug use generated further strain and violent incidents. Zoe’s gender non-conformity also 

created tension in school and within the child welfare system, where she was sent to a gender-

segregated boy’s ranch. My research shows that institutions meant to nurture and protect young 

people often become spaces that discipline and punish gender non-conforming youth, especially 

gender non-conforming poor LGBTQ youth of color. The discipline and punishment that 

happens within institutions may be worse for gender non-conforming youth. 

 My data also expose the gender and sexuality paradox of the streets versus the LGBTQ 

homeless shelter. Many homeless services and shelters are gender-segregated, and transgender 

and gender non-conforming youth often say they feel safer living on the streets. Gender non-
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conforming and transgender youth, such as Zoe, also struggle to obtain personal identification 

with the proper name and gender marker, which in turn can lead to more employment 

discrimination as well as difficult encounters with authority figures such as law enforcement. To 

try to alleviate one’s self from some of these difficulties, many youth I spoke with used sexuality, 

especially in the form of sex work and building relationships, to obtain temporary shelter (often 

at a hotel), to make money, to get drugs, to create social networks, and to access other resources. 

In effect, the LGBTQ youth’s gender non-conformity generated challenges when living on the 

streets, yet their sexuality was sometimes an asset. Paradoxically, the LGBTQ homeless shelter 

was often a respite for gender non-conforming and transgender youth, but certain behaviors, 

including sexual behaviors, were regulated. The young people had a safer place to shower and 

sleep, while also meeting other LGBTQ people, though they had to deal with new rules that were 

not part of their street life and that regulated their behaviors and their sexuality. As Zoe and some 

of other young people in this study found, if they did not adhere to the rules of the shelter, they 

were back on the streets, sleeping in cars, and/or posting on Craigslist.org to try to find a place 

for the night.  

THE STUDY 

 In this study, I document the lives of 40 LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness to 

illuminate their views on life before experiencing homelessness as well as their current needs and 

challenges while navigating the streets and shelters. LGBTQ youth are estimated to make up at 

least 40 percent of the population of youth experiencing homelessness in the United States, 

despite being about 5-8 percent of the U.S. youth population.7 Although LGBTQ youth 

experiencing homelessness disproportionately make up the population of youth experiencing 

homelessness, little is known about their first-hand, everyday accounts of the world and the 
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personal knowledge they have gained from the events they have experienced - what feminists 

call “lived experiences.” To fill this gap, I conducted 18-months of ethnographic fieldwork in 

Austin and San Antonio, Texas. I also completed 10 in-depth interviews with service providers 

and 40 in-depth interviews with LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness.8  

 By tuning into the young people’s lives and voices, I foreground how gender non-

conformity and its intersections with sexuality, race, and poverty are the tapestry weaving 

through many of the young people’s stories and how they understand their experiences of 

homelessness. I specifically show how gender non-conformity and its intersections unfold within 

backgrounds of destitute poverty and shape navigating the streets and homeless services. Moving 

beyond their LGBTQ identity, I bring to light how gender, sexuality, race, and class shape the 

young people’s experiences within institutions and on an interactional level. The goal of this 

study is twofold: (1) to document and examine the lived realities of a growing sector of the 

population of youth experiencing homelessness that has remained understudied in the social 

sciences, homelessness, and LGBTQ literatures; and (2) to expand on the theoretical 

understanding of a complex problem of social inequality by offering a new theory on 

homelessness. I call the latter the new youth homelessness, where I highlight how gender non-

conformity along with sexuality and race deeply influence how many youth experiencing 

homelessness deal with poverty today. 

 This study brings together sociological literature on homelessness and urban poverty with 

feminist, queer, and intersectional theories on gender, sexuality, race, and class. Outside of 

studying single mothers who experience housing instability, women who are in domestic 

violence shelters, and how men experiencing chronic homelessness navigate a sense of 

masculinity, gender and sexuality have largely been absent from research on homelessness. And 
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even though LGBTQ populations have received special attention across disciplines in recent 

decades, the lived experiences of LGBTQ youth living in one of the most marginalized sectors of 

U.S. society have remained understudied within the social science literature. Likewise, how 

gender and sexuality unfold for young people within the context of poverty still needs a great 

deal of attention. A grounded, intersectional analysis of LGBTQ youth experiencing 

homelessness can begin to fill these lacunas. In this chapter then, I set the stage for integrating 

research on poverty and homelessness with feminist and queer work on gender, sexuality, race, 

and class. I define how I am using my terms, briefly lay out their historical and current 

trajectories, present my theoretical framings, and explicate my methodology. This background 

will be in preparation for our journey of understanding LGBTQ youth homelessness within the 

current political and social climate. 

THE NEW HOMELESSNESS 

 To go on this voyage, we need a basic understanding of what homelessness entails. 

Although many people have images and stereotypes about what a person experiencing 

homelessness may be (e.g., drunk, “crazy,” middle-aged, unclean, lazy, and other often negative 

conceptions), homelessness is more a matter of economics. In 2015, according to the U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), the fair market rent for an efficiency 

apartment in the San Antonio metro area was $551 and for an efficiency apartment in the Austin 

metro area was $681. Emmanuel, the first person at the LGBTQ shelter to get a job while staying 

there, was making $7.25 an hour (minimum wage) at McDonald’s. Assuming Emmanuel worked 

40 hours a week (which McDonald’s never gave him), he would have about a gross income of 

$1,160 a month.9 One’s rent should only be about 30% of one’s income, but if one is making 
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minimum wage - as most youth in this study would only be able to make - one is set up to 

experience housing instability and/or homelessness. 

This scenario of low income, high rent prices, and housing instability is what scholars 

call the “new homelessness.” On the simplest level, the new homelessness is a product of 

increased poverty following the economic re-structuring of society, along with diminished 

affordable housing.10 Over one million single room occupancies (SROs) – one of the biggest 

forms of low-income housing – were lost from the 1970s into the early 1980s, often because of 

gentrification.11 Gentrification occurs when urban neighborhoods are re-developed for more 

affluent people moving back to urban centers, but this re-development raises property values and 

displaces low-income people. Along with gentrification and the decrease in affordable housing, 

the decline in manufacturing jobs that resulted from globalization and the deindustrialization of 

U.S. society moved the economy into a service industry, whereby wages became low and 

stagnant as inflation continued to grow.12 At the same time, welfare reform slashed poverty 

assistance, and there was a dramatic reduction in the federal budget for subsidized housing.13 In 

effect, work became more precarious, wages were lowered, social safety nets were cut, and 

affordable housing decreased. These shifts pushed many people already in poverty to experience 

housing instability. The amount of people experiencing homelessness began to grow, not because 

more people became alcoholics or have mental health challenges than in the past, but because of 

these larger economic shifts in U.S. society.   

These economic changes are further compounded by structural racism, sexism, and 

adultism.14 People of color, especially black and people of Mexican and other Latin American 

origin, are more likely to experience employment discrimination, have been prevented from 

accumulating wealth, have had their housing options severely limited through practices such as 
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redlining,15 and have been the targets of mass incarceration. Effectively, denying people of color 

jobs, locking them up, and restricting their housing and wealth accumulation disproportionately 

push racial minorities into poverty and housing instability.16 Likewise, the term “feminization of 

poverty” has been used to capture how women, especially single mothers, are often the poorest 

people in society and do not earn as much as their male counterparts.17 Through welfare reform, 

poor women have had to accept low wages and menial work as millions of people stopped 

receiving welfare benefits.18 Black women disproportionately experience eviction as well, 

exacerbating the problems of poverty, especially when an eviction record makes it difficult to 

find another place to live.19 Women, especially single mothers of color, disproportionately live in 

poverty and experience housing instability. Youth, as well, occupy a precarious position in 

society. Young people often have low paying jobs, as young people are seen as using these jobs 

while they work through college (though most youth do not go to college). Intersecting with 

structural racism, youth of color have also been funneled into the juvenile and criminal legal 

systems.20 The marginalized position of youth, especially youth of color from impoverished 

backgrounds and with weak family and social ties, positions them to experience high rates of 

poverty and housing instability. These factors combined with the structural shifts in the U.S. 

economy begin to showcase how and why people of color, women and their children, and 

unaccompanied youth now comprise substantial portions of people experiencing homelessness in 

the United States. 

 Given all of these factors of potentially experiencing housing instability, the definition of 

homelessness is rather expansive. HUD generally defines homelessness as lacking a fixed, 

regular, and adequate nighttime residence. Homelessness can include sleeping in shelters, on the 

streets, in abandoned buildings, at bus or train stations, couch surfing, or other options that imply 
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not having a stable housing situation.21 Today, about 3.5 million people in the United States 

experience homelessness each year, and at least a third of them are children and youth.22 Other 

studies estimate up to 2 million youth experience homelessness each year, and young people are 

one of the fastest-growing populations of people who experience homelessness.23  

 Despite this wealth of research on the new homelessness, the literature on poverty and 

homelessness has remained desexualized and has largely failed to account for the nuances of 

gender, such as how gender presentation and behaviors shape perceived pathways into and 

experiences of homelessness.24 I turn to the lived experiences of LGBTQ youth experiencing 

homelessness to expose the intricate ways in which gender and sexual inequalities shape 

homelessness and destitution today. I ground my own understanding of homelessness within 

macro-structural shifts of the U.S. economy and their intersections with racism, sexism, and 

adultism. I focus on how gender and sexuality unfold within the context of poverty to complicate 

these processes and practices of experiencing homelessness. As LGBTQ youth experiencing 

homelessness disproportionately make up the population of youth experiencing homelessness, it 

is crucial to examine how gender and sexuality are reshaping the demographics of this 

marginalized sector of U.S. society. I document how gender and sexuality along with their 

intersections come together in dynamic and detrimental ways to marginalize poor LGBTQ youth, 

and I show how certain LGBTQ youth experience extreme expressions of social inequality and 

injustice. By focusing on some of the most marginalized youth experiencing homelessness – 

LGBTQ youth, especially gender non-conforming poor LGBTQ youth of color – I will 

illuminate new ways of addressing and understanding the gender and sexuality components of 

the new youth homelessness today. 
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THE RISE OF LGBTQ YOUTH 

 At the same time that the new homelessness was taking shape in the United States, other 

major shifts were happening: the political and media visibility of LGBTQ people and the rise of 

LGBTQ youth. While the economy was shifting in the 1980s, the HIV/AIDS epidemic 

catapulted gay rights into a national spotlight.25 The 1990s then brought more media visibility, at 

least for white gay and lesbian people. In 1997, comedian Ellen DeGeneres appeared on the 

cover of TIME with the title “Yep, I’m Gay.” A year later, Matthew Shepard was brutally beaten 

and murdered for being gay, and Will & Grace debuted on television. Entering into the next 

century, Massachusetts became the first state to legalize same-sex marriage in 2004, and eleven 

years later in 2015, same-sex marriage became federally legalized in the United States. Also in 

recent years, transgender actress Laverne Cox has graced the cover of TIME, transgender author 

Janet Mock wrote a New York Times best-selling memoir, and transgender Olympian Caitlyn 

Jenner has been in the media spotlight. Many celebrities, including Lady Gaga, Miley Cyrus, 

Frank Ocean, and Ke$ha, have put bisexuality on the map as well. 

 This political and media visibility of LGBTQ people can influence others with same-sex 

attractions and desires to begin “coming out,” or publically revealing their sexual and/or gender 

identity earlier. In effect, young people have started openly identifying as LGBTQ, often while 

still residing with their family, leading to greater recognition of LGBTQ youth.26 The first 

empirical study on gay adolescence was in 1972 – a year before the American Psychological 

Association removed homosexuality from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders. In 1979, the first institute for gay youth was founded.27 However, it was in the late 

1980s and most prominently in the 1990s that the category of gay youth started receiving a great 

deal of attention, especially from clinicians and other scholars. Gay youth were seen as having 
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different developmental trajectories than their heterosexual peers, and they were also seen as 

vulnerable and prone to suicide. Studies on lesbian and bisexual youth also showed that they 

have different life experiences and developmental trajectories than gay and heterosexual youth. 

The suffering suicidal script dominated the discourse and research around sexually marginalized 

youth during this time period, until researchers also started studying resiliency and other positive 

factors in the young people’s lives.28 The category of transgender also takes hold in the 1990s,29 

whereby the notion of transgender youth was soon to follow. 

 To say that LGBTQ youth became a prominent entity mainly in the 1990s and onward is 

not to say young people before then never had same-sex desires or were assigned the wrong 

gender at birth. Rather, the meanings of these categories have changed over time. In the past, gay 

identity often came about through people being able to leave their families and migrate to cities, 

meeting similar others. People may also be “sexiled,” whereby they leave their nation of origin 

because of their sexuality.30 Capitalism allowed certain people to not depend on their families for 

economic support, and people left their farms and families and migrated to places such as New 

York City, Chicago, and San Francisco. Beginning in the late 19th century but really taking hold 

after World War II, people with same-sex attractions found people similar to them in these cities, 

and gay communities, neighborhoods, and identities were formed.31 This collective gay identity 

challenged earlier medical and social science discourses that constructed homosexuality as a 

perversion. Although people in rural areas and other non-urban centers also had same-sex 

attractions and engaged in same-sex sexual behaviors,32 this gay urban migration shaped the rise 

of gay becoming a social, collective, and political identity. Today, approximately 9 million 

people in the United States - a number that is about the population of New Jersey - openly 

identify as LGBT.33  



 12 

 As more and more people have come out, young people have as well. In 2005, TIME had 

a white young man on its cover with the title “The Battle Over Gay Teens.” Issues such as 

LGBTQ bullying in schools and youth suicide have received a great deal of national attention, 

especially from the It Gets Better Project. Transgender teenager Jazz Jennings even stars in her 

own reality show I Am Jazz. Within this climate, the average age of coming out as lesbian, gay, 

or bisexual has dropped significantly, to around 13 years of age. A quarter of transgender people 

also come out about their gender identity before the age of 18.34  

 However, despite LGBTQ youth coming out earlier in this particular moment, a great 

deal of LGBTQ inequality still exists that LGBTQ young people have to contend with. LGBTQ 

people still face rampant homophobia - the dislike of and prejudice toward gay people - and 

transphobia - the dislike of and prejudice toward transgender people. LGBTQ people are often 

not protected from bullying in schools and face discrimination in employment, in housing, and in 

public accommodations. During the course of this study, the people of Houston voted to repeal 

the Houston Equal Rights Ordinance (HERO), making Houston the largest city in the United 

States without protections specifically for LGBTQ individuals. “Bathroom bills” have also 

popped up across the country as a way to ban transgender and gender non-conforming people 

from using public restrooms. A paradox occurs, where within this climate of media visibility of 

LGBTQ people and certain LGBTQ rights being granted, youth are coming out earlier, but they 

are coming out into a society that is still unequal for LGBTQ people.  

 As young people come out, they also confront adult and peer attitudes and reactions for 

longer periods of time, and this earlier disclosure can create conflict within families if parents or 

guardians reject their LGBTQ child.35 The home, schools, neighborhoods, churches, and child 

welfare systems often aid in the development for many youth, but these institutions can be sites 
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of prejudice, homophobia, and transphobia for LGBTQ youth, who may flee or be evicted from 

these spaces.36 As youth come out earlier, they are not only around parents longer, but also they 

may not have access to LGBTQ public spaces such as bars, clubs, and other venues.37 These 

issues may be exacerbated for LGBTQ youth of color, who may have to contend with both 

homophobia and transphobia within their families and communities and with racism within 

LGBTQ communities and spaces.38 The narrative surrounding LGBTQ youth homelessness then 

is that LGBTQ youth are coming out younger, are getting rejected, have nowhere to go, and 

hence, are on the streets. 

Within this framing on LGBTQ youth homelessness, homophobia and transphobia are 

seen as the culprits of why the young people are experiencing homelessness. However, issues 

such as low-income jobs, diminished affordable housing, and other topics related to poverty and 

homelessness are missing in contextualizing this homophobia and transphobia. Gay and lesbian 

couples, especially black and rural same-sex couples, are more likely to be in poverty than 

heterosexual couples.39 However, little to nothing is known about LGBTQ young people and 

poverty and its relation to understanding LGBTQ inequality and youth homelessness. By 

foregrounding poverty and its relationship to LGBTQ inequality today, we can have a better 

understanding of how certain LGBTQ youth perceive how they ended up on the streets and their 

experiences of homelessness. We can also see how the young people’s gender, especially their 

gender presentation and behaviors, along with their sexuality, race, and class shape these 

experiences of inequality as well. 

GENDER, SEXUALITY, AND INTERSECTIONALITY 

 Gender and its intersections with sexuality, race, and class are complicated. Zoe, who 

opened this chapter, was assigned male at birth, but is a woman, who goes by “her, she” 
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pronouns. As for her appearance, Zoe said she “would dress like a gangsta boy – muscle shirt, 

basketball shorts.” And she said, “Everyone thought I was a butch lesbian.” A transgender 

Hispanic woman attracted to men, Zoe was assumed by other people to be a masculine woman 

attracted to women. Categories and people’s perceptions of them are complex and complicated. 

 So what exactly are gender and sexuality? And how do these categories relate to race and 

class? To address these questions and to theoretically ground the findings of this study, I 

explicate the feminist and queer frameworks I employ throughout this work in order to 

understand LGBTQ youth homelessness. It is essential to know what gender, sexuality, and their 

intersections are, as these categories deeply shape young people’s experiences of homelessness. 

Indeed, a central tenet of this study is that the young people’s non-normative embodiments and 

enactments of gender are central to their lives prior to and while experiencing homelessness. 

This gender non-conformity is related to the presumed non-heterosexuality of the youth in this 

study and varies based on their gender, race, and social class. 

 In U.S. society, gender is often seen as a binary of being a man or a woman, whereby 

men and women are seen as “naturally” different and as having complementary characteristics. 

People often see their gender as essential to who they are as a person. However, sociologists, 

feminists, and other scholars have challenged the supposed “naturalness” of gender, by 

examining how gender is structural, interactional, and contextual. What being a man or a woman 

means varies over time and place and with whom one is interacting. Imagine, what it means to be 

a woman or a man in the 1800s compared to now. Or how being a woman in New York City 

compares to being a woman in El Paso compares to being a woman in Buenos Aires. Or how 

being a man in the workplace compares to being a man at home compares to being a man with 
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his friends at the bar. Time, contexts, and other people shape us, and hence, shape experiences of 

gender. 

According to sociologists Candice West and Don H. Zimmerman, gender is an activity or 

accomplishment (something people do) of managing one’s behaviors within everyday life.40 As 

they explained in 1987, gender is more than being a man or a woman; gender is also about how 

masculinities and femininities become embodied and enacted. Men are expected to embody and 

enact masculinity, and women are expected to embody and enact femininity. Within the gender 

structures of society and upheld on the interactional level, masculinity is valued over femininity. 

Sociologist R.W. Connell coined the term “hegemonic masculinity” in the 1990s to capture how 

relations, practices, and interactions construct masculinity and heterosexuality as the norm. 

Masculinity only exists in relation to femininity. What is masculine is often what is not feminine 

(and vice versa). Hegemonic masculinity is enacted through the subordination of femininity and 

other forms of masculinities (such as gay masculinities, black masculinities, working-class 

masculinities). In this way, masculinity and femininity are only produced in relation to each 

other, and through this production, gender inequality is maintained.41  

Gender inequality is also related to sexuality. Based upon the 1980s developments of 

feminist Adrienne Rich’s “compulsory heterosexuality” and anthropologist Gayle Rubin’s 

“charmed circle,”42 queer theorist Michael Warner in the early 1990s termed the concept 

“heteronormativity.” Heteronormativity is how norms, discourses, and practices in society 

construct heterosexuality as superior to all other expressions of sexuality. Under 

heteronormativity, the gender roles of masculine men and feminine women are naturalized.43 

Heteronormativity also relies on the binary of man and woman and the binary of heterosexual 

and homosexual. As queer theorist Eve Sedgwick showed at the same time as Warner, the 
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homosexual/heterosexual binary shapes how sexuality is structured in U.S. society, and limits 

how people experience their sexuality.44  

 Gender and sexuality, though, are also shaped and experienced differently based upon 

one’s race and class positions within society. Intersectionality, a concept brought to life in the 

1981 book This Bridge Called My Back,45 was coined in 1989 by legal scholar Kimberlé 

Crenshaw. Intersectionality is used to show how women of color experience life very differently 

than white women and men of color. Part of Crenshaw’s critique is that identity categories ignore 

intragroup differences such as not all women are the same but come from different socio-

economic, racial, religious, sexual, and other backgrounds.46 Building off of Crenshaw’s work, in 

1990, sociologist Patricia Hill Collins brought the concept of intersectionality to sociologists 

through showing how black women’s oppression is forged under intersecting conditions of race, 

class, gender, and sexuality.47 Seven years later, political scientist Cathy Cohen takes up the 

concept of intersectionality to argue that feminist and queer scholarship must contend with how 

heterosexual norms do not privilege all heterosexuals.48  For example, the figures of the welfare 

queen, single parents, and interracial relationships are outside of the heterosexual white middle-

class nuclear family norms of society. Heteronormativity cannot be understood as being 

legitimated just through oppressing LGBTQ people but also through marginalizing people of 

color and poor people as well.49 In 2004, sociologist Roderick Ferguson called then for scholars 

to implement a queer of color critical analysis in order to show how social formations are in and 

through the intersections of gender, race, sexuality, and class.50  

 In order to understand how gender and sexuality shape experiences of poverty and 

homelessness and how contexts of poverty shape experiences of LGBTQ inequality, I utilize 

feminist and queer theories on gender, sexuality, and intersectionality to situate this project. 
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These frameworks help to illuminate the persistence of LGBTQ inequality today, especially for 

the gender non-conforming poor LGBTQ youth of color, who make up the majority of the young 

people in this study. But before we embark on this journey, I must share how I met the young 

people. 

THE RESEACHER VOLUNTEER 

 I am sitting at the front desk at the LGBTQ homeless shelter, where I have been working 

as an over-night volunteer and as a researcher. Suddenly, I hear a loud crash and banging coming 

from the communal bathroom. A couple of the young people staying at the shelter and myself 

run to the bathroom and find Obadiah, a 20-year-old white male, who dates transgender women, 

breaking chairs and throwing trash cans and wet floor signs everywhere. A fairly quiet person, 

Obadiah was visibly angry, and I was worried he might harm others or himself. As a volunteer, I 

had a walkie-talkie on me, and I dispatched for a security officer on the homeless campus to 

come. The officer arrived, calmed Obadiah, and discussed with me whether I wanted to kick 

Obadiah out on the streets for the evening – a punishment that was often doled out by staff 

members at the shelter toward people for violating rules. I talked with Obadiah, and he agreed to 

stay in his bed for the evening, so I decided to not have him kicked out – a rule I never 

understood and found counterintuitive to helping young people exit homelessness. I later learned 

that Obadiah was angry because he found out that his brother was back on crack cocaine. 

 This moment, as well as many others, captured for me the conundrum of doing research 

on a marginalized population, while also being in a position of power – as a volunteer – over the 

young people in this study. I still feel ambivalent about calling security on Obadiah, especially 

since I know that the youth in this study have had numerous negative encounters with police and 

other authority figures. However, I feared for his safety and the safety of the other young people 
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present that evening at the shelter. I felt fortunate that the problem was resolved in the way it was, 

but I still ponder whether I made the right and ethical decision. This decision and other choices I 

made affect the data I gathered, and it is important that I share my methodological choices and 

ethical dilemmas in conducting this scientific study.   

Why a Study on LGBTQ Youth Experiencing Homelessness in Central Texas?  

 During the time of this study (2015-2016), San Antonio was the 7th largest city in the 

United States, and Austin was the 11th largest city in the United States.51 San Antonio was the 

fastest growing city among the top 10 largest cities in the United States from 2000 to 2010,52 and 

Austin was the fastest growing city in the country from 2011 to 2014.53 As San Antonio 

expanded, most people moved outward from the downtown area, leaving downtown San Antonio 

under-utilized and under-developed.54 Although Austin has experienced urban sprawl like San 

Antonio, Austin has revitalized its downtown area (mainly through retail and arts development to 

promote tourism) and is now revitalizing the “East side,” an area historically occupied by low-

income and minority residents.55 Affordable housing is becoming scarce in Austin, and it has 

become increasingly difficult for working class people to afford to live there. During my 

fieldwork, Austin was the most economically segregated major metro area in the United States.56 

Segregation reflects the effects of high unemployment and economic insecurity, which can 

manifest in a growth in homelessness.57   

Intrigued by the cultural and economic landscape and how it shaped the lives of LGBTQ 

youth experiencing homelessness, I felt motivated to work on a critical sociological examination 

of young LGBTQ people living on the shadows of two fast-growing and vibrant urban areas in 

central Texas. In examining the young people’s lives in the urban South, I focus in on the 
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particularities of LGBTQ life in Texas – an intriguing religious, social, and political state that is 

almost completely overlooked in research on LGBTQ people, especially qualitative research. 

In order to achieve the goals of this project, I framed the study around three objectives: 

(1) document how the young people in this study perceive how they ended up experiencing 

homelessness; (2) show how their lived experiences illuminate their current needs and 

challenges; and (3) record how they are treated by services providers, peers, police, and other 

people for being LGBTQ while also experiencing homelessness. In order to carry out these 

objectives, I immersed myself in the field from January 2015 to June 2016. I conducted 

fieldwork primarily at two sites: one site was in Austin, Texas, and one site was in San Antonio, 

Texas. 

In Austin, Texas, I volunteered at a street outreach drop-in center for youth experiencing 

homelessness. This drop-in center is open three days a week from 12:00 p.m. to 3:45 p.m. The 

center is located in a basement of a church on “The Drag” – a nickname for a street that runs 

along the western side of The University of Texas at Austin campus. The drop-in center is one 

program within a larger organization in Austin that advocates for youth and families that are 

seeking a path to self-sufficiency. This organization and the drop-in center are not religiously 

affiliated despite the drop-in center being in the basement of a church. The organization’s 

website directly states that the street outreach drop-in center is a “Safe Space” for LGBTQ youth 

with a zero tolerance policy for bullying. The drop-in center has a clothing closet, serves food, 

has case management (including ID recovery and trying to find affordable housing), laundry 

services, medical services, transportation services (including a bus pass for people who did a 

chore or went to a group activity session), help in accessing educational services, hygiene 

supplies, computer access, a place to come socialize and get off the streets for a few hours, and 
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had on-site counseling during the time of fieldwork.58 The drop-in center served people aged 10 

to 23 years of age, though most people accessing the center are 18 to 23.59 There is no 

emergency shelter in Austin specifically for youth experiencing homelessness within the age 

range of 18 to 24 – the often upper-range definition of youth homelessness. However, if the 

temperature in Austin dropped below 32 degrees then the drop-in center would become an 

emergency shelter. Although there are some transitional living programs throughout the city for 

young people, most youth experiencing homelessness in this study mainly used the drop-in 

center as their main resource for services. The youth in this study did not feel comfortable at the 

adult homeless shelters in the city, so most lived and slept on the streets. The drop-in center saw 

about 20 to 30 people each day it was open, and over 200 different young people each year. 

 In San Antonio, Texas, I volunteered at a LGBTQ youth homeless shelter that opened in 

February 2015, and was billed as the first LGBTQ shelter to open in the South.60 The shelter is 

located on a larger homeless campus that serves over 1,500 people experiencing homelessness. 

The homeless campus is located on the Inner West Side of San Antonio. The LGBTQ youth 

homeless shelter provides case management, emergency shelter, education services, employment 

resources, transportation, life skills, hormone replacement therapy, legal services, medical care, 

and mental health services. Although the shelter is its own organization, the young people 

staying there had access to the larger array of services that the homeless campus provided 

including the cafeteria, ID recovery, clothing, and a host of other resources. The youth at the 

shelter were also subject to following the rules of the larger campus, including a curfew, no 

public displays of affection, and other rules. Eight young people can stay at the LGBTQ youth 

shelter at a time, and they must be within the age range of 18 to 25. Seventeen year olds, who are 

emancipated from their legal guardian(s), could reside there as well. The youth at the shelter all 
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shared one large room (called “the pod”) that had four bunk beds and a locked locker for each 

person. Ten LGBTQ adults experiencing homelessness (above the age of 25) lived across the 

hall, and all 18 people shared a bathroom with three stalls, three showers, and two sinks. Most of 

the young people did not feel safe staying in the large outdoor courtyard on the homeless campus 

where many adults experiencing homelessness in San Antonio go to sleep at night and to access 

services. The young people in this study mainly lived on the streets until the LGBTQ youth 

shelter opened. 

 Other fieldwork was conducted at a transitional living program (TLP) associated with the 

Austin drop-in center. During this study, nine young people lived at the TLP, which housed 

youth within the age range of 17 to 23. The TLP provided many of the same services as the drop-

in center, but it was a place to also live and stay. However, the young people residing there had 

to be working and/or involved in GED or higher education in order to stay there. During 

fieldwork, I was told several times that the young people at the street outreach drop-in center 

often are not referred to the TLP because the rules at the TLP do not suit the street youth’s lives. 

The TLP was located in South Austin. Each youth shared a room with one other person. There 

was a shared common area, kitchen, bathrooms, laundry room, and outdoor patio and backyard. 

 I also conducted research at a CPS-licensed shelter for youth currently in foster care or 

who have recently “aged out” of foster care.61 The shelter was located in East Austin. Most of 

what I know about this shelter came from the two youth I interviewed there. The young people 

stayed in a group-setting transitional living program that housed fourteen youth, who were aged 

17 to 21 years old. From what I was told, sometimes the young people residing there had two 

roommates, sometimes only one, and if available, sometimes they had their own private room. 

There is a curfew based on a person’s age and/or if the person has a night job. The shelter offers 
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mental health services, clothing, food, and transportation. There was also a more supervised 

independent living building on this campus, housing for teen parents, and an emergency shelter 

for young people under 17 years of age. 

 I also volunteered for HUD’s 2015 Point-in-Time Count in Austin. The Point-in-Time 

Count is when, on a single night in January, volunteers all across the country count people 

experiencing homelessness in their communities. I volunteered for two Youth Point-in-Time 

Counts in Austin, which counted specifically the population of young people experiencing 

homelessness in Travis County. I attended the 2015 National Conference on Ending Family and 

Youth Homelessness, where I got to see the then-Secretary of HUD Julián Castro speak. I 

attended both the second and third annual Forty to None Summit, a national gathering on ending 

LGBTQ youth homelessness. These Point-in-Time Counts and conferences helped to 

contextualize the larger issues and understandings of homelessness, especially from service 

providers’ and government officials’ standpoints. 

Research and Analyses 

 This qualitative project is a multi-site ethnography that includes one-on-one in-depth 

interviews. In 2015, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of Texas at Austin 

approved this study. I conducted 18 months of fieldwork and interviewed 40 LGBTQ youth 

experiencing homelessness and 10 service providers. Multi-site ethnography helps to broaden the 

number of cases and provides points of comparison.62 Many similarities between the young 

people in Austin and San Antonio emerged during this study, showcasing that their experiences 

were often patterned the same, strengthening the argument put forth. Ethnographic methods also 

illuminate why marginalized populations do what they do and reveal how things happen.63 
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“Hanging out” at services that serve hard-to-reach populations is one of the best approaches in 

making initial contacts with marginalized people.64 

 To gain access to each site, I had to first make contact with professionals that worked at 

the organizations. At the site in Austin, I had a meeting with the Director of Street Outreach and 

the Director of Research and Evaluation. At this meeting, we discussed my project, how it can 

benefit the organization, and how to proceed in implementing the study. At the site in San 

Antonio, I had a meeting with the Director and Assistant Director of the shelter in order to 

receive approval to conduct the study. The Director also explained to the youth who I was every 

time I met a new person staying at the shelter. I offered to volunteer at each organization as part 

of the study and to give back in a small way to the organizations for assisting me with my project. 

Professionals at both sites submitted letters to IRB on my behalf supporting this study and 

confirming that I could conduct research at their organizations.  

 Recruitment at the two sites varied because the two sites were different and my volunteer 

involvement at each site was also distinct. At the drop-in center in Austin, Texas, I mainly 

worked in the clothing closet and food pantry, where I made more one-on-one contact with 

LGBTQ youth accessing services at the center. In doing recruitment, the staff and my concern 

was to not “out” anyone who wanted to participate in this study. For this matter, I conducted a 

survey there with all youth who were interested. The survey covered topics such as health 

behaviors, resiliency, socio-economic background, everyday experiences with discrimination, 

physical and mental health, food scarcity, demographics, and other topics. If a young person 

marked that they were non-heterosexual and/or transgender on the survey, I would then tell them 

about the interview portion of the study. Every person received a bus pass from the organization 

for participating in the survey. The LGBTQ youth who were interviewed received a $10 
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Walmart gift card. The gift cards were a donation from Walmart to the drop-in center. I was at 

this field site twice a week, and I would write field notes as soon as I got back to my office or 

home. 

 At the LGBTQ youth homeless shelter in San Antonio, recruitment proceeded differently 

as I spent more time there, slept there, and had a closer relationship with more of the people in 

this study. I mainly did weekly overnight shifts at the shelter from 10:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m. 

Everyone knew I was a researcher, and I interviewed every young person who stayed there for 

longer than a week. Most youth received nothing for being interviewed. However, the Director 

of the shelter would sometimes buy packs of cigarettes or gift cards to Subway for people who 

participated. I normally did one or two overnight shifts a week, and I wrote field notes on the bus 

ride back to Austin each time.  

 In the field, I dressed mainly how the young people dressed. I wore a t-shirt, jeans, and 

had my backpack. When first interacting with some youth, I was asked if I was also experiencing 

homelessness. Although I was older than the young people in the study, some assumed I was 

their peer. As I have long hair and am effeminate, I was also asked by several transgender youth 

if I was also transgender. Some youth would even be shocked when I introduced myself as 

Brandon, as they were expecting a more “female” name. I was asked if Brandon was my “chosen 

name.” I also accrued feminine nicknames from several people I encountered, including being 

called Mary Alice and Miss Travis County, and being told that I looked like Ellen Page and 

Moaning Myrtle from Harry Potter. I was also informed that I look “fish” – gay slang for 

looking like a woman.65  

 Fieldwork involved getting to know the people in the social settings, their daily routines, 

developing relations with them, and observing them. I would always take what ethnographers 
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call “jottings” on my phone while in the field in order to record key words and phrases to remind 

me of major events and impressions to write in my field notes after I left the field.66 As soon as I 

would leave the field, I would turn my jottings into a more systematic and detailed written 

account of my observations and experiences of being in the field. I did over 700 hours of 

fieldwork, and I wrote extensive field notes each time I left a field site. 

 In addition to taking field notes, I conducted 40 in-depth interviews with LGBTQ youth 

experiencing homelessness. All interviews were digitally audio-recorded. I later transcribed all 

of these interviews. Most interviews took place in a private room, though a few youth in San 

Antonio preferred being interviewed in their bed, which was in an open room in which other 

people could come and go. The interviews lasted about an hour, and they were semi-structured. 

The interviews covered four major topics: perceived pathways into homelessness, needs, 

resiliency, and everyday interactions and experiences.67 I conducted in-depth interviews to 

uncover how experiences during childhood may have impacted the perceived pathways into 

homelessness for the young people and what they saw as their current experiences and needs as 

well. All interviews were in-person because face-to-face interactions were critical for me to 

establish rapport with the youth, whereby rapport often affords a more meaningful and in-depth 

interview.68 It was important to listen to their needs, instead of making assumptions about their 

needs,69 and therefore, I chose to do in-depth interviewing in order to foreground the young 

people’s voices and lived experiences. 

 The majority of the young people in this study were recruited through the two field sites: 

19 came from the San Antonio field site and 15 from the Austin drop-in center. Four came from 

the transitional living program associated with the Austin field site, and two came from the CPS-

licensed children’s shelter in Austin. The young people who were interviewed voluntarily agreed 
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and were informed about all processes of consent. At the end of each interview, I asked each 

person their demographic characteristics. One youth was 17, two were 25, and the rest were 18 to 

24 years of age. Nineteen youth identified as Hispanic or Latino/a, 11 youth identified as black, 

and 10 youth identified as white.  Nine youth were transgender women and 2 youth were 

transgender men. The diversity of the LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness, who are often 

under-represented in sociological and other social scientific research, provides unique and 

critical insights into LGBTQ youth life. The youth in this study are often seen as a hard-to-reach 

population, and therefore, capturing and documenting their lives and views on the social world 

can give us new understandings of social inequalities and LGBTQ experiences in U.S. society 

today. 

 I describe the youth’s gender, sexual, and racial/ethnic identities using the language they 

used to identify themselves. For example, if I describe someone as a heterosexual transgender 

Hispanic woman, then heterosexual, transgender, Hispanic, and woman were the terms they used 

to describe their gender, sexual, and racial/ethnic identities. Some youth did identify as Latino or 

Latina instead of Hispanic, but none identified as Chicano/a, Latinx, or other terms that capture 

this heterogeneous population. All names have been changed to keep confidentiality.  

 Everything in quotes comes from the taped interviews. I do not always put “they said” or 

“they claimed” in order to make the narratives flow more smoothly. However, quotes and 

descriptions of their past are from the recordings of the youth’s perspectives and what they told 

me. I could not verify experiences that happened in the past; though at times, I found news 

reports and arrest records that verified what I was told. Nonetheless, the youth’s perceptions of 

their past does shape how they view themselves in relation to others and the world, so how they 

view their past is important in knowing how they view themselves and others in the present.  
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 I conducted 10 interviews with service providers. Five came from the Austin field site, 

and five came from the San Antonio field site. All interviews were audio-recorded, in-person, 

took place in a private room, were semi-structured, and lasted around 50 minutes. A colleague 

transcribed the interviews with the service providers. These interviews were conducted at the end 

of the study to gain a different perspective on LGBTQ youth homelessness and to also test the 

validity of the findings that I was seeing in the data. The interviews covered similar topics and 

themes as the interviews with the youth. 

 I uploaded all field notes and interview transcriptions into MAXQDA, a qualitative data 

analysis software tool. I coded these transcriptions and field notes following a grounded theory 

approach. Grounded theory method allowed me to create new insights based on the youth’s 

accounts.70 I used coding, whereby the codes were reflective of the action I saw occurring within 

the data. I coded by first attaching labels to segments of the data, describing what each segment 

was about.71 This initial line-by-line open coding included codes such as “growing up,” “getting 

kicked out,” “feeling unwanted,” “being perceived as gay,” and “experiencing abuse.” I also 

wrote memos about the action I noted occurring within the coding of the data. I then engaged in 

focused coding in order to move the analysis to a more conceptual level, while also being able to 

compare similarities and differences across the interviews. Focused codes included items such as 

“abuse,” “being LGBTQ,” “family,” “rejection,” and “violence.” Finally, I did axial coding in 

order to identify the relationship between the focused codes, such as how being LGBTQ within 

the family was related to experiences of abuse, rejection, and violence. I sought to understand the 

tacit meanings within the young people’s accounts to find the intent of how and why LGBTQ 

youth experiencing homelessness do and experience certain things. A grounded theory approach 

that centers the youth’s experiences is a robust analytical method in order to understand their 



 28 

lives and needs. The validity of these findings were confirmed through prolonged engagement in 

the field, where I could hear the young people talk about these accounts with not only me but 

also with each other and service providers, and through member checking, where I discussed 

these emerging findings with the youth and the service providers at the field sites in order to 

confirm their credibility.72  

Ethics, Reflexivity, and the Politics of Representation 

 One evening in San Antonio, Lucas, a 20-year-old white heterosexual transgender man, 

seemed exceptionally quiet, especially for someone who often would put five packs of Sweet ’N 

Low in his coffee and be highly caffeinated and talking constantly. At one point during the night, 

Lucas asked me for a bandage and gauze from the first aid kit, which I gave him. Later, he asked 

me what happens to people when they die and who have no one to bury them. He then wanted to 

speak to me alone in the office, where he proceeded to pull up his left arm sleeve and show me 

over forty fresh cut marks on his arm. I used the first aid kit to get anti-septic and antibiotics on 

the wounds, and then, I wrapped the cut with gauze. I had to decide whether to immediately call 

someone in case he was going to harm himself again, to report it, and/or what else to do. I 

decided to stay up all night and keep an eye on him. As soon as the Assistant Director arrived the 

following morning, I told her about the incident. But do I also write about Lucas’s incident in my 

field notes and later in writing up the study? 

 “Can the subaltern speak?” asked feminist scholar Gayatri Spivak in a piece titled the 

same. This question haunts my ethical approach to studying LGBTQ youth homelessness and 

writing about their lives. Spivak was concerned with the representation of oppressed people and 

how Western intellectuals claimed to speak for marginalized populations, unaware of how 

ideology can make intellectuals represent oppressed populations within the images that 
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privileged populations already have constructed of the oppressed.73 Historian Saidiya Hartman 

grapples with the ethics of representation as well in how to portray slaves, when all people can 

often know about slaves and their lives are often what their slaveholders wrote about them. How 

do writers, researchers, and intellectuals represent marginalized populations without doing 

further harm? Do I write about incidents such as Lucas’s mental health moment? Do I also write 

about drug use or sex work? And in doing so, am I adding to stereotypes that are already used to 

pathologize this marginalized population? Just in the act of writing – which is a form of 

objectification – I may do harm.74 I address how I hope to mitigate this harm in the most ethical 

ways I know how.   

 One mode is reflexivity, whereby a researcher interrogates how their social position 

impacts their interactions in the field, their interpretation of the data, and all other aspects of 

research. But how do I fully know how my embodiment is truly impacting the interaction? Do 

not my embodiment and its meaning change over time and space? Being white, able-bodied, 

young, queer, and gender non-conforming all intersect together to shape my embodiment, and 

the saliency of some parts of this embodiment over others are going to vary on whom I am 

interacting with and what space I am in. It may also vary with the same person based on my first 

encounter compared to when they know me differently 18 months later. Without people 

explicitly stating to me how they are viewing me, it is difficult to completely ascertain how my 

embodiment was shaping my interactions in the field. 

 Nonetheless, my gender non-conformity and assumed non-heterosexuality seemed to 

make some people comfortable during their interviews with me. Some young people would 

mention that I must know what they are talking about because they knew that I was gay too. I 

never told anyone my sexuality, but perhaps, because of my gender non-conformity and the fact 
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that I was studying LGBTQ people, I was assumed to also not be a heterosexual. My more 

privileged social locations such as being white and more educated shaped these encounters and 

experiences as well, but being gender non-conforming and non-heterosexual were the most 

explicitly mentioned characteristics about me and appeared to help some people feel comfortable 

disclosing things about their gender and sexuality to me. 

 On the ethics of writing, I refer to the youth in this study as LGBTQ youth experiencing 

homelessness, instead of as LGBTQ homeless youth. Some young people did refer to themselves 

as homeless. However, homelessness is more often a situation or experience. This experience 

does shape their identity and how they are treated, but to capture the more episodic or temporary 

nature of housing instability, I use the language of experiencing homelessness in order to capture 

homelessness as a process more than a state of being or who the youth are. 

 Furthermore, I do not wish to further stereotype and marginalize the people in this study, 

especially as LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness already are highly marginalized within 

U.S. society. I do not want to romanticize them either. I also want to avoid painting them as 

“victims” who need to be rescued or saved. One main struggle though is: How do I write about 

LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness without pathologizing them? Drug use, sex work, 

mental health challenges, and violence were prevalent throughout the interviews and my field 

notes. But did I write these behaviors in my notes because I was conditioned to be on the lookout 

for these pathologizing behaviors when studying youth experiencing homelessness? Did the 

young people discuss drugs, violence, mental health, and sex work with me because the services 

they access highlight those things in their lives? I never asked a specific question about any of 

those items, but they seemed to shape the young people’s lives. I still struggle to know though if 

they shape their lives because society and social services emphasize “rehabilitating” those 
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behaviors, already assigning a negative connotation to doing drugs, engaging in sex work, having 

mental health challenges, and being violent. Those items among others do appear in this writing. 

However, I caution the reader not to see these behaviors as inherently bad or negative, but rather, 

society constructs them as such and makes them salient modes of how the young people in this 

study, and perhaps I, have come to see their lives. Experiencing homelessness is not inherently 

bad either. However, all of the youth in this study did not want to live on the streets or in a 

shelter, so for the young people in this study, exiting homelessness was one of their goals. 

Exiting homelessness, though, may not be a goal of every person living on the streets. 

 Returning to Zoe and Camila, who opened this chapter, I want to fully explicate my 

decisions as being a researcher volunteer – a position that has ethical methodological quandaries. 

These quandaries were often more prevalent at the shelter in San Antonio, where I was the only 

person there with the young people in this study during the night shifts. As the volunteer, I was 

supposed to make sure the youth at the shelter went to bed at “bedtime” and that they followed 

the other rules of the shelter. But how do I build rapport while also enforcing the shelter’s rules? 

Knowing the literature on how people in shelters are infantilized, I did not feel ethically 

comfortable enforcing rules. Young people can make their own decisions. Besides not making 

them go to bed at 11:00 p.m. led to many fun nights of dancing, endless conversations, and other 

shenanigans. However, sometimes it led to making hard decisions. 

 In April 2015, the Director pulled me into her office to tell me that Camila and Zoe were 

jonesing because they had gone on a meth binge. I was told to keep a particular eye on them that 

evening. After the Director left, Camila and Zoe stayed up, and Camila kept telling me that I 

should go to sleep. I also stayed up though, talking with them, and around 2:30 a.m., Camila and 

Zoe finally told me that they were leaving for the night. Camila asked me if I was going to write 
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them up for leaving after curfew, and I told her that it was my obligation to report if anyone left 

after curfew. Camila said that she did not like me anymore and that I probably do not even care if 

she liked me or not. Ultimately, they left, but I did not write them up. A few days later, a staff 

person did find them leaving again after curfew, which partly led to their suspension. 

 In confronting this situation, as well as other situations already discussed and situations 

that will be in the chapters to come, I tried to implement “mindful ethics” - a paradigm other 

sociologists have used in their research.75 Mindful ethics involves being aware that the young 

people in this study are complex human beings, who are also marginalized. I had to face the 

ethical dilemma within the here and now and reflect on the potential harm of my own actions. 

Following mindful ethics, I find it most ethical to recognize and admit these dilemmas.  

 These difficult moments capture for me the ethical dilemmas of doing research while also 

being a volunteer. I was supposed to make sure that the young people followed the shelter’s rules, 

but I never felt fully comfortable enforcing the rules or furthering the surveillance of people who 

were already constantly under surveillance. Like Zoe and Camila’s night, I often did not write up 

people for violating rules, as I did not want to take part in anyone getting potentially suspended. 

For Lucas, I worried about his mental health and safety and stayed up with him all night, but I 

did not want to be responsible for him potentially going to a mental health institution. I also did 

not want Obadiah to be kicked out to the streets as punishment for the night. In the end, this 

project presents these ethical dilemmas in the field and how I decided to represent and write 

about the people in this study. My aim is to document the patterns I found in the young people’s 

lives, while grounding their voices, to show the complexities of their lived experiences and the 

complexities of experiencing homelessness while also being LGBTQ, a young person, and often 

a person of color. I also focus on the youth’s voices, as their voices are often erased in 
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understanding and addressing young people’s social problems generally and youth homelessness 

specifically. How young people understand their social world and what they see as solutions to 

the problems they face is crucial in helping them.76 Although the youth’s perspectives may be 

limited, it is one of the most important voices in confronting the complexity of LGBTQ youth 

homelessness today. 

NOW LET’S GET IN FORMATION 

 The main goal of this study is to show how gender non-conformity and its intersections 

with sexuality, race, and poverty shape the lives of LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness. 

The following two chapters will mostly examine how the young people in this study describe 

their lives prior to homelessness and the role of institutions (specifically the family, schools, 

religion, CPS, and the criminal legal system) in shaping their lives. How the youth in this study 

perceived how their gender non-conformity unfolds within these spaces will be explicated. 

Chapters 4 and 5 will then examine the young people’s lives on the streets, in shelters, and in 

accessing other homeless services. Again, how their gender presentation and behaviors influence 

these experiences will be foregrounded. Specifically, I will examine the paradox of how gender 

non-conformity is often a hindrance on the streets, but protected within the LGBTQ shelter; at 

the same time, sexuality is a resource on the streets but regulated in the shelter. I then will 

conclude with the young people’s solutions to addressing LGBTQ youth homelessness. 

 In chapter 2, I turn to the family in having a profound influence on the young people’s 

lives. As homelessness is often about not having strong kin networks, I explore how gender, 

sexuality, race, and class shape the relationship between the LGBTQ youth in this study and their 

family ties. I show how the young people come from impoverished families, and I introduce the 

concept of lumpen families to capture their familial contexts. I also show how gender and sexual 
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norms unfold within this context and how it intersects with race. I conclude by pushing people to 

move beyond the notion of family rejection in order to contextualize the backgrounds of poverty 

that the youth in this study come from and how poverty shapes how young people may 

experience gender and sexuality within the family, especially within families of color. 

 To continue moving beyond the family rejection narrative of LGBTQ youth 

homelessness, in chapter 3, I situate the young people in this study within their schools, the child 

welfare system, religious communities, and the criminal legal system. The specific focus of this 

chapter is how these institutions further push certain LGBTQ youth to the streets, especially 

through discipline and punishment. I identify this process as the queer control complex to 

illuminate how schools, CPS, religion, and the criminal legal system punish, discipline, and 

criminalize gender and sexual non-conformity. This concept is about how institutional practices 

connect and intersect across a variety of systems to systematically police LGBTQ youth’s 

behaviors. Gender non-conforming youth, especially gender non-conforming youth of color, are 

uniquely under surveillance because of their non-conformity within these institutions. 

Institutions that are supposed to protect and nurture young people actually further the 

marginalization of poor LGBTQ youth. In general, these two chapters turn to the extreme case of 

LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness to give a broader sociological portrait of LGBTQ 

youth life within the contexts of poverty and how gender, sexuality, and race operate for LGBTQ 

young people in various impoverished and under-resourced institutional settings. 

 In chapter 4, I document how gender non-conformity shapes how the youth in this study 

experience life on the streets and navigating homeless services. It is in this chapter that I drive 

home the point of this work: LGBTQ youth homelessness is more about gender non-conformity 

and its intersections than about the young people being openly LGBTQ. I develop the concept of 
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gender outcasts to capture this interplay of how the youth in this study are often discriminated 

against and experience violence while experiencing homelessness because of their gender non-

conforming presentation and behaviors, and how this gender non-conformity is about the youth’s 

assumed non-heterosexuality. Concurrently, I show how the young people actually use sexuality 

(through sex work, procreation, building relationships) as an asset to help them access different 

resources. This labor that the young people do in navigating homelessness and in creating 

cultures of LGBTQ youth homelessness is what I will present as queer street work. The heart of 

this chapter though is to move beyond seeing LGBTQ youth homelessness as about LGBTQ 

identity and to understand it more as about gender non-conformity and its intersections with 

sexuality, race, and poverty. 

 I take these findings from chapter 4 to then explore shelter life in chapter 5. I specifically 

look at the role of having a specific LGBTQ youth homeless shelter. I show that this space may 

allow for safety for gender non-conforming and other LGBTQ youth, but this safety comes with 

the cost of being segregated, under different forms of surveillance, and dealing with rules, even 

ones that regulate sexuality. In violating these rules, some young people were often suspended 

from the shelter, sending them back to the street, which can defeat the purpose of helping young 

people exit homelessness. The main argument of these last two substantive chapters is that there 

is a gender and sexual paradox of being on the street versus being in the LGBTQ shelter. The 

street is hard and violent for a gender non-conforming person, which the shelter helps to alleviate, 

while sexuality is sometimes an asset on the street but regulated in the shelter. This paradox 

keeps the youth in this study in a bind of cycling between the shelter and the streets, but not 

really finding housing stability. 
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 In the conclusion, I explore the theoretical contributions and policy implications of this 

study. I turn also to the young people’s voices to highlight what they say is needed to end 

LGBTQ youth homelessness. I link the youth’s recommendations with the findings of this study.  

 At the end of my interview with Zoe, I asked her if there was anything important that she 

would like to tell me. She replied, “For every teenager out there, don’t be afraid. […] Don’t give 

up. Keep fighting, and be strong.” The beauty in the young people I met is the catalyst for this 

project. I tried to portray the youth in this study in the most ethical and honest ways, while 

acknowledging the complexities of their lives. In rooting this sociological study with the young 

people’s voices and lives, I hope to spark an overdue conversation across disciplines that can 

lead to social justice and change in lifting up and helping LGBTQ youth experiencing 

homelessness. In grounding the lived experiences of LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness, 

especially LGBTQ youth of color, we can have a better understanding of and ending the new 

youth homelessness.
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2. BEYOND PARENTAL REJECTION:  

FAMILY INSTABILITY AND GROWING UP LGBTQ 

 “My dad was getting his suspicions about me being gay,1 and he did threaten to kill me. 

He said, ‘I'm going to kill you, then I'm going to kill myself. Because I’d rather die, than people 

know that I have a faggot for a son.’ So, I took the initiative. I ran away at 17,” described Prada 

Dior, a 23-year-old heterosexual Hispanic transgender woman. Discussing with me her life 

before experiencing homelessness, Prada said she grew up in Los Angeles, California, with her 

father,2 but when she was 16, an aunt helped her contact her mother who was living in Laredo, 

Texas. Prada explained, “And I told her [Prada’s mother], I really don't want to be here anymore 

because I'm scared for my life because I would have to act straight.” Prada used her birthday 

money to travel to Laredo, but her mom got into trouble with a drug dealer, who threatened their 

lives. Prada said that her mom told her, “‘Pack whatever shit you got, and let's go.’ So we just 

packed up what very little clothes that we had and took off – back to California.”  

 Prada moved around, living with grandparents, and then with her aunt and uncle who 

were pastors in Palm Springs, California. After Prada’s aunt and uncle read her journal and 

found out that she was attracted to men, Prada’s aunt asked her, “‘Is this true?’ And I'm like, 

‘Yea. I'm not going to change who I am for anybody. I’d rather die before I change myself to 

please anybody.’ And then, she's like, ‘Well if you want to stay here, you can’t be doing that.’ 

I'm like, ‘Okay. Pay for my bus ticket. Well then, send me back to Laredo [where her mother 

was still living].’”  

After Prada returned to Laredo, she lived on the streets and in and out of shelters and 

transitional living programs before ending up at the LGBTQ youth homeless shelter in San 

Antonio. Prada talked about her homelessness during this time. She stated, “Nobody wants 
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nothing to do with me to the point where the last time I talked to my family, they said I was a 

disgrace to the family name, and that I needed to change my name because they wanted nothing 

to do with me. Because they didn't want a disgrace in their family or an abomination as they call 

it now.” 

CONTEXTUALIZING REJECTION 

Prada’s story, on some levels, is a familiar narrative. Research on LGBTQ youth 

experiencing homelessness has focused primarily on family rejection as the main pathway into 

homelessness. Lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth, who experience homelessness, are more likely 

than their heterosexual counterparts to be kicked out or to run away from home because of 

family conflict about their sexuality and sexual behaviors.3 According to a 2005 study, seventy-

three percent of gay and lesbian and 26 percent of bisexual youth experiencing homelessness 

report that they are experiencing homelessness because of parental disapproval of their sexual 

orientation.4 In 2012, a study with service providers found that those who work with LGBTQ 

youth experiencing homelessness indicate that 68 percent of LGBTQ youth experiencing 

homelessness ran away because of family rejection of the young person’s sexuality or gender 

identity.5  

This chapter contextualizes the notion of family rejection within the larger social science 

literature on family instability and youth homelessness. Prada’s story is more complex than 

parental rejection of her sexuality. She grew up in a single parent home, moved around 

frequently, her mother was involved with a drug dealer, and Prada experienced familial 

economic hardship and other disrupting life events. Prada grew up with family instability.6 

Homelessness is often a result of intergenerational poverty, whereby social inequalities are 

reproduced across generations. Most people who experience homelessness grow up poor, and 
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poverty generates family strain that begins at birth.7 This chronic economic deprivation sets up a 

domino effect of experiencing cumulative disadvantages, whereby being a racial minority and 

growing up within poor neighborhoods exposes one to a host of obstacles and difficulties.8 In 

this chapter then, I show how norms around gender and sexuality affect LGBTQ youth, 

especially LGBTQ youth of color, within the context of familial poverty. A class-based analysis 

of families adds a new way of understanding how LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness 

come from under-resourced families and contexts of instability. 

Lumpen families is the term I introduce to capture this context of instability and to ground 

marginalized families within the broader context of structural violence and neglect, providing an 

expansive framework for recognizing how rejection and abuse unfold against children and youth 

within constrained familial settings. Lumpen literally means “rags,” and later came to mean “a 

person in rags.” For Marx, the “lumpen proletariats” were the unemployed, the vagrants, and the 

criminals, who were below the working class.9 Marx saw them as a residual class, who could not 

contribute to socially useful production and who are dispossessed and cut off from mainstream 

society.  

Although Marx was dismissive of the lumpen class, I build my term off of 

anthropologists Philippe Bourgois and Jeffrey Schonberg’s concept of “lumpen abuse” that they 

use to explain the abusive dynamics among heroin addicts experiencing homelessness in San 

Francisco. For Bourgois and Schonberg, lumpen abuse captures how violence becomes a 

targeted and effective way for people experiencing poverty, unemployment, chronic drug and 

alcohol use, and social marginalization to re-assert authority and try to make order in their 

worlds. The everyday suffering of experiencing marginality can affect particular interpersonal 

abusive dynamics.10 As I document though, these abusive dynamics vary based upon the 
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intersecting social positions of the young people experiencing neglect and violence. I describe 

then the meanings and contexts underlying the youth’s familial rejection and how poverty, 

gender, and race complicate the ways in which LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness 

perceive how they ended up on the streets beyond the narrative of just rejection on the basis of 

their sexuality or gender identity. 

A central target of the abuse and rejection is the young people’s gender non-conforming 

presentation and behaviors. Prada’s statement that her father would rather die than have “a 

faggot for a son” reveals the power of how successful fatherhood is often tied to raising one’s 

son to be masculine – not gender non-conforming or transgender – and heterosexual.11 Prada was 

scared for her life because she would have to “act straight.” Straight-acting is the enactment of 

traditional notions of masculinity and expressing negative feelings toward effeminacy.12 

Sociologist Gloria González-López defines this type of gender policing as “heteronormative 

compliance,” which is “…the beliefs and practices of obedience established by parents, siblings, 

and other relatives with the purpose of policing and reproducing heterosexuality as the norm 

within families and society at large.”13 Heteronormative compliance can take the form of 

policing a child’s gender non-conformity, as non-conforming gender behaviors are seen as a sign 

of non-heterosexuality.14 Caitlin Ryan, the Director of the Family Acceptance Project, found that 

parents want their children to thrive and fit in with their heterosexual peers; therefore, parents 

may try to change their LGBTQ child’s sexual and/or gender identity.15  

In the context of lumpen families though, heteronormative compliance takes on particular 

forms. Impoverished families, who may already see their child’s future as constrained, may not 

give their child the freedom to express their non-normative gender behaviors in fear that this 

gender non-conformity (and perceived non-heterosexuality) will inhibit the child’s already-
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limited life chances.16 Poor and working-class people of color sometimes embrace a “politics of 

respectability,” in which they try to emulate middle-class, white standards to gain respect within 

society.17 Following the norms around gender and sexuality and making sure one’s child also 

upholds these norms becomes a means for marginalized families to gain dignity and status. In 

essence, lumpen families are already marginalized for being outside of the middle-class, white 

nuclear family that is idealized in society; therefore, their families, from the young people’s 

perspectives, have a particular investment in enforcing normative gender behaviors within their 

households as a way to gain some respectability within society and to protect the child from 

further marginalization. This enforcement of gender norms and its association with 

heterosexuality can generate further family strain and abuse for LGBTQ youth within lumpen 

families, pushing certain young people to live on the streets. 

POVERTY AND ITS INTERSECTING DISCONTENTS 

In the United States, approximately 45.3 million people (one out of seven) are living in 

poverty.18 Poverty is often a main cause of family instability and has drastic effects on children 

and youth. Poverty, family transitions, and instabilities can thwart a child’s sense of trust and 

security, affecting their emotional development and social behaviors, as the child may not 

believe they can – or may actually not be able to – rely on a parent for support.19 Instability in 

the home often prompts early adultification with youth taking on adult responsibilities at young 

ages – getting jobs, fending for themselves, and protecting and caring for other family members 

– fostering a sense that they can, and perhaps must, be self-sufficient. This early adultification 

and sense of self-sufficiency within the contexts of family conflict and instability can prompt 

youth to have a sense of independence, leaving the home and perhaps experiencing 

homelessness.20  



 42 

However, most poor people and most poor youth do not experience homelessness, mainly 

because kin and friendship networks serve as safety nets when people are evicted, cannot secure 

employment, are released from prison, and/or need help financially.21 To experience 

homelessness then is to experience a rupture in the ties that bind.22 For example, youth 

experiencing homelessness often report neglect, family conflict, and physical and sexual abuse in 

the home, whereby running away may seem to be the most rational choice available to them.23 

The streets, with all the violence that can occur with living on them, are seen as safer than the 

home. Many youth experiencing homelessness also move frequently while growing up, 

experience family alcohol and drug use in the home, have parents with mental health challenges, 

experience parental relationship transitions, and have parents with legal problems.24 These 

scenarios create loose and strained family ties so that youth leave families that provide little to 

hold them.25 A paradox, then, unfolds: young people may run away as a form of self-protection, 

but they then can face more obstacles, violence, and instabilities on the streets. 

Despite this substantial research on family instability and its relation to youth 

homelessness, little is understood about LGBTQ youth growing up in familial poverty or how 

gender, race, and sexuality affect how young people experience strained family ties. All of the 

youth in this study grew up impoverished and in contexts of instability, but how they 

experienced this instability and violence within the home differed along race and gender lines. 

Most prominently, many of the gay, lesbian, and transgender youth experienced abuse and 

family conflict because of their gender non-conformity, and this gender non-conformity was seen 

as being non-heterosexual. Oppositely, most of the bisexual youth (who were also not 

transgender)26 were gender conforming, and many did not report conflict with their parents 

because of their sexuality. Most of the bisexual youth’s stories mirrored much of what scholars 
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already know about youth homelessness and family instability, though I show how race and 

gender shape familial conflict for the bisexual, gender conforming youth as well. Parsing through 

how gender non-conformity and its intersections influence growing up in poverty and generating 

family strain can lead to a more nuanced understanding of how certain LGBTQ youth perceive 

how they ended up on the streets and how they experience the institution of the family. 

I turn first to the gender conforming, bisexual youth in order to paint a vivid picture of 

what family instability looks like for the young people in this study and how gender and race 

shape these experiences. Obadiah was a 20-year-old white male, who dates transgender women 

and who often wore ball caps and cowboy boots. When we first met, he had moved to the 

LGBTQ homeless shelter in San Antonio after living in his grandpa’s shed for about a year. 

Before going into Child Protective Services (CPS) custody at 8 years of age, Obadiah described 

the abuse he experienced at home. He told me, “I use to go to school with bruises all over me 

when I was little. And my mom was a drug addict, and I remember when I was little, me and my 

brothers had to literally frickin’ take off the door knobs to the restroom – took it apart – and we 

found her in there shooting up with this guy, when my dad was in jail.” When his dad was not in 

jail, Obadiah said that his father “was always an alcoholic. He spent more times at bars than 

anything.” 

After aging out of CPS, Obadiah needed a place to stay, so he called his grandpa. His 

father got him a job in the oil field business, but Obadiah tried to avoid his dad at work. One day, 

Obadiah gave his mother money because he thought she was going to buy meat and other items 

at the corner store, but “after 80 bucks, I gave her, she came out with her purse right here, and it 

was hanging right there, I saw blood dripping. I took it off of her, and I saw needle marks like 
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right there. I got so mad. I walked home that day [back to the shed he was staying in]. I could not 

ride in the car with her.” 

Social scientists have documented how economic disadvantage generates stress and other 

mental health challenges for parents, which in turn, can shape their parenting practices and 

childhood maltreatment.27 This Family Stress Model shows how financial strain generates 

emotional distress that impacts parenting behavior and the relationship between parents and their 

children. Neighborhood characteristics, such as living in a violent neighborhood, and 

experiencing housing instability can further parental stress and parents’ potential maltreatment of 

their child.28 Parents experiencing stress, depression, and other mental health challenges brought 

on by poverty can engage in hostile behavior and abuse toward their child, which then shapes the 

child’s self-esteem and mental health.29 Essentially, poverty generates stress and other mental 

health challenges for parents, which can negatively impact their parenting, including potentially 

abusing their child. 

These issues of poverty and maltreatment were even more complicated for Obadiah. 

Most families with an incarcerated parent, like Obadiah’s, are economically impoverished, and 

incarceration adds financial strain on already marginalized families, as well as parental strain and 

emotional stress.30 Compounded with drug and alcohol use in the home, Obadiah experienced a 

host of instabilities, including going into CPS care – a place, as explored in the next chapter, 

where case workers are overworked, underpaid, and experience high burnout.31 The mark of 

being a CPS child also reveals to us the marginalized status of Obadiah’s family as well as the 

other twenty youth in this study who mentioned having had contact with CPS during their 

childhoods. Children from impoverished families and/or from homes with parental substance 

abuse have the highest chance of entering CPS and of being re-referred back into CPS custody.32 
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Obadiah did have contact with his family after getting out of CPS; though like other youth, this 

contact may have been contingent on the fact that Obadiah was working and had money, which 

some parents are said to then re-connect with their child in order to try to get some money from 

them. 

Also talking to me about abuse and parental incarceration was Silvia, a 22-year-old 

bisexual Hispanic woman, who I would often see at the drop-in center in Austin. Growing up, 

Silvia said, “He [her father] deprived me of a lot of things that I could have had when I was 

younger. Not only that, but he used to beat my mom, my older sister, my older brother, me, and 

then he started beating my little sister once she got older.” Always friendly and talkative, Silvia 

had shoulder-length dark hair with blonde highlights, and she was wearing purple medical scrubs 

on the day of our interview. She continued, “He kept us very isolated from the world – isolated 

from our family. Our only friends were me, my little sister, and my dad – that’s basically all it 

was.” 

In revealing how growing up in a context of family instability is further complicated by 

gender and race, Silvia explained, “My dad, I believe, is very sexist. He actually says all women 

are the same. They’re all cheaters, liars, conniving, evil, so on and so forth.” A potential 

manifestation of this sexism was abuse. “I remember several times that my mom would come out 

of the room crying. My dad would pull her by her hair across from one end of the house to the 

other. My dad would come out with scratches on his face because she was scratching him ‘cause 

he was attacking her,” Silvia stated. She went on, “I remember hearing screams of my mom just 

saying, ‘Help me! Help me!’ And I remember my sister always calling the police on my dad 

‘cause my dad would hit my mom, and just all kinds of stuff. My dad going to jail, and stuff like 

that. He’s just a very bad person, and I don’t want to be like him.” 
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Like many of the youth in this study, Silvia witnessed and experienced abuse, residential 

movement, and parental incarceration. Neighborhood poverty is a predictor of intimate partner 

violence, and neighborhood poverty can intersect with being a person of color living within 

communities of color.33 The abuse that Silvia experienced at the hand of her father and the 

domestic violence she witnessed are also products of a patriarchal society that legitimizes male 

dominance and violence over women. Compounding this marginalization, black and Hispanic 

men are disproportionately more likely to experience incarceration, straining families and 

communities of color.34 In these regards, family instability become even more complicated by 

notions of race and gender. 

Furthering this understanding of how race and gender influence family strain and ties was 

Rosario, a 21-year-old, upbeat, bisexual black youth, who I also met at the drop-in center in 

Austin. She had short black hair, often wore tube tops, and had recently been released from 

prison. Growing up in North Carolina, Rosario said, “My mom was a real bad IV [intravenous] 

user. She was a prostitute. My dad was a child molester; stole drugs. So I started off with a rough 

life and everything.” She was eventually adopted by “white people” in Texas, but she said she 

was “too different,” so it did not work out. She explained, “They want me to be like this rich, 

preppy black girl, and I just wanted to be a normal person. I actually like want to work for my 

stuff, not just have it handed to me on a silver platter.” She went back to North Carolina, where 

she got into an abusive relationship with a man, who used to lock her in their bedroom. Rosario 

told me, “One time, he beat me so bad – before I had left North Carolina – I was in the hospital 

for like 3 weeks. Finally I got out of – I basically ran away.” She got on a bus to go back to 

Texas to try to find her adopted family, but she ran out of money and got stuck at the Greyhound 

station in Austin, so she began living on the streets there. 
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For Rosario, race is a dominant framework and marker for how she understands her never 

belonging within a family. Later in the interview, Rosario described her early childhood as a 

“ghetto life.” Being a child of drug users made Rosario want “to be a normal person,” which for 

her entailed not having things handed to her. However, Rosario said she could not perform or 

embody being “preppy,” where preppy is often racialized as a white form of embodiment and is 

seen as the opposite of being “ghetto.”35 This almost impossible juxtaposition, then, of trying to 

be a “rich, preppy black girl,” created conflict within her adoptive home, leading Rosario to go 

back to North Carolina for awhile, where she experienced intimate partner violence. This type of 

intimate partner violence captures the roles that gender and male dominance play in how women 

can experience instability. Interpersonal conflict is often one of the main perceived pathways into 

homelessness for women, and intimate partner violence is associated with housing instability.36 

Many of the youth in this study grew up in single parent homes in a country that has the 

highest rate of poverty among single mothers within affluent democracies.37 Other markers of 

poverty and instability include: incarceration of a family member, contact with CPS, family drug 

and alcohol use, intimate partner violence, and other forms of abuse and everyday suffering. 

These issues were often compounded with being a racial minority, and hence, experiencing other 

forces of racial marginality within these already unstable environments. Being a young woman 

also generated particular experiences of sexism, abuse, and interpersonal violence. Suffering and 

marginality generate destructive dynamics and interactions within the family, whereby further 

abuse and suffering are exacerbated and enacted upon children and youth. 

 Lumpen families – such as the one’s depicted by Prada, Obadiah, Silvia, and Rosario – 

have experienced financial insecurity exacerbated by the economic re-structuring of society, and 

this poverty intersects with other major shifts in U.S. society such as mass incarceration, welfare 
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retrenchment, and a decline in affordable housing. In contextualizing lumpen families within 

macro-structural political and economic forces, the goal is to move away from pathologizing 

poor families within a psychologically reductive “culture of poverty” framework in order to 

examine how social suffering can generate violent and destructive behaviors.38 As lumpen 

families are already outside of the normative construction of the middle-class, white nuclear 

family, they may strive for respectability and re-assert authority through violence and abuse. 

This abuse could also be a way to cope and deal with the stress of poverty. In contextualizing the 

experiences of family instability, we can see how poverty can breed certain forms of abuse, 

violence, and neglect. Likewise, race and gender can further complicate how abuse, suffering, 

instability, and rejection unfold and how family strain can happen. Most youth though were also 

gender non-conforming, which further complicated experiencing abuse and ties with family. 

GENDER NON-CONFORMITY AND FAMILIAL CONFLICT 

For many LGBTQ youth in this study, their gender presentation and behaviors alongside 

their presumed non-heterosexuality further complicated their ties with their family. Historically, 

gay identity has had a fraught relationship within the context of family. Prominent historians and 

other scholars have documented how gay identity was engendered around World War II, when 

people with same-sex attractions and desires severed family ties and moved to urban centers to 

form gay communities.39 In her book Families We Choose, anthropologist Kath Weston shows 

how the categories of “gay” and “the family” were seen as mutually exclusive; though by the late 

twentieth century, gay kinship networks challenged the notion that heterosexuality and 

procreation are requirements for constituting family.40 As sociologist Steven Seidman states, 

“The family has become a chief battleground in the conflict over the meaning and place of gays 

in America.”41 However, not all families are the same, and being LGBTQ within an 
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impoverished family may look different than being LGBTQ within other familial class contexts. 

Likewise, how gender non-conformity plays out within different family settings can vary as well.  

To situate the youth’s stories, it is important to realize that the young people in this study 

were born approximately between the years of 1991 and 1999. Many came out to their families 

or were presumed to be non-heterosexual around the years of 2007 to 2013 – before even same-

sex marriage was federally legalized in the United States.42 Young people are coming out to 

parents and other adult figures of a different generation. In a 2012 study, it was found that 

younger cohorts of women endorsed less heteronormative attitudes than the oldest cohort of 

women in the study.43 The Pew Research Center also shows that opinions about same-sex 

marriage differ by generations, in that, younger generations express higher levels of support for 

same-sex marriage, though all generations have become more supportive in the past decade.44 It 

is within this generational context that the youth’s lives and stories unfold. 

This integral role of the family for LGBTQ people is quite evident in the fact that a 

family’s acceptance or rejection of an LGBTQ child affects LGBTQ youth’s health and well-

being.45 Justice was an 18-year-old black “glamazon,” “diva,” heterosexual transgender woman, 

who had a larger-than-life personality, and loved to be affectionate – she braided my hair the first 

day I met her. She also experienced intense anger: she had been suspended several times from 

the shelter in San Antonio for getting into fights, ripping the door off the hinges, and putting a 

hole in the wall. During our interview, though, she told me that she was “a really happy kid.” She 

elaborated, “Growing up, I was raised with my grandma and my grandpa. They wanted to take 

me in because they didn't think my mom was suitable for the job.” She said that she “felt safe 

and secure where I didn’t have to move around or anything.”  
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However, when Justice was ten, her grandmother died, and when her grandfather died the 

following year, Justice was sent to live with her mother. Justice felt that her mother always chose 

her boyfriends over her, and as Justice dolefully told me, “I don’t really have any family now. 

My relationship with my mom – it was always kind of rocky. Up until I got to be like 14, when 

she got a new boyfriend, and then, I guess her boyfriend didn’t really like black people – me 

being half-black, half-white kind of bothered him, especially because I was his girlfriend's 

daughter.” 

 In showing how her mom’s boyfriend’s racism intersected with other forms of prejudice, 

Justice went on, “And he didn’t like the fact that I was trans. He thought that faggots were going 

to hell – quote quote. So he was just a very ignorant, ignorant man. So, he caused a lot of friction 

between me and my mom’s relationship – a lot of the depression and stuff I was going through.” 

Eventually, Justice stated, “I just learned to accept that my mom is going to be with him and just 

how she is going to live without me. Just learn to accept it because it’s been like that since I was 

14.” 

Many of the youth in this study grew up with a single mother, and many were resentful 

toward their mother for not being nurturing, sacrificial, and non-violent – traits that many 

societies have constructed as constituting motherhood. These ideal notions of motherhood are 

tied to middle-class values, where women in poverty (such as the mothers described by the 

LGBTQ youth in this study) face larger cultural and socioeconomic constraints that influence 

their parenting practices. In her book Homeless Mothers, Deborah Connolly shows how the 

fiction of the idealized mother erases women who struggle with drug use, anger, and violence 

while raising children, through casting poor women as automatically “monster mothers.” All 

mothers are regulated and monitored by the cultural norms of motherhood, but “[t]he population 
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most affected by such regulatory trends is women who are already marginalized – those who are 

already suspect because their poverty, their lack of education, and their immersion in pain render 

them unable to act out the middle-class ideal.”46 Having an LGBTQ child when a poor, single 

mother is already stigmatized within society can cast further marginalization onto the family. 

 Justice reported that she experienced conflict and depression as a result of her mother 

failing to live up to the cultural imperative of motherhood in Justice’s eyes.47 Justice linked her 

hostile living environment to her mother’s boyfriend’s racism, homophobia, and transphobia as 

well. Transgender people of color, especially black transgender people, report the highest levels 

of transphobic experiences nationally.48 As mentioned during fieldwork at the Transgender Day 

of Remembrance ceremony,49 almost all transgender people murdered each year are transgender 

women of color. At 15 years of age, Justice went into CPS care until she aged out at 18, at which 

point she lived on the streets of San Antonio until the LGBTQ homeless shelter opened.  

Furthering this notion of gender non-conformity as generating conflict within one’s 

family is Jenelle, a 21-year-old heterosexual Hispanic transgender woman, who, when I first met 

her, had bright red hair with piercings on the sides of her lips and on the bridge of her nose. She 

was a very touchy, affectionate person, who liked to give me long hugs and lock arms with me 

when I saw her every week at the shelter in San Antonio. She told me, “Growing up wasn’t the 

easiest I guess cause my parents were always fighting. And they were never really in love.” 

Jenelle’s parents got divorced about five years earlier, but a turning point in her relationship with 

her mom occurred when Jenelle “came out when I was 12. And you know how people say a 

mother’s love is unconditional? When I was 12, I figured out that my mother’s love was 

conditional.”  
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Jenelle also described her father as a “bigot,” and that he “calls me by my birth name and 

uses ‘his’ pronouns. And it just – it was heavy on my soul. After a while, you just have to live 

your true self, and you can’t deal with that bullshit anymore.” She went on, “My dad is probably 

going to die a bigot. When I was 16, he basically looked me in the eyes, and he said, ‘I love you. 

You’re always going to be my son. But you know you are going to die of AIDS, right?’ And I – I 

just – that’s a horrible thing to say to your kid.” 

Jenelle was raped by a neighbor when she was 17 years of age, and Jenelle said that her 

mother blamed her for being raped. She explained, “She [her mother] said because you are 

dressed the way you are dressed, and you look the way you look, you obviously were asking for 

it. And I was just like – I was wearing shorts, tight shirt, and I had my hair red. Really?” 

Jenelle’s mom told her right after she was raped to cut her hair and quit cross-dressing or leave. 

Jenelle said that she went into a deep depression after her mother blamed her for being raped, 

where her grades slipped at school, and Jenelle ran away.  

Jenelle’s gender presentation and behaviors served as strong points of contention within 

her family. Jenelle’s father would misgender her through his constant use of inaccurate gender 

language, such as using the incorrect gender pronoun.50 This misgendering is a main form of 

microaggression against transgender and gender non-conforming people, whereby it relays the 

message that the person is marginalized, generating stress in the recipient of these attacks.51 

Likewise, Jenelle’s father linked HIV/AIDS with death and homosexuality – a common 

homophobic tactic since the rise of the epidemic.52 Jenelle’s mother blamed her for getting raped, 

specifically blaming her gender attire. When a family member believes someone when they say 

that that they were raped, the person often copes better with familial support.53 Without this 

support (and instead experiencing blame), Jenelle said she went into a deep depression. At the 
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heart of all of this conflict was Jenelle’s gender non-conformity within her already unstable 

family environment. Her family would not accept her non-normative gender presentation and 

behaviors, and they linked this gender non-conformity to homosexuality, AIDS, and as the 

reason she was sexually assaulted. As a family that was already fighting all the time and 

struggling to get by in “The Valley” – a place with the highest rates of poverty in the state of 

Texas, located in South Texas by the Mexico border54 – Jenelle’s parents’ disapproval of her 

gender non-conformity furthered conflict and tension within the household. 

Some youth though did not come out as LGBTQ, where this coming out is often 

perceived as then generating familial conflict. Rather, the tension was often already there 

because of the youth’s gender non-conforming presentation and behaviors. Adelpha was an 18-

year-old heterosexual transgender woman, who described herself as black, Mexican, and white. 

When she first arrived to the shelter in San Antonio a week before Thanksgiving, she had a 

shaved head, leather pants, red combat boots, and a jean jacket vest on. She reminded me of the 

model and actress Amber Rose. Adelpha had just aged out of CPS care in the Dallas-Fort Worth 

area, and her case manager drove her to San Antonio and left her at a shelter, where she was 

being housed with young men. She was trying to get into the LGBTQ homeless shelter, and she 

was going with a group of us at the shelter to the Transgender Day of Remembrance ceremony 

that evening.  

When I eventually interviewed her in February, after bouts of her going in and out of jail, 

Adelpha described her relationship with her mother growing up. She told me, “She’s racist. She 

doesn’t like black people. She doesn’t like gay people. She definitely doesn’t like transgender 

people. […] But it [Adelpha liking boys] started getting more obvious to her when I would like – 

like the clothes I would wanna wear, and all that kind of stuff.” 
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 Although not formally having come out to her mother as transgender, Adelpha said that 

her mother probably knows because of social media. She explained, “I think she knows, ‘cause 

on like Facebook I transitioned on Facebook – on social media – and everything. So I changed 

my name on Facebook – me in makeup, wigs, all dolled up.” Adelpha went on, “And she finally 

unblocked me from Facebook, and she called me when I was working at Burger King. She was 

like, ‘Hey, what’s going on? What the fuck?’ And starts cussing me out, talking shit.” Adelpha 

said that her mom “was so pissed off ‘cause she was – she called me an embarrassment – 

because she grew up in a different lifestyle. She grew up in gangs and hood life in California 

with the Mexican gangs, so she has a lot of street cred. And my dad does too.” 

Adelpha connected her mother’s racial prejudice to her mother also being prejudiced 

towards gay and especially transgender people. Racist beliefs can be a predictor of anti-LGBTQ 

sentiments, where people who are prejudiced in one domain typically are more intolerant 

overall.55 Her narrative also challenges the notion that someone must come out in a formal, self-

disclosing way, considering that she has not come out as transgender to her mother. As queer of 

color theorist Marlon Ross has noted, the construction of the closet may be most relevant for 

middle-class, white gay men, and this construct may not work as well for poor and/or people of 

color, who have different ties and relations to their families and communities.56 Sociologist 

Carlos Decena also challenges the “compulsory disclosure” that one must perform in order to be 

an “authentic” gay citizen in the United States. In his study on gay Dominican men, who have 

immigrated to the United States, Decena shows how the men tacitly negotiate being gay within 

their families without having to openly disclose their non-heterosexual identity.57 Many youth in 

this study, then, are trapped between two paradigms: “coming out” as a dominant way to be 

LGBTQ in the United States versus being what Decena calls a “tacit subject.” Class, race, culture, 
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and region all influence the young people being caught between these two different ways of 

navigating being LGBTQ. The youth in this study are also of a younger generation than their 

parents, who may have different generational ideas and notions of gender and sexuality. 

However, despite navigating the closet outside of the dominant U.S. paradigm, Adelpha’s 

gender non-conforming presentation – the clothes she “wanna wear” – became a main signal of 

her liking boys; that is, her gender presentation and behaviors signified something about her 

sexuality within her narrative. Later in life, as Adelpha presented her social media self in wigs 

and makeup, she received even more push back from her mother, who expressed prejudice and 

called her an “embarrassment.” Adelpha saw part of her mother’s disdain as tied with her 

mother’s gang and “hood life,” enforcing a belief that Adelpha’s gender presentation goes 

against a Chicano gang masculinity – a marginalized masculinity that asserts itself through 

aggressive behaviors, physical force, and dominance – not through being “dolled up.”58 For 

Adelpha, her non-normative gender presentation and behaviors might challenge her parent’s 

“street cred.” 

Experiencing conflict in the family because of one’s gender non-conformity was a pattern 

for the transgender youth in this study. Some of the transgender youth would be perceived as or 

come out as gay during this period of being gender non-conforming during childhood. Later, 

they would identify as mainly heterosexual transgender youth, often after leaving the home. 

However, gender non-conformity and familial conflict was not just limited to transgender youth. 

Xander was a 19-year-old black gay youth, who I met at a CPS-licensed shelter in Austin. When 

we met, Xander was wearing plastic black-framed glasses, a black leather jacket, tight jeans, and 

black leather boots. He was over six feet tall and skinny with a big Afro. He was fairly 

effeminate and told me that he sometimes gets mistaken as a woman.  
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Xander was the middle of nine children, and he said growing up, he was “constantly 

ignored.” Before he even came out, his “dad accused me of being a pansy. He called – my 

nickname was twinkle toes.” Xander’s parents were never together, and at the age of seven or 

eight, he was moved in with his father. Describing life at his dad’s house, Xander told me, “I was 

in the 4th grade [when Xander’s dad started calling him twinkle toes]. I dealt with this stuff all 

my life. He had such a negative connotation for me that I have extremely low self-esteem 

because of it now.” He later went on to say how this bullying progressed, “I was picked on by 

my dad and my little brothers – they helped ‘cause they didn’t want to be the ones in the fire. 

When I came out, things got even worse, that’s when he started kicking me out.” Xander said 

that his father kicked him out because “my dad didn’t like me ‘cause I was gay. You know, the 

whole stereotypical movie thing. It makes me sad that my life reflects movies.” He went on, 

“Then because my dad’s creepy, he likes to stare at people when they asleep, threatening to kill 

them – all this other stuff. I have sleeping issues; I take sleeping meds.” 

Similar to the “fag discourse” deployed among heterosexual adolescent boys to police 

each other’s masculinity,59 “pansy” and “twinkle toes” can be seen as forms of verbal abuse to 

try to make Xander act masculine, and hence, be heterosexual. This discursive performance of 

repudiating the specter of the black fag can also be a way to re-inscribe “authentic” blackness as 

masculine and heterosexual.60 In a racially stratified society, fathers of color may be more 

invested in making sure that their children are not gay. This investment can be both the father 

trying to prove his own masculinity, but also as a way to protect one’s black child from 

experiencing further stigmatization for being non-heterosexual and/or gender non-conforming.61 

Xander’s mention of his self-esteem and medication use is also in line with the research that 
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shows that parental rejection of a gay person’s sexuality impacts self-esteem, where gay-related 

stressful events, especially for gay youth of color, increases their emotional distress.62  

Gender non-conformity and familial conflict show how ties can be further severed within 

families, especially lumpen families. Gender non-conformity in gay and bisexual men is 

associated with parental and peer rejection.63 Many prejudice-related events and everyday 

experiences of discrimination among LGB people are because of their gender non-conformity, 

whereby gender non-conformity prejudice is deeply associated with anti-gay prejudice.64 Gender 

non-conforming transgender people also face more discrimination than gender conforming 

transgender people.65 

Almost all of the gay and lesbian youth in this study were gender non-conforming. Many 

of the transgender youth were assumed to be gay during childhood because of their gender non-

conformity. The youth, per se, were not rejected and discriminated against because they openly 

disclosed a LGBTQ identity, but rather, because they were gender non-conforming, which was 

then seen as them being (or potentially being) non-heterosexual. Even if the youth in this study 

did not come out in the dominant sense of the term, they were still read as being non-

heterosexual, and policed accordingly, because of their non-normative gender presentation and 

behaviors. For men or transgender women (who were often raised as sons), this manifestation of 

homophobia, especially by their fathers, could also be a part of policing masculinity and for not 

being seen as a good enough man. Gender non-conformity is a key process of how the young 

people described experiencing their lives prior to homelessness within the family. This gender 

non-conformity intersected with race and poverty, as at times their conflict may have been an 

expression of lumpen families trying to prevent further marginalization and stigmatization for 

children who are already poor and non-white. 
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VIOLENCE, ABUSE, AND HETERONORMATIVE COMPLIANCE 

Abuse has been documented as a common experience among youth experiencing 

homelessness and as a potential pathway into homelessness.66 Violence, and especially sexual 

violence, can negatively shape the well-being of people. Coping mechanisms in responding to 

this violence can include “…severing the family relationship, running away from home, and 

migrating to another city within the country.”67 In trying to understand the link between abuse, 

severing family ties, and gender non-conformity, I conceptualize this abuse as a form of 

heteronormative compliance. In Family Secrets, González-López documents that one way in 

which heteronormative compliance is enacted is through the sexual abuse of gender non-

conforming boys as a way to try to correct their gender non-conformity. Gender non-conforming 

boys are often hyper-sexualized, and family members abuse them as punishment for being 

gender non-conforming and/or perceive them as too vulnerable to disclose the abuse to anyone. 68 

 Heteronormative compliance may also operate differently than other forms of discipline 

between parents and their child. Historically, some parents have thought they did something 

wrong that made their child be LGBTQ. Parents also experienced stigma when they disclosed 

that their child was LGBTQ.69 Rejection of a LGBTQ child was, at times, accepted within 

mainstream society. Homophobia and transphobia within the larger society normalized the 

discipline parents may have doled out toward their LGBTQ child. Although times have changed, 

this stigma may still carry on, especially if the child is gender non-conforming, as the child’s 

gender non-conformity may be seen as a visible sign that one’s child is different. 

Heteronormative compliance though within lumpen families that already are poor and have 

strained ties can be the straw that breaks the camel’s back, explaining partly how certain LGBTQ 

youth end up on the streets. 
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In expanding heteronormative compliance to encompass the policing of all gender non-

conformity – and not just gender non-conforming boys – and to highlight how heteronormative 

compliance intersects with race and class, I turn first to Alaina, who before experiencing abuse 

because of her gender presentation and sexuality, experienced abuse because of her ethnicity. 

She explained, “The first foster home I went to because I always spoke Spanish […] we’d [her 

sister and her] be thrown in the backyard in a dog kennel and eat dog food.” She went on,  “And 

one day my caseworker came over unexpected, and she heard [Alaina’s 1-year-old sister] yelling 

and yelling and screaming and crying ‘cause she was full of poop and hadn’t had her diaper 

changed. And I had no diapers out there. So she ended up coming, and she ended up taking us 

away. Basically, they beat the Spanish out of me.” 

Alaina was a19-year-old white Hispanic lesbian, who often wore basketball shorts and 

over-sized t-shirts. When I met her, she was staying at the shelter in San Antonio until her 

caseworker could get her into an independent living placement for youth who have aged out of 

CPS. Alaina was moved to different foster homes frequently, and each placement seemed to 

bring more abuse, highlighting the cumulative disadvantages that children who grow up in 

poverty often experience. At another placement, Alaina said that the foster parent “did not agree 

with the tomboy lifestyle. She just did not. And it was hard for me there because she always 

locked me in a room cause I was gay. And I would always say that [I was gay], and then 

eventually I just took off and ran away.” When Alaina later was living with her grandma, her 

grandma read Alaina’s journal, which mentioned Alaina liking girls. After reading the journal, 

Alaina’s grandma “beat me with a broom because ‘you’re not supposed to be looking at girls like 

that.’ Even after I left my dad and went back into [CPS] care, I tried to come back, but my 

grandma wouldn’t let them take me back because I was gay. So I kind of just got stuck in there.” 
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Alaina lived with a foster family for a while where the foster dad was a pastor. Alaina 

said that the man molested her, and upon getting a medical examination, “They noticed that all 

my insides were ripped, so I can’t have babies. Like I cannot be pregnant. My insides are ripped. 

It’s just ripped. And that kind of upset me ‘cause I love kids. All my life, until this day, I want 

kids. I wanted kids of my own, but I can’t have them.” When the man went to “jail or whatever,” 

Alaina then spent her life again moving among CPS care, other family member’s places, and 

staying with girlfriends before arriving at the shelter. 

Alaina’s life of experiencing racism, abuse, familial rejection, and sexual violence is 

harrowing. Being Spanish speaking can be an important part of maintaining ethnic identity, 

especially since Alaina was separated from her Hispanic family; however, this skill resulted in 

stigma and extreme abuse.70 In another placement, her gender non-conformity became a point of 

conflict. Although the idea of “tomboy” may allow for more gender fluidity among girls than 

among “sissy” boys,71 this protection is often temporary, and in Alaina’s case, growing up poor 

and in foster homes, it seemed to never exist. Her gender non-conformity was a distinct reason 

for why Alaina experienced abuse, rejection, and ran away.  

Alaina’s experience with sexual abuse and sexual violence can be linked to her sexuality 

as well. “Corrective rape” that attempts to make lesbian women become heterosexual and gender 

conforming can be a type of heteronormative compliance. Trying to make Alaina gender 

conforming, heterosexual, and not Spanish-speaking are intersecting ways of trying to make her 

live up to and assimilate into the mainstream racial, gender, and sexual norms of society. 

Nonetheless, this heteronormative compliance becomes a detrimental expression of violence and 

abuse that has dire consequences for being a Spanish-speaking woman of color living in unstable 

environments, where Alaina has experienced housing instability her whole life.  
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Sexual violence and other forms of heteronormative compliance were also experienced 

by Harper, a white, 20-year-old, heteroflexible, pansexual, non-binary, transgender guy, 72 who 

lived at the transitional living place associated with the Austin drop-in center. He had divorced 

parents, with an alcoholic father and a mother, who would “wake up, go to work, come home, 

and then she’d zone out. She’ll tell you, ‘I’m just a zombie.’” Harper said that, “Well, really, by 

8th grade, I was really pressured into conforming to feminine like stereotypes. And like I would 

do – I would pretty much wear like – I was forced into wearing dresses.” 

Harper was kicked out from his mom’s house because of his mental health struggles, for 

which he had been hospitalized eight times. He then lived with his gay uncles in Houston for a 

while before eventually coming to Austin. Prior to this moving, Harper experienced sexual abuse 

from his father. He told me, “I was molested and sexually abused the summer between my 8th 

grade and 9th grade year. So by the time I actually got to high school, I was already such -– I 

was already in such a bad place. Because during that summer, right when the summer started, I 

was forced – well I wasn’t forced – but I was really pressured into moving in with my dad.” 

Harper continued, “That was well planned and set-up on his sick mind path. Because he knew 

whenever I moved in that I couldn't stand my stepmom. So – and he’s a truck driver. So he knew 

that I’d ride with him in his long truck rides, so that would happen.” Harper also mentioned that 

it was not the first time he was molested, “And I even lost it before too, so before that. So 

whenever it actually happened, I didn’t know what was going on. I just thought this was normal 

because it had already happened to me twice before that.” 

Harper does not communicate with his father anymore. He explained, “He doesn’t talk to 

me. Ever since I came out as trans, he doesn’t – he hasn’t talked to me. He pretty much – like 

when I came out, I was a lesbian; he had no issue with that whatsoever. He had no issue. But as 
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soon as I came out as trans, that was it.” Emphasizing the role of gender conformity in his 

relations with family members, Harper told me that his mom and sister are “a lot more 

accepting” and using proper pronouns when addressing him. He said, they use proper pronouns 

because Harper now looks like a man, and so people would look at his family members like they 

were “crazy” if they called Harper “she.” He stated, “It’s really sad that it’s like that. But that’s 

pretty much how it is.” 

When Harper was seen as a girl, he was sexually abused by his father; however, when 

Harper came out as a transgender man, Harper’s father disowned him. As being perceived as a 

girl, this incestuous relationship may have been Harper being a conjugal daughter, or becoming 

like a wife to the father.73 As a guy, Harper can no longer fulfill the role of being a conjugal 

daughter. This disownment could also be Harper’s father’s own anxieties around failing at 

getting Harper to comply with heteronormativity through corrective rape.  

Nonetheless, the sexual abuse had consequences, as sexual abuse in childhood is 

significantly correlated to mental health challenges, anxiety, and major affective struggles.74 

Harper has been diagnosed with bipolar disorder and anxiety, and his mental health challenges 

affected his relationship with his often-absent mother, eventually leading him to move out from 

her house. From there, Harper tried to find some stability by living with his uncles, but it was 

only a short-term relief, as he kept bouncing around from living with them, back to his mother’s 

place, and into mental hospitals. As Harper also noted, pointing to the saliency of gender 

conformity in one’s relation to certain family members, that it was not until he started presenting 

in more masculine ways did certain people start using proper pronouns in addressing him. As he 

became more masculine and his gender presentation aligned with his gender identity, Harper’s 

experiences with heteronormative compliance lessened, at least from his mother and sister.  
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Outside of sexual violence, other youth experienced different forms of physical abuse 

because of their gender non-conformity and its link to non-heterosexuality. A 25-year-old, black 

gay man, Arthur and his 21-year-old partner Kareem were both staying at the shelter in San 

Antonio. Arthur is fairly short with darker skin, and had a little Afro and a thin mustache. 

Sometimes, Arthur felt like a woman, and then he went by Isla Emerald, who wore long black 

wigs, tight jeans, and high-heeled shoes – often high-heeled Timberland boots. During our 

interview, Arthur described a chaotic life growing up, dealing with violence in the home and 

contact with CPS. Speaking of his dad and stepmom, Arthur told me, “They made me play 

football. I didn’t wanna play football. I wanted to be in cheerleading. I wanted to do other stuff, 

and he wouldn’t let me. He was like, ‘No, you gonna play football. A man is supposed to play 

football. They supposed to be tough.’” In trying to resist his father, Arthur said, “I was like, ‘So, 

I don’t wanna play football, like that’s not my life.’ That’s not something that I wanna do, and he 

made me play football. So I played football, and after football, I moved in with my mom. I’m not 

about to do this stuff no more. I’m moving in with my momma.” 

At 16, Arthur came out to his parents. He said, “My mom first she was in there talking to 

me. She was like, ‘You know, you can get AIDS and this and this and that. You got to use 

protection.” He went on, “And then my mom called my dad. She was like, ‘Well, your son is 

gay.’ And then my daddy came over there, and he punched me. And then I punched him back 

because I’m not – you’re not gonna punch and hit me or whatever ‘cause I’m gay.”  

When I followed up, inquiring, “He came over there and punched you?”  

Arthur replied, “Yes, he punched me in my face. And we was fighting in the street. […] 

And I told him, ‘You ain’t gonna put your hands on me. Like you don’t know my life. You don’t 

know me. So don’t put your hands on me.’ And then after that he left and then he didn’t talk to 
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me no more.” After this incident, Arthur’s mother kicked him out, telling him, “You ain’t gonna 

be in this house if you gonna be gay.” 

Arthur was pressured by his father to play masculine sports. Under hegemonic 

masculinity, black men are hyper-masculinized to be particularly suited for certain types of 

sports, such as football, and those sports also become seen as one of the only ways that black 

men can become successful later in life.75 As discussed earlier with Xander, because of racism in 

society, fathers of color may be more invested in making sure that their children are not gay, 

where expressions of heteronormative compliance may be the result of fathers trying to protect 

their sons from further stigmatization in society. In creating conflict because Arthur wanted to 

cheerlead, Arthur eventually moved in with his mother. However, like Jenelle’s experience with 

her father, Arthur’s mother linked homosexuality to AIDS. In finding out that his gender non-

conforming son was gay, Arthur’s father enacted physical violence upon him. When the physical 

violence failed to make Arthur renounce being gay, Arthur’s mother kicked him out. 

In a poignant picture of this link between heteronormative compliance and the straining 

of family ties, Naomi also detailed her life before homelessness. Naomi had turned 18 years of 

age a month before I interviewed her at the shelter in San Antonio. A bisexual transgender Latina, 

Naomi often wore colorful purple or silver wigs, and adorned herself in flashy jewelry. As we 

were sitting outside at a picnic table, Naomi told me about her life growing up with her dad, 

where after her parents divorced, she and her brother lived with him. She detailed, “I grew up in 

a Christian household, so being the way I was wasn’t really – it wasn’t ok. Like my dad, when he 

first found out, he was like, ‘You like it in the ass?’ And the way he put it was just so 

downgrading to me as a kid, and I was like 12 when I came out.” Instead of experiencing verbal 



 65 

abuse, Naomi said, “I would have wanted my dad to be supportive of me, instead of being ‘so 

you can’t do this. You can’t do that. I’m going to throw away your makeup.’” 

 Naomi went on to detail how the makeup and other markers of femininity escalated the 

abuse she experienced from her father, “I had to hide my makeup in the ceiling from him ‘cause 

whenever I would come – I was in like middle school; I was in like 7th grade – and I would hide 

my makeup in the roof ‘cause whenever he’d find it, he would just throw it away.” She 

continued to tell me how she would get the makeup and other beauty items, “I’d save all my 

lunch money, and I would go to the dollar store, and I’d get me makeup and eyelashes and all 

that. And I got a hold of my sister's extensions, and I glued them to my hair.” Her father caught 

her with the hair extensions. She explained, “I remember one time when my dad first saw me 

with them, he tore them off my hair. Like grabbed me by the hair, and they were glued on to my 

scalp, so when he tugged that shit, it ripped off my scalp, and I was bleeding, and he like rubbed 

my face in the carpet. He was obviously stronger than me, so I couldn’t do nothing about it. It 

was just – it wasn’t ok. That’s how I see it: it wasn’t ok.” 

 Naomi went to live with her mother, but life was not better there. “My mom knew 

something was different about me, but she abused me as a kid. My family would see slap marks 

on me, and they wouldn’t say nothing about it. And they already knew what she was doing,” she 

told me. In a reflecting moment, Naomi said, “But I honestly now, looking back, I honestly think 

she did that cause she knew that I had took away her son. What she wanted was a boy, and I felt 

like now, looking back, that’s the reason why she beat me, cause she knew that I was going to 

end up being different, and she was worried about that.” 

She finished describing her home life by stating, “Yea, but I can’t say that I was a perfect 

kid either. I wasn’t a perfect kid. But when it came down to hitting and shit, he [her father] hit 
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me. But I remember one time, my mom dragging me by my hair down the hallway – that’s crazy. 

She dragged me by my hair down the hallway. And she dragged me to the restroom, and she sat 

down and said, ‘You better get him [referring to Naomi], ‘cause I’m going to kill him [Naomi].’” 

Naomi experienced a great deal of abuse and violence for being gender non-conforming; 

that is, she experienced heteronormative compliance. Statistically, over one-half of transgender 

people in the United States have experienced some form of violence and abuse in the home.76 

Like Prada, and as explored in the next chapter, Naomi partly connected religion to this 

experience with violence, where the religious ideology of people being an “abomination” 

influences religious people’s negative attitudes and behaviors toward LGBTQ people.77 Naomi 

also experienced verbal abuse, as a way to discipline her to be masculine and heterosexual. 

According to Naomi, her father directly linked her gender non-conformity to homosexuality by 

asking her if she liked it “in the ass” because she was effeminate. The verbal abuse she 

experienced was “downgrading,” or degrading, and this abuse eventually escalated to physical 

abuse for being gender non-conforming. As Naomi noted, she felt that her abuse was because her 

parents worried about her “being different” – different in a society that she will already have to 

navigate as poor and as a racial minority. In the end, the different tactics of heteronormative 

compliance were a key reason why Naomi left her family, who she did not speak to anymore. 

The experience of living on the edge can produce destructive inner familial dynamics, 

where marginalized parents may demand authority at home because they lack it elsewhere in 

life.78 Suffering within lumpen families is chronic and cumulative, and multiple abusive 

relationships – structural and personal – can unfold. Abuse, though, is shaped by cultural values: 

patriarchal values of men dominating women, generational authority of parents dominating 

children. Abuse becomes a means to make order in the world, and when avenues for asserting 
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hierarchies are limited by poverty, violence can become especially salient.79 For lumpen 

families, they are outside of the dominant heteronormative family that is white, middle-class, and 

nuclear.80 Already positioned outside of heteronormativity, lumpen families may utilize 

heteronormative compliance as a way to try to gain some respectability and help their already 

stigmatized child not to experience further marginalization. This abuse though deeply strains the 

ties that bind LGBTQ youth to their lumpen families, where the ties were already weak. To 

escape the abuse, the LGBTQ young people flee to the streets or were kicked out for not 

conforming to the norms of society. 

BEYOND REJECTION 

Within the larger literature on youth homelessness, the main perceived pathways into 

youth homelessness are abuse and neglect, family breakdown, and aging out of government 

programs.81 Most of these issues addressed within the body of work on youth homelessness are 

often erased in discussions about LGBTQ youth homelessness, which tends to focus on familial 

rejection of the youth’s sexuality (and sometimes gender identity) as the key pathway into 

homelessness. As I have shown, however, LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness face many 

of the same troubles that most youth experiencing homelessness face. However, the ways that 

race, gender, and heteronormative compliance unfold within lumpen families shape the meanings 

and contexts of this rejection, providing a more in-depth explanation of why LGBTQ youth may 

disproportionately experience homelessness. 

I introduced the concept of lumpen families to provide a contextual framework of poverty 

and familial marginality and to show how disciplinary behaviors are enacted toward gender non-

conforming youth experiencing family instability. Lumpen families are families – often, families 

of color – that are overwhelmed by poverty and instability, and they are families that are some of 
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the most over-looked and under-resourced in U.S. society. Within this marginalized context, 

violence and abuse often take on particular forms, as a way to cope and deal with the stress of 

poverty and as a way to try to make one’s child live up to the norms of society. My point is not, 

however, that lumpen families are more violent than other types of families, but rather that 

violence within lumpen families can be a tactic of trying to correct the child (in this case, the 

gender non-conforming child) in order to make the child conform to certain norms within 

society. Likewise, when children within lumpen families – families that are more likely to be 

under surveillance by the state – experience this violence, they may be more likely to end up in 

CPS or experience homelessness, as they lack the resources that more affluent families may have 

to protect youth from experiencing homelessness or entering CPS custody. Essentially, lumpen 

families are often systematically neglected by the state, but are also under intense surveillance by 

the same state that neglected them but wants to construct them as the problem. This contradiction 

does very little to help lumpen families and the children and youth within them. This concept 

though provides a contextual framework to examine the realities and interactional dynamics of 

family instability and poverty, its relation to violence and abuse, and how poor children and 

youth navigate their family environments. 

It is within this context that parental rejection must be situated. Sociological research on 

children and youth’s gender and sexuality has focused on families as a prime institution for 

upholding heteronormativity through socializing children to be heterosexual and gender 

normative. Parenting advice about gender often raises fears that a child’s gender non-conforming 

behavior is an early sign of same-sex attraction that will be expressed later in life.82 Parents, 

especially fathers in relation to their sons, are often consciously aware of trying to make their 

sons live up to dominant notions of masculinity,83 and mothers often assume their children are 
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heterosexual, discuss love and dating in terms of heterosexuality, and may erase LGBTQ people 

from their children’s lives.84 Thus, many parents assume and want their child to be heterosexual 

and gender conforming as a way to ensure they thrive in childhood and beyond. Likewise, 

middle-class, white parents may have more leeway in allowing their children to experiment or 

express their gender and/or sexuality in non-normative ways.85 This privilege may not be 

available to families of color, poor families, and/or other marginalized families, who are 

constrained by various social forces; families may fear that a non-heterosexual and/or gender 

non-conforming child will face even more obstacles to succeed in life and face further 

stigmatization. The combination of poverty and marginality is already painful enough for lumpen 

families, who are trying to raise a new generation of children, whereby raising a LGBTQ child in 

a heteronormative society with strict gender binaries can lead to unbearable expressions of 

suffering for some lumpen families. 

Given these findings, we need to move beyond the narrative of family rejection about 

LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness to examine the role of family poverty. This re-framing 

also helps us to move beyond the slippery assumption that poor people and/or people of color are 

more homophobic and transphobic than middle-class, white people. The majority of the youth in 

this study are LGBTQ youth of color, which reflects findings of previous research.86 If the 

reason for LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness is understood to be simply family rejection 

– that their parents are homophobic and/or transphobic – this assumption reinforces the 

unsubstantiated belief that poor people and/or people of color are more homophobic and 

transphobic. By contextualizing the young people’s lives within lumpen families, the violence of 

marginalization, rather than race and income itself, becomes the dominant way of understanding 

how rejection of a child’s gender non-conformity transpires within this particular environment. 
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Furthermore, most of the youth in this study experienced familial conflict more so 

because of their gender non-conformity than because they openly disclosed a non-heterosexual 

identity. This gender non-conformity was seen as a sign of the child potentially becoming or 

being non-heterosexual, and hence, it created familial contention, and at times, violence and 

abuse. As sociologist Katie Acosta documents in her study of sexually non-conforming Latinas, 

the Latinas’ families could often accept the women’s sexual non-conformity as long as the 

women were gender conforming.87 It appears then as certain forms of same-sex sexuality are 

becoming accepted in U.S. society, gender non-conformity may be what more people have of a 

problem with. Part of this contention is how gender non-conformity intersects with class and 

race. Race and gender deeply shape how young people – gender conforming and non-conforming 

– experienced family instability and loose family ties.  

At times though, the LGBTQ youth in this study experienced abuse and violence 

specifically because of their gender non-conformity – a type of heteronormative compliance 

aimed at making the young people to be gender conforming. For LGBTQ youth experiencing 

homelessness in general, more than half (54 percent) of them have experienced some form of 

physical, emotional and/or sexual abuse in the family,88 and 43 percent of LGB youth 

experiencing homelessness have experienced physical and sexual abuse as a child.89 Abuse is 

often a main perceived pathway into homelessness later in life. As most of the youth in this study 

were poor youth of color, this heteronormative compliance can be a way of trying to make the 

child conform to gender norms (and concurrently, sexual norms) established by mainstream 

society since the young people will already be marginalized for being poor and non-white. 

Heteronormative compliance could be seen as trying to enforce a politics of respectability within 

the family, whereby marginalized people rely on gender and sexual norms to gain some dignity 
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and higher social status. Within a politics of respectability framework, adhering to gender and 

sexual norms allow marginalized families to strive for respect and status.90 Abuse takes on 

particular gender and sexual forms, further weakening already loose ties, and potentially pushing 

certain LGBTQ youth disproportionately into homelessness. As the next chapter will show, 

young people are also situated within other institutions (e.g., schools, CPS, religious 

communities, criminal legal systems) where gender non-conformity is punished and 

criminalized, exacerbating their perceived pathways into experiencing homelessness. Even when 

families are setup to fail, the youth in this study still have nowhere to go. 
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3. QUEER CONTROL COMPLEX:  

INSTITUTIONS AND THE CRIMINALIZATION OF LGBTQ YOUTH 

 In this chapter, I show how institutions that are supposed to protect young people often 

end up punishing, disciplining, and criminalizing gender non-conforming LGBTQ youth, 

especially gender non-conforming poor LGBTQ youth of color. As the previous chapter 

showcased how the youth in this study experienced familial abuse and rejection mainly for their 

gender non-conformity within the context of poverty, this chapter shows how these processes of 

growing up in poverty and being gender non-conforming play out in other major institutions. 

Gender non-conformity is often punished in major social institutions, and institutional practices 

are enacted to discipline sexual non-conformity. I first return to Justice’s story to illustrate how 

schools, the child welfare system, religion, and the criminal legal system1 also punish and 

discipline youth, contributing to them having no place to go but to the streets. 

JUSTICE’S STORY 

 “Every kid is going to have problems being bullied. Kids are going to have problems 

being bullied by teachers. When I was about 12, I came out [as bisexual] at school,2 and I was 

going to school on the west side. It was hard for me,”3 Justice, an 18-year-old black heterosexual 

“glamazon” transgender woman, told me. She went on, “I had kids push me in the hallways, 

from tripping me, to throwing spitballs at me, to throwing textbooks at me, to throwing their 

food at me. It was really hard, even boogers were thrown at me. It was so hard. It was to the 

point where I wanted to commit suicide, and I actually attempted suicide a couple of times. This 

is during middle school.” Justice continued, “Then I got in high school, and I started dressing 

like a full-time girl.” Justice started carrying “a knife to school because the school wouldn’t let 

me carry pepper spray. So I just upped it a notch, and I took a knife to school because kids were 
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trying to steal my purse and trying to beat me up on the way to school.” The bullying did not 

come only from her peers. As Justice explained, “I was even getting it from teachers. I’d walk in 

class with a little bit too much makeup on, and I’ve literally had a teacher say, ‘Go wipe that shit 

off your face, and go get a tardy pass.’ And I couldn’t get another tardy pass because I’d be in 

OCI [on-campus intervention] all day.” 

 Outside of family and school, Justice went into Child Protective Services (CPS) at age 15, 

and she encountered more barriers against her being transgender. She detailed, “I was in foster 

care, and the placement where I was at, they weren’t providing me some of the things that I 

needed being transgender. Placing me in the wrong dorm. Misgendering me a lot of times.” 

Justice also faced hostility from her religious upbringing too. “I was raised very Christian Baptist. 

Church every Sunday, or you’re going to hell,” she said. Speaking directly about being 

transgender and the role of religion in her life, Justice somberly told me, “Knowing that I had 

this [being transgender] inside of me made me feel ugly. I felt like God didn’t love me.” 

 Justice also had many encounters with police and the criminal legal system. Because of 

the “No Sit/No Lie” laws in most major cities, Justice stated, “You can’t really sit on a park 

bench, you’ll get in trouble for that. So, you have to find a place by a building - a business or 

something - that doesn’t look terrible. You have to have a certain feeling about the place. You 

definitely have to know your surroundings and where you’re at.” Justice recently got in trouble 

for criminal trespassing in downtown San Antonio. She told me, “Since it’s a high crime rate 

area downtown, the cops can pretty much stop you whenever they want - for whatever they want 

- and search you, and put you in cuffs until they are done. So, they put a criminal trespass 

warning on me for sitting at the bus stop, because me being homeless I’m just trying to have 

somewhere to sit.” Justice was harassed and frequently stopped by police, but she was not 
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protected by them. During my fieldwork, Justice was raped by a date,4 and she reported the 

assault to police. She said, “The police didn’t do nothing. When I got raped and almost killed, 

the police came, and they had that guy’s license plate and face on camera. And the police officer 

told me, ‘It’s not that important.’”5 She went on to make the connection of the police officer’s 

indifference with her being transgender and also with police seeing her as a sex worker. She 

explained, “Because I’m transgender, they think I’m just out there trying to hook and stuff and 

that’s not even the case most times.” In telling me why she came to the LGBTQ homeless shelter, 

Justice stated, “I got out of county, and I came over here. Just ‘cause I knew it was going to be a 

cycle: sleeping on the streets, going to jail, coming out, sleeping on the streets, going to jail, 

coming out, sleeping on the streets.”  

QUEER CONTROL COMPLEX 

 Social theorist Michel Foucault documents how discipline is a mode of domination that 

seeks to produce docile bodies – bodies that uphold the norms of society. For Foucault, 

institutions such as schools compare individuals to one another and hierarchically rank and 

evaluate people. Disciplinary techniques are implemented to reward people who uphold societal 

norms and punish people who do not. This process is what Foucault calls “normalization,” 

whereby norms of conduct are set up by society, and those who deviate from the norms often 

face social control.6 From this perspective, Justice is compared to more gender-conforming 

people, ranked as less than them, and hence evaluated as outside of the gender norms of society. 

Through bullying, being made to take off her makeup, and having to go to OCI,7 she is 

disciplined and punished for not adhering to gender norms. This discipline and punishment 

conveys to Justice that she is “abnormal,” and that her body and life are devalued. In effect then, 

discipline and punishment work to create and establish different groups of people; where within 
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a heteronormative society, gender and sexually non-conforming people are constructed as less 

than gender conforming and heterosexual people and treated (through punishment and other 

means) as such. 

 In this chapter, I examine how schools, the child welfare system, religion, and the 

criminal legal system discipline, punish, and criminalize LGBTQ youth, especially gender non-

conforming poor LGBTQ youth of color. I introduce the concept of the queer control complex to 

map the ways in which institutions punish and criminalize gender non-conformity, whereby this 

gender non-conformity is also read as a sign of non-heterosexuality. This concept builds on 

sociologist Victor Rios’s “youth control complex,” which he defines as “…a system in which 

schools, police, probation officers, families, community centers, the media, businesses, and other 

institutions systematically treat young people’s everyday behaviors as criminal activity.”8 I view 

the queer control complex as a system in which institutions discipline and punish gender non-

conformity, and this punishment is often a quotidian way to try to socially control LGBTQ youth 

and their assumed sexual non-conformity as well.  

 A main mechanism of the queer control complex is gender policing – the enforcement of 

gender norms. This complex is how institutions systematically police LGBTQ youth’s behaviors, 

especially their gender behaviors. The notion of a control complex also complicates notions of 

one institution being a main pipeline into jail and/or homelessness. Instead, I seek to capture how 

institutions overlap together to punish and discipline LGBTQ youth, contributing to the youth’s 

experiences of marginalization and criminalization. 

 Policing gender and sexual non-conformity has been central to crime and control. 

Historically, police would often arrest LGBTQ people for cross-dressing, which was legally a 

type of fraud because it was against the law in many places to wear garments of clothing that 
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were seen as designed for someone of the opposite gender. The Stonewall riots of 1969, which 

are often credited as being the birth of the LGBTQ movement within the United States, was a 

response to police raids that occurred frequently at LGBTQ bars. It was not until 2003 when the 

U.S. Supreme Court struck down anti-sodomy laws in the landmark Lawrence-Garner v. Texas 

case that sexual behaviors often associated with same-sex sexuality were de-criminalized. The 

queer control complex is situated within this lengthy history of policing gender and sexual non-

conformity and how these experiences play out today for LGBTQ youth within various social 

institutions. 

 Specifically, I examine how the queer control complex plays a role in producing LGBTQ 

youth homelessness. For example, students who are bullied because of their actual or perceived 

non-heterosexuality are more likely to bring a weapon to school.9 Bringing a knife or other 

weapon can lead people such as Justice to get criminal charges, especially if she used the knife or 

was caught carrying it. Outside of school and the family, Justice also experienced discipline 

within CPS through being misgendered and placed in the wrong housing. Misgendering is a form 

of punishment that denies the recognition of one’s gender identity, and the wrong housing 

placement furthers this misgendering process while exposing transgender and gender non-

conforming youth to other forms of violence and discipline that they can encounter within gender 

segregated spaces. Through being told that God did not love her, Justice was seen as bad and 

sinful, which she said led her to internalize feeling ugly. Once on the streets, Justice was 

punished by police through the laws that criminalize behaviors often associated with 

homelessness such as needing a place to sit or lie down. Being a transgender woman of color 

complicated these criminalization experiences, especially when police discretion can lead law 

enforcement to target certain groups of people. Transgender women of color are often only seen 
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and treated as sex workers, and sex work is a form of sexual practice that is still criminalized in 

most of U.S. society. These institutional practices kept Justice cycling between jail and the 

streets, which she was trying to escape. The queer control complex then pushes certain LGBTQ 

youth, especially gender non-conforming poor LGBTQ youth of color, into a life of recurring 

punishment and criminalization. LGBTQ youth sometimes flee to the streets as a way to escape 

certain disciplinary institutions, but living on the streets opens them up to more surveillance by 

police and the criminal legal system. 

SCHOOL SYSTEM 

 The school to prison pipeline refers to how schools criminalize minor disciplinary 

infractions through zero tolerance policies, in that, youth are often suspended or expelled for 

violating school policies and pushed into the juvenile and criminal legal systems.10 Zero 

tolerance policies often treat young people as adults, yet youth do not have the same rights and 

permission to speak up against adults with authority over them. More than three million students 

in the United States are suspended at least once each year, and in Texas, a single suspension or 

expulsion almost triples the likelihood of the student becoming involved in the criminal legal 

system.11 These school discipline policies disproportionately criminalize students of color and/or 

students with disabilities.12 The zero tolerance policies in schools are penal pedagogies, labeling 

and teaching minority youth that they are criminals.13 When schools place a greater value on 

discipline than on intellectual development, schools are preparing children and youth for 

prison.14 

 Despite this research on zero tolerance policies and the policies’ impacts on youth of 

color, very little is known about how LGBTQ youth, especially LGBTQ youth of color, may also 

be funneled through the school to prison pipeline. LGBTQ and gender non-conforming youth 



 78 

have been absent from a great deal of literature on urban education.15 A recent national study, 

though, has documented that LGB youth, particularly gender non-conforming girls, are up to 

three times more likely to experience disciplinary treatment at schools compared to their non-

LGB counterparts. LGB youth are more likely to be punished by schools and courts even though 

they are less likely than their heterosexual peers to engage in serious crimes.16 School policies 

appear to over-penalize and over-criminalize LGBTQ youth, especially gender non-conforming 

LGBTQ youth of color, making them part of the “pipeline population.”17 In this section, I 

explain how schools are part of the queer control complex through punishing and disciplining 

gender and sexually non-conforming young people, and I show how these experiences intersect 

with race and class. The goal is not to blame teachers, who are often over-worked and under-paid, 

and experience burnout in stressful school climates.18 Rather, schools, as institutions, and their 

policies are part of a larger institutional complex of upholding and maintaining societal norms. 

 I turn first to Dante, a 22-year-old bisexual black youth, from the shelter in San Antonio. 

Often in superhero shirts, Dante dated a couple of the transgender women at the shelter. I open 

with Dante to paint a vivid picture of how many youth in this study reported bullying 

experiences at schools. Although he does not explicitly link his experiences of bullying with his 

sexuality, he does mention dating a boy as part of his narrative. He explained, “School was really 

rough because of the places we lived. We didn’t live in the nice, fancy places; we lived in mostly 

ghettos. So my high school years, it got to a point where I went to three different schools, 

because the first school I went to, there was a teacher who was failing me on purpose.” With his 

piercing caramel eyes, Dante went on to tell me about a fight he had with a boy who was picking 

on him at the second high school he went to, “And he didn't know at the time that I already had a 

boyfriend, and that I was bisexual or whatever. But I smashed his legs with weights because he 
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threw weights on my neck. And so, I smashed his legs; I broke his legs. So I got expelled.” At 

the third school, Dante said, “Somebody tried testing me again,” which led to another fight and 

expulsion. 

 Dante’s school story captures many complexities about youth dealing with bullying, 

stress, and violence. Decades of sociological research have documented how stress and stressors 

– environmental, social, or internal demands that cause individuals to change their behavior 

patterns – shape mental and physical health.19 Bullying is a social stressor that can cause low-self 

esteem, anxiety, depression, and an increase in heart rate in the person being bullied.20 Bullying 

is also a complex social phenomenon, and most bullying is not simply a bully/victim dichotomy. 

People who are bullied may also bully, and people who are both bullied and bullies are often at 

the highest risk for anxiety, depression, physical injury, low self-esteem, and aggression.21  

 In response to stressors such as bullying, men are more likely to exhibit externalizing 

behaviors such as alcohol consumption and anti-social behaviors. In a 2002 study, sociologists 

Debra Umberson, Kristi Williams, and Kristin Anderson show that violent behavior is a response 

to stressors, especially among individuals who appraise a situation as threatening and who 

repress their emotions.22 Violent behavior should not be excused, but violence can be an 

expression of stress and emotional upheaval. Violence and violent behavior are produced then by 

social structures and processes such as stress. In effect, both being bullied and bullying can 

generate stress and other psychological distress, and some youth, such as Dante, can express this 

emotional upheaval in violent ways that get them in trouble. Seeing and experiencing violence 

and stress can drive young people to commit violence, going into a vicious cycle of experiencing 

violence and stress, being violent, and experiencing discipline, including suspension and 

criminalization. 
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 Along with the stress of bullying and its association with violence, school and 

neighborhood violence are inter-related, and growing up in violent schools and neighborhoods 

affect young people to also potentially become violent.23 Neighborhood danger is a predictor of 

young people having lower school outcomes, including lower school attendance and being 

suspended or expelled.24 Growing up in socially and economically disadvantaged households can 

set young people up to experience a continuity of disadvantages, including lifelong exposures to 

a variety of stressors.25 These stressors affect the physical and mental health of young people 

over the life course and how they internalize and/or externalize their experiences of stress.  

 Youth such as Dante who have both-gender attractions are more likely to witness, 

experience, and also perpetuate violence compared to their heterosexual peers, and this 

perpetuation of violence is explained by their higher exposure to violence.26 This exposure and 

perpetuation of violence could be related to “sexuality minority stress.” One’s social position, as 

stratified by gender, race, class, sexuality, and other markers of difference, shape people’s 

experiences with strain and stress.27 Discrimination based upon one’s marginalized social 

position can further experiences of stress and its impact on people’s health and well-being.28 

Sexual minority stress theory posits that stress is social, in that, non-heterosexual people face 

certain forms of discrimination that can generate stress. Non-heterosexual youth are 

disproportionately exposed to prejudicial events, and this exposure to discrimination and 

prejudice generates stress and mental health challenges for lesbian, gay, and bisexual people.29 

When LGBTQ youth fight back against bullying, they are often blamed and punished for their 

own victimization.30 Fighting back can be a defense mechanism, but this fighting back can result 

in punishment, such as expulsions for Dante.  
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 Compounding this intersection of class and sexuality is also Dante’s race. In Bad Boys, 

sociologist Ann Ferguson shows how black male youth’s behaviors are more harshly punished 

than white male youth’s behaviors. Teachers and school administrators see white male children 

as engaging in “boys will be boys” play, whereby black male children are seen as inherently 

criminal and engaging in behaviors that will eventually send them to jail. Through punishment at 

schools, black “bad boys” are created, even if the pain of being bullied is often an integral part of 

why the children lash out and fight to begin with.31 LGBTQ people of color experience 

discrimination in intersecting ways – race and sexuality but also gender and class – and hence 

experience “multiple minority stress.”32 Being black, bisexual, and growing up poor all shape 

Dante’s exposure to multiple minority stress and perhaps engaging in violence, leading to several 

expulsions, which disproportionately sets him up to potentially experience the criminal legal 

system. 

 Within this context of poverty, bullying, violence, and being a person of color, we can 

explicitly examine the discipline and punishment of gender non-conformity within schools. 

Naomi, an 18-year-old bisexual transgender Latina, told me that school was “horrible,” and her 

mom pulled her out of school her freshman year. She explained, “I got into a fight with some girl 

for calling me a tranny. And just like the guys when I’d walk down the hallway would be like, 

‘Where’s her dick at?’ And it was just - it wasn’t fun.” In telling how the school policies upheld 

that Naomi was marked as different, she went on, “When I was in dance class, I had to change all 

the way across campus. It was a big ass high school, and I had to change - and the girls just had 

to go in the restroom right there and change. It bothered me ‘cause that was at the same time 

when I would tuck and all that, and it was so painful just to do that.” 

 Transgender and gender non-conforming people experience “gender minority social 



 82 

stress,” in that, they experience prejudice and discrimination for being transgender or gender 

non-conforming, which can generate stress and negative mental and physical health outcomes.33 

For example, “tranny” is often a diminutive term that reduces the complexities of transgender 

lives.34 One response to stress and bullying, as already mentioned, can be violence. Naomi 

fought back against this bullying, and poor LGBTQ people (especially poor LGBTQ people of 

color such as Naomi) are more likely to respond to violence with also enacting violence, often 

because they have been exposed to violence frequently throughout their lives, but also as a way 

to respond to and cope with discrimination and stress.35  

 These discriminatory experiences are maintained on the institutional level. As sociologist 

C.J. Pascoe has documented, schools have a “hidden curriculum,” wherein heterosexuality is 

upheld as the norm through disciplinary practices, school curriculum, student-teacher 

relationships, and school events.36 By making Naomi change separately and far away from 

everyone else, the school marks and punishes Naomi for being transgender. LGBTQ youth are 

often punished in schools for violating gender norms and are frequent targets of victimization.37 

In this way, schools make gender norms and heteronormativity as part of the hidden curriculum, 

which can further legitimize the bullying and violence that LGBTQ young people experience. 

Parents such as Naomi’s mom may take a child out to avoid further school victimization,38 but as 

detailed in the last chapter, Naomi experienced violence and abuse at home as well. 

 Bullying is often tied to violence, and violence can lead to being punished and 

criminalized. Bullying can also be tied to other behaviors such as drug use and mental health 

challenges that are also often punished and criminalized as well. Zoe, a 19 year old Hispanic 

transgender woman, started living on the streets of San Antonio at the age of 13. Talking to me 

about why she started using drugs in middle school, Zoe said, “Smoking weed was a problem. 
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Smoking weed for me is a medication ‘cause it helps me eat. And it also numbed the pain from 

going to school. Numbs the pain [starts choking up and crying] of people looking at me. People 

calling me a faggot.” Zoe somberly finished, “They don't realize how hurtful the word faggot is.” 

In 7th grade, Zoe said that the school told Zoe’s mother to homeschool Zoe because they could 

not protect Zoe’s safety. 

 Substance use is higher among LGBTQ youth compared to heterosexual youth often 

because drugs help LGBTQ youth to cope with feeling marginalized, to seek relief for feeling 

depressed and isolated, and/or to alleviate experiences with chronic stress.39 In effect, substance 

use is a way in which transgender and gender non-conforming youth cope with bullying and 

experiencing gender minority social stress.40 As a person of color, this drug use can also lead to 

encounters with police and arrests (which Zoe had plenty), as black and Hispanic people are 

more likely to be arrested for drug use, despite white people using drugs at the same rate.41 

School climate also impacts the mental, physical, and emotional health of LGBTQ students and 

can shape if a student gets pushed out of the school and into the criminal legal system.42 The 

majority of young people actually do not drop out of school, but they are pushed out because of 

systematic barriers.43 In Zoe’s case, she was pushed out because the school could not or did not 

want to protect her from the homophobic bullying she often experienced for being gender non-

conforming. Seventh grade was the highest grade Zoe completed. Being pushed to the streets, 

where she got into drug dealing and engaged in sex work, had Zoe caught up in the criminal 

legal system for her teenage years. 

 On the flip side, some gender non-conforming youth talked about dealing drugs as a way 

to be cool; however, this drug dealing did not prevent them from experiencing bullying and 

violence. “I hung out with a lot of cool kids. I sold a lot of drugs, so I was pretty popular,” 
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Camila, a 22-year-old Hispanic heterosexual transgender woman, told me. Despite hanging with 

the cool kids, Camila got into fights at school because of people “making comments about my 

sexuality.” She got put into an alternative school at the age of fourteen, but “I got kicked out of 

alternative school for fighting, and then I got put into boot camp. So, I don’t know - a little 

further punishment than the alternative schools.” 

 Drug dealing even led to Julian’s arrest. A Hispanic 22-year-old, extremely skinny, 

effeminate gay youth with bright red hair, who I met at the drop-in center in Austin, Julian would 

sometimes go by the name Bree when they were dressed more feminine.44 Talking to me about 

school, Julian told me that they went to jail for the first time at 15 years of age for fighting. They 

explained, “I’m from a small town, and they’re so homophobic. Well, some of them are. The 

people who are homophobic are dicks, and so I just kicked their ass and got on with it. That’s 

why I went to jail my first time was for assault.” Julian said they were one of the cool kids in 

school because they sold drugs. However, their sophomore year, they sold “methamphetamines 

to an undercover” and went back to jail. Overall, Julian said they have been to jail 72 times for 

drug distribution, criminal trespassing, possession of marijuana, and other charges. 

 Although Camila and Julian described drug dealing as a way to be popular (a word most 

youth in this study never used to describe their life in school), this perceived popularity did not 

protect them from violence, bullying, suspensions, and arrests. Poor neighborhoods, low 

neighborhood job opportunity, parental substance use, and other factors, which Camila and 

Julian both lived in, significantly increase the chance that young people will sell drugs.45 As 

mentioned with Zoe, Camila and Julian are also Hispanic, which also increases the chance of 

them being under surveillance by police and arrested for drug use and/or distribution.46 These 

issues compounded with both of them being gender non-conforming, exposing them to people 
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making comments about their sexuality. 

 Higher rates of victimization from bullying can lead to LGBTQ youth being 

disproportionately suspended or expelled, and acts of self-protection and fighting back can lead 

to being sent to alternative schools or leaving school altogether.47 In Camila’s case, she is part of 

a larger trend, where in Texas, over 128,000 students were pushed out or sent to alternative 

schools in 2007.48  Fifty percent of students in these disciplinary alternative education programs 

in Texas are Hispanic and 25 percent are African American.49 Nationally, black and Hispanic 

students and students from low socio-economic backgrounds are significantly over-represented 

in public alternative schools.50 Students of color are more likely than white students to be sent to 

disciplinary alternative education programs for discretionary reasons, whereby the programs 

attempt to correct and manage the behavior of the perceived disruptive student.51 At these 

programs, young people are with other youth labeled and seen as “at risk,” and they are often 

isolated from their main schools and high-achieving peers. The programs are highly structured, 

with students often wearing uniforms and having to go through metal detectors to enter the 

school. There is also a small student-to-teacher ratio, and an adult escorts students around 

campus.52 From alternative school, Camila mentioned being sent to a boot camp – an even 

stricter disciplinary alternative education program – which she saw as dealing out even more 

punishment than her previous educational settings.  

 For Julian, boys who are called gay experience greater psychological distress and more 

negative perceptions of their school experience than boys who are bullied for other reasons.53 

Julian’s fighting back led Julian to their first experience of being jailed. When LGBTQ youth 

violate school rules, they are subject to harsh punishments that do not consider if the violation 

was because the young person was trying to defend themselves. In effect, LGBTQ youth who try 
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to protect themselves are presumed guilty and pushed out of schools.54 Julian’s drug dealing, 

which may have been a way to lessen the experience of being bullied, subsequently kept Julian 

tied up in the criminal legal system – a system that keeps gender non-conforming people of color 

under its surveillance. 

 Arthur (who sometimes went by Isla Emerald when he was dressed as a woman) was a 

25-year-old gender non-conforming black gay man, who told me about his experiences fighting 

at school. He detailed, “I had a couple of fights. Got myself into some trouble. I wish I never did 

because I would’ve been already doing the stuff I wanted to do ‘cause I wanted to be a RN 

[registered nurse]. And I could’ve finished school and did everything, but I went to jail because I 

kicked this boy in the face with steel-toed boots on.” When I asked why he kicked the boy at 

school, Arthur told me, “‘Cause he called me a faggot.” He said the boy started talking in 

Spanish and “called me a puta [slut] and stuff like that and then he was like you fucking faggot. 

And I just hit him.” Arthur spent a day in jail, but the charges were later dropped. Arthur linked 

his fighting to his family experiences, “I grew up with my family fighting. Well, I use to fight all 

the time in my family.” Arthur also noted the psychological toll that the bullying took on him, “I 

use to want to kill myself because people use to call me fag, gay, this, and this, and that. Look at 

you with your faggot ass – stuff like that. It would make me depressed.” 

 Youth who violate gender norms such as Arthur often experience differential treatment in 

school, whereby gender non-conforming youth’s mistreatment is often seen as normal and not a 

problem.55 Gender non-conforming youth, who report higher levels of feminine behaviors, also 

report having suicidal thoughts because of bullying.56 Likewise, being called a fag and other 

homophobic pejoratives are often disregarded in schools as not even being a form of 

derogation.57 Arthur was also called a puta – an insult often used to discipline and control young 
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women’s sexuality in Spanish speaking communities and nations within and across the Americas. 

For Arthur, this slur perhaps was used against Arthur to discipline his black gay femininity. 

However, the bullying deeply affected Arthur’s emotional state, and compounded with the 

violence he was already experiencing at home, Arthur eventually fought back. This fighting back 

sent Arthur to jail, setting him off track on his education. Intersecting being gay, gender non-

conforming, and poor with also being black, Arthur is constructed as a queer black “bad boy,” 

where gender non-conforming and/or non-heterosexual black males may be overly punished, 

disciplined, and criminalized within their school systems. 

 LGBTQ bullying in schools has received national attention, including the It Gets Better 

Project – founded as a campaign to encourage LGBTQ youth to get through school bullying 

because life will get better upon graduation. However, many LGBTQ youth may begin avoiding 

school because of bullying, and then be held to truancy charges, or like some of the youth in this 

study, respond to the bullying by fighting back. Campaigns around bullying fail to capture how 

certain youth – mainly gender non-conforming poor LGBTQ youth of color – are violently 

bullied and often punished and funneled into the criminal legal system. As education scholars 

Elizabethe Payne and Melissa Smith have shown, bullying is a social act of upholding norms in 

society. A main form of bullying is gender policing, where peers target young people who do not 

conform to normative gender expectations. Violence often becomes a way to police masculinity. 

As people of color are already constructed as outside of hegemonic masculinity and the gender 

norms of society, LGBTQ people of color’s gender non-conformity becomes uniquely punished 

and disciplined. Heteronormativity and gender conformity are also upheld by the school culture, 

which often does not intervene in homophobic and gender policing bullying and may actually 

help in continuing this social violence.58 To reduce violence to the personal and to a bully/victim 
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dichotomy masks how heteronormativity and gender norms along with their intersections with 

race and class contribute to the perpetuation of this violence.59 

 This bullying discourse also fails to capture the queer control complex, or rather, how 

schools are one institution that punishes and disciplines gender non-conformity and its 

association with non-heterosexuality. When gender non-conforming youth are victimized or 

punished, administrators and educators may ignore or encourage punishment.60 Not just bullying 

but also zero tolerance polices affect how LGBTQ youth, especially gender non-conforming 

poor LGBTQ youth of color, experience their educational contexts. In effect, schools are 

punishing, and hence, producing bad queers of color. This production intersects with also 

experiencing mental health challenges, drug use and/or drug dealing, difficulties at home, and 

fighting back. Through being bullied, punished, and criminalized, many of the youth in this study 

were pushed out from schools, setting them up to cycle in and out of jails and the streets. 

Although instead of seeing this school disciplining as just a pipeline into the criminal legal 

system, the queer control complex is about how several institutions including the child welfare 

system are intertwined together to punish and discipline LGBTQ youth, especially gender non-

conforming poor LGBTQ youth of color, and push them to jails and the streets. 

CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM 

 Almost two-thirds of LGBTQ youth who experience homelessness have been in the child 

welfare system.61 A 2014 study conducted in Los Angeles found that almost 20 percent of youth 

in CPS identified as LGBTQ, despite LGBTQ youth being about 5-8 percent of the larger U.S. 

population.62 Young people in CPS are mostly from poor families, though some are from 

working class or lower working class families.63 Black children are also disproportionately 

within the child welfare system, and this system may contribute to racial injustice by separating 
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black children from their families and communities, instead of addressing underlying issues such 

as poverty.64 CPS though is often seen as a space that should protect, help, and nurture 

marginalized youth. The Texas Department of Family and Protective Services’ “number one 

mission is protection of the best interest of children and youth.”65 However, despite these 

intentions and mission, CPS may be linked to youth homelessness. Understanding better how 

and why child welfare systems may contribute to some youth’s perceptions of why they are 

experiencing homelessness can potentially help in achieving CPS’s mission of protecting 

children and youth. 

 Twenty-one youth in this study reported contact with the child welfare system while 

growing up.66 But how do young people even get in contact with this system? Although schools 

were often punishing and violent spaces for many of the youth in this study, public schools are 

also equipped with a homeless liaison that works to secure the educational rights and protections 

of students experiencing homelessness. Many youth in this study reported that this liaison or a 

school counselor were often the one who found out about the abuse at home and/or found out 

that the young person was a RHY (runaway homeless youth case). The school then became a 

main contact in referring youth to CPS. Although schools or other people who report children 

and youth to CPS may have good intentions, many of the youth in this study also discussed 

experiencing punishment and discipline within CPS, often because of their gender non-

conformity and its association with sexual non-conformity. Life in a system that is meant to 

protect marginalized youth, especially poor youth of color, becomes part of the queer control 

complex through punishing, disciplining, and criminalizing LGBTQ youth. 

 To set the stage for how CPS is structured in Texas I open with Gwen, a 17-year-old 

Hispanic lesbian youth, who I met specifically at a CPS-licensed shelter, and Obadiah, a 20-year-
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old white male youth. Gwen had a tie-dye shirt, Chuck Taylor shoes, and short purple hair, 

which was shaved on the sides. Talking to me about her current living situation and the labeling 

that took place there, Gwen said, “I’m continuously on precaution, which is the stupidest thing 

ever. I hate precaution. And precaution is pointless. They check on me every fifteen minutes 

when I’m in my room.” She went on to say that they had her on LOV, “which is line of vision 

when you’re outside of your room, and so they have to watch you.” She detailed the weight and 

stigma from being on precaution, “It’s just more added pressure to the person, and more people 

knowing, ‘Oh hey, this person is on precaution. I wonder what they’ve been doing.’” 

 Obadiah, a skinny, tall, fairly quiet youth, discussed with me the Residential Treatment 

Centers (RTCs) he was often placed in. He explained, “Honestly, a lot of rules - strict. Like these 

lockdown facilities, the toilets are inside your bed. Inside your room was literally like metal - 

like in jail.” Describing to me some of the rules, Obadiah said, “There’s this board on the wall in 

CPS - like they have all your names - like red, green, and yellow. Green is like the best. Yellow 

is all right. If you’re on the – it’s an RLD – it’s called red level drop, you can’t do anything. But 

when you’re on green you can hardly do anything.” He went on, “And I also didn’t like - so 

many kids got put on medication in CPS, which I don’t understand. ‘Cause these people don’t 

understand, these kids are acting up ‘cause they want a family. They don’t have a family to care 

about them and love them. That’s why - I don’t understand why everybody in CPS in the dorms 

were on meds.” Obadiah said people were crying and hurting so badly because they wanted a 

family connection, including being cared for and loved. Obadiah connected this hurt to people 

getting into fights. He stated, “Like everyday I went to school – I’m not kidding - there was a 

fight everyday or an incident, where someone would get restrained because nobody likes it there. 
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There were runaways like a lot. Everybody tries to run away because they want freedom. It’s not 

– it’s like - it did feel like jail. It did feel like jail.” 

 Being on “precaution” or being on “red level drop” is part of ranking and evaluating 

young people, but it is also part of the punishing process called the “labeling hype.” In Punished, 

Rios defines this labeling hype as “…a process by which agencies of social control further 

stigmatize and mark the boys in response to their original label.”67 In effect, the labeling hype 

furthers processes of stigmatization and criminalization on bodies that are already marginalized. 

Gwen was put on precaution because the staff thought she was self-harming, but her mental 

health, which is often seen as a discreditable or concealable stigma (in sociologist Erving 

Goffman’s terms), became a discredited stigma - known and visible.68 CPS staff are often over-

worked, under-paid, and experience high burnout,69 and they may be doing what they think is 

right. However, Gwen’s feelings of always being within someone’s line of vision is similar to 

Foucault’s notion of the panoptic gaze, whereby people feel that they are always being watched 

(even if they are not), and they alter their behavior because they at least feel that an authority 

figure is observing them.70 As Gwen noted, being labeled on precaution and making her stigma 

known then increased her awareness of being under the gaze of more people, including her peers, 

who may be wondering what she did to get put on precaution. Gwen being gender non-

conforming and a woman of color could heighten this surveillance and the discipline and 

punishment that she received, as gender non-conforming people of color may uniquely be over-

policed and over-diagnosed for their behaviors. 

 Furthermore, the often description of RTCs as being like jails and prisons by the youth in 

this study was prominent.71 Treating young people as criminals can set them up to only view 

themselves as dangerous and to see no alternative paths in their lives except going to jail.72 



 92 

Psychiatric wards, lockdown facilities, and alternative schools become institutional links of the 

school to prison or the CPS to prison pipeline.73 As Obadiah notes, the “red level drop” may rank 

a young person as a more disruptive youth, but all young people in RTCs “can hardly do 

anything.” Behaviors are monitored, ranked, disciplined, and medicated. Despite not knowing 

the effectiveness or safety of psychotropic medications, these drugs are frequently used on youth 

within the child welfare system.74 As Obadiah keenly noted, love and stability is what many 

youth in CPS want – something medication and discipline will probably not give them. LGBTQ 

youth in care experience multiple placements and like Obadiah are separated from their 

siblings.75 As a disciplinary and punishing space that feels like jail, many young people run away 

from CPS as well. Just like their home life, paradoxically, many LGBTQ youth in the child 

welfare system live on the streets instead of in their CPS living arrangements. 

 I now build on these descriptions of the child welfare system, while also explicitly 

examining how gender non-conformity and its association with sexual non-conformity unfold 

within this system. On Christmas Eve, Adelpha, an 18-year-old heterosexual transgender woman, 

who described herself as black, Mexican, and white, told me about how CPS makes money off of 

kids, whereby people get paid more for taking in youth who are labeled as “intense.” In February, 

when I finally conducted a formal interview with Adelpha, I wanted to re-visit these comments 

about CPS. Adelpha reiterated, “They say that they want you to be good, but they don’t. ‘Cause 

there’s level of care: there’s moderate – there’s basic, moderate, [specialized], and intense.” To 

describe how CPS is a business, she said, “The higher level you are, the more they get paid. The 

lower you are, they don’t get paid. So they say it’s easier for you to find a foster home when 

you’re good, but it’s not.” Adelpha said CPS puts all youth on medication, including mood 

stabilizers and depression and anxiety medication. She elaborated, “The reason they put CPS 
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kids on medication is they get paid more for you. You’re like a business. CPS kids are thrown 

into the doctor’s office, and the government and all that is paying the doctors. And then the 

foster parents are getting paid more ‘cause your disabilities and you’re on that medication.” 

 Adelpha said after being drugged up on a whole bunch of medication, “They treat you 

like shit. You can’t go nowhere. You have to - basically I spent all my childhood - well not my 

childhood, but a lot of my life locked up.” She went on, “They locked me up in a RTC for six 

months in the middle of nowhere, and it’s basically like this boot camp for CPS kids. And they 

treat – literally, it is worse than prison. You could not talk in the room. You couldn’t talk at the 

table. And you couldn’t use the restroom without asking for permission.” At the RTC, Adelpha’s 

caregivers took away her makeup and made her buzz cut her hair, which she was “trying to grow 

out.” Adelpha was also placed in living arrangements with boys, who would bully and tease her 

constantly because of her gender non-conforming presentation of self. Adelpha also said when a 

foster home did not want a child any more, they normally have to keep the child for at least 30 

days until the child’s caseworker could find a new replacement for the child. However, to bypass 

this rule, Adelpha stated, “But if they send you to a mental hospital, it automatically relinquishes 

their rights to you. So they don’t have to wait that 30 days.” 

 Adelpha’s comments note the paradox of the labeling process within CPS. To be labeled 

as “intense” is to rank and evaluate certain young people as having “severe problems”;76 

however, from Adelpha’s perspective, foster parents are incentivized to take in youth who are 

effectively labeled as more dangerous than the “basic” and “moderate” youth. Adelpha pointed 

out then that to act “good” is not rewarded or encouraged, or at least, may not get someone a 

foster care placement. Adelpha’s assertions are partially in line with the procedures and protocols 

at CPS. CPS does not rank the youth, but a third party organization does. Foster families are not 
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necessarily incentivized to foster youth who are labeled as “intense,” but contracted residential 

childcare providers may be.77 Texas Department of Family and Protective Services is aware of 

this potential problem of incentivizing certain labels and is attempting to address it in their Foster 

Care Redesign Initiative.78 Nonetheless, Adelpha’s experiences of this labeling process 

influenced her life within the child welfare system and her perception of the system once aging 

out of care. 

 Similar to Obadiah, Adelpha also discussed how medication is part of this project of 

making money through the production of “intense” youth. Although it is unlikely that all youth 

are on medication, as the Texas Department of Family and Protective Services has procedures in 

place on how and when to medicate a child,79 Adelpha’s view that CPS medicates everyone can 

show her mistrust of an institution that she did not always experience positively. For Adelpha, a 

youth becomes ranked and labeled with a “disability,” gets medicated, and others make money at 

the youth’s expense. When foster parents do not want a young person anymore, some youth in 

this study, who use to be in the child welfare system, said they were then sent to RTCs and 

mental health institutions. These institutions may further the disciplining and medicating of 

young people in care. 

 Specifically under the queer control complex, child welfare systems subject LGBTQ 

youth to differential treatment.80 LGBTQ youth are more likely to be placed in group homes or 

in congregate care settings, which can be unsafe (and many “intense” youth are often placed 

together in the same foster homes or group homes which can generate volatile dynamics).81   

Adelpha was constantly housed in group homes with young men, had to cut her hair, and was 

constantly bullied. CPS has no policies in place to ensure transgender youth are treated according 

to their gender identity, and there is nothing in the Texas residential childcare contract that 
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addresses LGBTQ children and youth.82 LGBTQ youth are also more likely to be hospitalized 

for emotional reasons,83 but as Adelpha noted, this hospitalization is often a tool used by foster 

parents to get rid of a child faster. As research has documented, transgender youth are sometimes 

uniquely discriminated against within child welfare systems, whereby transgender youth are 

often sent to behavioral camps, psychiatric hospitals, and residential treatment centers in order to 

try to enforce gender conformity.84 Gender non-conforming behaviors are often labeled and seen 

as part of the child’s behavior “problems.” LGBTQ youth are even sometimes just placed in 

psychiatric hospital because there are no other placements for them.85 Compounding this gender 

non-conformity to the young person often being a racial minority, whereby racial minority youth 

are more likely to be medicated within the child welfare system,86 and a recipe for labeling, 

disciplining, and criminalizing can go into full effect.  

 Alaina, a 19-year-old white Hispanic lesbian, also detailed similar experiences as 

Adelpha. She said a foster home did not want her because she was dating a girl, so they “ended 

up putting me in a hospital in Dallas.” Alaina was labeled “intense” at the time based on the four 

levels of care, so “I was like with the bad kids, like they don’t want to put you anywhere.” Alaina 

was eventually sent to a RTC, which she ran away from, because “They were getting the girls 

pregnant. The male guards were. It was like juvenile but worse.” 

 LGBTQ youth of color may have a distinct relationship with foster parents, especially if 

their caretaker is also a person of color. For example, black women have a history of seeing child 

welfare as also being about racial advancement, justice, and uplift. Caring for the next generation 

of black children is about advancing the race and resisting racial injustice.87 Foster parents of 

color then may be politically motivated to foster children and youth of color as a way to further 

racial uplift and to give back to their communities. However, when the child is gender non-
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conforming, this non-conformity may generate anxiety in the foster parent who may want to 

maintain a politics of respectability within the community, and hence, may shape how and why 

the child becomes punished and disciplined. 

 In a focus group study conducted with foster parents, the researchers found that foster 

parents feared that a LGB foster child could make the other children in the house gay and/or 

would molest other children. Almost every foster parent in the study had the child removed once 

they found out that the child was gay. Essentially, some foster parents hold homophobic beliefs 

about LGBTQ people, which led to stark discrimination against LGBTQ children placed within 

foster homes.88 Alaina also noted how hospitals and RTCs become institutionalized spaces to 

hold youth who are discarded. Opposite of Adelpha, Alaina saw being labeled “intense” as 

making it harder to find a placement, where she was often grouped with other “bad kids.”  

 Thinking through the national study that documented that gender non-conforming girls 

are up to three times more likely to experience disciplinary treatment at schools – one must 

wonder how gender non-conforming girls are treated within the child welfare system. The case 

of the San Antonio Four – four Latina women wrongfully convicted of sexually abusing young 

children – reveals how the stereotype of the hyper-sexualization of Latinas along with the 

stereotype of LGBTQ people as being child predators could exacerbate foster homes potentially 

not wanting people such as Alaina or other LGBTQ youth of color. LGBTQ youth of color may 

be uniquely stereotypically seen as being hyper-sexual child molesters. Highlighting the role of 

gender, Alaina detailed how sexual violence was used against the girls at the RTC and why she 

ran away. In effect, LGBTQ youth may be especially the targets of violence within CPS, and 

LGBTQ youth are more likely to change placements or run away from placements.89 

 I turn to Xander, a 19-year-old effeminate black gay youth, to drive home the point of 
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how gender non-conformity and its association with being non-heterosexual unfold in violent 

and chaotic ways for LGBTQ youth, especially LGBTQ youth of color, in CPS. Xander, who 

was residing at the same CPS-licensed shelter as Gwen, detailed to me the violence and fight he 

got into in CPS. He told me, “What ended up bringing me here, I ended up getting a 30-day 

notice because things were sort of complicated in my previous placement. And I sort of lost it for 

a second, and then, I was put on a 30-day notice, which is sort of like an eviction notice. They 

are kicking you out.” When I asked why he was put on notice, Xander responded, “I stabbed a 

dude. I’m not going to lie.” He continued to tell me how this incident happened, “So he started 

throwing caramel in my hair, and I stabbed him in the balls with my [hair] pick.” Xander said 

that in CPS, he “felt like a zoo animal put on the stage around those kids - just ‘cause I was the 

only gay dude. ‘What’s it like being gay? Are you a male or female?’ Bitch, I still have a dick. 

Oh my god, I get so aggressive when people do stuff like that ‘cause I’m like, do you know what 

it does to me? It puts me in a dark place.” He described why this taunting led him to a dark place, 

“I dealt with that stuff with my dad. I’m about to start taking meds for PTSD and anxiety 

because things were so bad. I literally see stuff out the corner of my eyes. I’m not crazy, but I’m 

getting there ‘cause all the stuff people do - all because of their ignorance.” 

 At the end of the interview, when I asked Xander if he had anything he would like to add 

to the interview, Xander replied, “I’m going to talk about transgender for a second. When they’re 

in care, they have a variety of needs, just like any other person. But what I’ve seen, a lot of 

people are unwilling to help them with their transition.” He went on, “So I feel like another issue 

that needs to be approached is how do you help people transition. You can’t make transition 

possible if you are making it hard as fuck for people to do so. And I feel sorry for the poor souls 

that I’ve seen try doing these things and the system stops them.” He concluded, “The system 
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quick, effectively stops a lot of us from being who we want to be - who we are. But I’ve seen it 

done more so to the transgender community than any other.” 

 LGBTQ youth are highly susceptible to victimization, especially in congregate care, 

which Xander basically spent his teenage life in.90 Homophobia is often the basis for why youth 

in care are threatened and harmed. However, homophobia intersects with racism, where youth of 

color such as Xander are often in more public settings (such as congregate care settings) where 

homophobia is often more expressed. Indeed, white middle-class gay men often do not 

experience as much homophobia as LGBTQ people of color because they can access 

neighborhoods and other spaces where homophobia is often not as prevalent.91 Gender non-

conforming and transgender youth who cannot conform to heteronormativity often have the 

hardest time, where violence enacted upon LGBTQ people is often not because they are “out” 

but because they do not adhere to gender norms.92 Constantly being asked about his sexuality 

and gender drove Xander to a dark, aggressive place, which he is now seeking medication for. 

As Xander empathetically discussed, transgender people may have it the hardest, and they are 

blocked from transitioning and being who they want to be. As most of CPS, especially group 

homes and other congregate care spaces, is gender segregated, this segregation exacerbates the 

type of care and protection that transgender and other gender non-conforming young people need.  

 A system designed to protect the well-being of marginalized children and youth is also 

failing LGBTQ children and youth and exacerbating their marginalization.93 The child welfare 

system is part of the queer control complex. The fact that the queer control complex also 

operates within the child welfare system can be troubling, especially since LGBTQ youth are 

over-represented in the child welfare system. The system relies on other institutions – RTCs, 

mental health spaces – to assist in controlling youth in care. Gender non-conforming youth, 
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especially youth of color, are punished and disciplined for their gender and assumed sexual non-

conformity, and many are rejected from their foster homes. This rejection can lead youth to be 

placed within more jail-like facilities, where punishment and criminalization are furthered. The 

child welfare system continues the rejection, punishment, and abuse that the LGBTQ youth have 

already faced at home and at schools. Many youth, including the youth in this study, end up 

running away from this system as well.  

RELIGIOUS SYSTEM 

 Religion is also implicated in punishing and disciplining LGBTQ youth. As mentioned in 

the last chapter, many youth in this study were called an “abomination” – a term that constructs 

an entire group (i.e., LGBTQ people) as bad, sinful, and disgusting. In the award-winning 

documentary For the Bible Tells Me So, the film director Daniel G. Karslake (2007) shows how 

same-sex sexuality is often interpreted as being in conflict with Christianity and how the 

religious right has used this Biblical interpretation to stigmatize and discriminate against LGBTQ 

people.94 This ideology of abomination also influences the social attitudes and behaviors of 

religious people, who can justify their homophobic, religious hate speech as “God’s word,” 

denying religious people of taking responsibility for their homophobic actions. In Pray the Gay 

Away, sociologist Bernadette Barton shows how LGBTQ people in the Bible Belt (specifically 

for Barton’s study Kentucky) are often forced into a “toxic closet,” where people experience 

shame and other emotional and physiological consequences because of hiding one’s sexuality. 

LGBTQ people in the Bible Belt learn to not express themselves nor see themselves as equal to 

heterosexuals. For Barton, the “Bible Belt panopticon” is how Christian symbols and Christianity 

permeate the Bible Belt, whereby LGBTQ people then self-discipline and self-police their own 

LGBTQ identity because they feel that they are always being watched, evaluated, and judged by 
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religious family members and other religious people within the community. Essentially, LGBTQ 

people are warned to not come out of the closet, or they risk losing their family and community. 

If a LGBTQ person comes out, they are seen as bringing the ensuing consequences upon 

themselves.95 The youth in this study – also located in the Bible Belt (i.e., Texas) – experience 

this homophobic religious hate speech that labels them as inferior outsiders. 

 Audrey, a 23-year-old Hispanic lesbian, was wearing a Bob Marley t-shirt and 

Birkenstock style sandals at the drop-in center in Austin. During the interview, she detailed a 

familiar narrative about religion and homosexuality, “I don’t like when people in church – I’ve 

been to church, where I’m sitting there, and they talk very specifically about homosexuality, and 

it being a sin and it being wrong. And I definitely don’t agree with that at all.” Arthur echoed 

Audrey’s sentiments, “Once people started talkin’ ‘bout stuff in church, it just made me distance 

myself away from the church. Because people made comments about gay people, and I was like I 

don’t feel comfortable. I don’t want to be here no more because they are talkin’ bout gay people, 

and it’s a sin to be gay.” Alaina also stated, “Everybody told me that I was nothing but bad, no 

good trouble. I just returned to religion, and I realized that fuck them. I know what my God says. 

My God says not to judge others, and he talks about lies and cheating and everything else more 

than he does gay.” 

 Religious fundamentalism is one of the strongest predictors of homophobia.96 Being 

labeled an “abomination,” a “sinner,” and/or “bad, no good trouble” are also types of the 

“labeling hype,” where LGBTQ youth are further stigmatized and marked as outside of the 

gender and sexual norms of society. These negative social attitudes can lead Bible Belt LGBTQ 

people to fear going to hell, become depressed, gain low self-esteem, and feel worthless.97 It can 

also keep them trapped in the toxic closet, especially if they want to identify as both religious 
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and LGBTQ. Non-affirming religion is often associated with higher internalized homophobia for 

LGBTQ people who are still associated with their religious identity and/or community.98 For 

people of color, especially black people such as Arthur, religion and the church can be a refuge 

from racial violence and inequality; however, the institution often upholds heteronormativity.99 

Nonetheless, like some of the youth in this study, LGBTQ youth often reject the negative 

messages they heard growing up and develop their own sense of religion or spirituality. Young 

people saw the positive aspects of love and non-judgment as central to their understanding of 

God, not the punitive God who they had been taught about.100 

 However, for LGBTQ youth in this study, this punishment of being labeled and seen as 

an abomination has its own unique consequences outside of the family and community. As the 

welfare state has been replaced by the police state, faith-based charity organizations have 

become one of the largest institutions to now assist and help the poor. Many faith-based 

organizations see their charity work as a missionary tool to try to win souls for Christ.101 Today, 

churches and religion play one of the largest roles in homelessness assistance, where food and 

shelter is provided to people experiencing homelessness as a way to “witness” (or tell them) 

about God and Jesus Christ.102 Because LGBTQ youth in this study experienced punishment 

from religion, they were often hesitant to access many homeless services, because of these 

services’ affiliation with Christianity. In not accessing these services, the youth in this study are 

not getting as much help as other people experiencing homelessness and are even more prone to 

continue being on the streets, whereby they are subsequently open to more surveillance from law 

enforcement. 

 Trinity, who was Audrey’s girlfriend, was a 20-year-old white lesbian, who wore a 

baseball cap with a ponytail and a flannel top with jeans and construction boots. Talking about 
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going to feedings at some churches in Austin,103 Trinity stated, “If you’re like obviously 

homosexual, I feel like they look at you a certain way. They just disregard you. I find that that 

happens at a couple churches, and I haven’t gone back since.” Likewise, Niguel, a 24-year-old 

white Hispanic gay man, was in an In House Recovery Program before coming to the shelter in 

San Antonio. With piercings all over his face, including large gauged ears, Niguel talked to me 

about how the program basically tried to “bore you out of doing drugs.” He went on, “If you’re 

not like heavily religious it’s kind of hard to get into.” He said the program “goes hand-in-hand 

with the bible. And it’s very, I mean God is every other word.” 

 Religion is often found to be a factor that influences people to help people experiencing 

homelessness.104 Most faith-based social service agencies use religious imagery to communicate 

their religiosity.105 However, people experiencing homelessness who have no religious affiliation 

are less likely to use faith-based services, where increase funding for only faith-based initiatives 

is often only helping subgroups of people who are already religiously identified.106 As Trinity 

noted, religious-based services, especially if staff or volunteers exert some form of prejudice (or 

perceived prejudice), may lead LGBTQ youth to stop accessing services there. Under the Bible 

Belt panopticon at certain homeless services, Trinity felt she was being looked at “a certain way,” 

and she stopped going there. Likewise, In House Recovery Programs, which are often modeled 

after Alcoholics Anonymous program, emphasizes spirituality as part of recovery. Alcoholic 

Anonymous often leads to lower alcohol consumption partly because it enhances people’s 

spiritual practices.107 However, if one’s religion has already told them that they are a sinner and 

an abomination, taking up new spiritual practices may be more difficult, thus hindering the 

effectiveness of the program. Because of the past labeling and other bad experiences with 
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religion, LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness may have difficulties in accessing services 

that can help alleviate their immediate needs. 

 Talking to me about his experiences in the toxic closet and his hesitation in accessing 

religiously affiliated homeless services was Andres. With aviator glasses, purple lipstick, and a 

tank top on, Andres, a 23-year-old gay Hispanic youth, said, “I grew up in a really religious 

community, and so, I did a pray the gay away for about six months. And during that I 

masturbated. And I had not masturbated for six months. And the day that I masturbated, I snuck 

all my things into my suitcases the night before, and the next morning, I left.” Andres “was 

trying to meet them [his family] half way, with this pray the gay away. But at the end of it, I 

almost felt like I hurt them [his family] even more because I was letting them to believe that 

there was a hope.” Andres explained why he took up smoking marijuana. He said, “I felt like 

marijuana at the time seemed to just ease my mind in so many ways regarding the stress. Like 

usually I never needed that ‘cause I always had music, but music was connected to the church. 

And anything that was connected to the church was definitely something that I didn’t want to 

feel at that moment, so I went to pot.”' 

 Talking about the drop-in center, where I met Andres and fourteen other youth in this 

study, Andres stated, “‘Cause it’s a church, one. So you think it’s going to be weird. It’s going to 

be what you always experienced at churches, but it wasn’t at all ‘cause it was not really affiliated 

with them. They were just in the basement. And they never really once asked anything pertaining 

to my sexuality. They just asked things pertaining to my well-being.” One evening, the drop-in 

center hosted a prom in another church down the street from the drop-in center. At the event, I 

was sitting at the table with Andres. He told me that because of his past experiences with religion, 

he did not reach out to the ministry in Austin that also worked with street youth. He eventually 
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voiced his reservations about religion to the head of the ministry, and in the end, Andres said that 

the ministry became a blessing: buying him textbooks for the college classes he was taking and 

providing him meals. 

 Latino/as were found to have higher internalized homophobia than white people, which 

was predicted by greater exposure to non-affirming religion.108 This internalized homophobia 

and seeking family acceptance may have been part of why Andres agreed to enter a pray the gay 

away program. However, there is no evidence of conversion therapy actually working; the author 

of the most cited study on conversion therapy now debunks his own claims.109 Andres was in a 

toxic closet of experiencing emotional turmoil for trying to appease his religious family but 

feeling that he was hurting them. Andres’s mention of masturbation also reveals how 

masturbation, like homosexuality, is often seen as a sexual sin within Christianity. Like Zoe who 

turned to drugs to cope with bullying, Andres used drugs to cope with religious rejection and 

stress. Music, which was often a coping source for youth in this study and youth experiencing 

homelessness more generally,110 was associated with the church for Andres, so drugs became his 

alternative. Likewise, although where this study in Austin took place was not religiously 

affiliated, the location of it in a church made Andres and others wary of the organization at first 

as well as wary of the street youth ministry. However, in voicing their concerns, some youth 

overcame past negative experiences with religion and accepted the services that these 

organizations offered. 

 Directly linking their gender non-conformity to discrimination and hindrances with 

recovery and religion was Jasper, a 23-year-old mixed race homosexual, who did not further 

specify his racial background and who was close friends with Andres. With brown skin, short, 

reddish brown curly hair, and freckles all over his face, Jasper told me that he got sent to a 
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probation program upon being released from jail. He elaborated, “It’s a Christian-based program, 

so that, you basically live there and work for them for 40 hours a week. You don’t get paid.” He 

went on, “You have to go to classes and groups with them – like bible study and church and CR, 

which is celebrate recovery. […] It’s not about your addiction. It’s about your hurts, habits, and 

hang-ups.” Jasper said that the people in the program are taught that if they do not find Jesus 

Christ, then they are not going to stay sober.  

 Eventually, Jasper had the drop-in center in Austin, where I met him, petition the court 

for him to leave the program, before he got expelled from the program because of his gender 

non-conformity. Jasper said the people there went through his locker and found “a sweater and 

part of the sleeves were laced. And they were like, ‘You can’t have this. It’s a woman’s shirt.’” 

He also said they did not like a unisex cologne that he had and told him, “‘This is a woman’s 

perfume.’ And that’s what made me mad the most. I was like how ignorant. It’s a scent. The only 

thing that makes it for men or women is the label.” Two weeks later, people that worked there 

thought that a scarf that Jasper had was a sarong. He said, “They all agreed that it was a woman’s 

clothing.” He kept getting written up for these gender violations, and he was put on restriction. 

“They know I’m gay. And I feel like they purposely, whether or not it was on purpose or not, in 

their mind, that was something they were looking for,” he explained. In fear of getting kicked out 

and violating his probation, Jasper had the drop-in center help him appeal to the court to find a 

new place to do his recovery. 

 Although court-mandated recovery programs may allow people to avoid imprisonment, 

these programs are still penal in aim and involve supervising, controlling, and monitoring people 

who are being “rehabilitated.”111 Court-mandated programs are also less likely to have “positive” 

outcomes compared to people who willing choose to enter treatment programs.112 Likewise, 
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punishment for Jasper’s gender non-conformity, which he linked to people knowing he was gay, 

almost led to Jasper being expelled from the program – a severe violation of his court order. 

People who are more religious are less accepting of same-sex sexuality and gender non-

conformity.113 Again, gender non-conforming youth of color such as Jasper are often the most 

punished for their non-conformity because they are more likely to be in homophobic public 

spaces and because their race also leads them to be more under surveillance by authority figures. 

People of color, especially men of color, are also more likely to be caught up in the criminal 

legal system, and hence, sent to “rehabilitative” programs.114 

 Religion – and for the youth in this study, mainly Christianity – is also part of the queer 

control complex. In labeling LGBTQ people as an abomination and as sinners, religion instills in 

LGBTQ people at a young age that they are inferior. Young people then, especially in the Bible 

Belt, are often thinking about and altering their behaviors within this Bible Belt panopticon. 

These experiences detrimentally affect LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness as they are less 

likely to access faith-based religious services, which are most services serving the poor and 

people experiencing homelessness today. Likewise, young people may experience further 

discipline and punishment from these religious homeless services, exacerbating their negative 

experiences with religion, and funneling them back to the streets, making them more susceptible 

to the criminal legal system. If one is gender non-conforming or “obviously homosexual,” as 

Trinity stated, they may be under more surveillance from the Bible Belt panopticon, and hence, 

perhaps the most likely to avoid accessing religious-based homeless services. Linking religion 

with families, schools, CPS, and the criminal legal system is essential then in understanding how 

LGBTQ youth are punished and disciplined for their gender and sexual non-conformity and the 

consequences of these actions, especially for LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness. 
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CRIMINAL LEGAL SYSTEM 

 Walking to the homeless shelter in San Antonio a few months into my fieldwork, I began 

to notice the “Blue Lights” that surrounded the neighborhood. Blue Lights are normally found on 

college campuses for students to get in contact with police if they feel threatened or unsafe. I had 

never seen them in a neighborhood before until I started my fieldwork. Having been in many 

neighborhoods in San Antonio, the neighborhood with the shelter is the only area where I have 

seen the Blue Lights besides on certain bike and running paths along the River Walk.115 My field 

notes were also filled with seeing police cars patrolling the area constantly. Accordingly, in 

Austin, police patrolled the area where the drop-in center was all the time. During big Austin 

events such as South by Southwest and Austin City Limits Music Festival, police presence where 

people experiencing homelessness camped or tried to access services would increase. Police 

would even park their cars directly outside of the drop-in center (with cops sometimes literally 

standing at the entrance of the drop-in center). Youth experiencing homelessness often felt 

prevented from accessing services when police were heavily patrolling the area. Basically, the 

youth in this study had frequent encounters with police. 

 Prisons have become a housing solution of dealing with the poor, even though prisons are 

expensive to fund, and funding prisons channels money away from housing and education.116 

Police have had a militarized and surveillance presence within poor communities of color, 

especially since the rise of the war on drugs.117 Policing areas where people experiencing 

homelessness camp or access services has also grown, as gentrification practices have 

skyrocketed, and people moving back to urban centers want to “clean up” cities. In Times Square 

Red, Times Square Blue, critic Samuel Delany argues that in the name of “safety” and “family 

values” laws around zoning were engendered. Before gentrification, there was a great deal of 
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“contact,” which for Delany meant inter-class contact. However, through gentrification, inter-

class contact has become destroyed.118 As Ciara, a 22-year-old bisexual black Hispanic, who had 

short black hair and blonde highlights, told me at the drop-in center, “The state capitol is taking 

over, and they’re not – they’re kicking more people out and arresting more people than anything. 

Homeless people are strictly bad for business, and they try to kick all of the homeless out of 

Austin is what I think.”  

 Although the U.S. Supreme Court decriminalized vagrancy in 1972, behaviors associated 

with homelessness have now been criminalized through “quality of life” ordinances.119 These 

laws make it illegal in many cities to sit, to lie, to sleep in parks, to camp, to have alcohol in 

public, to aggressively panhandle, to sell written materials on sidewalks, and to pee outside.120 

Essentially, many things people experiencing homelessness have to do in order to live have been 

made illegal. Many of these laws came from broken windows theory, which states that minor 

signs of disorder could lead to more serious crime.121 People experiencing homelessness, who 

are actually one of the most likely groups to be victims of crimes, become seen as dangerous, 

problems of the community, and the perpetrators of crime.122 Instead of trying to understand the 

problems of people experiencing homelessness, they became seen as causing problems.123 

Business owners’ and residents’ rights to public space are favored over poor people’s rights, and 

visible signs of social problems are punished.124 

 For example, Andres told me, “I’ll be sitting at a bus stop, bench, or something, and they 

[police] will definitely come up and be like you’ve got to move. Or you got to get along.” 

Audrey also described to me, “I’ve definitely seen them [police] harass. I mean - some people 

definitely don’t make it easier on themselves. But most of the time they just ask people to move 

from where they are loitering or considered loitering.” Julian told me, “The cops just came 
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through and told everyone to go other places and do other things. So now we’re trying to look for 

another spot [to camp].” When I asked, what happened to their campsite, Julian replied, “Oh, the 

cops blew it up.” Julian felt that the cops targeted people experiencing homelessness because 

“we’re the only things breaking the law ‘cause we’re sitting on the sidewalk.”  

 Andres, Audrey, and Julian were all discussed in previous sections as experiencing 

discipline and punishment in other institutions because of their gender and/or sexual non-

conformity. Now living on the streets, they (and most of the youth in this study) were constantly 

in contact with law enforcement, furthering feelings and experiences of being criminalized and 

harassed. In this section, though, I explore some of the consequences of these quality of life 

ordinances on the LGBTQ young people’s street lives. I then specifically examine how gender 

non-conformity further complicates how LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness have to deal 

with police and the criminal legal system. LGBTQ youth make up about 5-8 percent of the 

overall U.S. youth population, but they make up at least 15 percent of those in the juvenile legal 

system.125 LGB people are 3 times more likely to be incarcerated than heterosexual people and to 

be sentenced to longer periods of time.126 Nearly 1 in 6 transgender people have been 

incarcerated, and almost half of black transgender people have been incarcerated at some point in 

their life.127 Understanding then how gender and sexuality come under surveillance is crucial to 

grasping how LGBTQ people, especially poor LGBTQ youth of color, are policed and 

criminalized today. 

 I turn first to three young women – Kelsey, Rosario, and Sade – to illuminate the 

consequences of criminalization. These examples are not directly related to being gender non-

conforming, but they set the stage for then understanding how gender and sexuality can further 

complicate the policing of homelessness. At the drop-in center, Kelsey, a 22-year-old black 
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woman who described her sexuality as “kind of everything,” told me, “If you stay in one spot 

everyday, all day, the cops will come over, and they’ll ask you, ‘Hey, you’ve been hanging 

around here too long. You need to move around.’ The cops don’t like when you're just hanging 

out in one spot. With the homeless people, they think you’re up to something bad.” Wearing gray 

leopard pants, boots, and a bright blue shirt, Kelsey went on to describe a particular incident, 

“They came up to me before, and they gave me a ticket for no reason one day. They came up to 

me, and they were asking me what I was doing ‘cause it was very early in the morning, and there 

was a church that serves breakfast in the morning. And I was going over there to the church to go 

hangout over there and go eat breakfast.” In trying to access services, Kelsey said, “The cops 

said, ‘There’s no place open this early. You shouldn’t be walking around.’ And I said, ‘I’m going 

to the church.’ And I wasn’t arguing with them or anything. And he stopped me, tried to pull up 

my record.” When nothing came up on Kelsey’s record, “He was like, ‘Well, if we bring a lady 

cop over here to search you, you better not have anything on you. You better not have any crack 

pipes on you - anything.’ And I said to myself, ‘I don’t smoke crack. I don’t do drugs. I don’t 

have any of that on me.’” Eventually, Kelsey said, “He gave me a ticket for jaywalking. He said I 

was jaywalking when I wasn’t.” Kelsey told me that she follows the law because she does not 

want to “get in trouble.” She elaborated, “‘Cause being homeless, you can get problems. ‘Cause 

some cops just like to harass just because you’re homeless.” 

 People living on the streets are often forced to keep moving.128 As Kelsey and countless 

others told me, police would directly target people who “looked homeless” or who police knew 

were living on the streets. Quality of life ordinances are often enforced selectively, as it is up to 

police discretion who to bother.129 This harassment does not allow people experiencing 

homelessness to settle down in a particular place, can disrupt their social networks, and can push 



 111 

them into more dangerous parts of town. Kelsey was also threatened to be searched for drugs, 

where black and Latino/as are disproportionately stopped and frisked by police compared to 

white people.130 Policing of areas where homeless services are located can move people 

experiencing homelessness away from accessing their services and hinder social workers from 

reaching the population they are trying to serve.131 Kelsey was trying to access a morning meal, 

where instead of getting fed, she got a citation for supposedly jaywalking. Minor citations and 

charges funnel poor people into the criminal legal system. They often get citations for minor 

things such as trespassing, but they cannot or do not pay the fines (or cannot or do not make it to 

court) leading to warrants, and then a vicious cycle within the criminal legal system. During my 

fieldwork, many of the youth in this study went in and out of jail, often for getting stopped by 

police, having their names ran, and then having a warrant come up. Youth of color are especially 

heavily policed and under surveillance.132 

 Talking about the role of having a criminal record, Rosario, a 21-year-old bisexual black 

youth, told me, “My felonies – it’s probably going to be the hardest ‘cause it’s hard to find a job 

now with a felony. And recently being off parole makes it even harder ‘cause they want people 

that have been off parole or been not incarcerated for at least six to twelve months.” A 22-year-

old black lesbian, wearing a black hoodie and jeans, Sade, who I also met at the drop-in in 

Austin, linked her record with the trouble of finding a place to live. She told me, “My 

background - getting my own place - people look at - you have assaults, and they really don’t 

care if its aggravated or not. Some people don’t even want to hear the story, so it does make it a 

little more difficult.” 

 As legal scholar Michelle Alexander has noted, it is not prison time but the prison label 

that keeps people of color bound up within the criminal legal system, where a felony record 
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keeps people relegated to being a second-class citizen for life.133 The mark of a criminal record is 

a major barrier, where ex-offenders are one-half to one-third less likely to be considered for a job 

compared to non-offenders. However, white people with prior felony convictions are more likely 

to get a job than black non-offenders.134 Therefore, being black and with a record such as 

Rosario and Sade is extra detrimental. Criminal background checks are often part of rental 

housing, furthering the “institutional exclusion” that people with a criminal record face.135 With 

a record, people are also excluded from other government benefits, including Pell grants to help 

with education, housing assistance, and food stamps.136 A vicious cycle takes hold. Youth 

experiencing homelessness are constantly encountering police, will most likely get arrested, 

arrests add up, records make it hard to get employment and housing (things needed to not be 

experiencing homelessness), and young people keep cycling through jails and the streets. Being 

under heightened surveillance because one is a person of color, many young people of color are 

stuck in a deep cycle of marginalization. 

 Shifting explicitly to police encounters, the criminal legal system, and gender non-

conformity, Alaina told me that police “treat me like a man. I fucking hate it. You don’t do that 

to her. She did worse than me! And they say the same thing, ‘Want to dress like a man? Going to 

beat you like a man.’ I hate it.” Non-heterosexual youth suffer greater criminal punishment from 

the criminal legal system compared to heterosexual youth, even though non-heterosexual youth 

do not engage in greater illegal behaviors. Gender non-conforming women such as Alaina are 

targeted and punished the most.137 As a gender non-conforming Hispanic woman, Alaina may be 

uniquely targeted by police and harassed, as LGBTQ youth of color’s gender non-conformity is 

often seen as signaling criminal intention.138 This intersection of gender, gender non-conformity, 
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and race shapes Alaina’s discriminatory encounters with police, heightening her distrust in them 

and that she could disproportionately end up in jail or prison. 

 Turning now to three transgender women of color – all from the shelter in San Antonio – 

I begin with Cookie, a 25-year-old heterosexual transgender woman. Describing to me her 

experiences of being transgender in prison, Cookie said, “I’m in an all male facility, but when it 

all came out - I fought and I fought and I fought and I fought and I earned my respect.” She went 

on, “I beat up gang members, to gangsters, you name it, because I refused to get pushed over. 

And actually, being there that’s where I got Cookie from. Quiet as it’s kept.” In cosmetology 

school, Cookie owned a variety of wigs, always changing her appearance at the shelter. Detailing 

to me how she was treated by police when arrested, “The fucking police officer treated me so 

fucked up. They took off my wig, and said look at the camera. And they put the wig back on. 

They put it all the way back here. And the officer was like, ‘That’s ok. That’s good.’ I was like 

this is so fucked up. This is discrimination.” 

 Prisons in the United States are one of the most gender-segregated institutions. Fighting 

in prison is a way for transgender women to protect or marshal respect, but this fighting does not 

necessarily compromise their gender identity.139 Indeed, Cookie even got the name Cookie 

through fighting and being in prison. On the outside of prison, transgender people, especially 

transgender women of color, often experience verbal harassment, physical assault, and sexual 

assault at the hands of law enforcement. Cookie saw this handling of her by police as 

discrimination, which furthers transgender people’s mistrust in police. Police even mishandle 

and often ignore crimes committed against transgender people, like Justice’s story at the 

beginning of this chapter, as interactions between transgender people and police are often 
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negative.140 While staying at the shelter, Cookie was arrested for credit card fraud, and I never 

saw her after that arrest. 

 Like “driving while black,” Jenelle had to deal with “walking while trans.” She 

explicated, “I would walk from maybe twelve at night to two in the morning and just walk 

around. And ‘cause there was a known transgender prostitute that was known by everybody and 

was arrested multiple times, they [police] assumed that I was a prostitute too. Because people 

think once you’re transgender, obviously you’re a prostitute.” She attributed some of the police 

attention to her attire. She explained, “Since, you know how, when you are young and want to 

show as much skin as you can, I guess that’s what got me in trouble.” Jenelle, a 21-year-old 

Hispanic, heterosexual transgender woman, said she had never been arrested but “stopped a 

couple times. And they check my ID, and I have nothing on my background, so they can’t say 

anything.” 

 In a 2014 survey conducted in New Orleans, transgender women of color were the most 

likely to be harassed, called homophobic expletives, pressured to perform sexual favors and/or 

stopped and treated like a sex worker by law enforcement. They were also more likely to be 

arrested when filing a report against someone else,141 and hence transgender people of color are 

profiled in unique and particular ways. Gender non-conforming people are often highly 

sexualized and often seen by others as engaging in sexual activity and sex work.142 A great deal 

of harassment is based upon stereotypes that transgender women, and especially transgender 

women of color, are in the sex trade or like to be treated as sexual objects.143 Although Jenelle 

associated police harassment with her attire, LGBTQ youth have reported police harassment and 

false arrest because of unfounded suspicions of them supposedly engaging in sex work.144 This 

“walking while trans” sets transgender women of color up to be under heightened surveillance, 
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where police harass them and run their records, and if they have a criminal background, they are 

constantly being sent back to jail.  

 Zoe was in and out of jail many times during my fieldwork. When I first met Zoe, she 

had just gotten out of jail a few days earlier. It was in jail where she told someone, “I don't have 

a place to go; I’m homeless.” The person told Zoe about the LGBTQ homeless shelter, and that 

was how she arrived there. Zoe was tired of “going in and out of prison. I want to see the world. I 

want to travel. I don’t want to sit in an orange suit. I want to see the beauty in people.” 

Describing her experiences of walking while trans, Zoe was coming out of Pegasus [a LGBTQ 

bar in San Antonio] one night. And she was “sitting there waiting for my friend. I got harassed 

by a police saying I was prostituting. Just came out the club to sit down on the corner, ‘cause, 

you know, that’s the spot where the hookers go, where drags go, queens go. He threatened me 

that I better get off the fucking block, or he was going to take me to jail.” Another time Zoe said, 

“they [police] thought I was working with Justice over here on Colorado Street. They harassed 

me. Yes, that’s another thing - they harassed me, and I’m all the way over here on fucking 

Roosevelt Street [an entirely different neighborhood than Colorado Street], right?” Zoe needed to 

get a job as part of her probation; however, because of her record, she struggled to find a job. 

Zoe often worried that if she did not find a job that she would go back to jail. Zoe even told me 

that all she wanted for Christmas was for her felony to be off of her record. 

 On top of the hindrance of finding employment, this record kept her going back to jail. In 

August of 2015, Zoe got into a fight on the streets. San Antonio Police Department (SAPD) saw 

the fight and handcuffed Zoe and the other person Zoe was fighting. SAPD ran both their names, 

and both of them had warrants and were taken to jail. In September, Zoe was back at the shelter, 

but she spent her August birthday locked up. She told me the warrant was for prostitution, but 
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she was also worried about a theft charge that might get bumped up to a felony. I found out the 

same day that the director of the shelter submitted a letter on Zoe’s behalf to the judge, telling 

the judge that Zoe had a place to live and that Zoe was doing well at the shelter. I was informed 

that Zoe would have served time if the director of the shelter did not submit a letter on Zoe’s 

behalf. A couple weeks later in October, I was in Houston with the director of the San Antonio 

shelter at a summit on ending LGBTQ youth homelessness. At dinner that night the director told 

me that if I write anything in my book that I must tell how the shelter had to vouch for Zoe to get 

her out of jail. If they did not tell the judge that Zoe had a place to go, the director was told that 

the criminal legal system would have kept Zoe in jail. According to the director, the lawyer told 

her that the county keeps people experiencing homelessness in jail because they do not want 

them on the streets. The last I heard of Zoe, she was back in jail for another prostitution charge, 

and the director of the shelter was going to court to testify on her behalf again.  

 To live on the streets, youth experiencing homelessness often participate in street 

economies (such as theft, sex work, drug dealing, and panhandling).145 These economies make 

young people all the more vulnerable to police surveillance and the possibility of being arrested. 

LGBTQ youth are twice as likely to be detained for non-violent offenses such as running away, 

prostitution, and truancy compared to their heterosexual peers.146 LGB and gender non-

conforming youth are also more likely to be held in pre-trial detention for warrants, running 

away, sex work, probation violations, and truancy.147 These detentions, misdemeanor crimes, and 

arrests generate further instability in LGBTQ young people’s lives and further the need for them 

to engage in street economies in order to live on the streets again.148 

 Furthermore, incarceration is used to warehouse stigmatized, marginalized populations. It 

is also used to fight against street delinquency instead of addressing the insecure wage work and 
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other social problems that young people face in today’s society and service economy.149 Law 

enforcement has also been categorized as the third largest perpetrators of violence against 

LGBTQ people.150 Zoe was constantly harassed by police, which led to her having her record ran 

and being sent back to jail. As prisons warehouse marginalized populations such as transgender 

youth of color experiencing homelessness, Zoe needed the shelter to vouch for her in order to get 

out of jail. Instead of addressing the systemic barriers that make it extremely difficult for a young 

transgender woman of color with a criminal background to get a job and stable housing in this 

economy and society, Zoe and many other transgender and gender non-conforming youth of 

color are locked up. The intricate racial ways in which the criminal legal system and 

homelessness operate and their intersections with policing gender non-conformity and its 

association with sexual non-conformity such as sex work had unique consequences in the lives of 

transgender and gender non-conforming poor LGBQ youth of color. 

 Although most literature has documented that (presumably heterosexual) men are more 

likely to be on the streets than (presumably heterosexual) women, this literature has not taken 

into account LGBTQ people.151 As LGBTQ people are often not safe in gender segregated 

homeless shelters (as explored in the next chapter) nor may feel comfortable accessing religious 

homeless services, they are also often on the streets. The streets open LGBTQ youth 

experiencing homelessness to being under the gaze of policing practices and the criminal legal 

system – a system that is also part of the queer control complex of punishing and disciplining 

gender non-conformity and its associations with sexual non-conformity such as sex work and 

non-heterosexuality. Almost all young people in this study had stories about police and jail, but 

the gender non-conforming and transgender youth of color had specific experiences where they 

had unique and detrimental encounters with police and the criminal legal system. These 
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encounters (and especially getting a criminal record) along with one’s marginalized social 

location exacerbate difficulties in getting access to employment and housing – two of the main 

things needed to exit homelessness. 

MAKING LGBTQ YOUTH HOMELESSNESS 

 In Youth in a Suspect Society, cultural critic Henry Giroux shows how young people are 

not seen as an investment in the future anymore, but rather, youth, especially minority youth, are 

seen as the cause of social problems. Poor youth of color symbolize trouble, and punishment and 

control become the response to deal with this “disposable” population. Giroux states, “…poor 

minority youth have become especially targeted by modes of social regulation, crime control, 

and disposability that have become the major prisms that now define many of the public 

institutions and spheres that govern their lives.”152 The welfare state has been replaced with the 

militarized police state, and the war against poverty has been replaced with the war on crime. 

Today, the United States incarcerates more people (and disproportionately people of color) than 

any other country in the world, where more than twenty percent of the world’s prison population 

is in the United States, despite the U.S. population being less than five percent of the world’s 

total.153 Punishment is the response to poverty, mental health challenges, human suffering, and 

other social inequalities.154 The state has not abandoned the poor; the state is now more punitive 

toward them.155 

 This chapter introduced the concept of the queer control complex in order to add a gender 

and sexuality lens to the literature on the punishment and disciplining of youth, especially gender 

non-conforming poor LGBTQ youth of color. The era of mass incarceration has expanded into 

what were traditionally “nurturing institutions.”156 However, as human developmental scholar 

Stephen Russell has shown, the major institutions in youth development – family, faith, and 
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education – have often not been accepting or nurturing of LGBTQ youth.157 I turned then to the 

lived experiences of LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness in order to illuminate how 

schools, child welfare systems, religion, and the criminal legal system are all implicated in 

punishing, disciplining, and criminalizing gender non-conformity and its association with sexual 

non-conformity such as assumed non-heterosexuality and that one is a sex worker. In effect, 

LGBTQ youth are punished and disciplined in specific gender and sexual ways. As Foucault 

noted, punishment is how people become produced, and through the disciplining of gender and 

sexual non-conformity, the youth in this study were taught that they were disposable, ultimately 

pushing them to the streets and to jails. 

 Although many LGBTQ youth experience bullying and punishment for living their lives 

outside of the gender and sexual norms of society, a key point of this chapter is that through the 

queer control complex, certain LGBTQ youth – mainly gender non-conforming poor LGBTQ 

youth of color – become over-penalized and punished. This surveillance and disciplining of poor 

LGBTQ youth of color’s gender and sexuality set them up to experience homelessness and cycle 

in and out of the criminal legal system. The major institutions in young people’s lives need to be 

interrogated for how they are continuing the marginalization of certain youth, and through 

punishment, establishing some youth as disposable. The ways in which gender, sexuality, race, 

and class intersect to push the youth in this study to the streets because of the surveillance, 

disciplining, medicating, and other detrimental behaviors enacted upon them show how the queer 

control complex is trying to socially control gender non-conforming LGBTQ youth and part of 

producing LGBTQ youth homelessness. In the next two chapters, I turn to the lived experiences 

of the LGBTQ youth in this study living on the streets and in shelters to document their current 
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lives after the family, schools, CPS, religion, and the criminal legal system have left them with 

nowhere to go.
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4. GENDER OUTCASTS: 

LGBTQ YOUTH, HOMELESSNESS, AND THE STREETS 

 “We’re [transgender women] more vulnerable to attacks and discrimination. Especially - 

it’s different when you’re in an office or work environment or social environment, but when 

you’re on the street, you’re on the street. Unless you’re with other trans women, there’s no one 

going to defend you or help you out or nothing,” said Adelpha, an 18-year-old heterosexual 

transgender woman, who was describing to me the experiences of being a transgender woman of 

color and living on the streets. Similar to the discussion in the last chapter on how police profile 

transgender women as sex workers, Adelpha told me about how men in general treat transgender 

women in the public sphere. She stated, “Guys just think trans - if you’re walking around trans, 

you’re like a prostitute. […] They think they can talk to us any type of way, but they wouldn’t 

just walk up to no biological female1 and be like, I want to stick something in you. Like that 

would not be okay, but they think it’s okay to do it to us.” Adelpha saw this hyper-sexualization 

of transgender women as part of dehumanizing their gender identity. “They degrade us as 

women. […] It’s like you’re talking to me like you’re a fucking dude. You want to fuck me, do 

all this stuff to me. But I’m a woman, so treat me like a woman,” she exclaimed. In comparing 

transgender women’s experiences on the streets to gay people living on the streets, Adelpha went 

on, “But they [other people living on the streets] already treat gay people like shit. But gay 

people can disguise it better, ‘cause they’re not changing their appearance. All they [gay people] 

had to do was maybe talk a little different, and they can be accepted better.” For Adelpha, 

transgender women though cannot disguise their appearance, so “they’re gonna either treat you 

like a prostitute, want to fuck you, or treat you like shit or whatever. So I feel like it’s a lot 

different, ‘cause I mean we’re getting like raped, killed, all this stuff.” 
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GENDER OUTCASTS 

 As we have seen throughout each chapter, gender non-conformity and its intersections, 

more than publicly declaring a LGBTQ identity, has been a central reason of how and why the 

youth in this study have experienced violence, discrimination, and rejection within their families, 

schools, child welfare systems, religious communities, and criminal legal systems. This chapter 

will expand on this tenet to show how gender non-conformity and its association with non-

heterosexuality affect life on the streets and in accessing homeless services. I see this interplay 

between gender non-conformity and anti-LGBTQ sentiments as part of the young people being 

positioned as gender outcasts. Outcast is defined as “A person who is rejected or cast out, as 

from home or society. A homeless wanderer.”2 In this regard, I take outcast, not as a way to 

pathologize the youth in this study, but as a term to recognize their class social position and as 

being ejected from the home and from other institutions. That is, others cast them out. This 

rejection is often because of their gender non-conformity, hence gender outcasts. However, the 

term is also a play on words, in that, this gender non-conformity often “outs” them as 

presumably being non-heterosexual – gender outcasts. 

 The concept of gender outcasts expands sociologist C.J. Pascoe’s notion of gendered 

homophobia. Pascoe documented how homophobia is both a repudiation of same-sex sexuality 

and femininity, especially femininity in boys.3 Gender outcasts though experience the 

repudiation of any gender non-conformity. That is, transgender youth, feminine boys, masculine 

girls, and other young people who do not conform to the gender binary experience harassment, 

violence, bullying, and other social sanctions to try to make them conform to the gender and 

sexual norms of society. It is also tied closely to one’s class and race, as gender outcasts are often 

poor people of color, namely black and people of Mexican and other Latin American origin. 



 123 

Gender non-conforming white and/or middle-class people may have other means, resources, 

and/or networks to try to help them not experience rejection or housing instability because of 

their gender non-conformity. Gender outcasts often do not. Almost all of the gay and lesbian 

youth (and some of the bisexual youth) in this study were gender non-conforming. Many of the 

transgender youth, no matter their sexual identity, grew up as gender non-conforming and were 

assumed to be gay or non-heterosexual – a process that conflates gender with sexuality and can 

deny transgender people the recognition of their gender identity. 

 Being a gender outcast on the streets can perpetuate the detrimental ways in which the 

youth in this study were already discriminated against within other institutions. As Adelpha 

noted, the street is not a work environment, and hence, one may be more prone to violent attacks. 

Work environments are often more de-sexualized than other spaces such as bathrooms or the 

streets.4 Transgender people are sometimes accepted more in these de-sexualized spaces – spaces 

that LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness may not have as much access to. Although all 

women are prone to street harassment, Adelpha felt that transgender women are uniquely 

degraded in an attempt to deny transgender women their womanhood. Transgender women of 

color, such as Adelpha who identified as black, white, and Mexican, disproportionately 

experience sexual violence and other forms of violence, including homicide.5 Although Adelpha 

thinks gay people may have an easier time changing their appearance or voice to avoid violence 

and discrimination on the streets, this comment shows us how gender non-conformity and its 

intersections is often the main target of violence and discrimination for some young people on 

the streets.  

 The youth in this study though are not just victims of their oppression; they often engage 

in acts of gender rebellion. Although they have been cast out, they resisted institutions trying to 
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discipline and punish them, and as I will document in this chapter, they also resist certain 

homeless services. As gender rebels, the youth engage in antagonistic ways with institutions and 

society that try to enforce heteronormative ways of being upon the youth. The LGBTQ youth 

carve out creative spaces and ways of life for themselves that challenges their position as an 

outcast, while also helping them to cope with stressors and gain a sense of dignity. They utilize 

their gender behaviors and sexuality in order to work the streets and create a niche for 

themselves. 

 In this chapter then, I document how gender non-conformity and its intersections 

manifest on the streets. I also show how gender and sexuality shape why the youth in this study 

often avoid accessing adult homeless shelters. I then turn to three main challenges facing youth 

experiencing homelessness – accessing bathrooms and showers, getting an identification card, 

and finding a job in the formal economy6 – and explain how being positioned as a gender outcast 

complicate these barriers. I also describe how sexuality can be used as a resource on the streets, 

specifically through having a child, building relationships, and sex work. Sexuality as a resource 

can be fraught and can open up young people to experiencing more violence, but it does offer 

them some help while experiencing homelessness. Ultimately, the point of this chapter is that 

gender non-conformity and its intersections present challenges for LGBTQ youth on the streets, 

whereby sexuality can be utilized to provide some aid in lessening the difficulties of street life. I 

conclude this chapter by discussing the queer street work that the LGBTQ youth do in order to 

navigate their marginalized and stigmatized social lives and how this work generates cultures of 

LGBTQ youth homelessness. 
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THE STREETS 

 Almost all youth experiencing homelessness are trying to obtain and maintain 

employment in the formal economy, are navigating service systems, are dealing with weather 

conditions, are navigating public transportation, are trying to get and keep an ID card, are 

working to meet their daily needs, are seeking to find a shower, are also seeking to find laundry 

services to have clean clothes, and are most likely trusting someone to guard their pets and/or 

belongings when they cannot take them to jobs, interviews, courtrooms, and other places.7 At the 

same time, youth experiencing homelessness face physical and sexual harassment and violence, 

experience mental health challenges, and deal with other traumas associated with living on the 

streets. These challenges are often exacerbated if the young person is LGBTQ.  

 Statistically, LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness encounter higher levels of 

physical and sexual victimization compared to heterosexual youth experiencing homelessness, 

whereby 58.7 percent of LGB youth experiencing homelessness report victimization compared to 

33.4 percent of heterosexual youth experiencing homelessness. LGB youth experiencing 

homelessness also have higher levels of depressive symptoms (41.3 percent compared to 28.5 

percent for heterosexual youth experiencing homelessness) including suicidal ideation. Twenty-

seven percent of gay males experiencing homelessness also noted engaging in sex work 

compared to 9 percent of their heterosexual male counterparts.8 LGBTQ youth face the stigma 

and double jeopardy of living on the streets as well as being LGBTQ.9 

 Given these statistical findings, I qualitatively document how LGBTQ youth 

experiencing homelessness navigate the streets. I pay particular attention to the ways in which 

gender and sexuality influence these experiences. For example, Andres, a 23-year-old gay 

Hispanic youth, discussed the challenge of finding a campsite. He told me, “They [men at the 
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campsite] wouldn’t want to help me, or they wouldn’t want to include me in sometimes because 

of that reason - my sexuality. I would sometimes need a camp to stay at, and I’d be friends with 

one of the girls, but the boyfriend and all his friends at the campsite would want to be like, ‘Ugh, 

no.’” 

 Audrey, a 23-year-old Hispanic lesbian, also talked about how gay and lesbian people are 

treated on the streets. She stated, “Straight guys got to protect their manlihood or whatever. All 

guys always say shit about gay guys, and how they’re going to hit on me or whatever.” She went 

on, “Being a lesbian and homeless is definitely - being a lesbian anywhere has always been 

easier I think than being a gay man. That’s definitely something I can admit from experience. 

Because I’ve known gay guys, I’ve had friends, and it’s just with guys there’s more expectations 

I guess. And guys have to deal with a lot more of how they should be according to other people - 

masculinity and stuff.” She concluded, “But yea, it’s the same in a sense. It’s the same as like 

how straight people who aren’t homeless would treat a gay person who’s not homeless.” 

 As heterosexual men experiencing homelessness have failed to live up to dominant 

notions of masculinity (e.g., middle-class, breadwinner), they may develop counter 

masculinities.10 This counter masculinity could involve not allowing gay men to camp at their 

campsite, to talk shit about gay guys, and/or to hit on women. Public spaces, which are 

associated with men and masculinity, are often dangerous spaces for women, who often 

experience harassment and violence in the public sphere. Women also experience violence in the 

private sphere, but the violence is often uniquely different. Violence in public often comes from 

strangers, and violence in private often comes from someone familiar such as an intimate partner. 

On top of being a male-dominated space, the public sphere is also heteronormative, and gay men 

and other sexually marginalized individuals experience violence in public as well. This sexual 
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harassment and these homophobic actions are about gender and sexuality, in that, marginalized 

men may be trying to maintain their masculinity and the public sphere as a heteronormative, 

manly space. Although Audrey mentions that this homophobia and enactments of masculinity 

may be no different than how people who are not experiencing homelessness treat each other, 

this exertion of masculinity, sexual harassment, and homophobia on the streets can have 

particular consequences for people who are trying to get help and/or find a safe place to sleep for 

a night. 

 One harrowing consequence of street life, especially for women and gender non-

conforming young men, is sexual violence. Audrey somberly talked to me about being raped in a 

parking garage. She solemnly said, “I overdosed in a parking garage, and I was woken up by 

paramedics - with adrenaline or Narcan - one of the two. They injected me to wake up, and I 

woke up. All my shit was gone.” She went on, “I don’t know how it happened, but I wound up 

around a guy that wasn’t - he had been giving me too much attention for a long time. He’s 

always been hitting on me, and suggesting that we like have sex and shit like that. And 

unfortunately for me, he was around, and he ended up taking me off somewhere and having sex 

with me.” In tying this “having sex” to rape, Audrey stated, “And I didn’t consent to it. I wasn’t 

in the right mind enough to consent to it. So I was taken advantage of. And that is probably one 

of the hardest things just because it was the first time that it happened to me in my life. I’ve had 

sex with guys already, but not taken advantage of or raped.” In seeing her sexual assault as part 

of a larger rape culture, Audrey concluded, “It’s a fucking miracle it happened to me so late in 

my life, ‘cause most women go through that shit unfortunately way earlier than that.” 

 Rape and sexual violence are about gender and sexuality. Sexual violence is a way for a 

man to assert his dominance over a woman’s body. According to the Centers for Disease Control 
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and Prevention, nearly 1 in 5 women have been raped in their lifetime. Almost half of women 

have experienced some form of sexual violence.11 Sexual violence can take on certain forms in 

the public sphere, such as the streets, often because women in general are at a disadvantage in 

public spaces.12 Street harassment to rape is a continuum of sexual violence that upholds male 

dominance and female subordination in the public sphere.  

 These actions are also about trying to scare women as a collective group within society to 

not feel safe in the public sphere. Men dominate and control women through fear, making 

women feel vulnerable, objectifying women as sex objects, and limiting women’s choices (e.g., 

not walking alone and/or at night).13 Sexual violence maintains gender inequality, keeps the 

public sphere as male-dominated, and inhibits women from enjoying basic pleasures in life such 

as going outside and walking down the street.14 Women experiencing homelessness may be 

uniquely targeted for being in public spaces because they may not have access to many private 

spaces and because of the stigma of also experiencing homelessness. Women who are 

experiencing homelessness are more likely than men experiencing homelessness to experience 

violence and sexual victimization.15 As a lesbian, Audrey’s experience of sexual violence may 

also have been a form of “corrective rape” in trying to make her heterosexual.  

 Julian, a slender, effeminate 22-year-old Hispanic youth, told me they “got raped back in 

2013.” They went on to describe this sexual assault, “It was in an alleyway. I was tweaked out on 

ice [meth], and I was coming down. And somebody fuckin’ had a knife to my throat in an 

alleyway in between sixth and Brazos. It was really difficult. But I’m over it now. I don’t even 

know who it was. I’m pretty sure it was a Crip though.” 

 The intersections of gender non-conformity, race, and class affect experiences of violence. 

Julian racializes their rapist, mentioning they were probably raped by a Crip – a primarily black 
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gang. Although this description of the rapist may be based upon the hyper-sexual stereotype of 

black men,16 LGBTQ people of color, such as Julian, are also more likely to experience violence 

from other people of color because people of color mainly live around and interact with other 

people of color.17 Along with gender and race, drug use is also associated with experiencing 

sexual victimization. Using drugs can be common in living on the streets as a way to cope with 

experiencing homelessness; however, someone on drugs may be perceived as not able to protect 

themselves.18 These intersections of gender non-conformity, race, and drug use can shape how 

and why people are targeted while on the streets. Julian, like many of the young people in this 

study, carried a knife on him at all times now. 

 On a broader scale, sexually marginalized individuals are often targeted for violence and 

hate crimes. A hate crime is a crime motivated because of a person’s identity, including race, 

religion, sexuality, and other categories. The often purpose of a hate crime is to put fear in the 

person because of their identity and to put fear within the person’s larger community. For 

example, sexual orientation-based hate crimes tell LGBTQ people to not be visible.19 Of crimes 

reported and documented as hate crimes, 30 percent are based on sexual orientation. Gay men 

face the highest rates of physical assault compared to anti-bisexual, anti-lesbian, anti-black, and 

anti-Jew hate crimes.20 Hate crimes are also often enacted in the public sphere.21 People living on 

the streets may then be more likely to experience this type of violence. 

 As psychologist Gregory Herek has extensively documented though, hate crimes are 

about the larger society and not just about a homophobic person. Hate crimes have to be 

contextualized.22 Herek brings together the terms sexual stigma, heterosexism, and sexual 

prejudice to understand how hate crimes against non-heterosexual people happen. Sexual stigma 

is the shared knowledge that non-heterosexuality is devalued and stigmatized in society, and this 
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sexual stigma is held up by heterosexism – systems that construct heterosexuality as natural, 

right, and the norm and deny and denigrate non-heterosexuality. Within a heterosexist society, 

people may develop sexual prejudice, or negative attitudes based on sexual orientation. People 

with higher levels of sexual prejudice are often then more likely to have anti-gay sentiments, and 

some respond with anti-gay violence.23 Because heterosexuality relies on the gender binary, 

gender non-conforming people, regardless of their sexuality, are often discriminated against for 

being perceived as non-heterosexual.24  

 Within a heterosexist society, non-heterosexuality is supposed to be kept in the private 

sphere – making the public sphere heteronormative. Same-gender couples, who hold hands, kiss, 

or engage in other behaviors heterosexual couples do in the public sphere, are seen as flaunting 

their sexuality. For violating the heteronormative public sphere norms, they may be harassed 

and/or attacked.25 Gender non-conforming people, such as Julian, may also be seen as flaunting 

one’s sexuality in the public sphere because of their non-normative gender presentation. Along 

with being a person of color, which can increase the potential to be targeted for violence and hate 

crimes, and someone who lives and is basically always in the streets, Julian often experienced 

violent encounters and slept with his knife for protection. 

 Transgender people experiencing homelessness, especially transgender women of color, 

also face a great deal of hyper-sexualization, street harassment, and other forms of violence on 

the streets. Similar to Adelpha’s experiences at the opening of this chapter, Camila, a 22-year-old 

Hispanic heterosexual transgender woman, told me, “We’re definitely neglected, treated with 

such - I mean, people look at us with disgust. Like we’re all just trash. We’re all just working the 

streets, or just out having sex with everybody.” Similarly, Jenelle, a 21-year-old Hispanic 

heterosexual transgender woman, said, “I think Prada [another transgender youth at the shelter] 
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put it best when she was like, ‘Oh guys will come up to you, and be like you’re so beautiful. Like 

if you had a pussy, I would fuck you.’” Jenelle continued, “And I’m just like, I’m not a sexual 

being. Like I’m sexual, don’t get me wrong. It’s just I don’t want to have sex with some 30-year-

old man, who looks disgusting. I don’t know why they’d think we’d fuck them.” This hyper-

sexualization and seeing transgender women of color as sexual objects could also explain some 

of the physical violence they encounter. Justice, an 18-year-old black heterosexual transgender 

woman, told me, “I feel like the only reason that they were singling me out - even if I had 

nothing to do with it - was because I was trans. And I was the only person that they could fuck 

with.” 

 Transgender women of color experiencing homelessness are not just profiled by police as 

sex workers, but other people see and treat them as sex workers as well. Sexual objectification 

means certain people, mainly women, are only valued for their use for others.26 In being seen as 

only a sexual object, transgender women are constantly harassed on the streets, while also being 

looked at “with disgust.” To counter the hyper-sexualization stereotype of transgender women of 

color, Jenelle noted how she is not trying to have sex with every man, and she is perplexed as to 

why certain men would think she is sexually available and thus would want to have sex with 

them. However, sexual objectification and the hyper-sexual stereotype of transgender women of 

color both work as dehumanizing processes, exposing them to different forms of physical 

violence. As Justice mentioned, transgender women of color are seen as someone people can 

“fuck with.” These processes of objectification and dehumanization uphold the gender binary, 

through telling transgender women that they are not women.  

 Feminists of color have shown that sexual violence is not just gender violence but also 

racial violence. Sexual violence has been used as a weapon of colonialism and to enforce slavery. 
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These histories and legacies carry on today, in that, certain bodies – mainly women of color – are 

often seen as “rapable,” as dirty, and as inherently violable.27 People who rape women of color 

are also the least likely to be criminalized, reinforcing the notion that women of color are 

rapable.28 Thus, sex workers, drug users, poor women, and other marginalized women are not 

really protected by laws against violence. Likewise, this assault on certain bodies, such as Native 

American women’s bodies, is also an assault to eradicate their identity and humanity.29 

 This feminist of color analysis of sexual violence can also help us to understand the 

violence that transgender women of color face. Violence against transgender women is gender-

based violence aimed at upholding the traditional gender system - misogyny and the gender 

binary.30 The perpetrator may feel disgust and want to annihilate transgender people, and this 

anti-transgender violence is aimed at eradicating transgender individuals. In effect, this type of 

violence aims to scare anyone who transcends the gender norms of society.31 Transgender lives, 

especially transgender women of color, are devalued lives and seen as rapable and murderable. 

 Experiencing homelessness compounds encounters with violence. In cities where 

homelessness is criminalized (such as the cities where this study took place), there tends to be 

higher hate crimes against people experiencing homelessness. One type of people who commit 

hate crimes is “mission offenders.” These offenders believe they are on a mission to cleanse the 

world of a particular evil.32 The stigma then of being transgender along with the stigma of 

homelessness can make the young transgender women of color in this study uniquely vulnerable 

to violence and hate crimes. In effect, their lives are seen as not being valuable. They are seen as 

not mattering. Transgender women of color experiencing homelessness are constructed as not 

grievable lives, and hence, the violence enacted upon them is often normalized.33 The streets 

then were often violent spaces that upheld heteronormativity and gender normativity, but shelters 
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were not really a better option. 

THE SHELTERS  

 Scholars who study homelessness have often tried to understand why people 

experiencing homelessness would sometimes prefer living on the streets versus staying in a 

shelter. People living on the streets often saw downtown locations, where shelters are often 

located, as dangerous and unfriendly.34 Shelters are seen as lousy, dirty, and crime-ridden, and 

they have curfews, other rules, and lack privacy.35 People living on the streets may have distaste 

for enclosed communal living and with having staff interfere and prod into their lives.36 Policies 

within shelters and other homeless serving institutions often see and treat people experiencing 

homelessness as addicts. Therefore, people may choose life on the streets over being a part of a 

system that sees and treats them as a problem.37 In all of these regards, people experiencing 

homelessness may not be choosing the streets more than they are resisting service institutions.38  

 These dynamics of the streets or shelters are further complicated by gender, race, age, 

and sexuality. Men experiencing homelessness are more likely to be on the streets than their 

female counterparts, as the public sphere is often safer for men. Women experiencing 

homelessness, especially women with children, may want access to a shelter to protect 

themselves and their family. Shelters for women and their children may be safer than single adult 

shelters.39 Black people are also more likely to access homeless shelters, and youth of color are 

more likely to use shelters than their white counterparts.40 For youth experiencing homelessness, 

programs were often underfunded and priority at shelters is often given to young people under 

the age of 18.41 Youth over 17 years of age often have to stay at adult homeless shelters, even 

though young people are in a different developmental stage of their life and often have different 

needs. LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness are less likely to access services because of 
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fear of stigmatization or unfair treatment,42 though one 2012 study found that they are more 

likely to access food programs.43 LGBTQ youth also confront homophobic and transphobic 

violence and harassment in shelters and often feel safer living on the streets.44  

 Given the above findings, I turn to the LGBTQ youth in this study to focus in on an 

intersectional analysis of why they often did not access shelters, despite the challenges of living 

on the streets. As I will show, gender non-conformity and its intersections with sexuality, race, 

and class shaped experiences of discrimination and violence at shelters, and hence, why the 

young people said they were living on the streets. I turn first to Austin then to San Antonio to 

map these lived experiences of LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness in central Texas. 

Austin, Texas 

 There is no shelter specifically for young people over the age of 17 in Austin, Texas.45 

Although there are some transitional living programs, the director of street outreach at my field 

site said that street youth have a hard time following the rules within those programs, so young 

people on the streets do not often get referred to them. Most of the youth in this study then 

preferred living on the streets compared to staying at the adult homeless shelters in the city.  

 “It is a cesspool of shit. Literally, the worst humanity has to offer congeals there. I mean 

you got kleptomaniacs, who steal your dirty underwear if they can get a chance to. You got 

people who get into fights every day. I saw a guy smoke crack out of a TV antenna, and 

practically melted his hands,” Jonah candidly told me about the adult homeless shelter for men in 

Austin. Funny and talkative, Jonah was 6’7” and over 400 pounds. A 23-year-old bisexual white 

young man, Jonah went on, “It’s bad when you would rather sleep in a parking garage by 

yourself rather than be with other people and at least have a soft little mat to sleep on.” 

 At this adult homeless shelter for men, which is located in downtown Austin, there are 
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bunk-style dormitories for 100 men to sleep each night. These beds are mainly reserved for 

people in case management. In addition to the bunks, 130 men can sleep on a mat on the floor. 

The shelter has a lottery system each night, around 6:00 p.m., to allow any single, adult male to 

try to get one of the open spots for that evening. Despite the fact that the shelter cannot even 

begin to accommodate all of the men experiencing homelessness in Austin, safety was often a 

concern for why the youth in this study preferred the streets over shelters. Although I never went 

to the adult homeless shelter, and hence I cannot confirm if underwear is often stolen, or if fights 

are a daily occurrence, or if people are smoking crack out of antennas, the perception of the 

shelter as this dangerous space is why some young people say they prefer living on the streets – 

why they would rather sleep alone in a parking garage instead of being around others with a roof 

over one’s head and able to sleep on a “soft little mat” (if they got chosen in the lottery to sleep 

there that night). 

 Besides the general view of shelters being horrible, young people did not want to be 

separated from their partners. For the most part, non-family shelters are gender-segregated and 

for single adults. One of the rules is that couples (which are often presumed to be mixed-gender 

couples) cannot stay at a shelter together. Although same-gender couples may be able to stay at 

the same shelter, they would still not be able to sleep together. Julian wished there were couples’ 

dorms in the city “‘cause me and my husband will not sleep separated. That’s not happening.” 

People living on the streets often did not want to be separated from their partners and have to 

sleep in different quarters, whereby having a partner was another reason why people living on 

the streets preferred street life to shelter life.46 As peer relationships are a main source of 

emotional and instrumental support for youth experiencing homelessness,47 not wanting to be 

separated from one’s partner, or perhaps even one’s friends, may be a way for young people to 
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maintain their social ties. 

 Sexual harassment was also mentioned as a reason to avoid shelters. Trinity, a 20-year-

old white lesbian who was in a relationship with Audrey, said, “Have you walked outside that 

place? Have you even gone within like a two-block vicinity? That shit’s insane: drugs out of the 

ass, crazy people out of the ass. So many men out there that are so degrading to women as 

they’re just walking by down the street. It’s disgusting. Like they need to clean that area up in 

my opinion.” Echoing similar sentiments as Trinity, Jerico, a 22-year-old bisexual Hispanic 

youth, told me, “They steal. They do drugs. And then, most guys just want to have sex for money. 

[…] Sometimes I tend to go first in line to take showers.”  

 As already mentioned, heterosexual men experiencing homelessness do not live up to 

dominant notions of masculinity; as not middle-class breadwinners, they are emasculated as 

failed men.48 The margins of society often mirror hierarchal power structures of mainstream 

society. People on the margins may even rely on these power structures in order to try to assert 

some power in trying to feel less marginalized. Indeed, men experiencing homelessness have not 

been living on the streets their entire life, so they are socialized into a society that constructs part 

of heterosexual masculinity as sexually objectifying women. As now experiencing homelessness, 

men may engage in practices that uphold gender inequality as trying to deal with their own 

marginalization and pain. This harassment harms women who share a similar marginalized space 

as the men on the streets. This type of violence objectifies women and is “degrading,” and part of 

why Trinity said she avoided the area. In line with the quality of life discourse about 

homelessness, Trinity felt that a potential solution was to clean up downtown.49  

 As a fairly small, Hispanic man, with a thick accent, Jerico also mentioned being sexually 

harassed and propositioned. In wanting to be clean, but in wanting to avoid this sexual 
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harassment, Jerico would sometimes go to the shelter to shower, but he would try to be “first in 

line” to avoid others. Essentially, adult homeless shelters are seen as drug and crime-ridden, 

whereby young people may not want to be separated from one’s partner and want to avoid sexual 

harassment and victimization. In San Antonio though, more specific homophobic and 

transphobic reasons were given for why the youth in this study were living on the streets. 

San Antonio, Texas 

 One of the main places for people experiencing homelessness in San Antonio to access is 

a large courtyard that is part of the main homelessness complex in the city. In the courtyard, 

people are provided with a mat to sleep on the outdoor floor, can get meals, can access 

communal showers and basic medical needs, and can get other services. One normally has to 

stay in the courtyard (I was told for at least a year) before they can access the side of campus 

where dorms and shelter are provided. The campus side provides more services, including job 

training, educational services, spiritual services (a chapel is located on the campus), and required 

case management. It is on this side of the campus where the LGBTQ shelter was located.  

 The courtyard, though, is low barrier compared to most shelters. In being low barrier, 

people staying there do not have to be in case management, and people do not have to be drug 

and alcohol free. At the courtyard, people get an identification badge – a blue badge for men and 

a pink badge for women. The sleeping arrangements and bathrooms are gender-segregated. The 

courtyard normally assigned one’s badge based on the gender someone was assigned at birth; 

though by the end of my fieldwork, the courtyard was allowing transgender and gender non-

conforming people to decide which badge they wanted. This new policy to allow people to 

identity their own gender could be because of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development (HUD) passing an Equal Access Rule for transgender people during the course of 
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this fieldwork. Nevertheless, whether the courtyard was inclusive or not of transgender and 

gender non-conforming people, the courtyard was often seen as a dangerous place where people 

were not treated with dignity. A common refrain was that the dogs in the kennels were treated 

better than the people in the courtyard. 

 Before the LGBTQ shelter opened, most LGBTQ youth often lived on the streets rather 

than stay in the courtyard. I explore why the young people preferred the streets, and the ways in 

which gender, sexuality, and their intersections shape the LGBTQ youth’s experiences in the 

courtyard and their often avoidance of staying there. A 19-year-old white lesbian, Tori often 

wore baggy shorts or pants and had short hair. Talking to me about their experiences in the 

courtyard, Tori explained, “They do not like gays over there.” Tori went on, “People steal your 

clothes. Start stealing your blankets. All of sudden, I'm like what the frick.” In order to get by 

while staying in the courtyard, Tori said they slept all day.50  

 Prada, a 23-year-old Hispanic heterosexual transgender woman, discussed why she 

preferred the streets over the courtyard. She explained, “The reason why I started living on the 

streets is ‘cause just the harassment I would get in there. The verbal abuse, the emotional abuse, 

you know, your stuff getting stolen by women in there, and they denying it.” Similar to the 

stories about shelters in Austin, both Tori and Prada experienced theft in the courtyard. Also 

similar to experiences in Austin, young people experienced sexual harassment in the courtyard. 

An 18-year-old, white, gender fluid person who likes guys, Jessie said the courtyard “was sexual 

hell. Everyone wanted to fuck me, wanted to rape me. Everyone - all the old pedophiles was just 

looking at me all the time.” 

 In line with other research on LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness,51 the youth in 

this study preferred the streets over the courtyard or shelters. Tori and Prada both seemed to tie 
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the theft they experienced to them also being LGBTQ, whereby young people perceived or 

known to be LGBTQ may be targets of harassment within spaces for people experiencing 

homelessness. In U.S. society, economic discrimination is linked to transgender people’s 

experiences with violence.52 If Prada and others were not poor, they may be able to access 

private spaces where they may be less physically exposed to harassment and violence on the 

streets. For example, having one’s own car allows one to avoid harassment that may take place 

on public transportation.53 They may also have access to places to store their items, and their 

things would less likely get stolen. As transgender and gender non-conforming people 

experiencing homelessness though, they are socially devalued as human beings, and hence, 

potential targets. Jessie felt sexually harassed among the adults experiencing homelessness, and 

he tried to distance himself from the harassers by seeing them as “pedophiles.” The youth in this 

study did not see the courtyard as a welcoming space for them to try to access services or even to 

find a safe place to sleep for the night. 

 Going into more detail about how LGBTQ people are treated in the courtyard, Camila 

stated, “If you’re gay - most of the staff, they make comments. And they’ll be talking with the 

residents there, and so I didn't get along with a lot of the staff.” Camila also echoed others about 

theft in the courtyard. She exclaimed, “Ugh, they’d take your panties if you take them off and 

throw them in the restroom. They’ll take your panties.” In the courtyard, Camila said, “They 

really mistreat you if you’re gay. It’s not outright, so you can’t just point it out.” Giving an 

example of perceived discrimination, Camila went on, “Being on the streets, women have sexual 

assaults all the time, I mean I was assaulted twice. And I tried getting help. I tried talking to 

people in [the courtyard]. […] And it’s just like, they put you to the back, to the side, you know?” 
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 Like others, Camila felt that LGBTQ people were treated differently and that theft was 

rampant. She noted that this discrimination is subtle, making it difficult for people to “point it 

out.” Perceived discrimination though affects people’s quality of life, their health, and their 

utilization of services.54 Camila is cognizant of the fact that women living on the streets are often 

sexually assaulted, including herself, but as a transgender woman of color, she could not find 

help in trying to talk to people about her experiences. Despite transgender women of color 

disproportionately experiencing assault and harassment on the streets, there appears to be hardly 

any services to help them. The fact that they cannot find help after being assaulted, or may 

experience more discrimination from service providers or police when reporting an assault, could 

exacerbate the violence that they have already gone through.  

 Explicating this violence that LGBTQ people encountered at the courtyard was Dante, a 

22-year-old bisexual black youth. Dante frankly told me, “We got picked on. First day I was in 

[the courtyard], I got picked on for hanging out with Justice [a transgender youth who also 

stayed at the LGBTQ shelter]. I beat somebody up. I beat them bad because they pissed on my 

shoes. They peed on my shoes because I was hanging out with Justice.” On preferring the streets 

and sleeping under a bridge over sleeping in the courtyard, Dante went on, “Because the only 

thing I had to worry about under a bridge was a car running me over. When I was at [the 

courtyard], I had to worry about diseases. I had to worry about scabies. I had to worry about 

somebody stabbing me in my sleep, somebody trying to beat me in my sleep, somebody trying to 

rape me. There was a lot to worry about over at [the courtyard].” 

 Acts of violence against LGBTQ youth in shelters and other programs are common. This 

violence often stems from homeless services being gender segregated, from service providers not 

treating young people with respect, and from other issues such as high occupancy in shelters, 
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which can make it difficult for staff to keep everyone safe.55 The theft, drugs, diseases, 

harassment, and sexual violence along with experiencing homophobia and transphobia seemed to 

have led some youth to resist shelters and the courtyard and to sleep under bridges, at campsites, 

and in other places on the streets. Essentially, similar experiences of abuse and violence that the 

LGBTQ youth faced within their families, at schools, and within CPS and religious communities, 

also happened at homeless shelters. Furthermore, transgender and gender non-conforming youth 

also had to deal with the difficulty and injury of being classified as the wrong gender, enduring 

unsafe gender-segregated conditions, and potentially being denied services.  

 In The Spectacle of Violence, criminologist Gail Mason examines homophobic violence 

against women to document the effects of violence. She argues that violence makes a statement 

that sexually marginalized individuals are disordered for being outside of the sexual and gender 

norms of society. Violence marks and constitutes people as different. Violence does not even 

have to be experienced for it to have repercussions. Thinking about the possibility of violence, 

sexually marginalized individuals may monitor their bodies to try to disguise signs of being non-

heterosexual, or may avoid particular shelters or other spaces. Violence marks certain bodies as 

vulnerable, and for Mason, violence constitutes part of the meaning of homosexuality. That is, to 

be a sexually marginalized individual (and I would like to extend it to being transgender and/or 

gender non-conforming) is to be discriminated against and to be in danger of hostility. However, 

violence, in trying to establish order, also reveals that the social structures can be transgressed.56 

The young people in this study faced a host of violence that marked them as different, that 

potentially shaped their decisions to live on the streets, and that made them often constantly alert 

of being in danger. Transgender and gender non-conforming youth faced specific trials and 

tribulations while experiencing homelessness that made homelessness even more challenging 
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and finding housing stability all the more difficult. 

TRIALS AND TRIBULATIONS 

 Experiencing homelessness generates a host of challenges: to finding somewhere to sleep 

and something to eat, to dealing with police, to making money, to navigating public 

transportation, to keeping one’s self safe, to encountering varying weather conditions, to 

managing one’s mental and/or physical health challenges, to facing violence and victimization, 

and to trying to maintain self-worth and dignity. All of these experiences and more arose during 

my fieldwork and interviews; however, three difficulties stood out the most: finding bathrooms 

to shower, obtaining an ID card, and getting a job in the formal economy. I focus in on these 

challenges, while also examining the ways in which being positioned as a gender outcast makes 

these challenges harder for some of the LGBTQ youth in this study. 

Bathrooms and Showers 

 “Even when you’re living at a shelter, if you have you’re own stuff like hygiene and 

clothes, it makes you feel better, ‘cause you can like shower. It’s just the little stuff. Take a 

shower, use your scrubs, put on your clothes, do your makeup, and you feel the struggle less. 

You feel like, ‘Okay I have something of mine - my identity,’” Adelpha told me. Bathrooms are 

essential in relieving one’s self, and showers can help one to relax, be clean, and  “feel the 

struggle less.” Furthermore, being and presenting a clean look is also pertinent in getting a job in 

the formal economy, going to interviews and/or court, and getting dates if one is engaging in sex 

work.57 For transgender people, putting on makeup and getting dressed up can be important for 

their identity and how they can make money and get by on the streets.58 However, accessing 

bathrooms and showers can be difficult for people experiencing homelessness, and especially 

difficult for people who are perceived to be non-heterosexual.  
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 Jasper, who stayed at the court-mandated recovery program in Austin, described to me 

his experience trying to use the bathroom there. He explained, “I’d go to use the restroom at the 

same time as someone else, and they’d be like, ‘Oh hell no,’ and like walk away. And it’s like, 

you’re a 40-year-old drug addict, who’s been like homeless for 20 years. Trust me, I’m not 

interested in you.” The homophobic stereotype of gay men as being hyper-sexual and 

promiscuous constructs gay men as supposedly attracted to all other men and as potentially 

infected with sexually transmitted diseases. Within this stereotype, gay men’s presence in spaces 

can be seen as a presence that can contaminate.59 As a mixed race person, who are also 

stereotyped as being hyper-sexual and dangerous, Jasper’s queer of color presence could be read 

as uniquely threatening in bathrooms, where certain men literally “walk away” when he enters. 

To potentially counter the pain of these experiences, Jasper, like other young people mentioned 

earlier, stereotype the harasser as an old person with problems, whom they would never be 

attracted to. 

 In talking about how gender-segregated bathrooms make it difficult for transgender and 

gender non-conforming people to find a place to pee, Dante said, “Let’s say, I walk into – I’m 

homeless, so I go to [names a homeless shelter]. And say, Prada [a transgender youth also at the 

LGBTQ shelter] is homeless, she walks into [names the same homeless shelter]. We both have to 

go to the bathroom. I go to the men’s room. She goes to the men’s room. She gets kicked out.” 

He goes on, “She goes to the women’s bathroom. She gets kicked out. No matter where she goes 

- men or women - she gets kicked out of the bathroom because of her appearance, one. And two, 

because of what is hanging between her legs, and I don’t think that should matter. She is a she. 

So she should be able to use the women’s restroom.” 

 The discriminatory treatment of transgender and gender non-conforming people in 
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bathrooms is what sociologists Laurel Westbrook and Kristen Schilt call a “gender panic.” 

Gender panics are “…situations where people react to disruptions to biology-based gender 

ideology by frantically reasserting the naturalness of a male-female binary.”60 For example, 

people’s fears about transgender people using public restrooms can lead to legislators passing 

“bathroom bills,” which seek to regulate transgender people’s access to public bathrooms. 

Gender panics are more likely to occur in spaces that are perceived to be sexualized, such as 

bathrooms, and gender panics are more often a fear of someone with a penis entering into 

women spaces. Gender panics are often penis panics. Focusing on transgender people’s body 

parts, especially their genitalia, is a dehumanizing process that objectifies their bodies and erases 

their lived realities. Gender panics may also be exacerbated for people of color, who are often 

stereotyped as hyper-sexual predators. As people experiencing homelessness though do not 

really have access to any bathrooms, this gender panic makes life even more difficult for 

transgender and gender non-conforming youth living on the streets.  

 During my interview with Prada, she talked about her own experiences using the 

bathroom at the courtyard and at other public places. At the courtyard, Prada said they have “no 

doors for the stalls - literally, the toilet bowls where you have to sit down and take a crap.” She 

said the bathroom “is just basically open, like prison. It’s all open. The shower stalls were not 

actually divided to cover the body; they were just up to here - up to your waist. That’s it. So all 

you see is from the waist up.” As Prada is now legally female, she said, “You know how a lot of 

females here in Texas are, ‘That’s a still a guy.’ But not by the state! And if I go into the guy’s 

restroom, would I get in trouble? ‘Do you guys have a family restroom?’ That’s the first thing I'll 

look for anytime I go somewhere, and I know there are only two bathrooms. The first thing I’ll - 

where is the restroom for like the family or disabled?” 
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 Showers and bathrooms can be dangerous spaces. The ones at the courtyard had no doors 

on the bathroom stalls, and the walls only go up to one’s waist. Staff members are normally not 

in bathrooms either, and people are naked. Given all of these factors, transgender and gender 

non-conforming people can be prone to face a whole set of problems in bathrooms.61 Prada also 

noted that even though she is now legally female, she still faces harassment in public restrooms, 

is still unsure of the legality of using certain restrooms, and still seeks to find a family restroom 

that is safer and more private. Experiencing harassment in public restrooms can lead transgender 

people to hide from public life; however, retreating from public life is not really an option for 

people experiencing homelessness.62  

 Also discussing the showers at the courtyard, 21-year-old black gay Kareem said, 

“People looked at us [Kareem and his boyfriend Arthur] funny. […] I hated it there because the 

showers like, ugh. Ew! I’m not about to shower where anybody can see me. So we was dirty for 

a couple days.” Justice talked to me about being a transgender woman and trying to shower and 

sleep at the courtyard. She detailed, “They said I couldn’t shower with the women. I couldn’t 

sleep with the women because I wasn’t a woman. I had an [officer at the courtyard] tell me I was 

not a woman, that was kind of hard for me.” As noted earlier, the courtyard did eventually allow 

transgender people to use which bathroom they wanted to use. However, this policy did not stop 

the harassment. Zoe, who discussed facing harassment in the men’s restroom in the introduction 

chapter, also faced harassment in the women’s bathroom. She explained, “In the girls - I have a 

problem with the girls talking shit. So, I’m just tired – I’m just tired of this shit talking, you 

know? It’s like mind your damn business. I’m not looking at you. I’m just trying to clean my 

body and get the fuck out.” 

 Arthur and Kareem chose being dirty over being exposed in front of others in the showers 
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at the courtyard. Being dirty may often be the only option for young people who cannot find a 

safe place to shower. For Justice, she experienced a gender panic of being denied to shower and 

sleep with the women. This gender panic can be a way to try to re-assert the gender binary as 

natural, and it was also a microaggression toward Justice, who noted that it was “hard” to be told 

that she was not a woman. Gender segregation as a result of gender panics dehumanize and 

commit violence toward transgender and gender non-conforming people. And even if 

transgender people do get to use the bathroom and shower of their own choosing, harassment 

still ensues.  

 Similar to Prada, Zoe was tired of being talked about in the restroom. She just wanted to 

get clean. Showers and bathrooms can be especially important for transgender and gender non-

conforming people. They need them to getting ready for the day and for their gender presentation 

to match their gender identity. Without this time to get ready, they may feel less confident, and 

they can be more prone to facing rejection, harassment, and violence on the streets, especially if 

they are noticed as being transgender or gender non-conforming.63 As Justice and Zoe also both 

engaged in sex work, having a clean appearance could be important in getting dates and making 

money for the day. 

 Bathrooms and showers are important for almost everyone; however, accessing safe 

bathrooms and showers are hard for LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness, especially 

transgender and gender non-conforming youth of color. Young people also need privacy in these 

bathrooms and showers. The director of the LGBTQ shelter told me once that one of the people 

experiencing homelessness, when they first got to the shelter, hugged the shower curtain. They 

had not seen a shower curtain in over four years. As a shower may bring a little dignity to people 

experiencing homelessness, help one “feel the struggle less,” be clean for interviews, court, 
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and/or for finding dates, and for other important purposes, how these spaces are violent for 

gender non-conforming and transgender youth experiencing homelessness is potentially 

furthering their homelessness. 

Identification Card 

 During my 18-months of fieldwork, I do not think a week went by where I did not hear 

about a young person trying to get an ID card. Besides fulfilling the bottom two levels of 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (physiological needs and safety), the ID card may be the next great 

challenge facing youth experiencing homelessness. Now let us imagine, one is experiencing 

homelessness and does not have an ID card for whatever reason: never had one, lost it, got stolen, 

et cetera. To get an ID card, one needs money, which young people experiencing homelessness 

are probably going to use on food or other things that are more essential to living on the streets, 

and one needs an address, which almost by definition of experiencing homelessness, they are not 

going to have an address. Without an ID, youth cannot get a job (which the money from a job 

may help them to pay for an ID), cannot access certain services, cannot get into certain 

courthouses, and may face further harassment from police.64 Obtaining a birth certificate and/or 

social security card follows similar logics and routes. Eventually, through the help of services, 

the young people may obtain an ID (sometimes the process can take months), then they may get 

jumped on the streets and/or have it stolen while they are sleeping. Rinse and repeat the entire 

process. The catch-22 of it all is that one needs an ID to get an ID.65 

 Obtaining an ID, especially in order to get a job in the formal economy, came up in many 

of my interviews. Ciara, a 22-year-old bisexual black Hispanic youth, told me, “Right now, I’m 

working on getting my ID. I got to go to DPS [Department of Public Safety] in the morning to 

get my ID. And I already have everything prepared for it. So after that, I’m going to get my 
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social security too, and then I’ll be on my way to job hunting for the rest of the time.” When I 

asked Ciara what all she needed to get her ID, she replied, “I got my letter. Well really all I 

needed was a voucher and a proof of address. And that’s all I needed. And [the Austin drop-in 

center] gave me a proof of address.” Rosario and Samara, who met each other at a bus stop and 

were currently living together with other people, both talked about getting an ID as well. A 21-

year-old bisexual black youth, Rosario stated, “[I] need to start off with an ID and a birth 

certificate and social security card – that’s what I really really need the most.” Samara, who was 

a 20-year-old Hispanic bisexual, said, “I’m already waiting for my ID - my original ID. I got the 

copy. I need help with my social security card, and I got my birth certificate. Once I get those 

two, then I’ll start looking for interview clothes and start applying for jobs.” Prada could not 

even start her job at McDonald’s until she got her social security card, and Justice told me she 

needed to get her ID so she could get a job. She recollected, “Actually, I had a job turned down 

on me because the shelter was taking too long getting me the stuff I needed because I couldn’t 

obviously go at the time on my own to the DMV to get my ID.” 

 Since 1986, an ID has been expected to obtain a job. Since 1988, an ID has been expected 

to travel on an airplane, and since about the same time, an ID has been needed to open a bank 

account. An ID is also often needed to vote, to obtain a library membership, to access some 

forms of health care, education, and government benefits, and basically, to do a great deal of 

things in life. In this age of national security, fraud, immigration, and terrorism, the United States 

Congress passed the REAL ID Act of 2005, which required proof of one’s social security 

number, documentation of one’s date of birth, documentation of one’s address, and 

documentation that one is legally present in the United States in order to obtain an ID. Getting an 

ID can be a bureaucratic nightmare. Additionally, if one does not have money or an address or a 
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stable residence to store one’s legal documents, navigating these bureaucracies becomes 

harder.66 Many of the youth in this study were constantly working to get their ID. The drop-in 

center in Austin and the shelter in San Antonio could be proof of addresses, and both places paid 

for the service to help youth experiencing homelessness to obtain their ID. However, the staff at 

each place still had to work with the young people to try to get their birth certificate, school 

records, social security card, and/or other supporting identity documents before one could even 

apply for their ID. The disconnect between the lengthy time institutions take to process things 

and the urgency that young people need an ID to get their daily needs met can further the 

challenges the young people face in trying to access services and get a job in the formal 

economy.67 

 Transgender and gender non-conforming youth faced even more barriers, especially if 

one’s ID did not have the proper gender marker and name. Adelpha talked to me about why she 

wanted to have her gender marker and name legally changed on her identification card. She 

explained, “‘Cause you can appear however you want and take hormones and all that, and it’s 

respectful for people, I mean you would prefer people to call you by the name you want them to 

call you or by the gender that you want them to call you.” She continued, “But really, they don’t 

have to. That’s up to them, ‘cause at the end of the day, that’s not you’re legal name. That’s not 

your legal gender yet. […] But once you get that changed, they have really no choice.” Cookie, a 

25-year-old heterosexual transgender woman, said, “You can go for a job and what not, but they 

can look at you kind of funny. If you look like a female, okay. But when they see your ID, they 

like ‘Well, you’re a male.’”  

 Jenelle also said, “Honestly, legally changing your name and gender marker does help. 

Because to me, I fill out my resume online sometimes, and it says Jenelle. And I send them, and 



 150 

they call me. And they hear my voice, and they’re like, ‘Ok ma’am. You can come down.’” 

When she then shows up for an interview, Jenelle stated, “And then, they see me, and they’re 

like, ‘Ok, you look like you’re ok for this job. Would you mind taking your piercings out or 

color your hair?’” However, they then check her legal documents. Jenelle went on, “When we 

get to legal work, and I have to put my legal name down, that’s when they’re like, ‘Oh okay, 

we’ll call you back.’” For Jenelle, she was often never called back. Jenelle told me, she would 

“prefer to have my gender marker changed, so I wouldn’t have to be like, ‘Yea, my legal name is 

so and so.’ It just hurts to say it out loud.” She concluded, “I have to give them my legal ID. 

That’s when they’re like, ‘Oh okay.’ Like they take second looks at me. I’m just like, ‘I’m sorry. 

Am I supposed to change into a guy now?’ ‘Cause it’s weird, it’s gross how they look at you.” 

 Two indicators of gender on an ID are the gender marker, which is often male or female, 

and the first name. Proper identification that reflects one’s gender is needed to get employment 

and to avoid discrimination in other aspects of life that also require identification.68 For people to 

have to explain their gender can signal that their gender is seen as a wrong – as a problem.69 To 

have an ID that reflects one’s gender could prevent some of this misgendering and its ensuing 

acts of prejudice and discrimination. Obtaining an ID is difficult, but once obtained, if it does not 

have the proper gender marker and name, challenges still continue such as obtaining work in the 

formal economy. 

 Gender is a part of administrative systems – systems that often exclude transgender 

people, especially poor transgender people. The gender segregation of systems and the gender 

binary that is part of administrative forms, such as an ID, is part of what lawyer and trans activist 

Dean Spade calls “administrative violence.” As Spade shows, the most marginalized transgender 

people are often controlled by legal and administrative systems (e.g., prisons, welfare programs, 
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shelters, etc.). These systems employ gender binaries that make it difficult for transgender people 

to obtain resources. Likewise, in not being able to access gender-segregated spaces, transgender 

people are more likely to end up in the public sphere, under surveillance by the criminal legal 

system.70 An ID with the proper gender markers can be a place to start assuaging this violence 

and can help transgender and gender non-conforming people navigate other systems potentially a 

little more easily. 

Employment in the Formal Economy 

 Obtaining and keeping a job in the formal economy is often a requirement to stay in most 

shelters or other housing programs and will most likely be needed to also gain housing stability. 

However, there are many barriers to getting a formal sector job. For starters, a job application 

asks for one’s address, where if one does not have an address or does not want to list a homeless 

shelter as one’s address, this requirement creates a barrier.71 In addition to having an address, one 

needs to be clean and neat, have proper clothes, have a telephone number, have a social security 

number, have a former work background, have work references, have transportation to the job, 

and be able to pass a criminal background check.72 Maintaining a job without a permanent place 

to stay is difficult, and jobs, especially for young people, are often part-time, low paying, and 

hardly ever enough for one to live independently in housing.73 Obtaining and keeping a job may 

be uniquely difficult for LGBTQ youth, especially transgender and gender non-conforming 

youth, when there are no federal employment protections for them and accessing resources to 

present one’s gender in a way that aligns with one’s identity can be limited.74   

 A 20-year-old white heteroflexible, pansexual, non-binary transgender guy, Harper spoke 

with me about the challenges of being transgender when he applied to a job at Denny’s. He said, 

“They called me yesterday, and the lady - you know at first like I never get misgendered, so it 
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was just really freaking awkward whenever she said - she said ma’am.” Harper corrected her, but 

he said the woman replied, “She said, ‘Oh so you are [says Harper’s name assigned at birth].’ 

And I said, ‘No, my name is Harper. And my legal name is [says name assigned at birth].’” He 

went on, “I remember she said ma’am like a couple times. And I’m like, ‘What the hell?’ It was 

really awkward, ‘cause I never get misgendered.” He concluded, “If she would actually like meet 

me in person before I actually gave her my application, this would not look so weird.” 

 Passing is often a term used to describe a transgender person who is not seen or read as 

transgender; they are seen as the gender to which they identify. Jenelle was often seen as a 

woman, until her ID told employers legally she is not seen as a woman by the state, and in 

person, Harper was often seen as a man, but on the phone, his voice was read differently. Passing, 

though, puts the gender burden on transgender and gender non-conforming people themselves to 

try to present in a particular way. Sociologist Carla Pfeffer calls on sociologists to move beyond 

the concept of passing in order to examine how social contexts and interactions actually shape 

how rights and privileges are connected to gender and sexuality.75 Through being misgendered, 

one is misrecognized for who they are, generating awkward tension and feelings of weirdness for 

Harper. Misgendering can harm one’s emotional safety, contributing to experiencing anxiety, 

alienation, and a sense of danger.76 This misgendering and misrecognition can also alert to 

Harper that he may not be safe or comfortable in this work environment or that he may not even 

get called back like Jenelle often did not.  

 Gender, then, takes on multiple roles in how transgender and gender non-conforming 

people are seen and treated, particularly in the workplace. They must be recognized for the 

gender of whom they are, where people who are seen as transgender or gender non-conforming 

may have a harder time finding employment in the formal economy. However, besides this 



 153 

gender recognition, they also need legal documents to align as well, or they can be 

misrecognized again. Gender becomes about the recognition of one’s presentation, behaviors, 

and legal documents in trying to find employment in the formal economy.  

 Furthermore, during the time of this study, one could be fired in 28 states for their sexual 

orientation, and the number of states was even higher for being able to discriminate on the basis 

of gender identity and gender presentation.  In Texas, there are no state protections on the basis 

of sexual orientation or gender identity. In Austin, there is an ordinance that prohibits 

discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity in city and private 

employment. In San Antonio, there are protections for sexual orientation and gender identity in 

city employment, but these protections do not cover private employment. 

 Despite protections or not, gender non-conforming and transgender youth still 

experienced harassment by co-workers. Andres briefly had a temporary job where the men he 

worked with would bully him. He told me, “A lot of the guys at the places I worked at have been 

really mean to me. Like in Austin, there’s even a job where I was working at the Dobie [a mall 

and residence hall]. And it was a Craigslist job for like four days, assembling and taking down 

the old tables and re-assembling the new ones.” He continued, “Well, the guys were saying, ‘Do 

you need a glass of water - like a cold glass of water?’ And I’d be like, ‘Yea that be awesome.’ 

And they’d be like, “‘Cause you’re going to need that in hell.’” On top of linking being gay to 

burning in hell, Andres said they also linked his sexuality to having HIV. He explained, “And 

then they were like, ‘You have HIV dude. If you don’t have it now, you’re going to have it.’” 

Andres said he would often walk away from the men who harassed him at work. In reflecting 

back on this incident, he ended the story linking the harassment to the clothes that he would wear. 

He stated, “Sometimes I do wear a skimpy shirt. But it makes them so uncomfortable. And it 
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makes me uncomfortable if I’m like any other way. And I identify as a man. And I definitely like 

who I am and feel like I was born this way for sure. There’s nothing wrong now with me. It’s 

just like society’s problem with me.”  

 Temporary or day labor jobs were common among many young people in this study. 

When large festivals such as Fiesta in San Antonio or South by Southwest in Austin were 

happening, the youth in this study would often get cleaning or other gigs during these events. 

However, non-standard employment often comes with low pay and no access to health insurance 

or other benefits.77 Likewise, this work is precarious, and in certain sectors such as construction, 

working conditions are dangerous and wages are sometimes stolen.78 Besides temporary jobs not 

paying well nor offering many workplace protections, Andres also experienced homophobia, 

through being told he is going to hell and being told that he has or will contract HIV. Andres tied 

this homophobia to his gender presentation – to his clothes. As a gay man of color, in a society 

where men of color are often hyper-masculinized, wearing “a skimpy shirt” may be even more 

jarring and scrutinized. In believing that his sexuality is innate – that he was “born this way” – 

Andres refused to internalize this homophobia and refused to present in any other way. 

 Pointedly talking to me about the role of gender and work, Dante said, “I know it is hard 

for transgenders [sic] to find jobs. Just like it’s hard for lesbians and gays to find jobs. […] 

Because men - America has this idea that men should be working manly jobs like construction, 

welding, and stuff like that. Women should be working womanly jobs - clerical work.” He went 

on, “And I believe once that wall tears down, there can be an area for okay, this is a transgender 

man, so let him work in construction. This is a transgender woman, okay let’s put her in an 

office.” 

 Women have less access to economic power, are paid less than men, and are often placed 
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within subordinate roles within the workplace.79 Men are more likely to be bosses, and women to 

work under men in roles such as secretaries and nurses. These institutional arrangements not 

only perpetuate economic inequalities, but also further the idea that women are subordinate to 

men. For Dante, this gender segregation of jobs also makes it difficult for transgender, lesbian, 

and gay people to obtain a job within the formal economy. Although Dante does not question the 

dominant and popular understanding of gender stereotypes of jobs (that a woman can do 

construction, or that a man can work in an office), he felt that allowing transgender people to do 

the type of work that is stereotypically related to their gender identity could improve their work 

conditions. A main point, though, is that the gender segregation of jobs and the perpetuation of 

gender inequality within the workplace harms LGBTQ people, which can be especially 

detrimental for LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness, who often need work in order to try to 

get off of the streets. 

 During my fieldwork, Naomi got fired from her job working at a food court at the mall. 

An 18-year-old bisexual transgender Latina, Naomi saw this firing as discrimination for being 

transgender. She explained, “The lady [a manager] - she was already telling the other co-workers 

that I was a tranny - that I was a transgender girl.” Naomi said that this manager also said, “I 

wish I was on her [Naomi’s] hormones, ‘cause her boobs are growing bigger than mine.” Naomi 

felt that working under this woman was “awkward.” Naomi eventually confronted the manager 

and told her, “The next time you hire somebody to do this job, you need to make sure that you 

don’t treat them mean.” Naomi continued, “She [the manager] was like, ‘Oh bitch. You can get 

the fuck up out of here.’ When she said that, I went off.” Naomi said that she responded by 

saying, “‘You know what you did was illegal right?’ I said, ‘You know what you did was 

discrimination in every freakin’ way?’” 
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 Adelpha also talked to me about discrimination and being transgender. She told me, “It’s 

a lot harder, especially like getting a job or just doing anything. You kind of don’t even want to 

do it.” On one occasion, she went to the doctor to get her tuberculosis (TB) shot, which is 

required to stay at the LGBTQ homeless shelter. She explained, “I know I have to get my TB 

shot. And the last time I went there, I just felt uncomfortable, ‘cause they kept calling me like sir. 

And they kept calling me by my name. And I clearly put Adelpha slash my name. And I’m 

dressed - I just don’t see how people can’t get the picture, like it’s not hard. So I feel like that 

shit is embarrassing and disrespectful at the same time.” Going on about trying to find a job in 

the formal economy, Adelpha continued, “It’s a whole bunch of bullshit, ‘cause a lot of people 

just don’t - especially fast food jobs - I don’t think that they really want to hire somebody that’s 

trans ‘cause you’re in the public eye. Like you’re face-to-face with the customers. They don’t 

want customers to not come because of that trans person is working there.” Giving me a specific 

example, Adelpha said, “I went to the River Walk, and I went into this one place all make-uped 

out, everything, dressed to the tee, and she was like, ‘Okay sir. Your application is here sir. Have 

a nice day sir.’ I’m just so fuckin’ pissed off, ‘cause if you don’t know what to call me, leave it 

alone. It’s kind of even worse when they don’t even feel uncomfortable saying it.” She finished 

by stating, “And then when it’s public, everybody hears it, so you’re just like, ‘Oh awkward.’ 

Just walked in here like a female, and then they just outed you to everybody.” 

 Transgender people often face harassment in the workplace from hostile co-workers, or 

for Naomi, her manager.80 Not only being called a tranny at school, Naomi also now faced 

similar bullying in the workplace. As stated in the previous chapter, “tranny” is often a 

diminutive term that reduces the complexities of transgender lives.81 This harassment can be a 

stressor for transgender people, and Naomi confronted her manager about how she was being 
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treated. Transgender people can also face frequent job loss, since workplace protections do not 

exist in most states. Ultimately, getting a job is difficult for anyone experiencing homelessness, 

but for gender non-conforming and transgender youth, they face other hurdles as well in trying to 

navigate the formal sector of the economy. Employment discrimination and misgendering 

transgender and gender non-conforming people can have grave consequences, especially for 

people who need an ID and work in the formal economy in order to potentially get off the streets. 

THE PRACTICALITY OF SEXUALITY 

 A major narrative about LGBTQ youth homelessness has been about how some LGBTQ 

young people are rejected for their identity, often their sexual identity. We have seen though how 

being gender non-conforming or transgender has actually been a defining characteristic of how 

and why the LGBTQ youth in this study have faced violence, discrimination, abuse, and 

rejection. That is, being positioned as a gender outcast is a main underlying narrative of LGBTQ 

youth experiencing homelessness. To further this point, I show how sexuality, instead of 

inherently being a hindrance, can, at times, be a resource to help young people navigate living on 

the streets. Of course, this resource can put the LGBTQ youth in precarious situations, while 

simultaneously assisting them in gaining money or access to other resources. As sexuality can be 

a form of inclusion (and not always exclusion),82 I focus on the three topics related to sexuality 

that arose during the course of this study: children, relationships, and sex work. 

Children 

 Procreation, or having a child, was prevalent among most of the bisexual youth, who 

were not transgender. Six youth – Lola, Ciara, Emmett, Rosario, Silvia, and Minnesota – 

mentioned having or have had a child or children.83 Kelsey, a 22-year-old black woman who 

described her sexuality as “kind of everything,” was pregnant during the end of my fieldwork. 
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The role of having a child or children allowed the youth in this study to not only access certain 

resources, but it also allowed them to reconnect with family, even, as detailed in chapter two, if 

that family was struggling with a host of disadvantages that come with being poor in the United 

States. For example, during the second Youth Point-in-Time Count in Austin, I ran into Kelsey 

outside of the main public library downtown. While filling out the Point-in-Time Count survey 

with me, she told me that she stayed at her parent’s house the night before, but that she still does 

not have a stable housing situation. Kelsey said her parents are only letting her stay there 

temporarily because she is pregnant. 

 Youth living on the streets have the highest rates of pregnancy compared to youth in 

shelters and housed youth.84 Young women experiencing homelessness are about five times 

more likely to experience pregnancy than housed young women, and they are disproportionately 

young women of color.85 Within the general population, bisexual and lesbian youth have a higher 

prevalence of pregnancy than heterosexual youth.86 As a bisexual woman of color living on the 

streets, Kelsey was now pregnant. This pregnancy got her temporarily off the streets, living with 

her adoptive parents, but she saw this arrangement as unstable. In a 2010 qualitative study 

though, on youth experiencing homelessness who were pregnant, the researchers discovered that 

young people who reunited with their families – families they have been estranged for awhile – 

were more likely to maintain custody of their children.87 Although I left the field before Kelsey 

had her child, this reconnecting with family may have helped her once the child was born. 

 Pregnancy and having a child can also make some youth want to transform their lives.88 

For Ciara and Silvia, their child was the reason that they told me for why they were trying to get 

off the streets. Ciara said, “Now that I have a son, I have to take care of myself now. So, I’m 

trying to get my life straight.” Ciara’s son was currently living with Ciara’s mother, but Ciara 
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tried to see her son and mom as much as she could. Silvia, a 22-year-old bisexual Hispanic 

woman, also told me, “My family doesn’t want me at the house, so I’m out here on the streets. 

And I have my daughter with my family right now. They are taking care of her. And now I’m 

just trying to look for my job. Trying to get to where I need to be.” 

 Both Ciara and Silvia had their child currently with other family members; however, the 

child was seen as an impetus for why they wanted to get their life together. Wanting to provide a 

better life for one’s child can be a way for certain youth experiencing homelessness to try to 

make up for the childhood they feel never really had.89 Although none of the youth in this study 

currently had their child living with them, women with children can access youth pregnancy 

programs through the organization that is associated with the Austin drop-in center. There are 

also other shelters that take in women with children. Government programs and benefits are also 

available, though these resources are hardly ever enough for women and their children to 

actually get by, hence why the youth in this study may have had their children with family 

members. Nonetheless, having a child can open up certain resources for youth experiencing 

homelessness, and for the youth in this study, it allowed them to reconnect with certain family 

members, even though this reconnection was, at times, tenuous. 

 One last example is Lola, who was pregnant with her third child during our interview. 

Lola was a 20-year-old bisexual Hispanic woman who I met at the transitional living program in 

Austin. She had recently taken her boyfriend’s place in the program, after he was shot and killed. 

Currently pregnant with their child, Lola told me that she had her first child at 12 years of age 

when her dad raped her. Later, she had her second child with a previous boyfriend. As we were 

sitting on a swing together, she told me where her two previous children were now living. She 

said, “My daughter’s adopted by [the father’s] parents, and my son is getting adopted by my 



 160 

grandparents.” One child lives in Killeen, Texas, and the other lives in Corpus Christi, Texas. In 

discussing what she was planning to do once her third child was born, Lola told me, “I’m 

planning to have my own place here in Austin. If not, I’m moving down to Corpus Christi, and 

have my aunts help me. ‘Cause right now, I’m not financially stable, and I told my aunts that I 

need to be financially stable. And that’s why I’m really hesitant to have this child” She 

concluded, “I just feel like I should just go back home to where I belong and raise my child 

there.” 

 Similar to some of the poor women discussed in the sociological book Promises I Can 

Keep, Lola did not believe in abortion. For some poor mothers, children become seen as 

necessities that help anchor the women and pull them back into mainstream society.90 For many 

young women, having a baby can be an important pathway off the streets as they can access 

more housing and medical resources and/or be reunited with family members.91 As one study 

documented, having children was the best predictor of receiving public assistance among people 

experiencing homelessness; however, women with children were still often the poorest 

population of people experiencing homelessness.92 Despite access to public assistance, though 

still remaining in poverty, the young women with children could see their child as a reason to 

want to get off the streets, and the child allowed some of them to stay with, or at least reconnect 

with, family at times. 

Relationships 

 Building intimate peer relationships was also discussed as an important aspect of many of 

the youth’s lives on the streets. Minnesota, a 20-year-old bisexual white woman from the Austin 

drop-in center, explained to me the utility of relationships on the streets. She stated, “I think my 

sexuality no one really cares about. No one really cares if you are bi, gay, straight, or what not. 
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Everyone mainly just cares if you’re useful.” She went on to describe what she meant by useful. 

She explained, “They can sell drugs for them. They can buy drugs from them. They can be their 

partner. They can be their pet toy - whatever you want to call it.” Minnesota continued, “There’s 

the hustlers. There’s the gang members. There’s the gang bangers. There’s the sexual 

interactions. There’s the needle users. There’s the pot heads. There’s the K2 users.93 There’s so 

many. There’s the buyers. There’s the sellers. There’s the I’m just looking for a quick buck off of 

things that they found or stole.” 

 According to Minnesota, one’s sexual identity did not matter as long as someone was 

useful. However, this utility of a person could take the form of being sexual – through being 

someone’s partner and/or pet toy. For youth experiencing homelessness, peer and romantic 

relationships can be sources of emotional and instrumental support, but through these same 

relationships, young people can be integrated into other street cultures and behaviors, such as 

gangs and drug dealing.94 Friends and relationships can also teach one the “rules of the street” 

and counteract the loneliness of living outside.95 Although all relationships are on some level 

most likely based on utility, relationships built on the streets were important to make money, 

access drugs, and learn other important aspects of street life. 

 Another resource that came out of relationships was finding a place that was not the 

streets to sleep at night. Before Audrey met Trinity, Audrey was dating another young woman. 

Audrey told me, “I had a tent set up in some woods behind my girlfriend’s house. And I would 

stay with her, and then I’d go stay in the tent.” Likewise, Trinity’s current relationship with 

Audrey got Trinity housed for a few months as well. As Trinity explained, “Currently, I’m 

residing with my partner [Audrey], but we’re about to be homeless again. And I’ve been staying 

there for a few months to have a relationship with her and also a place to put my head cause he 
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[Audrey’s roommate] offered it.” Trinity finished, “I don’t miss being on the streets all that 

much. I mean, we’re about to go back to it at the end of this month. But, for the last few months, 

it’s been pretty nice.” Audrey’s relationship with a previous woman gave her access to a fairly 

safe place to camp at night, and Trinity’s relationship with Audrey got her housed up for a few 

months as well, though this housing was unstable, as they were on the streets again soon after my 

interview with them. 

 Previously, for Jenelle, a man in her life also helped her get off the streets for a little 

while. She explained, “The guy I was talking to that entire time was finally like you can just 

move in with me. ‘Cause I didn’t explain to him the situation. I kind of was just lying to him. But 

it was weird ‘cause he be like, ‘Why do I keep picking you up on random street corners? Or why 

am I picking you up at McDonald’s or something?’ ‘Cause like I’m homeless.” This relationship 

also allowed Jenelle to flourish into her gender identity. As she put it, “With this man, I 

identified as my true self. I got my boobs done within this time. I threw - I never had boy clothes 

- but I threw anything that wasn’t super feminine away. I started wearing makeup full-time. I 

started doing my hair all the time.” 

 People experiencing homelessness may depend on relationships and friends more than 

housed people because they have fewer resources such as money, family, and other institutional 

support.96 Peers and relationships often offer support and acceptance, which many youth 

experiencing homelessness have not found elsewhere.97 Also, relationships and sex are part of 

searching for support, intimacy, and affection on the streets.98 Social support can also lessen the 

impact of stressors on one’s health and well-being.99 In addition, for some of the youth in this 

study, relationships also offered them moments to sleep inside or somewhere safer than under a 

bridge. For Jenelle, this support also allowed her to be her “true self,” and she saved up money to 
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get a breast augmentation. Having a safe place to reside also gave her the confidence to throw 

away her non-feminine clothes, wear make-up, and do her hair all the time. 

 For a couple of transgender women of color though, these relationships were much more 

fraught. Camila told me, “I knew a lot of people, and I barely ever stayed in there [the courtyard] 

because I was always in my ex-boyfriend's car, selling it [climax – the name for the main 

synthetic weed in San Antonio] out of the car.” However, this relationship also brought problems, 

including sexual violence. Camila stated, “I’d go out with my friends, and go get drunk 

downtown. Come back stumbling. Pass out in the car. Wake up to him like trying to have sex 

with me, and be like, ‘What the fuck are you doing dude?’ Without permission, you know, trying 

to take things. And I'm like, ‘No, no, no baby.’ He’s trash.” 

 Naomi had a similar experience with Obadiah – the two of them meeting while staying at 

the LGBTQ homeless shelter. They were suspended once from the shelter because they got 

caught having sex. In order to avoid following the rules of the shelter, they eventually started 

living on the streets, and after Obadiah got a grant through CPS because he was starting college, 

they also would stay in hotels. Although Naomi at times enjoyed being with Obadiah, the 

relationship took a turn, once all of Obadiah’s money was gone and they were back on the streets. 

As Naomi explained, “He had raped me when we were staying on the streets. […] I woke up, 

and he was doing it. And I was pissed. I was crying.” She went on, “And I started getting shit 

and throwing it at him. And I got this glass thing, and I just fucking threw it at him. And it 

shattered at him, girl.” After detailing to me this incident, Naomi also reflexively talked about 

why she liked being in a relationship. She reflected, “I miss that warmth of a person, and I feel 

like that’s what I had got with Obadiah as well, because I miss [her ex-boyfriend who was in jail] 

so fucking much. I wanted some warmth next to me. I wanted someone holding me or being 
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there by my side.” 

 Women experiencing homelessness often attach themselves to a man or men as a way to 

protect themselves on the streets.100 Some young women even stay with their street families or in 

their relationships even though they are sometimes victimized in them. However, women may 

take this victimization as an exchange for being protected and supported on the streets.101 

Marginalized groups often navigate the margins in complex ways. One of those ways is 

exchanging sex for protection. For example, new men in prison and/or men who are perceived as 

weak in prison may exchange sex for protection and for other goods and services, which some 

correctional officers view as consensual sex and others do not.102 Central American women 

migrating to the United States may also exchange sex or see sexual violence and rape as the price 

one has to pay as part of the journey to the north.103 Relationships, sex, and sexual violence then 

are part of larger patterns in society of marginalized groups navigating their complex lives. 

 Transgender women, or LGBTQ youth in general, on the streets may also attach 

themselves to someone for protection, for company, and/or to feel the “warmth of a person.” 

Camila had a temporary respite in her ex-boyfriend’s car and Naomi stayed at a hotel with 

Obadiah. However, both women experienced sexual violence at the hand of the men who they 

trusted. Although relationships may be an asset for a variety of reasons, certain youth – mainly 

transgender women of color – may experience violence, including sexual assault and rape. 

 In 1991, Gabe Kruks, who was the chief operating officer of the Los Angeles Gay and 

Lesbian Community Services Center, published the first study on gay and lesbian youth 

homelessness. Kruks found that among the gay and lesbian youth experiencing homelessness in 

Los Angeles that peer acceptance and support on the streets was a prominent part of the young 

people’s lives.104 Relationships can provide emotional and instrumental support, a place to stay 
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that is not the streets, intimacy and connection, support through transition, a buffer against the 

impact of stressors, and a host of other resources – resources that may have significant meaning 

in people’s lives who do not have many other resources. However, for some of the youth – the 

transgender women of color in this study – these relationships were more volatile. For some, 

they often turned to sex work in order to support themselves on the streets. 

Sex Work 

 “I was prostituting, so I’d either sleep at their house. Or I’d sleep downtown on a bench,” 

Jessie stated. As someone who saw the courtyard as “sexual hell,” Jessie often lived and slept on 

the streets. However, sometimes Jessie could get a place to stay for the night if their date took 

Jessie back to their house. For Julian, they saw doing sex work as a way to access medication. 

They explained, “A lot of the gay guys out here, we sell ourselves for money - a lot of us. And 

it’s because we need money for like pills, ‘cause we’re not feeling good. ‘Cause some of us have 

HIV. Or some of us are sick.” Although sex work was mainly mentioned by the gender non-

conforming and transgender youth in this study, Samara did say she did sex work when the rent 

was due. Talking about a specific time, Samara said, “The day of the rent is due […] I want to 

keep my apartment. So I started prostituting myself around in the same apartment complex. Got 

into so much that several females - young females doing the same thing - wanting to fight me 

‘cause I’m taking your place. Making more money. So I was just doing it for the rent. That’s all 

that was on my mind. I had a job too - a day job and a night job.” 

 Previous studies have shown that youth experiencing homelessness with a same-sex 

sexual orientation are more likely to engage in sex work and experience sexual victimization 

than their heterosexual counterparts.105 Young people often engaged in sex work to obtain things 

they needed, such as food, shelter, money, and/or drugs. Young people who have other 
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alternatives and options (such as being able to stay with family, or youth who utilize a great deal 

of homeless services) often do not engage in sex work.106 Likewise, youth of color and 

unemployed youth were more likely to engage in sex work than white youth and young people 

employed full time.107 For Jessie, sex work allowed them to obtain temporary shelter for some 

evenings. Although street-based sex work may raise the chance of contracting HIV,108 for Julian, 

sex work helped them to access money to pay for their HIV medications. Samara used sex work 

as a way to supplement her income from her “day job” – a job that may not have paid enough for 

her to afford the cost of living where she was renting. Nonetheless, sex work helped some of the 

youth in this study to access temporary shelter, medication, and to try to keep one’s own place. 

 A white heterosexual transgender man, Lucas discussed with me the role of gender 

presentation and sex work. He stated, “Not to be rude, but especially for, the one’s who can’t 

pull it off or pass […] say that male transgender to female have it a lot harder. To get - they have 

to have sex to get - they have to live that life to survive on the streets and have places to stay. 

And it’s a lot different.” Jenelle saw her gender presentation and attractiveness as an asset. She 

told me, “This sounds conceited, but I have a really pretty face. And I’m a pretty girl, so men 

would constantly be like, ‘Why are you on the streets? Talk to me. Are you hungry? Do you need 

any food?’ Even if I wasn’t hungry, I’d still be like, ‘Yea.’ And then they’d be like, ‘Oh, I have 

this apartment, and you can stay there. Or you can go shower and stuff like that. That’s how I get 

by.” Although Jenelle said she did not engage in sex work often, there were times when the 

“temptation” was present. She explained, “The temptation with money, ‘cause literally so many 

men will come up to you and be like, ‘Oh, are you working?’ And I’m like, ‘Yea, I have a job.’ It 

took me a long time to figure out what they meant.” She continued, “The temptation with the 

money, ‘cause when you’re homeless and starving and you know that five dollars at McDonald’s 
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can buy you a whole meal, so you wouldn’t be hungry. Like it’s hard to deny someone telling 

you, ‘Hey. I’ll give you 400 dollars.’” One time she engaged in sex work she said it was because 

“I hadn’t eaten in say like three days, and I desperately needed a shower. I can’t sleep outside, 

like it’s hard. It was hot. So, I basically just did it for that, which is sad.” 

 Highlighting the role of gender presentation and sex work, Lucas noted that a person who 

cannot “pass” might have a harder time living on the streets and getting dates. Jenelle becomes 

an example, in that, as someone who is conventionally pretty, she said men would constantly 

approach her. Youth who are propositioned for sex work are more likely to engage in sex 

work.109 Likewise, as femininity among women can be used to gain protection and support from 

men,110 transgender women may rely on femininity to find dates, and hence, make money, find a 

place to shower, get food, and to access other things they want or need. Lucas also saw sex work 

as an almost essential part of transgender people’s lives on the streets. Because of employment 

discrimination, family rejection, and other structural and social barriers that transgender people 

encounter, sex work is often a part of transgender culture and how some transgender women 

make money in society.111  

 Lastly, I turn to Justice and Zoe – two transgender women of color – to detail how sex 

work, like other relationships, can allow young people to access certain resources, while 

simultaneously having to deal with violence and assault. Similar to Lucas, Justice said sex work 

is essential for many transgender women. Justice stated, “Especially a lot of trans girls, we have 

to have sex to survive, even for just a place to stay for the night because that’s essentially what it 

is.” Justice also saw the paradox of sex work for transgender women. She explained, 

“Transgender girls can also have it easier because of the whole prostituting thing. But at the 

same time, it is very dangerous. And I just had a situation this past week where I went with this 
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guy. And I mean, I wasn’t even trying to prostitute with him. And he went, took me out to 

Corpus, raped me, put a gun to my head, and said, ‘Get the fuck out of my car.’”  

 One evening, Zoe said she had recently gotten $150 for giving a blowjob. When I asked 

her where she met men, she told me she could pick them up anywhere. Depending on how she is 

dressed, acting, and walking down the street, she said they will just pull over. She often though 

engaged in sex work in order to get a hotel for a night. Zoe said, “If I can get a quick hustle on 

for a motel, then hey, thank you Lord.” As she told it, “I had to do what I got to do. ‘Cause you 

never know, I could not be here talking to you. You know? Maybe I needed that motel room for 

that night, you know what I mean?” She also said she wanted to have sex, though this wanting to 

have sex was related to her immediate needs. She stated, “Whenever I did have sex, it was 

because I wanted to because I was hungry. And I only got raped one time. And that guy will 

remember me because I bet you his door is not on his apartment. And he had to go get that wire 

back in his jaw.” Zoe would also rob her dates sometimes. She told me she gets the money from 

them, then acts like she is getting sick from heroin. In pretending to puke, Zoe opens the car door, 

and tucks and rolls out of the car and runs away. 

 In Righteous Dopefiend, anthropologists Philippe Bourgois and Jeffrey Schonberg show 

how sex work is banal, where people experiencing homelessness, especially women, learn the 

practical value of sex – that it is a gift that can be exchanged for money, drugs, food, and other 

resources.112 However, sex work can expose one to dealing with police, and those who engage in 

sex work are more likely to experience sexual victimization and other assaults and crimes.113 

Justice felt that through sex work transgender women could potentially make money more easily 

than other young people on the streets, though she also saw and experienced that sex work could 

be dangerous. For Zoe, she found that if her gender presentation emphasized femininity, she 
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could find men anywhere on the streets in order to get a room and/or food for the night. She 

would also hustle dates herself through getting money from them and then rolling out of their 

cars. Her story about how she fought back against her rapist highlights how violence is often 

normalized on the streets. Sex work then structured many of the youth’s lives, especially the 

gender non-conforming and transgender youth. Sexuality may be used to ameliorate some of the 

challenges of living on the streets, but it also can exacerbate some too, especially encountering 

violence, including physical and sexual violence. 

QUEER STREET WORK 

 This labor of navigating the homophobic and transphobic streets and gender-segregated 

shelters, of trying to find a shower, get an ID, and obtain a job in the formal economy, and of 

utilizing sexuality are all part of the queer street work that the young LGBTQ people 

experiencing homelessness engage in. I introduce this concept in order to capture the daily labor 

that LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness do. This labor includes navigating welfare 

systems, other administrative systems, homeless services, the formal and informal economies, 

and the streets. This labor is often not seen as work, and it is often devalued. I deliberately use 

the term work then to recuperate this devalued labor of LGBTQ youth experiencing 

homelessness in similar ways in which feminists have shown how certain kinds of work (e.g., 

emotion work, care work) are also devalued because of their association with a subordinate 

group in society (i.e., women).  

 Welfare and social services are often positioned as a path to work, whereby getting on 

welfare and receiving services are part of getting back into (or making people get back into) 

work in the formal economy. However, I take navigating services for the poor and other welfare 

bureaucracies as work itself. Indeed, Ciara stated she was “working on getting my ID” and other 
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youth found navigating homeless services, shelters, and getting a job in the formal economy as 

hard, tiring, and a struggle – words that have a connotation of engaging in strenuous labor. 

Likewise, this framing of the youth’s labor as work helps us to move beyond the notion of 

“survival strategies” that is often used to label the things that poor people do. Calling this labor 

or these strategies work highlights the various skills and resources the youth in this study employ 

in order to navigate their complex lives.114 

 I base the concept of queer street work upon media and communication scholar Mary 

Gray’s concept of “queer-identity work.” In her study of LGBTQ youth in rural Appalachia, 

Gray argues that LGBTQ rural youth do a collective labor of articulating, crafting, and pushing 

the boundaries of their identity as being LGBTQ, young, in rural settings, and with a lack of 

economic resources.115 For the purpose of this study, I am less interested in how youth craft their 

identities, and more invested in the work the young LGBTQ people do to navigate institutional 

relations in trying to secure housing, other resources, and safety.116 Sociologists David Snow and 

Leon Anderson documented how people experiencing homelessness seldom had the material 

resources to engage in identity work117; however, this lack of material resources does not mean 

people experiencing homelessness are not engaging in types of work. I see queer street work as 

the labor involved in navigating the streets, shelters, and other services, especially the labor that 

gender non-conforming youth must do in navigating these institutional relations. In doing this 

work, the youth in this study generate particular kinds of cultures of LGBTQ youth homelessness, 

and perhaps a particular kind of identity, based on their own lack of resources within urban 

spaces.118  

 Homelessness itself may already be a queer experience, as experiencing homelessness is 

to be positioned outside of heteronormative ways of being within white, middle-class, capitalistic 
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culture. That is, homelessness is outside of capitalistic notions of wealth accumulation.119 

Likewise, poor people are often stigmatized for being on welfare and must contend with the 

intrusive state bureaucracies that put poor people under heightened surveillance and that try to 

discipline poor people’s lives.120 Like some youth in this study, poor people also often have to 

wait for the state to give them benefits (such as social security) or wait all day at administrative 

offices. This waiting is a form of domination of the state over the poor. The exhaustion of 

waiting and all of the time it takes for poor people to get to and access state services keep the 

poor in poverty.121 

 Likewise, many people experiencing homelessness must do a variety of street work in 

order to navigate their complex lives on the streets. They may have to try to think like police 

officers in order to try to avoid getting stopped by law enforcement.122 They may engage in 

“entrepreneurial activities” of recycling cans, selling books, magazine, cigarettes, or other items 

to make money.123 They have to navigate shelters, other homeless services, and the streets. They 

may panhandle, engage in sex work, sell drugs, and participate in other types of informal 

economies. However, queer street work gives us a deeper gender and sexuality lens of 

understanding certain types of labor of navigating the streets and shelters – spaces that are often 

heteronormative and gender normative. That is, queer street work involves navigating gender-

segregated spaces, shelters, and services, and gender normative bureaucracies and social welfare 

administrative services. 

 As I have shown, gender outcasts are positioned on a further periphery of homelessness, 

and hence, engage in certain types of street work and create certain kinds of cultures because of 

how their gender non-conformity generates particular challenges in dealing with life on the 

streets and navigating homeless, welfare, and social services and bureaucracies. Queer street 
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work involves then trying to find a campsite at night, while confronting the homophobia or 

transphobia of other people experiencing homelessness staying at that campsite. Queer street 

work is facing sexual violence and experiencing hate crimes, finding no help after the assault, 

and experiencing an attack on one’s LGBTQ identity because of this violence. At the same time, 

fighting back against the attacker such as Zoe or carrying a knife or weapon become other forms 

of labor in being on guard to protect one’s self from the often ubiquity of violence toward 

LGBTQ young people on the streets. Queer street work is also trying to find a safe place to sleep 

and shower and knowing which shelters are gender-segregated and are to be avoided. This 

refusal to access certain spaces is also a form of labor through resistance to homeless services 

that try to uphold the gender binary and heteronormativity. Trying to get an ID with the proper 

gender markers even when there are not many employments protections for LGBTQ people is 

labor of attempting to obtain a job in the formal economy, despite these structural barriers. 

Dealing with the gendered aspects of administrative services is a unique challenge for 

transgender and gender non-conforming poor youth as well. Gender outcasts are positioned so 

far outside of society, services for the poor and people experiencing homelessness are not 

designed to meet the needs of transgender and gender non-conforming youth.124 They may have 

to wait longer to receive benefits or services, or may not receive them at all. Queer street work is 

finding ways to try to meet these needs when social services and welfare systems fail. 

Sexuality also becomes a main resource used in doing this queer street work. In general, 

people experiencing homelessness are resourceful in navigating their lives and society.125 For the 

youth in this study, some had children, which allowed them access to certain resources and to 

reconnect with family. Many also built relationships to find peer and intimate support on the 

streets and/or a place to stay for the night. The women and gender non-conforming men mainly 
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relied on sex work to make money and find a place to sleep for the night. While many other 

youth in this study panhandled, dealt drugs, and/or relied on other support networks and 

resources, the transgender women of color mainly had sex work as their main street resource. 

The transgender women of color were also the most likely to report abuse and violence from 

their relationships and through their engagement in sex work. As perhaps positioned as some of 

the most on the periphery, transgender women of color had the least options in navigating the 

streets and shelters and seemed to face the most violence. These scarce options and experiences 

of violence reified their position in society as being gender outcasts. 

 Queer street work and working within and against both the dominant economic structures 

but also the dominant homeless service institutions and welfare systems are unique ways in 

which LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness navigate the streets and create their own street 

cultures. As gender outcasts, certain youth face stigma and rejection, not only from mainstream 

society, but also from other people experiencing homelessness. Gender outcasts also experience 

sexual objectification, violence, hate crimes, and harassment, related to homophobia, transphobia, 

and wanting to erase particular bodies from the public sphere. Dealing with theft, drugs, and 

other intrusive practices associated with street life is part of this queer street work as well, 

including forming relationships or carrying weapons, often for protection. As the streets become 

the place for gender non-conforming LGBTQ youth of color to work, live, and be, the youth in 

this study are re-told that they are gender outcasts and not valued by society. These actions tell 

gender outcasts that they are far outside the norms of society, and in the process, reify the gender 

binary and heterosexuality as the norms of society. The LGBTQ youth, though, through their 

labor, work within and against these modes of street life to build friendships and cultures and to 

gain resources. As explored in the next chapter, the gender outcasts in San Antonio found a 
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respite for having to do some of this queer street work by gaining access to the LGBTQ 

homeless shelter, though new problems – some related to their sexuality – emerged there.
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5. RESPITE, RESOURCES, RULES, AND REGULATIONS: 

GENDER, SEXUALITY, AND LGBTQ SHELTER LIFE 

 “They [the LGBTQ homeless shelter] offer so much help. […] They offer their services 

free of charge. So they get us prescriptions. I definitely been able to get all of my hormones since 

I’ve come [to the shelter], which I’ve been wanting to do for years. But now, I have the support, 

the resources,” Camila, a 22-year-old heterosexual Hispanic transgender woman, stated in 

discussing with me the services she was finally receiving at the LGBTQ homeless shelter in San 

Antonio. While lying in the bottom bunk of a bunk bed, she went on to tell me why she 

appreciated being at the shelter. She explained, “I feel comfortable because there are other 

people around you who share my experiences. They can relate to me being transgender.”  

 As noted in the introduction chapter though, Camila was suspended from the shelter for 

doing drugs and staying out past curfew. After this suspension, the director of the shelter offered 

Camila to come socialize and shower at the shelter for an hour every day if she stayed off drugs. 

This incentive (as the director called it) helped Camila re-integrate back into the program, and 

she started staying at the shelter again. However, a few months later, she was caught having sex 

at the shelter with Obadiah – another youth staying at the shelter – leading to another suspension. 

Sexual contact and relationships among people residing at the shelter are both prohibited. 

According to the handbook the youth at the shelter received, this prohibition on dating and 

relationships is “to maintain a safe space and inclusive community.” Enforcing these rules is 

seen as way of helping the youth succeed. As a staff member told me, “‘Cause without the 

punishment – without the lesson – they wouldn’t have succeeded.” These suspensions sent 

Camila back to the streets, where she would start doing drugs again, exacerbating her health 

problems, especially her seizures. On my last day of fieldwork, I ran into Camila at the main 
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homeless intake center in San Antonio, as she was trying to get into a detox program. She had 

not been staying at the LGBTQ homeless shelter for quite a while. 

PARADOXES AND CONTRADICTIONS 

 In this chapter, I document how the LGBTQ homeless shelter becomes a gender-

inclusive respite for the youth in this study who have experienced discrimination in most of their 

lives for being gender non-conforming and/or transgender. The shelter also becomes a place for 

LGBTQ youth to build friendships and relationships with other LGBTQ people and to access 

resources. Paradoxically though, the rules of the shelter, including rules about sexuality, regulate 

the young people’s behaviors. Many people staying at the shelter would get suspended for 

violating these rules, sending them back to the streets, though often returning to the shelter once 

their suspension was over. The youth in this study appreciated the gender-inclusive safety and 

resources that the shelter provided, but their sex lives and other behaviors were scrutinized and 

regulated. This paradox kept the LGBTQ youth cycling between the streets and the shelter and 

prevented them from achieving housing stability.  

 This regulation of sexuality at the LGBTQ shelter must be situated within the larger 

history of the social organization of sexual conduct within homeless shelters more broadly. Most 

studies on homelessness do not discuss sexuality at shelters. This oversight may be because 

many homeless shelters are gender-segregated, and it may be presumed that the people residing 

at shelters are heterosexual and not having sex with each other. A 2007 review of the scientific 

literature on homeless shelters notes that sexual orientation is not really mentioned in research on 

homeless shelters.1  

 However, in his study of women experiencing homelessness in Washington, DC, 

anthropologist Elliot Liebow documented that the main problem with sex was that there was 



 177 

little of it. The lack of privacy at shelters and the gender-segregation of shelters (assuming the 

people are heterosexual) contribute to this lack of sex. For the women in Liebow’s study, sex 

was noted by its absence.2 In a 1996 study of a men’s homeless shelter in New York City, 

sociologist Gwendolyn Dordick found that men would form “marriages,” which were intense 

pairings between two men. At times, these pairings would consist of a heterosexual-identified 

man with a gay man or transgender woman, and the heterosexual man would maintain his 

heterosexual identity and relationships with a woman or women outside of the shelter. These 

marriages in the shelter though would often turn sexual, and despite a lack of privacy, sex was 

common, especially in the bathroom and shower stalls. Similar to prisons, pairings and sex 

among men in this shelter were ways to form bonds, material support, and protection.3 

Nonetheless, there is little research about the social organization of sexuality in shelter life, 

though heterosexual sexual contact is rare, since most shelters are gender-segregated, and same-

sex sexual contact does occur, despite a lack of privacy. 

 I situate the findings of this chapter though within research on shelter regulations and 

research on the social organization of sexuality. The point of this chapter then is not to portray a 

negative image of the LGBTQ homeless shelter. I deeply believe that the staff at the shelter care 

about the youth staying there and do not want the people they are trying to help to be 

experiencing homelessness. The director of the shelter has touched many of the young people’s 

lives and my own. In fact, a couple of the youth in this study had been living on the streets for 

seven years before the shelter opened, so the shelter is providing a roof, a bed, food, shower, and 

other resources for LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness who were often not receiving these 

services from anywhere else. The shelter was also brand new during my fieldwork, so it had 

growing pains to work out. The staff there, unlike the staff at most homeless service places, did 
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not have backgrounds in social work. They just saw a need in the city, and they got to work to try 

to help LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness. As I will also show, the rules and regulations 

at this shelter are similar to rules at most shelters, so the analysis put forth is not necessarily 

unique to this particular shelter. This shelter, unlike most, did provide a gender-inclusive respite 

and resources for LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness. Nonetheless, if the goal is to end 

LGBTQ youth homelessness, then re-thinking how sexuality and other behaviors are regulated 

and punished within shelter life needs a thorough examination. I first examine though the many 

benefits that the shelter provides, which LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness often could 

not access anywhere else.   

SHELTER RESOURCES AND BENEFITS 

 The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act of 1987 was the first significant federal 

legislation to address the new homelessness,4 and it created structures to manage people 

experiencing homelessness. Public administration and social service workers became the main 

providers to assist people experiencing homelessness,5 and providing emergency shelter and food 

was the immediate response.6 During this time, the expansion and institutionalization of shelters 

and other services took hold.7  

 In conducting the first ethnographic study on a LGBTQ homeless shelter, I explore the 

services and resources the shelter provided for LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness. I 

focus in on how the shelter served as a gender-inclusive respite for the youth in this study. This 

respite is important, as many of the youth in this study have not had this experience elsewhere – 

in the family, other institutions, or while living on the streets. Likewise, some of the services 

they could now access reaffirmed their LGBTQ identity. Essentially, the shelter did a great deal 
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more for LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness than most services, shelters, and other 

institutions. 

Bathrooms and Showers 

 “Oh, let me tell you! Girl, I thank god as soon as I hop in that damn shower. Oh Lord, it 

felt so good to be clean. This water feels so good to be clean. That’s what I say every morning 

when I hop in that shower,” stated Zoe, a 19-year-old heterosexual Hispanic transgender woman. 

As documented in previous chapters, Zoe experienced harassment in both the women’s and 

men’s showers over at the courtyard – a main place people experiencing homelessness in San 

Antonio would stay and access services. Now feeling safe in the gender-neutral restroom that the 

shelter provided, Zoe could get clean and not have to be vigilant against potentially experiencing 

violence, harassment, and discrimination. 

 At the LGBTQ homeless shelter, there was a communal bathroom with three stalls, three 

showers, and two sinks that all of the LGBTQ people at the shelter shared.8 The stalls had doors, 

and the showers had curtains.9 If someone wanted more privacy, they could lock the bathroom as 

well. In addition to the inclusive bathroom and showers, all of the eight youth slept in the same 

room together, where there were 4 bunk beds. There was no gender segregation when it came to 

sleeping arrangements or the bathroom and showers, unlike most other homeless shelters. 

 LGBTQ people, especially gender non-conforming and/or transgender people, need safe 

bathrooms and restrooms. As discussed in the last chapter though, accessing inclusive, safe 

bathrooms and showers may be more difficult for poor LGBTQ people, especially youth 

experiencing homelessness, as they may not have the resources to access safer, more private 

spaces. Gender-inclusive showering arrangements show young people that they are respected for 

who they are and for their self-identified gender.10 In supporting a young person’s self-



 180 

designated gender, the shelter set itself apart from most other homeless services that do not 

respect and recognize young people for who they are.11 The privacy provided from the stalls 

having doors and showers having curtains bolstered this notion of dignity and respect. Therefore, 

the LGBTQ homeless shelter provided a service to LGBTQ youth that could not really be safely 

accessed in San Antonio before the shelter opened. By the end of my field work, this service was 

still needed in Austin. 

Gender Markers and Hormones 

 A 23-year-old Hispanic heterosexual transgender woman, Prada was the first at the 

shelter to get her gender marker and name changed. She told me, “It was actually a quick process 

because we got together with [the director of the shelter’s] sister, who runs her own law firm. So 

she was helping me out with that as well. The [LGBTQ homeless shelter] helped paid for it, and 

it was about two seventy something to change it legally. And about three to four days later, I 

already had a meeting with the judge for the name change and the gender marker change.” As 

explored in the last chapter, not having one’s gender marker and name changed can be a barrier 

to employment in the formal economy. It can also generate difficult encounters with police, other 

authority figures, and in finding housing. The LGBTQ homeless shelter, recognizing these 

barriers, made getting one’s gender marker and name changed a priority for anyone at the shelter 

who wanted this service.  

 One night, when I arrived at the shelter, Jenelle came to me excited because she had a 

court date set to get her gender marker and name changed. The shelter was paying the court fees. 

A 21-year-old Hispanic heterosexual transgender woman, Jenelle was just waiting to get her 

medical letter, and she had already gotten on hormone replacement therapy (HRT). Although 
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Jenelle had taken hormones from the streets, she was now on HRT through a prescription. A 

month later, Jenelle met with the judge, and she got her name and gender marker changed. 

 To change one’s gender marker in Texas, one must first get a letter from their doctor, and 

a doctor’s visit costs money.12 The letter must verify that the person is undergoing gender change, 

and this change does not have to involve surgery. To change one’s gender, someone must then 

fill out two forms: the Petition to Change the Sex and Gender Identifier of an Adult and the Final 

Order to Change the Gender and Sex Identifier of an Adult. Other forms are also needed to 

change one’s name. It can cost up to $500 to provide the legal services for the paperwork and 

court appearance. One must also get fingerprinted (which cost $10-$20), as one cannot have a 

felony conviction within the past two years in order to change one’s name.  

 Once the doctor’s letter, petition forms, and fingerprinting are in order, one then files 

their petition to change their gender, and a court date will be set. The judge can exercise 

discretion in granting the gender change, so knowing in advance a judge to use is recommended. 

The director of the shelter’s sister was a lawyer, who knew a judge who was willing to grant 

these changes, and the shelter had access to supportive health professionals who would provide 

the needed documentation as well. Once a person gets a certified copy of their court order, they 

can go to the Texas Department of Public Safety and get their gender marker and name changed 

on their identification card.  

 Besides needing the financial resources and other help in navigating the bureaucracies of 

getting these changes, the fingerprinting part of the process could delay some people to get their 

name changed. As youth of color, especially transgender youth of color, may disproportionately 

have felony records because they are highly policed, this part of the law could hurt them the most. 

In effect, young people, who are disproportionately targeted by police, get felony records, then 
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cannot access a resource that they need (i.e., their name changed). Not being able to get their 

name changed can then lead to more difficult encounters with the police, not securing 

employment in the formal economy, and a host of other challenges that make it difficult to exit 

homelessness. 

 Speaking about the services that she appreciated from the shelter, Adelpha, an 18-year-

old heterosexual transgender woman, who described herself as black, Mexican, and white, told 

me, “Hormone replacement therapy, job search or job things, obviously shelter, and an 

environment where you feel accepted and comfortable. I feel like they do a lot.” Some services, 

though, started to come with prerequisites. Adelpha explained, “I have to get a job first. And 

either start or get my GED, or get a job. And then she’ll [the director of the shelter] start the 

process of my gender marker change and my name change.”  

 Almost all of the young people who wanted HRT were put on HRT fairly quickly, and 

the shelter paid for it. Programs though need to be aware and offer support for people on 

hormone therapy, as emotional and physical changes do occur.13 Outside of financial support, 

support for dealing with hormonal changes of the youth on HRT was never really mentioned by 

staff members during my fieldwork. Camila though said to me once that since being on HRT she 

would often cry just looking at a Coca-Cola can, and many youth in this study on HRT would 

often talk about their nipples hurting. Nonetheless, safe access to hormones, instead of getting 

them on the streets, lowers the chance of contracting HIV or other health conditions, and can 

help some young people feel as if their body is becoming more in line with their identity.14 

 Requiring Adelpha though to get a job in the formal economy before starting her gender 

marker and name change could be a contradictory approach to helping her. As discussed in the 

last chapter, it is often difficult to get a job in the formal economy without the proper 
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identification. One often needs their gender marker and name changed before one can often find 

work in the formal sector of the economy. Adelpha could get her GED, which was provided for 

on the homeless campus where the LGBTQ shelter was located, but requiring her to achieve an 

educational or job goal before helping her with the gender marker and name changing process 

may not be in line with some young people’s most immediate needs and priorities. Nevertheless, 

as Adelpha mentioned, she appreciated the accepting and comfortable environment of the shelter. 

Support and Friendship 

 The LGBTQ homeless shelter was LGBTQ affirmative. There was a rainbow flag and 

transgender flag hanging up in the shelter. Staff members at the shelter would organize to take 

the youth staying at the shelter to LGBTQ events in the city, including the Transgender Day of 

Remembrance, marching in the San Antonio Pride parade, going to the Family Pride Fair, and 

other LGBTQ events. All of the staff members, except one, identified as LGBTQ. Youth would 

play the iHeartRadio Pride Station on their phones or other music often associated with gay 

culture, such as listening to divas Beyoncé, Mariah, and Whitney, or other pop stars such as Lady 

Gaga or Ke$ha. One time, Lucas, a transgender man, put on a wig and pranced around the shelter. 

People said this performance was so funny in seeing a transgender man try to perform femininity. 

Another night, a few of the young people at the shelter tried on all of Cookie’s wigs and took 

photos together (yes, myself included). There appeared to be moments of queer joy and pleasure 

at the shelter, despite the hardships the LGBTQ youth faced daily.  

 In a 2015 study, it was found that some young LGBTQ people found respite in programs 

specifically for them.15 The youth in this study did seem to find some respite, especially away 

from the discrimination toward transgender and gender non-conforming people that they often 

encountered on the streets and in trying to access services. Peer sexuality support can reduce 
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stress among LGB youth,16 and the gender non-conforming and transgender youth in this study 

said they found this support to be important to their safety and well-being as well. In fostering a 

LGBTQ positive environment, the youth in this study said they often felt safe and comfortable, 

and that they appreciated being around other LGBTQ people.  

 For example, like many of the other transgender youth staying at the shelter, Cookie was 

looking forward to getting her gender marker and name changed; additionally, she saw the 

support that the shelter offered as an even larger benefit. She told me, “For one, I need to get my 

gender and my name changed. I think [director of the shelter] is going to help me with that. But 

as far as me, just the moral support, which is good.” A 25-year-old black heterosexual 

transgender woman, Cookie went on, “It is always good to have a group behind you, some 

support behind you, to help you continue going on. Because if you don’t have any support, how 

can you make it?” Linking support as especially needed for LGBTQ people, Cookie said, 

“Honest and truly, you can’t make it unless you have support. Because especially being gay, 

lesbian, bisexual, and transgender - GLBT period - needs support. […] Because we are judged by 

so many - so many - and they don’t even know.” She then gave an example. She stated, 

“Because we, when you see someone gay, first thing they think, ‘Oh that person got AIDS. They 

got this. They got that. They got this.’” For Cookie, the LGBTQ homeless shelter helped lift her 

emotional worry in being away from homophobic and transphobic people. As she explained, “I 

don’t have to worry about ‘Oh my gosh, he’s gay. She’s gay. That’s a faggot or whatever.’ 

Because everyone shows you the same respect.” 

 Obadiah echoed similar sentiments as Cookie in seeing the shelter as a place to escape 

harassment. He told me, “He [Obadiah’s CPS case manager] said, it’s for bis, homosexuals, all 

that. And I was like, wow, it’s a place where I can like feel like comfortable.” Obadiah, a 20-
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year-old white male who dates transgender women, continued, “You have people who are like 

similar to you. You don’t have to worry about straight people causing you drama and stuff, or 

like saying, ‘Hey fag.’”  

 Adelpha also found being around LGBTQ people created support for her. She explained, 

“It’s important, ‘cause it’s like we have to come together. We have to come together, be 

supportive of each other.” She went on, “A lot of LGBT people out there, we’re so like 

disconnected, so we feel like we going through the struggle alone. So having a place like this just 

I feel like it builds confidence, reassurance, a lot of stuff just within yourself.” On top of building 

self-worth, it also helps prevent certain harassment. Adelpha told me, “Plus you don’t need to be 

harassed and tooken advantage of and bullied and treated like shit. You’re already going through 

it, so you need a place.” 

 The young people in this study faced a host of stressors and mental and physical health 

challenges in part because of the discrimination and violence they experienced throughout their 

lives. The shelter provided a respite from certain forms of bullying and harassment, which the 

youth in this study linked to heterosexual people not being there. The peer support the youth 

received at the shelter also could potentially buffer these experiences of stress and discrimination. 

Social support is a main buffer against the impact of stressors on one’s health and well-being.17 

More specifically, social support has been found to ameliorate some of the mental health 

challenges, such as depression, that can be brought on through sexual minority stress.18 A 2014 

study on minority stress among African American young men who have sex with men from the 

House and Ball communities found that connection to social networks and instrumental support 

(e.g., financial assistance, food, clothing, housing, transportation) both significantly reduced 

stress and the effects of minority stress on distress.19 The shelter support and peer support could 
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alleviate certain mental health challenges, stress, and always having to be vigilant against 

violence and perceived discrimination. 

 The shelter also was unique in that is was a space of support for poor LGBTQ people. 

Because of reduced visibility of working-class and poor people within gay culture, working-class 

and poor gay people are less likely to be part of a gay community.20 Likewise, working-class and 

poor gay people may have fewer economic resources to live in gay neighborhoods or to access 

certain gay events and spaces. However, the LGBTQ shelter provided a sense of community and 

support for LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness. Having a place for poor LGBTQ youth, 

mainly gender non-conforming and transgender youth of color, to meet similar others and to find 

support was said to be important by almost all the youth in this study. This sense of community 

and respite from harassment and bullying can allow young people to focus on other important 

aspects of their lives, such as getting their gender marker and name changed, getting on 

hormones, getting a GED, finding a job in the formal economy, or any other things the LGBTQ 

youth felt were important for them to do. Being an affirmative, supportive space that builds 

community was an important role that the shelter seemed to fill in the young people’s lives. 

 For some youth, they felt the shelter also allowed them to build lifelong friendships or 

family with other LGBTQ youth. Dante, a 22-year-old bisexual black youth, described this 

friendship building. He explained, “I get to experience a lot of different things because before I 

wasn’t in a LGBTQ environment. I was just bi by myself. I learned a lot from a lot of the people 

here. I feel for a lot of the people here. Even though I have my own personal circle, I feel for a 

lot of people here. And, you know, I can count them all as friends.” A 19-year-old white lesbian, 

Tori linked being with other LGBTQ people as family building. Tori told me, “I’m around 

people that are actually like supporting me and everything else. We’re like a family.” Justice, an 
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18-year-old black heterosexual transgender woman, also felt like everyone at the shelter were her 

friends and family. She stated, “The only friends - genuine friends - I feel like I have is my 

sisters in the [LGBTQ homeless shelter] program.” When I asked which ones were her friends 

and sisters, she replied, “All of them – they’re queens. Even if you’re a gay boy, you have to be 

on edge at all times. You have to have that queen mentality, or you’ll genuinely, you won’t 

survive. I don’t care how much of a family we are in the LGBT community. There is still that 

cattiness. There is still that fierceness that everyone has to have.” 

 Most other marginalized groups in society – people of color, working-class and poor 

people, religious minorities – often grow up around other people similar to them. The same is 

often not the case for LGBTQ people. Friendship then can be central for LGBTQ people’s lives 

as a way to understand one’s identity and to form community membership.21 Through friendship, 

LGBTQ people can learn about themselves and build support against the discrimination they 

face in society. Friendships and “families of choice” are main networks and social support 

systems for LGBTQ people.22 Although families may accept their LGBTQ child today, LGBTQ 

friendship, community, and spaces are still important in order to learn how to be LGBTQ.23 For 

the youth in this study, who were rejected and/or left their families of origin, “families of choice” 

or “street families” are still essential in finding support and not feeling alone. As Justice noted, 

the transgender women, and even the gay boys, have a queen mentality – on edge at all times. 

This mentality, most likely brought about by trying to get by in a hostile homophobic and 

transphobic world, brings LGBTQ people together as a family, as a community, as a support 

network to help each other. A network that may be most needed for gender non-conforming poor 

LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness, who appear to have no other safety nets or 

institutions to help and protect them. 
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 Being around other LGBTQ people can also break down stereotypes that the young 

people might have had about their own identity or other LGBTQ people. Seeing transgender 

women in a different environment instead of on the streets, Alaina, a 19-year-old white Hispanic 

lesbian, told me, “I didn’t know there was transgender and other stuff like that. I see them on the 

streets, but until I came here, it’s been different. I’m seeing like actually look like girls. They 

actually look cute. I would date them.” For Naomi, an 18-year-old bisexual transgender Latina, 

being around other transgender women at the shelter helped her feel more normal. She explained, 

“It normalizes me as far as feeling like a female. Because I feel like we’re just a bunch of 

females in the dorm. At the same time, we can relate, ‘cause we’re going through it. We 

understand the mental, physical, emotional struggle, and no other persons going to understand 

that unless you’re going through it. And I love it. I love it.” 

 Transgender women, especially transgender women of color, are often stereotyped as sex 

workers, and because of economic, employment, and other social factors and barriers, 

transgender women of color may have to rely on sex work in order to make money in society. 

This engagement in sex work feeds back into the stereotype that transgender women of color are 

only sex workers and are hyper-sexual. Space, place, occupation, and other social locations 

shape how people view others and can limit people’s imaginations about who other people are or 

possibly who they can be. For example, when Barack Obama became President of the United 

States, some people felt like young black children, especially black boys, will be able to now see 

themselves in the role to potentially be President. For transgender women of color, sociologist 

Salvador Vidal-Ortiz asks, “Does she inhabit the streets? Is she a sex worker? Can you imagine 

her being your co-worker at the local university? Can you hear her theorizing from her own 

experience-and accept it? Or see her working on something completely unrelated to her identity 
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and experience?”24 As women of color, in general, encounter challenging social contexts, being a 

transgender woman of color can be extremely difficult. 

 For Alaina, seeing transgender women in another social context besides the streets 

expanded her views about transgender people. For Naomi, being around other transgender 

women normalized her, as they shared similar struggles, and hence, she did not feel like she was 

alone. The role of transgender friendship may be just as important, if not more so, than the role 

that gay friendship has played historically. Transgender friendship can be a place to build new 

families, new support systems, and to find acceptance and belonging. The shelter provided a 

space for these friendships to be forged, and these friendships broke down stereotypes, provided 

support, and made some young people not feel so alone in a world that has often been hostile to 

them and that has casted them out. 

SHELTER SEGREGATION VERSUS INTEGRATION 

 Integration versus segregation is a complex debate within many social institutions, 

perhaps, most notably, within education. For example, historically black colleges and 

universities (HBCUs) were established to primarily educate black Americans, who have a history 

of being excluded from predominantly white institutions of higher education. Likewise, people 

of color within predominantly white institutions often feel isolated and alienated, whereby 

integration does not actually bring about full equality. As a response, marginalized people may 

form their own groups or spaces as a way to create a safe space within their hostile 

environments.25 The need to create separate institutions or spaces calls attention to how 

institutions are often set up to serve the dominant group. However, segregation or separation may 

reinforce that the marginalized group is different and that there is no need to interact with them.26 

In effect, segregation may be needed to find safety, support, and other resources, but it may 
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further highlight that marginalized groups are different. Integration though can counteract some 

of these problems, but it is often not full equality, as being integrated does not guarantee the 

marginalized group is accepted or still has the same access to institutional resources as the 

dominant group.  

 Nonetheless, when marginalized people want “safe spaces,” the dominant group in 

society often accuses the marginalized group of self-segregating. This accusation of self-

segregation erases the reasons for needing these types of spaces to begin with, such as being 

forced out of mainstream spaces and/or needing safety and a respite. For example, LGBTQ youth 

are less likely to be assaulted in facilities just for them. Only 2 percent of LGBTQ youth have 

reported being assaulted in LGBTQ group homes and other LGBTQ spaces versus 70 percent 

who have been assaulted in general public group home type facilities.27 Even within public 

facilities, people may also self-segregate based on their gender and/or sexual identity, as one 

study on homelessness in Florida found that gay and other gender non-conforming people often 

kept with each other in mainstream homeless shelters.28 Within these complex debates then of 

integration versus segregation, I situate the discussion about having a specific shelter for LGBTQ 

people. 

 Despite reasons for potentially self-segregating or needing LGBTQ specific spaces, some 

of the youth in this study, although appreciative of the shelter, also took issue with being 

segregated. As discussed in the introduction chapter, the LGBTQ homeless shelter is located on a 

larger homeless complex in San Antonio. This complex has men’s dorms and has women and 

children’s dorms as well as a cafeteria, medical services, a chapel, a place to get clothes, and a 

place to get job training, obtain an ID, take GED or other educational classes, and other services 



 191 

and resources. The LGBTQ shelter was located on the bottom floor of the men’s dorms, and the 

LGBTQ shelter had to comply with the rules of the larger homeless complex. 

 A transgender woman, who lived on the adult side of the LGBTQ shelter, often brought 

up the segregation issue. She discussed the issue with the staff, the youth in this study, and me. 

Harkening the era of racial segregation and civil rights, she said that the LGBTQ people at the 

shelter were separate but not equal. At the LGBTQ homeless shelter, her roommate was a gay 

man, and for her, rooming with a man was an attack on her identity as a woman. She wanted to 

room on the female side of campus, and she felt full integration of LGBTQ people into the 

homeless campus was genuine equality. During my interview with Dante, he also brought up the 

issue of segregation and integration. He stated, “Being here is all great and all good, but true 

equality can never come from segregation. Even though people don’t see it, we are still 

segregated here because where would you put somebody - because everybody thinks Prada still 

got something dangling down there.” 

 Gay spaces, such as gay neighborhoods (or gayborhoods) have often been needed as 

havens from the hostile world and as places to find similar others and build community.29 As 

LGBTQ people have become more accepted in society, the need for gay, or LGBTQ, only spaces 

has been questioned. However, many LGBTQ people still face discrimination and violence. As 

mainstream shelters are often unsafe spaces for LGBTQ people, LGBTQ shelters have been 

opening all over the country to provide safety and specific services for LGBTQ youth 

experiencing homelessness. However, this segregation, while often needed, is not seen as 

integration by some people, and hence, not equality. For some transgender people, this 

segregation and rooming with someone of another gender is also seen as an attack on their 

gender identity, not as affirming them. 
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 Dante’s mention of Prada’s genitalia is important as well – not as a way to reduce 

transgender people to their body parts but in understanding how spaces are designed around 

genitals and its detrimental effects on transgender people’s lives. Gender panics were discussed 

in the previous chapter to capture how gender-segregated spaces are often highly enforced when 

the space is for women-only. In women-only spaces, many people want to banish people with 

penises from being in these spaces. Gender panics, especially around transgender women, are 

often penis panics.30 This reduction of transgender people to their genitalia dehumanizes them 

and erases the complexities of their lives. However, these panics deeply shape how spaces are 

segregated, and hence, the experiences of transgender people. The LGBTQ youth in this study 

were allowed to hang out on the men’s side of the homeless campus, and the LGBTQ shelter was 

located on the bottom floor of the men’s dorms. The youth in this study, though, were not 

allowed to go to the women and children’s side of campus.  

 Likewise, Jenelle, who became the first transgender youth to be integrated into the larger 

homeless campus, was moved to her own room on the men’s floor – one floor above the LGBTQ 

shelter. She was not moved to the women’s side of campus, highlighting a gender panic in 

essentially telling her that she was not truly a woman. Even on the men’s floor, Jenelle was not 

allowed to use the restroom. She had to come downstairs to the LGBTQ shelter to use their 

restroom. These actions reify the gender binary – a system that marginalizes gender non-

conforming and transgender people – as natural and rigid, while trying to show a type of 

acceptance of transgender, gender non-conforming, and other LGBTQ people. Neither 

segregation nor the type of integration that was unfolding were seen as equal. LGBTQ people 

were seen as different, and they were put in their own space – a space that was needed often 

because the youth in this study were not safe elsewhere nor could access services at most other 
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homeless serving institutions. The recent influx though in LGBTQ-specific shelters and services 

opening across the country could point to the need for other homeless services to begin to find 

effective ways to integrate LGBTQ people into their programs. Aside from the segregation 

though, many of the youth in this study saw the rules at the shelter as generating challenges for 

themselves as well. 

THE SOCIAL ORGANIZATION OF SHELTER LIFE 

 Since around the 1980s, there have been two major social responses to homelessness: 

criminalize and punish people experiencing homelessness (which was explored in chapter three) 

and/or treat people experiencing homelessness. In terms of the latter response, shelters often 

provide case management, counseling, medication, and other forms of “treatment” to try to “cure” 

people experiencing homelessness. Thus, people experiencing homelessness are seen as needing 

to be rehabilitated and fixed,31 often through learning life skills, gaining self-control, and 

overcoming their addictions. Ending and preventing homelessness became a social service 

project of focusing on individual pathologies – mainly drug and alcohol addiction and mental 

health – and homelessness is seen and treated as if it is a disease. 

 Sociologist Teresa Gowan calls this rehabilitative framing of homelessness as “sick-

talk,”32 whereby homelessness is seen as a pathology that can be treated and cured. This framing 

gave rise to the homeless industry, which focused on addiction and self-help as the ways to end 

homelessness. One could obtain rehabilitative services if they complied with the program’s 

requirements. This industry was about changing people experiencing homelessness rather than 

serving them. Individual failings are constructed as the cause of poverty, and control and 

surveillance become constructed as the solutions to ending homelessness. In sum, homelessness 

has been pathologized through constructing homelessness as an individual’s condition that needs 
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to be medicalized. This medicalization of homelessness eclipses how homelessness is a complex 

process of inequality that is socially organized, whereby millions of people experience 

homelessness in the United States each year.33 

 This control and surveillance begins as soon as people access services, especially at 

places that are partly or completely funded by the government. People experiencing 

homelessness often have to answer questions and fill out a form about their past histories and 

current actions in order to begin receiving services. Through observing and recording their lives, 

the goal becomes to make people experiencing homelessness productive for the state again.34 

That is, shelters and homeless services, as many scholars studying homelessness have noted, are 

sites of what social theorist Michel Foucault calls “governmentality,” or how the state tries to 

exercise control over and govern certain populations.35  

 Most places serving people experiencing homelessness in the United States, especially 

places that receive funding from the government, have staff members (including staff members 

at both of my field sites) who input data into the homeless management information systems 

(HMIS).36 HMIS was developed in the 1990s as a requirement of states to collect data on 

homelessness in order to be eligible to receive federal money from HUD. In 2004, HUD then 

published the first “HMIS Data Standards” to standardize collection of data on people 

experiencing homelessness across communities. The point of HMIS is to collect aggregate data 

on people experiencing homelessness in order better serve them and to help organizations 

manage their services. This system tracks how well services are serving people experiencing 

homelessness and monitors the outcomes of those services and people’s “improvement.” HUD 

uses these outcomes to determine which programs receive federal funding, and according to 

officials, the answers to solving homelessness are believed to be in these statistical numbers.37 
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Through this process, people experiencing homelessness are reduced to statistics and if case 

management plans or other services are getting people into stable housing. In only focusing on 

outcomes that HUD and/or service providers care about, people’s lived experiences can be 

erased.38 

 As part of this partially government-funded system of trying to have good outcomes, 

shelters have rules and requirements for people using their services. People residing at shelters 

may have to leave for the day, maintain a job and/or be in an educational program, get into case 

management, and follow other requirements to stay and receive services.39 Essentially, during 

the day, people are not supposed to be in a homeless shelter; they should be trying to become 

“productive” members of society. The handbook given to the youth in this study who were 

residing at the LGBTQ shelter stated they must “participate in at least one service or activity per 

day” and “be productive.” Likewise, the life-skill programs and employment readiness training 

that many homeless services provide are about creating a self-managed, self-disciplined person. 

The logic of this type of program is that if one can learn to manage a budget, eat well, have “safe” 

sex, and manage one’s life, then one will not be experiencing housing instability.40 These rules 

and requirements construct people experiencing homelessness as deficient human beings. This 

framing of people experiencing homelessness as individual failures also masks the social 

inequalities and structural dimensions of housing instability (e.g., the lack of a living wage, the 

lack of affordable housing, structural sexism, racism, ageism, and heterosexism), which are more 

well-established as causes of homelessness.41 As anthropologist Vincent Lyon-Callo sarcastically 

stated in his ethnography on the homeless sheltering industry, “Curiously, he [a person 

experiencing homelessness] made his bed every morning and, yet, he was still homeless.”42 
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 Nonetheless, the LGBTQ homeless shelter is part of this system of having to manage 

youth experiencing homelessness, of inputting data into HMIS, and of using this data to apply 

for grants and other types of funding. Likewise, the shelter had rules and regulations. For starters, 

the youth staying at the shelter had to wear gray badges that were horizontal. 43 Staff had maroon 

vertical badges, and volunteers, including myself, had red vertical badges. These colors and the 

vertical versus horizontal placement established who was a staff or volunteer and who was a 

“resident” – the name given to the youth staying at the shelter.44 All residents always had to go 

through the “guard shack,” which had a metal detector and where they had to take a breathalyzer 

test before coming onto the campus. As a fear of violence breaking out is often a main concern 

among staff members working with people experiencing homelessness, this sobriety rule is part 

of making the campus “safe.” Likewise, addiction, including alcoholism, is often constructed as 

a cause of homelessness within the rehabilitative framing, so preventing alcohol on campus is 

part of monitoring people who are perceived to be addicts. This rule was also often talked about 

among staff members and the people residing on the homeless campus as protecting the children 

that lived on the women and children’s side of the complex. Opposite of the youth in this study 

though, when I entered onto the campus, I just had to flash my red, vertical badge at the guards, 

and I walked around the metal detector (not through it), and I never blew into a breathalyzer.45  

 The curfew at the campus was 10:00 p.m. (11:00 p.m. on Friday and Saturday), unless 

one had a night job in the formal economy. Beds were to be “made and properly presented every 

day,”46 though there were no specificities about what constituted a properly made bed. The youth 

at the shelter were to be out of the dorm from 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. every weekday. Exceptions 

were again made for people with night jobs in the formal economy. The staff kept a log book in 

their office where they would record incidents at the shelter, the comings and goings of people, if 
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someone was going to miss curfew, if someone needed a prescription refilled, and other 

documentations of the young people’s behaviors. Everyone had to use their badges on a card 

reader in order to enter into the shelter, into their rooms, and to exit the homeless campus 

(through a turnstile). It is my understanding that this card reader data was sent directly to 

HMIS.47 If someone lost their badge, they often had to do a chore to get a new one.  

 Most of these rules are not unique to this shelter or program. Originally, the social 

function of shelters was to serve as a stopgap – to help people get shelter in order to get back on 

their feet. Shelters, though, may now serve as an intervention in order to help people get 

resources and training in order to re-integrate back into mainstream society, the formal economy, 

and to obtain housing stability. In theory then, shelters are a transitory space to eventually lead 

people into housing. Rules at shelters are implemented then to help people obtain housing 

stability, but also, because rules are needed in order to produce a form of social order. Rules can 

involve curfews, respecting others, doing chores, governing personal hygiene, and other 

regulations that focus on acceptable and unacceptable behavior. These rules can help ensure 

safety and protection for people residing at shelters, make sure resources are being managed 

effectively, and that operations run efficiently.48  

 Over two decades ago, anthropologist Elliot Liebow documented eerily similar rules in 

his ethnography on women experiencing homelessness in the Washington, DC, metropolitan area, 

and other scholars studying homelessness in places such as Orlanda, Florida, Boston and 

Northampton, Massachusetts, and New York City have documented similar regulations ever 

since.49 People’s entry and exit are often documented in a log book. Shelters often require not 

only a breathalyzer test, but also drug tests and the freedom to search residents’ belongings. 

People experiencing homelessness are not seen as needing privacy, so they often cannot have 
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people in their rooms, must leave their doors open, and hence, cannot really have sexual 

relations.50 Shelters are similar then to other institutions, such as prisons and mental health 

hospitals, wherein people are confined and lose freedom and privacy. People at shelters do have 

the freedom to leave the shelter (unlike prison), but the consequence could be living on the 

streets without secure access to food and shelter.51  

 I turn though to two specific ways in which the rules of the shelter affected the youth’s 

lives: regulating young adulthood and the regulation of sexuality. I show how these processes 

often led to the perpetuation of inequality at the shelter, and at times, the suspension and eviction 

of some youth from the shelter. Rules and regulations, as processes to try to make the young 

people assimilate back into mainstream society, focus on individual behaviors, and not the larger 

social conditions that are more well-documented as causing homelessness. In the end, the youth 

in this study end up cycling between the shelter and the streets, but never really achieving 

housing stability.  

Regulating Young Adulthood  

 One night, when a staff member said it was bedtime, Jenelle commented to me that she 

felt like a child having a bedtime. During our interview, Jenelle also talked about the rules at the 

shelter, where one rule was if a person missed five nights at the shelter in a month, they would be 

suspended. Jenelle explained, “We only get five days off a month. That’s just stupid. Change to 

no curfew in all honesty.” On the bedtime, she said, “And then I don’t understand why we all 

have to be in our beds by ten. It’s just stupid to me. I’m not a child.” Jenelle then talked about 

taking care of herself, “I have an alarm on my phone that wakes me up. I know how much sleep I 

need to function the next day. I know what I do in the morning to get ready.”  
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 People experiencing homelessness often feel as if service providers treat them as children, 

a process that scholars studying homelessness have seen as “infantilization.” Infantilization is a 

pattern of behavior, whereby someone often in a position of authority interacts and treats 

someone else as a child.52 Infantilization is often based upon age stereotypes. For example, 

elderly people in nursing homes are often pitied, seen as helpless and incompetent, and hence, 

are often patronized because of these stereotypes.53 However, processes of infantilization may 

not only be social but also environmental. In a 2001 study of adult day care centers, the 

researchers found that a lack of privacy, especially from the semi-public restrooms at one of the 

centers, contributes to regulating people, and in the process, this lack of privacy can be 

infantilizing.54 

 At homeless shelters, rules are often experienced as a form of paternalism, and service 

providers are constructed as supposedly knowing what is best for people experiencing 

homelessness.55 Within this framing, people experiencing homelessness are seen and treated as 

not fully adults and as incapable of making their own decisions.56 This process of infantilization 

at homeless shelters can play out in many ways, but a few examples include: adults do not have 

curfews, people in shelters do; adults eat whenever, people in shelters eat at meal time; adults 

drink after a hard day, people in shelters could get suspended from their program for drinking; 

adults have sex, people cannot have someone over to the shelter for sex.57 Submitting to 

authority, rules, and regulations can be an assault on one’s adulthood.58 These social codes and 

norms of regulating adult people residing in shelters have been established for shelters offering 

services to youth. However, these processes of infantilization may be more nuanced and complex 

for young people, who are already seen by the larger society as not fully adults yet either. 
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 In U.S. society, the category of youth is used to document the time between childhood 

and adulthood. In general, it categorizes people who are semi-dependent. As many people in U.S. 

society have stayed in school longer and entered full-time employment later in life, the category 

of youth has expanded and changed over time.59 Other markers of adulthood in Western society 

such as marriage and having children are also being postponed, whereby the passage between 

adolescence and adulthood is seen as a separate life stage.60 Career, marriage, education, 

parenthood, and residential independence have historically marked adulthood in U.S. society, 

and because of demographic and economic shifts, these achievements are more delayed.61 The 

category of youth is hence seen as a stage of development, whereby young people need guidance 

in how to behave and become independent. 

 The people working at the LGBTQ shelter were, for the most part, older than the youth 

residing there. Although one main staff member was 24-years-old with a college degree, the rest 

of the staff members were mid-thirties or older.62 The staff members were to make sure the youth 

followed the shelter rules. The youth at the LGBTQ shelter were to wake up at 7:30 a.m. and go 

to bed at 10:00 p.m. After breakfast, all of the youth at the shelter were to be doing something: 

going to GED classes or to work, finding a job, searching for a place to live, or some other 

activity that was seen as helping them to achieve housing stability. Weekly goals and 

appointments for the youth at the shelter were kept on a wall in the staff office in order to follow 

the “progress” of each young person. If a youth at the shelter did not have a job, then they were 

assigned a chore at the shelter, such as cleaning the restroom or the communal area. A staff 

member had to sign off when the youth at the shelter completed the chore each day. 

 For violating rules, staff members would write someone up. One staff member said he 

wrote people up for violating rules because people need to be working the program. In wanting 



 201 

to fill beds, curfew and other policies are often enforced at shelters.63 There was a wait-list to get 

into the LGBTQ shelter, so staff members said they did not want people in the program who 

were not using the shelter for its intended purpose - the purpose seemingly being following the 

rules, as the rules were seen as helping one to eventually achieve housing stability. Staff 

members though are also bound to the institutional rules that often emphasize rehabilitation and 

personal responsibility as the right ways to help people experiencing homelessness.64 Many staff 

members are also under-paid and over-worked. The staff members I met did seem to truly care 

about the youth they work with, but they are part of a larger homeless industry system that 

focuses on rehabilitating people experiencing homelessness. This system keeps service providers 

doing emotionally exhausting work of caring for and monitoring youth, but not really seeing 

youth achieve housing stability.  

 This type of work and caring for youth may be inherently contradictory. In her study on 

South Asian American caregivers at a Chicago domestic violence shelter for South Asian 

American women, sociologist Sharmila Rudrappa documents how the “radical caring” the 

women caregivers do joins together institutional and individual motivations. The women saw 

their work as political and personal in trying to help women with the same racial backgrounds 

and in trying to transform their communities. However, these motivations worked in conjunction 

with the professionalization of caregiving that often happens in any type of shelter or other type 

of service organization that relies on grants for funding. This professionalization of caregiving 

generated hierarchical relationships as the caregivers were tasked to tell the residents what to do, 

while also trying to make the residents become independent.65 Similarly, at the LGBTQ shelter, 

most of the staff members had a political and personal commitment to helping LGBTQ youth 

and giving back to the LGBTQ community. However, because of how shelters are often framed 
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and funded, the staff members were also caught up in engaging in contradictory professionalized 

care work that is shaped around making people “productive” again, at the suspension of some of 

the youth’s rights and autonomy. 

 When Obadiah was starting college, he got a stipend from the state – a benefit for people 

who age out of CPS and pursue higher education. One evening, two staff members were telling 

Obadiah about how he should spend his money and how he should stop chasing women. Obadiah 

got visibly frustrated during this conversation and said that he did not want the staff to speak to 

him as if he were a child. He said that he knows how he wants to spend his money and that he 

wants to get his own place. However, people experiencing homelessness are often viewed as 

needing saving, undermining that they can make their own decisions.66 This rescuing paradigm 

ignores that youth experiencing homelessness were independent on the streets, and it can be seen 

as patronizing and controlling. Within this rescuing paradigm, the young people’s independence 

and skills they gained through experiencing homelessness are erased or not seen as valuable.67 

People experiencing homelessness want to be treated as human beings and as adults, and not as a 

child who needs to be fixed, rehabilitated, and/or saved.68 

 Dante was one of the most vocal about how staff members treated the youth at the shelter. 

He did not like how they monitored his medication nor that they would not believe him when he 

was in physical pain and could not get to appointments and job interviews. He told me, “I can see 

a power hungry struggle going on here as far as the staff goes. They want to tell us to do stuff 

and won’t let us discover it on our own. They don’t treat the 18 to 25 [year old] members like 

adults, when we really are adults.” He went on, “My biggest issue was: I’m taking medicine for a 

whole bunch of different things. I take a lot of different medicines, and you have me switching 

up every couple months - every couple weeks - because you don’t like the medicine I’m on.” He 
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finished, “When it took just a couple medicines to make me stable, and I switched up to 

something that made me sick, so I switched back. So why would you want me to take something 

that is making me sick? And I’m already stable on some medicine. It doesn’t make sense to me. 

It’s just you want me to take what you want me to take.” 

 What many of the youth described to me at the shelter is similar to discussions by other 

scholars studying homelessness about how shelters can be infantilizing. However, this process of 

infantilization is complex and is bound up with race, gender, and sexuality meanings that move 

the process of infantilization beyond just a reification of an adult/child binary. Infantilization 

works to establish one as not equal. The process has been used throughout U.S. history to deny 

women the right to vote and to justify slavery. Women and black people were constructed as not 

fully adults, and this logic was then used to warrant not giving them equal adulthood rights.69 

The use of calling black men “boys” is a way to infantilize and dehumanize black men, and as 

the famous documentary Killing Us Softly also documents, women are infantilized in advertising 

and porn as a way to objectify, sexualize, and dehumanize them. In being infantilized, 

marginalized people are constructed as having no sense of control, and for women, especially 

black women, infantilization can work to also hyper-sexualize them as child-like playthings.70  

 Infantilization also has a history with oppressing and pathologizing same-sex sexuality. 

Within psychoanalytic theory, homosexuality was often constructed as a less developed form of 

sexuality compared to heterosexuality.71 Gay men have been stereotyped as promiscuous, and 

obsessed with their bodies, drugs, and being youthful. In being seen as not wanting to settle 

down into a monogamous relationship, gay men are depicted as not full adults – as acting like 

teenagers for not subscribing to the dominant adulthood norms of marriage and reproduction. 

Within a heteronormative society, this construction of gay men as immature and childlike 
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upholds that they are not as fully formed as heterosexuals.72 Infantilization has worked then to 

establish women, people of color, and/or non-heterosexual people as less than and different from 

the dominant groups within society. 

 Accordingly, youth, who are already not seen as adults, are also infantilized. Therefore, 

this process of infantilization at youth shelters can exacerbate the idea that young people 

experiencing homelessness are especially not self-sufficient and need guidance and help in 

becoming independent. Essentially, young adulthood is often regulated within the larger U.S. 

society, since youth are not seen as adults, but this regulation of young people’s behaviors may 

be intensified for youth in shelters, as people experiencing homelessness are also not seen as 

independent and self-sufficient. A contradiction, however, occurs: young people at homeless 

shelters are told they are being trained to become self-sufficient, while simultaneously being 

regulated and subordinated by the implementation of rules at shelters.73 A way to try to deal with 

this contradiction is that many shelters, including the LGBTQ shelter, build a model of getting 

people experiencing homelessness to “work the program.” Working the program involves 

following the rules and guidelines of shelters, whereby following the rules is then seen as a path 

to becoming self-sufficient and achieving housing stability. Some rules do provide safety and 

constancy, so rules are not inherently bad. However, certain rules and regulations may prevent 

youth to achieve autonomy and housing stability.74 

 Ultimately, shelters are a form of institutionalization, whereby staff members at shelters 

adopt dominant U.S. middle-class capitalistic values that then get imposed on people 

experiencing homelessness as a way to change and rehabilitate them.75 To state differently, 

shelters are sites of governmentality in trying to shape the behavior of people experiencing 

homelessness to become docile bodies that self-govern their own actions and that are productive 
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for the state. A regimented schedule of activities and rules are put into place. These restrictions 

are often seen as unpleasant and infantilizing, telling people experiencing homelessness that they 

are not equal, not an adult. Infantilization, then, maintains inequality and can lead some young 

people to feel unreceptive to services and help.  

 The rules at shelters may be especially enforced against youth, who are already 

constructed as dependent and not fully self-sufficient. The regulation of young adulthood at the 

shelter can continue this construction of the youth experiencing homelessness as not independent 

and as inferior. As infantilization is bound up with producing racial, gender, sexual, and age 

differences, this process can also tell the LGBTQ youth at the shelter that they are different than 

the dominant groups within society. These complexities of infantilization can maintain and 

produce difference and can further the marginalization of LGBTQ youth experiencing 

homelessness. Moreover, the youth in this study also had to contend with having their sexuality 

regulated as well. 

Regulating Sexuality 

 Sex and sexuality are regulated and organized by time and space. As anthropologist 

Gayle Rubin showed in her classic “charmed circle,” sex at home, or more broadly in private, is 

privileged over sex in the public sphere.76 Sex may also be a social privilege, whereby people 

may need leisure time in order to engage in sex. In her study of Mexican immigrants living in 

Los Angeles, sociologist Gloria González-López shows how the immigrant women in her study 

often did not have time for sex or had to schedule sex into their busy lives of working and raising 

a family.77 Likewise, reproductive time, or the notion of a biological clock, can shape how and 

when people decide to try to have children.78 LGBTQ spaces, such as LGBTQ bars, clubs, 

cruising parks, porn theaters, and other spaces outside of heteronormative spaces, can also shape 



 206 

and facilitate sexual intimacy and identity among sexually marginalized individuals. Sex and 

sexuality, then, is shaped by time and space, and homeless shelters can become a space that 

shapes the sex lives of people residing in them. 

 In fact, shelters do not allow for much of a sex life, as there is only, maybe, a modicum of 

privacy. At the San Antonio field site, it was also always freezing in the shelter. People would 

have to wear layers of clothes to stay warm. I basically always kept a jacket on and piled 

blankets on me when I would go to sleep there (with my jacket still on). The youth in this study 

often said that the staff members kept the shelter cold in order to have the young people keep 

their clothes on. This idea may stem from the fact that at times the staff members would not 

allow the youth at the shelter to dress in certain ways. For example, Naomi had a shirt on 

backwards one day. The back of the shirt was cut out, so if worn correctly, it would expose her 

bare back. Wearing it backwards, Naomi had her bra and breasts exposed. A staff member told 

her that she needed to switch her shirt back around before she was allowed to have any of the 

snacks and hot chocolate from the office. This staff person told Naomi that the shelter was up for 

renewal to stay on the homeless campus, and they do not need residents dressing provocatively 

and harming their chances of getting renewed. 

 This same staff member said to me that the young people at the shelter needed to use 

their brains and not their bodies in life. For this staff member, when a young person got a job (in 

the formal economy), she said it was like getting a pearl or a polished diamond. As already noted, 

staff members are caught up in a larger system that is about rehabilitating people experiencing 

homelessness, including monitoring people’s sexuality. Shelter workers are often only making 

entry-level salaries, and there is high burn-out, as the job can be stressful. Of course, funding 

keeps shelters and programs going, and to get funding, staff members often have to subscribe to 



 207 

the rehabilitative guidelines of changing people experiencing homelessness. However, the power 

dynamics that are built into the relationship between staff and residents can make for tenuous 

relationships between the staff and the youth staying at the shelter. Part of this dynamic is that 

staff members may have internalized dominant ideologies about young people and their sexuality.  

 The sexuality of youth in U.S. society is caught within a contradiction. Youth are seen as 

not sexual subjects, as asexual, and as vulnerable, but also young people are seen as having an 

uncontrollable and unrestrained sexuality.79 Young people’s sexuality and sexual behaviors are 

seen as something that adults, especially parents, want to control. One reasoning among parents 

is that their child is not economically independent, and therefore, cannot be sexually 

autonomous.80 The same staff member who regulated Naomi’s attire called herself a “mother” to 

the youth at the shelter and saw “grounding them” as a way to teach them a lesson.  

 One lesson was how one should dress. Dress codes become a way in which adults and 

institutions, such as dress codes at schools, regulate and monitor youth’s sexuality. Young people 

are told to not dress provocatively, as this type of clothing is seen as not respecting one’s self.81 

Working-class young women may especially have their attire policed, as they are more likely to 

be seen as “sluts” or sexually promiscuous.82 As young people, the youth in this study are 

already seen as potentially being sexually uncontrollable, and as being LGBTQ and mostly 

people of color, the youth at the shelter may be overly stereotyped as hyper-sexual, and hence 

seen as needing to be guided toward “acceptable” behavior and dress. Monitoring Naomi’s 

clothing and the other youth’s attire is a way then to discipline the youth’s sexuality. 

 On top of being young, LGBTQ, and most being a racial minority, the youth are also 

experiencing homelessness. People experiencing homelessness are, at times, seen as lazy and 

hyper-sexual, whereby their dress and actions are also constructed as needing to be monitored 
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and guided toward “acceptable” behavior.83 The rehabilitative approach to “curing” 

homelessness is about integrating people experiencing homelessness back into middle-class 

norms and culture – norms and culture that look down upon appearances and behaviors that are 

seen as sexually provocative and/or promiscuous. These processes together could lead to the 

monitoring of the youth’s clothing, relationships, sex work, and other things linked with their 

sexuality. The youth in this study are perhaps seen as needing to be taught and socialized into 

“appropriate” ways of being a sexual human being. The institutional effort is to control the youth 

sexually, as this control is seen as helping them to eventually self-control their sexuality and 

make them docile bodies for the capitalistic society and economy. The intersections of being 

young, LGBTQ, a person of color, and experiencing homelessness can stereotype the youth in 

this study as being extremely sexually out of control, and hence, needing to be controlled and 

disciplined. 

 Arthur and Kareem were a gay black couple staying at the LGBTQ shelter. Although the 

handbook at the shelter banned relationships, Arthur and Kareem were admitted into the shelter 

already in a relationship.84 However, any type of contact that was seen as intimate was prohibited 

on the whole campus, so Arthur and Kareem had to try to self-monitor their behaviors and 

affection for one another. They were not even allowed to be in a room together unless the door 

was propped open. As Arthur told me, he was thankful that he was not on the streets, but “it’s 

kind of stressful because I can’t chill with my man the way I want to. I can’t cuddle up with him 

or anything.” Having a relationship outside of the shelter was also hard, as one could not bring 

their partner to the shelter, and one could get in trouble for missing curfew. As Lucas, a 20-year-

old white heterosexual transgender man, told me, “I was actually ended up kicked out [of the 

LGBTQ homeless shelter] because I was staying too many nights with my girlfriend.” 
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 Sexual regulation may be especially prominent in what sociologist Erving Goffman calls 

“total institutions.” Total institutions are places where people are cut off from the larger society 

and where people are all often treated the same. People in total institutions also partake in 

administered and scheduled activities and are working toward the same goal.85 Although shelters 

may be “quasi-total institutions,”86 as people are not physically detained and cut off from society 

in the same way as people in prison are, the regulation of sexuality within shelters mirrors some 

similarities to the regulation of sexuality in other total institutions. In nursing homes, the 

regimented and structured environment leaves people residing in these homes with little control 

over their lives, including their sex lives. A lack of privacy in nursing homes and the staff 

members’ negative perceptions of elderly people’s sexuality also infringes on the sex lives of 

people in these homes.87 Staff and administrators use notions of “safety” and “liability” to justify 

the control over nursing home residents’ sexual expressions.88 In prison, sex is prohibited, often 

because of an assumption that all sex in prisons is coercive and/or the negative stereotypes 

subscribed to same-sex sexual intimacy. People in prison are also seen as criminals, which this 

label may hyper-sexualize them, and the point of prison is to supposedly change people, 

including controlling prisoners’ sexuality. However, the tension among prisoners wanting to feel 

human connection but fearing the repercussions of engaging in sexual intimacy does not allow 

prisoners to fully experience meaningful expressions of sexuality.89 In effect, negative 

stereotypes, rules and laws, and a lack of privacy regulate the sexuality of people within total 

institutions. 

 One negative stereotype is that poor people, especially poor people of color, need to have 

their sexuality regulated, as their sexuality is constructed as a cause of them being poor. For 

example, the 1960s War on Poverty focused on young women’s childbearing as a contributing 
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factor to poverty.90 The 1990s welfare reform laws were also partially about targeting the 

presumed promiscuity of poor women. Promoting traditional, heterosexual marriage and 

abstinence-only sex education became conservative responses in trying to help people (mainly, 

poor women) out of poverty. The logic went that if poor women just stopped having children 

out-of wedlock, then they would not be poor anymore. As a response to the retreating social 

safety nets for the poor, people in poverty are instead told to control their sexuality if they want 

to get out of poverty.91 As poor LGBTQ people of color, Arthur and Kareem are seen as needing 

to get a job in order to find housing stability, not as needing to have intimate contact with each 

other. The lack of privacy at the shelter and having to keep doors open furthered this regulation 

of their sexual intimacy. Moreover, Lucas was even suspended for spending too many nights 

with his partner and missing curfew at the shelter, whereby following curfew is seen as more 

important than the youth building relationships and having intimate contact with one’s partner. 

 Tori, a 19-year-old white lesbian, experienced similar regulations as Arthur, Kareem, and 

Lucas. When dating someone on the adult side of the LGBTQ shelter, Tori and their partner got 

in trouble for being affectionate from an officer on the homeless campus. The couple stated that 

they were singled out for being a non-heterosexual couple because they saw heterosexual 

couples engaging in intimate contact. They said that the officers were homophobic and only 

bullying LGBTQ people to try to get them kicked off the campus. A few months later, Tori was 

going to a feeding one night. Tori asked a staff member if they could get a late night pass to 

come back past curfew. Tori whispered to me that they needed a night pass because Tori was 

hoping to get laid by one of their street friends. This moment showcased how some of the youth 

would try to get around the curfew policy in order to engage in sexual intimacy outside of the 

shelter. 
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 Society and social institutions shape and regulate sexuality and sexual intimacy. In the 

classic book Sexual Conduct, sociologists John Gagnon and William Simon show how culture 

and social institutions shape which types of sexual conduct are seen as appropriate and which 

types of sexual conduct are seen as inappropriate. Through making certain sexual behaviors 

illegal and/or stigmatizing certain forms of sexual contact, people learn which forms of sexuality 

are encouraged by society and which forms of sexuality are not.92 Today, with more acceptance 

of and political rights for LGBTQ people, LGBTQ people may live in a contradiction when it 

comes to their sexuality, identity, and expressions of sexual intimacy. LGBTQ people may not 

live in the closet anymore, but they still live in a world where most institutions uphold 

heteronormativity and privilege heterosexual displays of sexual contact. Living within this 

contradiction, LGBTQ people must negotiate when to be “out,” when to conceal their identity 

and/or sexual intimacy, and manage how different contexts shape and regulate their sexuality and 

sexual lives.93 Public displays of intimacy, especially among same-gender couples, are often then 

highly scrutinized since the public sphere is a heteronormative space. Although LGBTQ people 

are afforded certain rights in U.S. society, they are often told to keep their displays of affection to 

the private sphere.94 People in heterosexual relationships are often intimate in public, but when 

same-gender couples are intimate in public, they are accused of flaunting their sexuality. As the 

public sphere is still heteronormative and privileges heterosexual forms of sexual contact, 

engaging in same-sex sexual intimacy or other forms of intimacy not considered heteronormative 

can lead to facing sanctions and regulations. 

 Sometimes regulations are needed to prevent things such as rape and incest, though other 

regulations can stigmatize same-sex sexual expressions. LGBTQ people, who may rely on their 

sexuality as a way to claim and embrace their identity, are often stereotyped as hyper-sexual. 
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This hyper-sexualization stereotype is even used to deny LGBTQ people rights. For example, the 

stereotypes of LGBTQ people as hyper-sexual, perverse, and deviant have been used to justify 

not allowing same-sex marriage.95 This justification normalizes heterosexual sexuality as the 

norm, constructs the public sphere as heteronormative, and in the process can depict 

heterosexuality as desexualized. Society and social institutions then, in establishing 

heterosexuality as the norm, justifies controlling same-sex sexual intimacy, especially within the 

public sphere, as a way to uphold heteronormativity. Institutions, such as shelters, further 

reproduce and exacerbate these regulations of same-sex intimacy, feeding back into the 

structures that legitimize and reward heterosexuality and heterosexual forms of sexual contact. 

 Likewise, people residing at shelters are often watched, judged, regulated, diagnosed, 

dissected, and categorized. Autonomy and privacy, which are often middle-class luxuries, are not 

really afforded for people residing in shelters.96 People experiencing homelessness do not really 

have access to private spaces to be affectionate with one another; therefore, their intimate 

behaviors may become uniquely under surveillance. For the youth in this study, being young and 

LGBTQ may generate particular challenges in facing this institutionalization of shelter life. 

Intimate contact in the public sphere allows LGBTQ people to be visible and challenge 

heteronormative assumptions of what sexuality should look like in public, but paradoxically, it 

opens them up to danger, surveillance, and, for the youth in this study, possible suspension.97  

 Other youth – Camila, Naomi, and Obadiah – got suspended for having sex at the shelter. 

After one incident of two residents getting caught having sex, Cookie (another resident) felt that 

no young men who are “tops” (i.e., sexual penetrators) should be allowed to stay at the shelter. 

She felt this rule would prevent further “sex scandals” – what people at the shelter often called 

the incidents when other people got suspended for having sex with each other. This talk about 
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others having sex could be a distancing strategy in trying to establish one’s own self as the “good” 

shelter resident.98 Some young people at the shelter even felt they might contract sexually 

transmitted infections from other youth having sex, and a reason for banning sex in shelters is 

sometimes an epidemiological discourse, in that, sex in shelters is talked about as a public health 

concern. If youth were not having sex at the shelter, they would sometimes go have sex at the 

library or under a bridge, but having sex in these spaces could get them arrested if caught. 

Nonetheless, sex was forbidden at the shelter, and suspension was the punishment for having sex 

there. 

 A reason staff members at homeless shelters use eviction as a form of discipline is 

because staff are afraid of violence breaking out. Although eviction was used to break-up fights 

at my field site,99 it seemed to be used more for people missing curfew and for people having sex. 

Essentially, a main form of discipline was dislocation: to care for someone was to displace 

them.100 Staff’s ability to evict only heightens the insecurity that residents feel and experience.101 

As eviction is often used as the go-to means to enforce rules, instead of as the ultimate sanction, 

eviction could generate another sense of instability among the youth staying at the shelter. 

 Also at the shelter, sex work was not seen as a legitimate night job. People who did sex 

work at night would miss curfew, and missing curfew could eventually lead to suspension. A 

staff member told me that curfew was for the resident’s own safety: that LGBTQ people are 

targets of rape, so the curfew rule was to help prevent sexual victimization. Justice was 

especially mad about this rule because she said it is easy for her to pick up men downtown at 

night. Justice also felt that the shelter was not preventing LGBTQ homelessness if they were 

throwing them out for punishment. One of the many times Justice got suspended, the staff did 

not want to kick her out all night. They had known she been prostituting the night before, and a 
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man threatened to kill her, so the staff only wanted to kick her out for a couple hours. The staff 

members are aware then of some of the problems of kicking residents out; however, it was still 

used as a main form of punishment to try to get the LGBTQ youth to comply with shelter rules. 

 These views of sex work at the shelter are a microcosm of larger U.S. ideologies about 

sex work. Ideas around sex work and sex workers have been used to generate a “moral panic” or 

fear among people that some “evil” is threatening society. Like people experiencing 

homelessness, sex workers in general (though some sex workers are also experiencing 

homelessness) are seen as an underclass that should be purged from gentrified urban centers.102 

For example, in Washington, DC, “prostitution free zones” allow police to move along or arrest 

people in these declared zones if the people are believed to be congregating for the purpose of 

prostitution.103 There have also been debates, including among feminists, about whether sex 

work constitutes a form of labor, and whether it should be illegal, decriminalized, or legalized.104 

Within dominant U.S. society then, sex work is not seen as a legitimate form of work, and sex 

workers are stigmatized. The shelter, in wanting to rehabilitate the youth to subscribe to the 

dominant norms of society, enforced these views about sex work, instead of seeing sex work as a 

legitimate way for some youth to make money and access resources. Essentially, behaviors that 

are rewarded on the streets such as fighting or sex work are not rewarded in shelters.105 

 This particular control of the LGBTQ youth and their sexuality can be seen as trying to 

make them assimilate into homonormative ways of living. Homonormativity is how sexually 

marginalized communities and people seek rights through heteronormative institutions and 

norms (e.g., monogamy, marriage, consumption practices, domesticity, reproduction).106 The 

youth’s appearances and behaviors are regulated in order to make them gain rights or achieve 

housing through upholding the norms of society – through becoming “productive” members of 
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the middle-class, capitalistic economy. Therefore, homonormativity is part of governmentality; it 

constructs the “good gays” as those who promote individuality and personal responsibility.107 In 

effect, the shelter (perhaps because of the larger homeless industry system it is caught up within) 

tries to produce LGBTQ people who work in the formal economy, who can self-control their 

sexuality, who can get an education, and who are personally responsible for getting into housing. 

The homeless industry system is also part of the larger society that socializes most of us to feel 

good and happy when we follow the social norms of society and are productive members of the 

capitalistic economy.108 The shelter, though, on some level, is trying to produce homonormative 

LGBTQ youth, whereby their appearances and sexual behaviors become constructed as a cause 

of them still experiencing homelessness.  

 Furthermore, homonormativity is part of dismantling the welfare state. For example, 

same-sex marriage privatizes social issues, whereby people are to rely on the family and not the 

state for getting their needs met.109 In trying to get the youth in this study to assimilate into 

homonormative ways of life, the shelter becomes part of upholding a system that is attempting to 

dismantle what is left of the welfare state that people experiencing homelessness often rely on. 

However, trying to get the youth in this study to assimilate into homonormative structures and 

ways of living did not bring about housing stability, but rather, it often led to suspensions and 

evictions. 

RESPITING GENDER, REGULATING SEXUALITY 

 The gender and sexuality paradox of the LGBTQ homeless shelter may be contributing to 

keeping the youth in this study from achieving housing stability. Indeed, the continuation of 

homelessness may be embedded in the homeless service industry itself. Provision of services are 

often based upon compliance to case management, abstaining from drugs and alcohol use, being 
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actively employed or looking for a job, and following other institutional rules. These rules are 

seen as part of why shelters may be failing to reduce homelessness, as they put the burden of 

ending homelessness on the individual experiencing homelessness.110 Shelters do not appear to 

solve homelessness nor prevent displacement.111 The point of this chapter, though, is that the 

LGBTQ shelter is doing more than most services, in serving as a gender-inclusive respite, but in 

being part of a larger structure of rehabilitating people experiencing homelessness, including 

their sexuality and sexual behaviors, the shelter is still part of not solving or ending LGBTQ 

youth homelessness.  

 As a gender-inclusive respite, the shelter provided certain safety and acceptance that the 

youth in this study often could not find elsewhere. The shelter was, on some level, a refuge for 

gender outcasts, and may lessen the stigma and feelings of unworthiness that came with being 

positioned as an outcast. Having a safe place to sleep and shower told the LGBTQ youth that 

they were accepted for who they are. Getting access to hormones and proper gender 

identification also re-affirmed their identity and could lessen some of the barriers people 

experiencing homelessness often face. Perhaps, most importantly, being around similar others 

helped some of the youth in this study not to feel alone, helped build friendship networks and 

“families of choice,” and normalized some of the youth. This support could also serve as a buffer 

to the impact of stressors on the youth’s health and lives. The segregation aspect of the shelter 

raised some concerns about if the shelter was actual equality, but the shelter was a gender-

inclusive respite that provided many things for the youth in this study that they often could not 

get anywhere else. 

 The shelter, though, is still part of a larger homeless service industry that focuses on 

changing and rehabilitating people experiencing homelessness. Staff members at the shelter see 
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LGBTQ youth homelessness as being about homophobia and transphobia; however, the focus is 

on repairing the LGBTQ individual. Indeed, to get funding to keep the shelter functioning, they 

may have to focus on rehabilitation. The ultimate goal though becomes assimilation; the choices 

people experiencing homelessness make are to be in line with the social and institutional 

expectations of them. Achieving life skills, though, are often about achieving middle-class values, 

and youth do not say they are experiencing homelessness because they have poor life skills. 

Fixing the individual ignores then how institutional relations produce the problems that 

institutions are supposedly trying to fix.112   

 Two main processes – regulating young adulthood and regulating sexuality – were main 

contributors to the youth in this study finding problems with the shelter and many getting 

suspended. People experiencing homelessness often feel disrespected and objectified as being 

just a number and trying to be “fixed.” The routine life of shelters is often viewed as degrading. 

Rules are an act of subtle paternalism. As both young people and people experiencing 

homelessness are both seen as people needing to be guided toward “appropriate” behaviors, the 

regulation of the young people’s behaviors may be especially prominent at shelters. Service 

providers know that many people experiencing homelessness will choose the streets over being 

infantilized; however, providers do not change their actions.113  

 Likewise, regulating the youth’s sexuality – through not allowing them to have sex, not 

allowing them to spend time past curfew with partners, and through not seeing sex work as a 

legitimate form of work – often led to the LGBTQ youth being evicted. This regulation of 

sexuality could also be about trying to get the youth at the LGBTQ shelter to conform to middle-

class standards of sexuality or as a form of homonormative governmentality. Getting suspended 

for things related to sexuality kept the LGBTQ youth cycling between the streets and the shelter, 
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but again, not achieving housing stability – which was supposed to be the goal of the shelter and 

its program.  

 Ultimately, the shelter, like most shelters and the larger U.S. society, did not respect the 

sexual rights of the LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness. In 1997, the World Association 

of Sexology signed a declaration on sexual rights, which was then updated in 2014 by the World 

Association for Sexual Health. Of the 16 rights listed, the right to autonomy and the right to 

privacy are two sexual rights recognized by the declaration.114 Both of these rights are violated 

by shelter life, rules, and regulations. The violation of these rights perpetuates inequality and 

furthers the marginalization of LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness.
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6. SOMEWHERE OVER THE RAINBOW: 

ENDING LGBTQ YOUTH HOMELESSNESS 

 “What do you think is needed to end LGBTQ youth homelessness?” I asked Naomi, a 18-

year-old transgender Latina. She replied, “There needs to be something new. Something - 

nothing that has been done before. Something that can help us as people, just like how they help 

people with cancer and all that. I feel like this is my cancer. I live with it.” 

 To think of something new that has not been done before, I conclude this project by 

thinking through approaches to ending LGBTQ youth homelessness. I first recap the major 

findings of this study and their theoretical implications in order to ground the solutions I propose. 

I then move to the young people’s own voices and solutions on ending LGBTQ youth 

homelessness. I highlight the LGBTQ youth’s innovative ideas and put these ideas in 

conversation with the findings of this study and previous work on ending homelessness. I also 

discuss the work that still needs to be done in order to more fully understand LGBTQ youth 

homelessness.  

 I must note that sociologist Maggie Tate argues that the goal of “ending homelessness” 

can “…further marginalize and stigmatize those who experience conditions of poverty and 

housing instability.”1 Discussions of ending homelessness often put the burden on the individual 

experiencing homelessness to get out of homelessness themselves, erasing how market forces 

shape housing policy and getting a living wage. Likewise, ending homelessness assumes 

everyone wants off of the streets and into traditional housing, which for some people getting into 

housing can be lonely.2 Ending homelessness is also “big business,” whereby service providers, 

investors, and other agents in the homeless industry have jobs in trying to end homelessness, but 

they would be jobless if homelessness was ended.3 The project of ending homelessness then may 
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have unintended consequences, especially for people experiencing housing instability, because 

the burden is often placed on them for ending their own marginalization. 

 I do not disagree with these assessments of how ending homelessness is often discussed 

and implemented. The solutions I present in this chapter move away from the individual 

approach to ending homelessness to more structural solutions. Although I believe people have 

the right to live on the streets and should be afforded safety and comfort in the public sphere, all 

of the youth in this study wanted to exit homelessness. Likewise, if homelessness, as it now 

stands, is about a cultural and moral position about who is cast as some of the most unworthy in 

society, then ending homelessness is, in part, about recasting who is worthy – who is a valued 

human being. As perhaps a no greater statement about how people experiencing homelessness 

are seen as unworthy, they are 3 to 4 times more likely to die than the general population, and 

their life expectancy is between 42 to 52 years old, compared to almost 80 years old for the 

general population.4 Ending homelessness then should be about making life more livable for 

those who are often positioned outside of having a viable life. To state slightly differently, as 

homelessness is about the devaluation of certain lives, ending homelessness in its current form, 

without stigmatizing those who do and may want to live on the streets, is about challenging 

dominant norms and structures that shape which lives are worthy and which lives are not worthy. 

In this regard, ending homelessness has to be about changing societal norms and structures to 

make life more viable for those who are positioned as outcasts. Hopefully then, this journey 

through the lives of LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness in central Texas has provided us 

with a better understanding of the LGBTQ youth’s lived experiences and what is needed to 

address this often grave marginalized experience. 
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THE NEW YOUTH HOMELESSNESS 

 In the introduction, I proposed that this project would proffer a new theory on 

homelessness, or what I am calling the new youth homelessness. Taken the findings of this study 

together, this new youth homelessness is how gender non-conformity shapes the lives of poor 

LGBTQ youth, especially youth of color, who are experiencing homelessness. Homelessness is 

about a cultural and moral status position in society.5 White, middle-class men are not really 

living on the streets. People of color, women and their children, and young people now 

disproportionately make up people experiencing homelessness.6 LGBTQ youth 

disproportionately comprise the population of youth experiencing homelessness.7 These factors 

are because certain lives matter more than others, and homelessness becomes an ultimate 

expression of which lives may be some of the most devalued by society. So what then comprises 

the new youth homelessness? 

Familial Poverty 

 The new youth homelessness begins with young people growing up in poverty and family 

instability, and this poverty and instability generates strain between family members. To first 

contextualize the youth’s lives prior to experiencing homelessness and to challenge the simplistic 

narrative of homophobia and transphobia being the reasons why LGBTQ youth 

disproportionately comprise the population of youth experiencing homelessness, I situated the 

youth’s familial lives within this context of poverty and instability. Based on anthropologists 

Philippe Bourgois and Jeffrey Schonberg’s concept of “lumpen abuse,”8 I introduced the concept 

of lumpen families to capture how the youth in this study grew up in poverty and family 

instability, and within this context, norms and practices around gender and sexuality were 

implemented in particular, often violent, ways. Some lumpen families, who may already see their 
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child’s future constrained, enforced what sociologist Gloria González-López terms 

“heteronormative compliance” to try to get their gender non-conforming child to live up to the 

gender and sexual norms of society.9 Youth may run away to escape this policing of their gender 

and sexuality or getting kicked out may be the final act of heteronormative compliance. Given 

these findings, we need to move beyond pathologizing families of color and/or poor families as 

being especially homophobic and transphobic, and instead, understand how and why particular 

practices around gender and sexuality transpire within families that have limited social and 

economic resources. A more nuanced narrative that moves beyond family rejection and beyond 

simply viewing LGBTQ youth homelessness as being about sexuality is needed. To understand 

the new youth homelessness then one must understand how backgrounds of poverty shape 

youth’s socialization, especially into the gender and sexual norms of society, and how gender 

non-conformity and its intersections with sexuality and race play out within contexts of family 

instability. 

Punitive Institutional Practices 

 Other institutions that are meant to protect and nurture children and youth also produce 

the new youth homelessness. Indeed, children and youth are situated within other institutions 

besides the family. For the youth in this study, schools, child welfare systems, religious 

communities, and the criminal legal system became oppressive institutions that disciplined and 

punished their gender non-conformity and non-heterosexuality. Sociologist Victor Rios coined 

the “youth control complex” to capture how institutions police and punish young men of color’s 

everyday behaviors.10 I introduced the queer control complex to show how institutions come 

together to punish and socially control LGBTQ youth, especially gender non-conforming poor 

LGBTQ youth of color. The youth in this study were not protected from bullies at school, but 
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instead, they were suspended or expelled when they fought back against their bullies. Within the 

child welfare system, the youth in CPS care were often sent to behavioral centers and residential 

treatment centers, which furthered the medicating, policing, and disciplining of the youth’s 

gender non-conformity and assumed non-heterosexuality. The discrimination the young people 

experienced from religious communities made them wary to access many religious-based 

homeless services, whereby not accessing services could lead them to continue being on the 

streets and under the surveillance of police. The young people had a great deal of encounters 

with police and the criminal legal system, and the youth in this study were often warehoused in 

jails and prisons as a way to get them off of the streets and out of the public sphere.  

 As social theorist Michel Foucault documents, discipline and punishment work to create 

different groups of people, in that, all of the discipline, punishment, and criminalization the 

youth in this study experienced produces them as a social problem and as a disposable 

population.11 Social institutions keep people under varying degrees of social control. Youth are 

seen as especially needing to be controlled and discipline in order to become productive adults 

for the state. Additionally, LGBTQ people are regulated for their sexual and gender expressions. 

“Total institutions,” such as shelters and prisons, are spaces where this control and discipline 

may be especially exacerbated as there is a lack of privacy and stereotypes about people in these 

institutions further the regulation of their lives, including their sex lives. This regulation and 

discipline tells people within these institutions that they are different and inferior. The new youth 

homelessness is partly produced then by how all of these institutions, which are supposed to 

protect and nurture youth, punish and criminalize non-heterosexuality and gender non-

conformity, especially poor LGBTQ minority youth’s gender non-conforming presentation and 

behaviors. 
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Criminalization 

 The criminalization of homelessness also exacerbates many of the challenges some of the 

youth in this study face. A criminal record makes it difficult to secure a job in the formal 

economy and to secure housing. Likewise, punishing behaviors that people experiencing 

homelessness almost have to do in order to live on the streets furthers their marginalization. 

These criminalization processes have gender and sexuality components that were quite 

detrimental for the transgender women of color in this study. Many of the transgender women of 

color reported being stopped by police, as they were presumed to be sex workers and seen as 

inherently engaging in illegal behaviors. The transgender women of color were also, at times, 

locked up as a way to get them off of the streets and out of the public sphere. This warehousing 

of youth experiencing homelessness, especially the transgender women of color, contributes to 

trying to annihilate them from the social world and to their social death. This discrimination 

toward gender non-conforming and transgender youth on the streets also works to uphold 

heteronormativity and the gender binary as the dominant modes of life, especially within the 

public sphere. Criminalization and its gender and sexuality components perpetuate the new youth 

homelessness. 

Shelter Regulations and Contradictions 

 The LGBTQ shelter alleviated some of the problems the youth in this study faced on the 

streets, while also making them feel accepted and respected. The LGBTQ youth finally had a 

safe place to shower, and they could get access to hormones and proper gender identification 

resources. They could build support, community, friendship, and “families of choice” with other 

LGBTQ people as well. Building friendship and community is often crucial for LGBTQ people 

in order to understand one’s identity and to build a social support system to help deal with stress 
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and discrimination in society.12 Being around other LGBTQ people also helped some of the 

LGBTQ youth to feel normal. However, the shelter was part of what I see as the gender and 

sexuality paradox that kept the youth in this study from gaining housing stability. Although it 

was a gender-inclusive respite, the rules of the shelter, which are part of the larger homeless 

industry of rehabilitating people experiencing homelessness, often regulated the youth’s 

behaviors, including their sexuality. In effect, the shelter was a site of enforcing a type of 

homonormative governmentality, in trying to produce LGBTQ youth who upheld the middle-

class, capitalistic norms of society. This paradox kept the youth in this study cycling between the 

shelter and the streets (and sometimes jail); however, it never allowed for the youth to achieve 

housing stability. This gender and sexuality paradox of the shelter then did not really address the 

goal of ending the new youth homelessness but became part of its reproduction. 

Gender Outcasts 

 The new youth homelessness is also about casting certain LGBTQ youth as unworthy, as 

outcasts, as outside of the norms of society, and hence, as outside on the streets. Once on the 

streets, the LGBTQ youth in this study, especially the gender non-conforming and transgender 

youth, faced more challenges. They often could not find a safe place to sleep, had trouble 

navigating gender-segregated shelters, and experienced prejudice and discrimination from other 

people experiencing homelessness. In the public sphere, they often encountered certain forms of 

violence, including sexual violence, and hate crimes for being LGBTQ. They also could not find 

a safe place to shower, get proper identification, and struggled to find work in the formal 

economy. All of these processes positioned the youth in this study as gender outcasts. As 

sociologist C.J. Pascoe showed with her concept of “gendered homophobia,” homophobia is 

about a repudiation of femininity and same-sex desire.13 The youth in this study are cast as 
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unworthy by society for their gender non-conformity, its association with non-heterosexuality, 

and for being a poor young person of color. Although the LGBTQ youth could and often had to 

rely on sexuality, through having a child, building relationships, and/or sex work, these 

sexuality-based resources opened some of the young people up to experience more violence, 

especially for the transgender women of color. Ultimately, the gender and sexual norms of 

society shape which lives are viable and which lives are not viable, and homelessness is an 

expression of who is often the least worthy in society.14 Therefore, gender outcasts, who only 

really have the streets to live on, become an expression of how gender non-conforming youth’s 

lives, especially gender non-conforming poor LGBTQ youth’s lives, are not valued by society 

and positioned as disposable. The gender outcasts are the new youth homelessness. 

Queer Endurance 

 Despite rejection, punishment, discipline, regulations, violence, experiencing 

homelessness, and other harrowing experiences, the LGBTQ youth in this study endured and 

were not just passive victims in living life. The youth claimed a LGBTQ identity despite the 

rejection they faced for being LGBTQ. Some youth ran away as a way to avoid the abuse they 

experienced at home. Youth fought back against bullies, challenged child welfare agencies, and 

refused services from some religious homeless service organizations. The youth also engaged in 

queer street work to navigate the streets and shelters, and many youth used sexuality as an asset 

to gain certain resources on the streets. This queer street work took ingenuity and labor in order 

to try to protect one’s self and secure resources, whereby resources are often not available for 

LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness. 

 Likewise, the youth formed friendships, “families of choice,” and bonds with other 

LGBTQ people. This peer support could lessen some of the stress and mental health challenges 
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the youth experienced. The social connections among the youth allowed them to find a sense of 

collective belonging in a world that tried to cast them out. The youth also appeared to have 

moments of joy in participating in LGBTQ cultures, taking photos and trying on wigs, in going 

to clubs together (despite missing curfew at the shelter), and in forming friendships. Despite, 

many youth telling me that people experiencing homelessness should never trust anyone, the 

youth in this study still formed human connection with others. The youth in this study made 

space in their lives to live and be LGBTQ. 

 One main way the youth made space was by being gender rebels. The youth did not 

accept their lot in life, and they found creative and ingenious ways to use their gender 

expressions and sexuality to form connections, access resources, and to find spaces to breathe. In 

effect, the youth did not accept the terms of being outcasts. They did not try to conform to the 

gender and sexual norms of society. They found joy and acceptance in who they are and in the 

beauty of their gender presentation, behaviors, and sexuality. This gender rebelliousness was a 

transgressive way in which to resist being gender outcasts and to try to make space and find 

dignity in being who they are. 

So What Is the New Youth Homelessness? 

 The new youth homelessness is how gender non-conformity intersects with non-

heterosexuality, race, and poverty to deem certain lives as not valuable and pushing them with 

nowhere to go but the streets. All of these factors combined – backgrounds of poverty, being a 

gender non-conforming LGBTQ young person of color – comprise the new youth homelessness 

today. The theoretical tenet then is that the new youth homelessness is about demeaning and 

demoralizing gender non-conforming poor LGBTQ youth, especially youth of color, as 
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unworthy and unprotected by society – as outcast – and for the LGBTQ young people to be on 

the streets is a detrimental expression of society not valuing their lives. 

 In The Unequal Homeless, anthropologist Joanne Passaro argues that beliefs about gender 

and race perpetuate homelessness, whereby race, gender, and family values operate as ways to 

determine different groups of people’s social worth. Homelessness is a main expression of which 

groups of people are seen as the least worthy by society. Because of structural racism, black men 

often cannot be breadwinners, and therefore, the hegemonic gender norms of society, which are 

based upon white, middle-class values, can push certain black men disproportionately to the 

streets. For women experiencing homelessness, if they perform the feminine traits of 

vulnerability and neediness, they are more likely to get assistance and be in shelters than men. 

Passaro argues then that people most likely to experience homelessness are people who go 

against the hegemonic gender norms of society. Women who are wary of protection and 

paternalism often stay on the streets. Men, especially men of color and working-class and poor 

men, who are gender non-compliant, are also most likely to experience homelessness, as there 

are few safety nets for them.15 

 Building on Passaro’s argument, we can more fully understand why LGBTQ youth may 

disproportionately make up the population of youth experiencing homelessness. In Undoing 

Gender, philosopher and gender theorist Judith Butler argues that social norms shape the 

viability of personhood – shape who qualifies as recognizably human and who does not. Norms, 

and specifically gender and sexual norms for Butler, can make certain lives unbearable and can 

lead to social or literal death. To live outside the gender and sexual norms is to court death. For 

example, Butler says, that when a gender conforming person encounters a gender non-

conforming person, the gender conforming person’s sense of self and sense of the social world 
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can be undermined. Instead of seeing gender as something that can be expanded, the gender 

conforming person enacts violence to try to re-stabilize the social world and one’s sense of self.16 

Therefore, casting gender non-conforming LGBTQ youth of color as gender outcasts and to the 

streets can be a way to punish them for going against the gender, sexual, and racial norms of 

society, and to restore order that mainstream society is gender normative and heteronormative. 

Essentially, LGBTQ youth homelessness is a dominant and violent expression that gender non-

conforming poor LGBTQ youth, especially youth of color, are not fully recognized as humans 

because of the dominant gender, sexual, and racial norms of society.  

 In effect, LGBTQ youth homelessness is a detrimental expression of “gendered 

homophobia,” or how homophobia is often about policing gender norms.17 However, in 

sociologist C.J. Pascoe’s examination of “gendered homophobia,” she mainly focuses on how 

this homophobia operates among mostly heterosexual teenage boys who police each other’s 

masculinity.18 This study though documents how this prejudice toward gender non-conformity 

drastically upsets the lives of LGBTQ youth, especially poor LGBTQ youth of color.  

 This conflation of gender and sexuality and discrimination toward LGBTQ people is not 

new. Historically, homosexuality was seen as a gender inversion within medical and 

psychological accounts of sexuality. However, in this time of certain LGBTQ rights being 

advanced, an investment in trying to reify the supposed naturalness of the gender binary seems to 

be a dominant backlash to some LGBTQ achievements. For example, after same-sex marriage 

was legalized in the United States, “bathroom bills” became the next frontier of conservatives to 

try to uphold gender norms and police gender and sexuality. Likewise, a study in the Netherlands, 

which was the first country to legalize same-sex marriage, showed how some people within 

LGBTQ communities looked down upon gender non-conforming LGBTQ people as hurting the 
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cause for LGBTQ people to assimilate into society.19 Furthermore, sociologist Katie Acosta has 

also documented how sexually non-conforming Latina’s parents would often accept their 

daughter’s sexuality as long as the women were gender conforming.20 In effect, this attack on 

transgender and gender non-conforming people has become a salient mode of LGBTQ 

discrimination today. Gender non-conformity more than sexuality may be how certain LGBTQ 

people experience discrimination and prejudice, and this discrimination can have adverse 

consequences for poor and/or LGBTQ youth of color. 

 To reiterate, the over-arching point of this project is that as gay might become okay (or 

certain forms of being gay) and as things such as same-sex marriage become legal, gender non-

conformity appears to become more disciplined and more under surveillance. LGBTQ youth 

homelessness is one extreme expression of this form of discrimination and prejudice. However, 

despite being positioned outside of the dominant norms of society, the youth in this study still 

endured, resisted, and had hope. Part of this hope was thinking through solutions to ending 

LGBTQ youth homelessness. 

SOLUTIONS 

 Near the end of each interview, I asked the LGBTQ youth, “What do you think is needed 

to end LGBTQ youth homelessness?” Youth who are experiencing homelessness are experts on 

their lives, and therefore, it is important to get their solutions to ending homelessness. As Justice 

told me when I asked her about ending LGBTQ youth homelessness, “I don’t know, because I 

don’t know everybody’s story.” If we want to help, we must listen to young people and their 

stories. One main strategy to ending homelessness should be that every discussion on ending 

LGBTQ youth homelessness should have LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness at the table. 

LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness should be part of the discussion of their lives and how 
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others can help and serve them. I present then some of the solutions the youth in this study 

discussed with me as a way to ground the strategies and steps that can be taken to try to end 

LGBTQ youth homelessness. 

Education 

 Xander, a 19-year-old black gay youth from the CPS licensed shelter in Austin, talked to 

me about education as a tool to addressing LGBTQ youth homelessness. He told me, “Educating 

staff is a huge issue. I need them to educate them as much as possible.” Educating shelter staff, 

social workers and other staff in the homeless industry, and staff within the child welfare system 

is a key place to start in helping LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness. Staff members need 

to know about LGBTQ non-discrimination policies, and sensitivity training toward specific 

LGBTQ issues is also needed.21 Educating educators in school systems and religious leaders and 

other religious people would be important too in lessening a great deal of the discrimination that 

many of the youth in this study experienced.  

 However, anti-homophobia and anti-transphobia education cannot just happen on the 

individual level. Policies must tackle common ideas – the beliefs and attitudes that circulate 

within systems – and institutional experiences – how systems uphold certain beliefs and 

attitudes.22 In effect, the “hidden curriculum” of heteronormativity and the gender binary are 

often a part of these systems, so the systems must be changed in order for education on the 

individual level to be most effective. Systems can be changed by eliminating gender-segregated 

housing, allowing people to choose where they want to be housed, respecting the self-identity of 

young people, having inclusive in-take forms, teaching about a loving and not a punitive higher 

power(s), tackling how schools uphold cultures of bullying, and a host of other strategies that 
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challenge heteronormativity and the gender binary as the dominant ways in which systems 

currently often operate. 

 Likewise, as we have seen throughout this journey, categories intersect in nuanced and 

particular ways. Homophobia is often about enforcing stringent gender norms, especially making 

men conform to masculinity.23 Gender norms and their relation to homophobia and 

heteronormativity must be part of this education as well. This anti-homophobia education that 

focuses on gender presentation and behaviors can benefit heterosexual children too, especially 

heterosexual children and youth who are also gender non-conforming.24 It can allow all children 

and youth freedom to express their gender and sexuality in complex ways. These issues intersect 

with race and class as well, so an intersectional education on how homophobia, transphobia, and 

gender non-conformity shape different experiences for people of color and/or poor people will be 

crucial. Education must include how certain ideas about poor people and/or people of color also 

influence how gender and sexuality are often policed. This intersectional education can help the 

young people who often need support and services the most. 

Family Reunification 

 Family reunification is often the first line of defense in getting children and youth back 

off of the streets, and it is also a primary goal of the child welfare system.25 Family reunification 

is probably the cheapest way to end youth homelessness. However, reunifications often do not 

succeed. Families of color often have a harder time in maintaining reunification, especially if it is 

a single-family household.26 Resources in families that have youth experiencing homelessness 

are often scarce. In a 2006 study on family reunification, in three-quarters of the households that 

youth experiencing homelessness left, no adult was employed, and in half of the households, no 

adult had a high school diploma. The same families struggle with substance abuse, mental health 
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challenges, and housing instability.27 The families are essentially lumpen families, which are 

already impoverished and trying to get by under the oppression of poverty. Reuniting youth then 

is difficult, especially when families lack resources. 

 Nonetheless, several youth in this study saw familial support as an important approach to 

ending LGBTQ youth homelessness. Responding to my question about ending LGBTQ youth 

homelessness, Audrey stated, “A lot of things are probably needed. To start with, parents need to 

be more supportive of their kids. That’s like the root of the problem. Sometimes I wonder if my 

parents would’ve been more compassionate toward me, ‘What do you need?’ Maybe, if I’d have 

felt more understood, would I have gone done that road?” Alaina saw the government as the 

main cause of homelessness, but she did not think the government would change, so she saw 

changing families as an alternative solution. She explained, “To end? Honestly, I don’t think that 

homeless period is going to end, ‘cause I think the government period is fucked up and expect 

you to fail. But I think also that family should be more supportive, ‘cause I know some people 

are in there [the LGBTQ homeless shelter] ‘cause their families don’t want them.” 

 Audrey’s partner Trinity, who experienced homelessness with her single father growing 

up, had similar advice, “For parents to get the sticks out of their asses and to love their children, 

despite what they might grown up thinking.” She went on to elaborate, “To love their children 

despite their sexuality - despite their differences - and to keep their children in their home. So 

many of the LGBT, they’re kicked out because of the fact that their gay, and it’s messed up.” 

Continuing to talk about parents, Trinity said, “Give a damn, be human, and show compassion to 

their fucking offspring, instead of turning away from them. I feel like that would help a lot.” 

 Family acceptance has often been a main strategy for ending LGBTQ youth 

homelessness, especially since a family’s acceptance or rejection of an LGBTQ child can affect 
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the LGBTQ youth’s health and well-being.28 Another solution to ending LGBTQ youth 

homelessness has been providing therapeutic services in helping families understand their child 

being LGBTQ,29 and helping families understand the consequences that their rejection can have 

on the child.30 However, there may need to be a move away from a sole focus on family rejection. 

Indeed, most thinking and research on parents and their LGBTQ child have often focused on the 

parent’s negative responses.31 LGBTQ organizations and community programs, at times, also 

frame parents as the wrongdoers and disengage from the parents. This approach and framework 

may be off-putting to parents, especially in working with parents to accept their child. Likewise, 

this approach ignores the larger complexities and contexts within which family rejection may 

take place.  

 Furthermore, the strategies of family acceptance and reunification have to account for 

how poverty and a lack of resources can deeply shape the effectiveness of these approaches. 

Indeed, families that lack resources may not be able to access therapy or other services that help 

families accept one’s LGBTQ child. Poor families may not know about or feel comfortable in 

spaces such as Parents, Family and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG). Finding ways in 

which to help families gain access to other positive parental role models could help decrease 

rejection and increase family support.32 However, helping the families get out of poverty may be 

the first step, or at least a simultaneous step, if the goal is to help the families that the youth are 

from and to really re-unite the young people with their families. The families ultimately need 

safety nets, resources, and stability, and through gaining these resources, the families may then 

be able to focus on accepting and supporting their LGBTQ child. 

 In thinking about family support and reunification, I always return to Jenelle’s quote from 

chapter 2, where she stated that her mother’s love was conditional. I have often pondered, what 
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are the material conditions that can shape love, compassion, acceptance, and support? This 

question is not to say that poor families do not have love, compassion, acceptance, and support 

for their children, but these actions may look differently within different family contexts. 

Likewise, many poor families do love and accept their LGBTQ child, or the rates of LGBTQ 

youth homelessness would probably be even higher. Nevertheless, Audrey, Alaina, and Trinity 

are right, in that, familial support of a LGBTQ child is a part of ending LGBTQ youth 

homelessness. But in families that are already facing so much constraint and marginalization, 

this support or finding this support may be difficult. When families have little to hold their child, 

rejection then can lead to something very detrimental such as experiencing homelessness. Again, 

support and safety nets are needed for the families of LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness. 

In providing stability for the families, the work then of helping the families accept and love their 

LGBTQ child may become easier. 

Institutional Stability 

 Stability is needed for youth in all aspects of their lives, as it was not present in the 

family, but also not within other institutions either. Gwen, one of the two youth currently in the 

child welfare system during the time of our interview, saw stability as foundational to ending 

LGBTQ youth homelessness. She detailed, “The amount we have to move - like the majority of 

us don’t stay in one place - and I mean that gets pretty difficult, having to move all the time. 

When really what you need is stability.” She continued to describe how instability upsets young 

people’s lives. Gwen told me, “I mean you’re trying to graduate high school. Well, when you’re 

our age, you’re trying to graduate high school. You’re trying to do all this, and be able to like 

settle down somewhere. ‘Cause I mean we don’t really know how to settle down in one place. 

And so that’s probably a pretty big struggle with not just me but the majority of us.” Gwen 
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concluded, “I mean there’s not much stability when you’re in care. There’s no stability actually, 

which like I said is what we need.” 

 Providing stability for young people, especially youth who have experienced a host of 

instabilities, is important in ending LGBTQ youth homelessness. Residential movement can 

disrupt school, neighborhood, and friendship ties, adding stressors to children’s lives.33 Children 

and youth in the child welfare system often experience a range of instabilities, which impact their 

well-being. Placement stability would then improve the outcomes of youth entering into care. 

Even if a young person has to move from foster homes to children shelters to other locations, 

making sure the young person has the same caseworker or other administrative workers in their 

lives could be a source of stability. Child welfare systems need to find alternatives to placement 

changes and work with and support foster parents to try to make sure children can stay with the 

same foster home.34 Finding stable families can help ameliorate some of the hurdles 

marginalized youth face from already experiencing instability in their lives.35  

 Again, providing stability for families of origin is important too, which can be done 

through bringing back safety nets and other support systems for poor families. Stability in 

schools can happen through doing away with zero tolerance policies, not suspending and 

expelling students, and creating support for youth who may not have support in other areas of 

their lives. Homeless services, especially religious-based services, need to find ways to be 

supportive of LGBTQ youth – youth who may have experienced discrimination from religious 

people. Having services be safe and comfortable for LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness 

could provide more stability as well. Behaviors associated with homelessness need to be de-

criminalized, and quality of life ordinances must be repealed. Jails and prisons cannot be spaces 

to warehouse marginalized populations, as the criminal legal system generates more instability in 
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people’s lives. Stability is a key solution to preventing and ending LGBTQ youth homelessness, 

but also youth homelessness more generally. 

Youth Shelters 

 A couple youth in this study saw a shelter specifically for young people as a solution. 

Rosario, from the Austin drop-in center, was one of them. She said, “A shelter for people, like a 

youth - not for like adults - but for youth, like at the most 18 to 24, for youth people.” She 

continued, “‘Cause they’re around people their age and knowing that they go through the same 

thing that’s going to comfort them. And it’s going to help them. And they are going to come 

together as one, and strive to help people like them get off the streets.” Melissa, who I met at the 

transitional living program in Austin, told me, “I think they just need more places, like 

specifically for teenagers and young adults. ‘Cause I feel like a lot of homeless shelters and stuff, 

it gives them a place to sleep, but it’s really fucking dangerous, especially for like trans people 

and gay people. […] I feel like there needs to be more places specifically for like kids - that 

would be helpful.” 

 As explored in the last chapter, shelters are often not ending homelessness, as they often 

only focus on trying to “fix” or change the individual and do not address larger social issues – 

such as a lack of affordable housing and a living wage – that are primarily needed to get people 

into stable housing. Nonetheless, a youth shelter could help in getting young people off of the 

streets. As explored in chapter 4, the youth in this study often avoided adult shelters for a variety 

of reasons. Likewise, youth are in a particular developmental stage of their lives, so having a 

program designed around their particular needs would be beneficial. In Austin, there are a couple 

of transitional living programs (with a host of rules to reside there), but there is not a specific 
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shelter for youth over the age of 17. In San Antonio, there was nowhere safe for LGBTQ youth 

until the LGBTQ shelter opened. 

 A youth shelter should attend to the young people’s basic needs, get the community 

engaged in initiatives to help young people, and advocate on young people’s behalves.36 It can 

also be a place for youth to help each other and build peer support networks. Although a youth 

shelter cannot be the ultimate solution, as people residing at shelters are still technically 

experiencing homelessness, it could be a way to help them get off the streets. The shelter should 

not have punitive rules, but should be structured around what young people see as their needs 

with the focus on getting them into what type of housing or other things that they want. This 

structure may mean looking for alternative funding streams that do not rely on the rehabilitative 

approaches to homelessness, but it would be a more humane respite in the process of trying to 

end homelessness. Other types of youth shelters, such as Y2Y Harvard Square shelter – a 

student-run, youth-to-youth model – should also be studied and explored to see if they provide 

alternative ways of helping and serving young people experiencing homelessness. 

LGBTQ Shelters 

 The mention of a LGBTQ specific shelter was also discussed as a main way to end 

LGBTQ youth homelessness. In Austin, Julian felt that there needed to be a gay-friendly shelter. 

They explained, “I told people for awhile now, they need a strictly like a gay-friendly shelter, 

that’s ran by gay people. And you have to be gay to stay there. That way, people will feel 

comfortable. People will feel safe. People will feel like they belong. People will feel like they 

don’t have to cover themselves in the shower. Yes, a lot of sex will probably happen in there, but 

you will at least be comfortable.” Some youth at the LGBTQ shelter in San Antonio saw the 

shelter as going in the right direction in addressing LGBTQ youth homelessness. For example, 
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Cookie believed that a LGBTQ homeless shelter should be everywhere. She stated, “It really is 

needed everywhere. […] I mean you can be yourself, you know? You can be a cross-dresser, 

transgender, transsexual. If you wanted to be a freakin’ gay boy, it is your prerogative to do what 

you want, and you don’t have to worry about what anyone thinks because we are here.”  

 Although specific services for LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness have existed in 

places such as New York City, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Chicago for some time, many 

LGBTQ shelters and services have opened since the time of this study, not just in San Antonio, 

but also in places such as Atlanta, Baton Rouge, Orlando, and Little Rock. The need for LGBTQ 

specific services is being recognized, seen, and starting to be addressed. In 2014, HUD launched 

the first LGBTQ Youth Homelessness Prevention Initiative to try to find successful strategies in 

addressing LGBTQ youth homelessness. The then-Secretary of HUD Julián Castro also passed 

the Equal Access Rule in 2016 to allow people to self-identity their gender in accessing shelters 

and other homeless services.37 As this study has shown, LGBTQ spaces can foster community 

and support, be a buffer against the impact of stressors on one’s health, and can be important 

spaces in fostering positive identity development for LGBTQ youth. As LGBTQ youth 

experiencing homelessness often have specific needs, spaces and services for them are important 

in addressing LGBTQ youth homelessness. A portion of government funding should be 

specifically designated to programs for LGBTQ youth. 

 As issues of segregation also arose, it is important to make all other shelters and 

programs LGBTQ-friendly so people who do not want to be segregated can be safe and accepted 

in integrated spaces. These shelters and programs can still implement practices that show they 

are LGBTQ supportive. One practice can be to ask young people about their sexuality and 

gender. This practice can help identify potential needs for services youth may have, but also this 
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practice shows that it is acceptable to discuss topics related to gender and sexuality at the service 

organization. It is also important to recognize the unique challenges LGBTQ youth experiencing 

homelessness may face and have services sensitive to these challenges.38 All shelters and 

services should adopt non-discrimination policies, and as stated earlier, staff should be trained 

and made aware of their own assumptions and about these policies.39 Violence needs to be 

curbed in programs, which low occupancy limits could help with curbing violence. To ensure 

safety, private showering facilities should be a requirement.40 As Julian noted and as I saw 

during my fieldwork, young people, like most of us, are sexual beings, so sex-positive shelters 

and spaces are needed too. 

 Respect is key to helping LGBTQ youth. People should be treated based on their self-

identified gender, and their name and pronoun should be used. The lobby of places should show 

that they are LGBTQ-friendly. Intake and other forms should also be inclusive. Intake forms 

should let people write in their gender, as putting the word “other” could make transgender and 

gender non-conforming people not feel accepted.41 Housing placement should be based on 

gender identity or not even be gender segregated. Under HUD Secretary Julián Castro, shelters 

and other programs receiving federal money were required to accept people based on their own 

gender identity. However, it was unclear how this rule was actually enforced by HUD. Also, 

accepting transgender and gender non-conforming people based on their identity is a step in the 

right direction, but it does not necessarily ensure their safety or that they will not experience 

discrimination. Shelters and services should ensure the safety of LGBTQ youth, respect them, 

and appropriate sanctions should be taken against shelters and services that do not. 

 As we have seen though, LGBTQ shelters may have rules that are still not helping youth. 

Shelters and programs need to move away from rehabilitative rules that focus on changing the 
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individual. Instead, programs should help serve people experiencing homelessness, highlighting 

the needs of the people residing at shelters. Organizations that are actually trying to challenge 

and changes norms and structures may be more effective at actually ending LGBTQ youth 

homelessness, while programs that are helping youth with their daily needs are still needed. 

These programs should be low barrier, while still trying to keep everyone safe, and rules should 

not be based on middle-class values and notions of “appropriate” behavior. Again though, 

managing homelessness is not ending homelessness, so how shelters and other programs try to 

reform people experiencing homelessness must be challenged and changed.42 Shelters may be 

needed to help with current needs, but they are not the ultimate solution to ending homelessness. 

Housing 

 Many youth saw the solution to ending LGBTQ youth homelessness as housing people 

experiencing homelessness – and not housing them in jails and prisons. Arthur wanted there to 

be apartments built instead of shelters. He told me, “I feel like they could make it [the San 

Antonio homeless campus] a bigger place to have apartments, like personal apartments here. 

Make all these places here apartments, like real apartments where they can live here on campus 

and be here and get services that they need, instead of being just a homeless shelter.” Turning 

abandoned buildings into places for people to live was another innovative solution proposed by 

Minnesota, who I met at the drop-in center in Austin. She explained, “There are places in Detroit 

right now, whole city block full street of abandoned houses. They could just put every homeless 

person inside one of those damn houses, and everything would be fine.” 

 Silvia also saw more apartments as the solution, instead of arresting people. She told me, 

“I think they need to start building apartment complexes, and allowing homeless people to sleep 

in those apartment complexes, so that way they can get on their feet.” She went on, “And after 
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awhile, when that homeless person gets everything ready, they can - like their jobs and stuff like 

that - get to a certain standpoint in life, they can go ahead and have their own apartment - 

somewhere else. But of course, give them time.” She finished, “Instead of arresting these people 

for being homeless, why don’t we build apartments for them or houses. I mean, houses are great. 

We are the only species to actually pay to live here. I mean, dogs, cats, and all of them - they 

don’t have to pay.” 

 Many of the youth’s statements echo what is known as “Housing First.” Housing First 

emerged as an effective solution to addressing homelessness. It is often deemed a “best practice,” 

as rigorous research has shown it to be effective. Housing First is about moving people 

experiencing homelessness into permanent housing as fast as possible with no preconditions. 

Once in housing, services and support are provided as needed. Housing First is based on the 

principle that people can do better at achieving other life goals if they are first housed.  

 Housing First can work with youth if it prioritizes their unique developmental needs as 

well as their social and legal needs. For youth who do not want to be isolated in a house living 

alone, transitional living programs can be an alternative for them. Young people may not have 

experience living independently, managing a budget, dealing with landlords, and other things, so 

these needs ought to be taken into consideration. Client-centered case management is a best 

approach for Housing First.43  

 Likewise, housing is needed that is low barrier, whereby people with a criminal and/or 

eviction record can still be housed. This stipulation may require service providers to work with 

landlords in their communities. Nonetheless, housing young people is definitely a main step that 

should be taken in ending LGBTQ youth homelessness. Housing youth in actual housing instead 
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of warehousing them in jails, or even shelters, can help young people humanely get off of the 

streets.  

 On top of being humane, Housing First is also cost effective. A study in Los Angeles 

County found that supportive housing cost $605 a month (about $7,300 a year) versus the typical 

public cost of a similar person experiencing homelessness costing $2,897 (about $35,000 a 

year).44 A study in Central Florida shows that the cost of someone experiencing homelessness is 

$31,065 per year versus $10,051 for someone in permanent supportive housing.45 In effect, it is 

cheaper to house people experiencing homelessness, as people on the streets cost the taxpayer a 

great deal of more money through their social service utilization, hospitalization, and criminal 

legal system costs, compared to people in supportive housing. 

 As Silvia keenly noted though in stating that we are the only species to pay to live here, 

housing is market-driven. The housing market must be changed, and non-profit housing may be a 

better model in getting people into houses.46 Investment in affordable housing, instead of 

displacing poor people from their communities, is also crucial in order to help people get housing 

and stay connected to their communities and networks. The burden should not be on the 

individual to try to get housing, but on the larger community, county, state, and federal 

government to provide affordable housing, to provide low barrier housing, and to provide living 

wages for people to maintain their housing. Novel ways of changing the market-driven approach 

to housing needs to be prioritized.  

 These novel ways must contend with the fact that housing people experiencing 

homelessness and other poor people does not necessarily mean they have housing stability. 

During the course of this study, Trinity and Audrey were in housing for a while, but were 

eventually back on the streets. Emmanuel, who was the first person from the LGBTQ shelter to 
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get into housing, missed a week of work, lost his job, was evicted, and was eventually back at the 

shelter. Jenelle, who got housing near the end of this study, texted me one evening that she 

needed money to help pay her rent, or she was potentially facing eviction. Essentially, the youth 

in this study who got into housing often experienced homelessness again or had the potential of 

being on the streets again. Therefore, getting people into housing cannot be the only solution, as 

a living wage, worker protections, and other solutions to help people achieve housing stability 

are needed, including re-thinking the market-driven approach to housing. 

 Following suit, housing people experiencing homelessness in jails and prisons does 

nothing to end homelessness, but actually perpetuates it. Policing policies are hindering social 

service providers from doing their jobs. Jails and prisons are inhumane, and people experiencing 

homelessness are often only there for engaging in behaviors that they need to do in order to get 

by on the streets, such as sitting on a bench. Going to jail adds more instability to their lives, and 

a criminal record makes it more difficult to get a job and to find housing. Zero-tolerance policies 

in schools and quality of life ordinances in cities need to be repealed, and the criminalization of 

homelessness must stop. The decriminalization of homelessness can also allow people who want 

to live on the streets to do so more safely and comfortably. Child welfare systems and schools 

must be reformed as well, as they often contribute to the criminalization of youth. Ending the 

school-to-prison pipeline must begin now. On an even larger scale, ending the prison industrial 

complex, including for-profit prisons and mass incarceration must happen too.  

Ending Discrimination 

 Ending discrimination and promoting acceptance were also seen as solutions. As Jenelle, 

a transgender Hispanic youth, stated, “Acceptance mostly, more understanding, more just people 

not raised to believe that we’re like some weird sick predators, who only do this for sexual 
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attention. And only want to be prostitutes our entire life or only want to do anything sex wise.” 

She also saw being turned away from jobs as a problem. She explained, “Yea, we’re turned away 

from jobs, ‘cause people are afraid of what people think.” Harper, a non-binary trans-guy from 

the transitional living program in Austin, sharply claimed, “Basically, end discrimination, but I 

mean, wherever you go, you are going to have discrimination, whether it’s a law or not. And I’ve 

accepted that, but other people, you know, trans women have a lot harder time trying to get jobs.” 

 As homelessness is not just about a lack of affordable housing and a living wage but how 

these processes intersect with racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, and other social forces 

that marginalize particular groups of people, ending discrimination is important to ending 

LGBTQ youth homelessness. A federal non-discrimination act based on sexual orientation and 

gender identity and expression, such as the introduced Equality Act of 2015, must actually be 

passed. “Bathrooms bills” have begun popping up across the country. Challenging these laws 

and the prejudices behind them are essential to changing society to be more gender-inclusive. 

Single-stall private restrooms can actually be a place for coalitional politics to form as LGBTQ 

people, people with children, and people with disabilities can benefit from more of these types of 

restrooms. Breaking down stereotypes about LGBTQ people, especially transgender and gender 

non-conforming people, is needed to end discrimination and LGBTQ youth homelessness. Steps 

must be taken to end the systematic ways in which LGBTQ people are discriminated against in 

society. 

 Returning to Naomi, who opened this chapter, something new must be done to end what 

she feels like is her cancer in life. This something new must move away from putting the 

individual burden on ending homelessness on the people actually experiencing homelessness. 

Policy solutions to change larger structures in society may be more difficult, especially when 
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many policy makers often rely on those larger structures for their own power. However, the 

solutions to ending LGBTQ youth homelessness are in tackling the complexities of changing 

norms and structures. Making the world a safer place for LGBTQ people through dismantling 

heteronormativity and the gender binary would be ideal. Additionally, re-investing in affordable 

housing and implementing a living wage are needed. In the work force, economic regulations 

and labor rights are needed. Ending poverty and helping poor families are needed. Social safety 

nets need to be brought back along with a commitment to and investment in social welfare. 

Schools, child welfare systems, and religious communities need to support LGBTQ youth, not 

punish and discipline them. The criminal legal system must be reformed, beginning with ending 

mass incarceration and for-profit prisons. Politics, economics, and the social must be 

reconceived.47 Policies that put the blame on the individual must be abandoned.48 LGBTQ youth 

homelessness is an intersectional issue, and it is only through these large-scale intersectional 

reforms that social change to try to help LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness can be made. 

CHASE THE RAINBOWS IN MY MIND 

 This project raised many more questions than it probably answered. Questions that will 

have to be addressed by future research, but the answers to which will aid in thinking through 

solutions to ending LGBTQ youth homelessness, but also in confronting oppression toward 

LGBTQ young people in general. In thinking through some of these questions and future 

directions, I conclude this project in hopes that someday, somewhere over the rainbow, LGBTQ 

youth homelessness – and really all homelessness – is a relic (a dark relic, to be sure) of the past.  

 Homophobia and transphobia is everywhere. Although, in this project, I have mapped 

how homophobia and transphobia transpire within poor families, middle-class families also are 

rejecting their LGBTQ child. However, the middle-class rejected child does not appear to be 
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experiencing homelessness. Why? Studies need to figure out what resources middle-class 

LGBTQ youth may have – friends, other relatives, better schools – that help them from going to 

the streets to live. Are their parents going to PFLAG? Getting into therapy? Sending their 

children to ex-gay camps? What is going on? Future research needs to find LGBTQ youth who 

left their families but who did not experience homelessness. Learning why they did not 

experience homelessness will be fruitful in thinking about strategies in helping LGBTQ youth. 

 Likewise, not all working-class and poor families are rejecting their LGBTQ child, or 

rates of LGBTQ youth homelessness would be even higher. What is different in these 

marginalized families who are not rejecting their LGBTQ child? Why are they not rejecting their 

child? This knowledge will also be essential in preventing future homelessness and to think 

about interventions. Also, what resources can be provided to working-class and poor families 

with a LGBTQ child? Do working-class and poor families feel comfortable at PFLAG? Do they 

have fewer resources to access spaces to learn how to parent a LGBTQ child? Many more 

avenues need explored in thinking about families, resources, and raising a LGBTQ child today.  

 Research also needs to be done on schools, child welfare systems, religious communities, 

and the criminal legal system and the relation of these institutions to LGBTQ youth. Studies are 

beginning to show the link between LGBTQ youth and the school-to-prison pipeline.49 But how 

do race, gender non-conformity, class, and sexuality shape how certain youth are being punished, 

suspended, and funneled into the criminal legal system? How does this pipeline intersect with 

other pipelines such as the child welfare system? Research is also beginning to show that 

LGBTQ people are disproportionately in juvenile justice systems, jails, and prisons.50 More 

research is needed then on how mass incarceration has affected LGBTQ people, especially 
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LGBTQ people of color, and the link between gender non-conformity and being policed and 

jailed.  

 Accordingly, LGBTQ youth appear to be over-represented in the child welfare system, 

and this system is a main pipeline into youth homelessness.51 Social worker Gerald Mallon has 

done a great deal of rich research on LGBTQ youth and child welfare systems; however, more 

work needs done, especially on residential treatment centers and the over-medicating of youth in 

care. How gender non-conforming youth, especially youth of color, are policed, sent to these 

treatment centers, put on medications, and face rejection from foster homes is an important line 

of inquiry that needs further examination.  

 Furthermore, work on LGBTQ people experiencing homelessness and their relation to 

homeless services, especially religious ones (which are most homeless services), is needed as 

well. The youth in this study faced a great deal of religious rejection, though many were still 

spiritual; therefore, work on LGBTQ youth and their relation to religion and how this dynamic 

then shapes accessing social services should be explored. Lastly, more work is also needed about 

LGBTQ street and shelter life in order to add to the concepts and theories put forth in this writing. 

Addressing these questions and doing more work will help to understand how to make life more 

viable for LGBTQ youth, especially the youth who are positioned as outcasts in society.  

 Texas can definitely be a unique landscape. The heavy religious presence in the youth’s 

lives and in the services they accessed may operate differently elsewhere. Indeed, both field sites 

in this study, although not religious services themselves, were connected to religious places – the 

Austin field site in the basement of a church and the San Antonio field site on a larger homeless 

campus that was religious and that had a huge chapel right outside the LGBTQ shelter. The Bible 

Belt panopticon influences life in the urban South. However, I was often told that getting one’s 
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gender marker (if one can access the money and navigate the bureaucracies) was not very 

difficult in Texas compared to other states. During fieldwork, a transgender woman told me that 

it is easier to change one’s gender marker in Texas than in Maryland. Studies then should also 

explore other locations, including LGBTQ youth homelessness in rural locales. Exploring what 

LGBTQ shelters, LGBTQ youth homelessness, and other topics addressed in this project look 

like elsewhere would add to thinking through inventions, solutions, and the complexities of 

LGBTQ youth homelessness. 

 Returning to the Declaration of Sexual Rights, we need to center the human rights of 

LGBTQ youth experiencing homelessness in order to help them. These rights include the right to 

equality and non-discrimination, the right to life, liberty and security, the right to autonomy and 

bodily integrity, the right to be free from all forms of violence and coercion, the right to privacy, 

and a host of other rights.52 Working towards these rights can help the youth on multiple levels. 

Indeed, the right to participation in public and political life means allowing LGBTQ youth 

experiencing homelessness to be heard and to participate in policies that impact their welfare. By 

addressing and implementing these human rights, we can begin to tackle LGBTQ youth 

homelessness and bring about a more humane world where LGBTQ young people, and all young 

people, are not living on the streets. 

 Somewhere over the rainbow, LGBTQ youth are housed, are accepted, are loved, and are 

allowed to be fully human. As the rainbow is multi-colored, the issues affecting LGBTQ youth 

are multi-layered and intersectional. On a basic level, respecting and accepting LGBTQ youth is 

a place to start social change, though large-scale structural change (while perhaps a tall order to 

address) is the only way to truly bring about social change in an attempt to end LGBTQ youth 

homelessness. This change must center the lives and voices of LGBTQ youth, especially gender 
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non-conforming poor LGBTQ youth of color. It is my hope and dream that the suffering and 

marginality of experiencing homelessness for LGBTQ youth comes to an end and that the 

youth’s own dreams really do come true. 
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NOTES 

                                                
Chapter One Notes 
1 This quote is a direct quote from one of the advertisements posted by Camila and Zoe on 
Craigslist.org. I found several advertisements on Craigslist.org posted by them. I printed the 
advertisements and kept them in a locked safe. Ts stands for transsexual, and t4m stands for 
transgender seeking man. Party favors are a euphemism for drugs. Versatile bottoms mean they 
often take the penetrative role during sexual intercourse, but they also can take the penetrator 
role. Smoke some bud means smoke some weed.  
2 All names have been changed for confidentiality. 
3 The term lesbian is often used to describe a woman attracted to women, and gay is often used to 
describe a man attracted to men. Bisexual is a person attracted to both men and women. 
Transgender is a person whose gender differs from the gender they were assigned at birth. A 
transgender woman is a woman, who was assigned male at birth. A transgender man is a man, 
who was assigned female at birth. Transgender is a gender identity, and therefore, transgender 
people can have any sexual identity. Zoe and Camila identified as heterosexual transgender 
women, which means they are women, who were assigned male at birth, and who are attracted to 
men. Queer is often a broader umbrella term to capture a range of gender and sexual identities. 
Although no youth in this study actually identified as queer, a couple identified as pansexual, one 
identified their sexuality as “kind of everything,” and another as being “attracted to transgender 
women.” Pansexual is someone who does not define their sexuality based upon gender categories. 
One youth identified their gender as “non-binary,” and two youth identified as “gender fluid.” 
Non-binary and gender fluid are terms used to describe people who do not see themselves as 
exclusively masculine or feminine, and they see the gender binary as failing to capture their 
gender identity.  I use queer to encompass these other gender identities and sexualities.  
4 I describe each person by how they described themselves. 
5 All quotations are direct quotes from recorded interviews. 
6 A few weeks after the interview, Zoe showed me the scar from being shot. 
7 Ray 2006; Durso and Gates 2012. 
8 The interviews with the service providers are not included in this dissertation. The dissertation 
mainly focuses on the voices and experiences of the youth. 
9 As Emmanuel’s hours changed every week, as is often the case in the service industry, it is also 
difficult to obtain a second job. 
10 Lee, Tyler, and Wright 2010; Wasserman and Clair 2010; Wright and Donley 2011. 
11 Beckett and Herbert 2009; Wright 2009 [1989]; Wasserman and Clair 2010. 
12 Hopper 2003; Gowan 2010; Wasserman and Clair 2010; Wright and Donley 2011. 
13 Beckett and Herbert 2009; Bourgois and Schonberg 2009; Gowan 2010; Wright and Donley 
2011. 
14 Duneier 1999; Bourgois and Schonberg 2009. 
15 Redlining is the process where mainly black people were denied loans from banks. This 
discriminatory practice was part of disinvesting from black neighborhoods, furthering the 
economic decline and under-development of these neighborhoods. 
16 Wright 2009 [1989]. 
17 Pearce 1978. 
18 Hays 2004. 
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19 Desmond 2012. 
20 Giroux 2009. 
21 Beckett and Herbert 2009. 
22 Vissing and Hudson 2008; National Law Center on Homeless and Poverty 2012. 
23 Karabanow 2004; Witkin et al. 2005; Gibson 2011.  
24 A main exception would be studies that have examined how women who are experiencing 
homelessness may dress as men or present as the “bag lady” in order to desexualize themselves, 
often in trying to avoid violence and harassment on the streets (Wardhaugh 1999; Radley, 
Hodgetts, and Cullen 2006). Essentially, women experiencing homelessness may engage in 
different gender performance strategies to try to find safety and security on the streets (Huey and 
Berndt 2008). 
25 I use the term gay instead of LGBTQ deliberately, as gay men, especially white gay men, 
received the majority of visibility during this time period. 
26 The category of youth is also a cultural construction to document the time between childhood 
and adulthood. As a socially constructed category, the meaning of youth has varied across time 
and place, and it does not have a specific age range. In general though, it categorizes people who 
are semi-dependent. As many people in U.S. society have stayed in school longer and entered 
full-time employment later in life, the category of youth has expanded and changed over time 
(Furlong 2013). Other markers of adulthood in Western society such as marriage and having 
children are also being postponed, where the passage between adolescence and adulthood is seen 
as a separate life stage (Kimmel 2008). Career, marriage, education, parenthood, and residential 
independence have historically marked adulthood in U.S. society, and because of demographic 
and economic shifts, these achievements are more delayed. These markers of adulthood are often 
constructed by and founded upon white, middle-class standards and values (Kimmel 2008). The 
category of youth is hence a historical, social, and cultural construction. 
27 Savin-Williams 2005. 
28 Savin-Williams 2005. 
29 Valentine 2007. 
30 Guzmán 1997. 
31 Rubin 1993 [1984]; Bérubé 1990; D’Emilio 1993; Chauncey 1994. 
32 Howard 1999; Johnson 2008. 
33 Gates 2011. 
34 Cray, Miller, and Durso 2013. 
35 D’Augelli and Hershberger 1993; Cray, Miller, and Durso 2013. 
36 Dunne, Prendergast, Telford 2002; Russell 2002; Nolan 2006; Institute of Medicine 2011. 
37 D’Augelli and Hershberger 1993. 
38 Bérube 2001; Caluya 2008. 
39 Albelda et al. 2009. 
40 West and Zimmerman 1987. 
41 Connell 1995. 
42 In 1980, feminist Adrienne Rich coined the concept of “compulsory heterosexuality” to 
document how heterosexuality is an institution that is part of male dominance, and is upheld by 
social forces, violence, and false consciousness. For example, as women make less money than 
their male counterparts and are more likely to be in poverty, women may rely on being in a 
heterosexual relationship to avoid certain economic insecurities. A few years later, 
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anthropologist Gayle Rubin (1993 [1984]) created the “charmed circle” to show how a certain 
kind of sexuality - primarily marital, reproductive heterosexuality - is hierarchically ranked as 
the most socially respectable, conferring upon individuals who enact and embody this form of 
sexuality many rewards, including legal, social, physical, material, and institutional benefits. 
This ranking creates a stigma against those who do not measure up to this mode of sexual 
enactment and embodiment, relegating non-heterosexual individuals and other sexual practices 
to a lower realm of social approvability.  
43 Warner 1993; Valocchi 2005. 
44 Sedgwick 1990. 
45 Moraga and Anzaldúa 1981. 
46 Crenshaw 1991. 
47 Collins 2000 [1990]. 
48 Cohen 1997. 
49 Cohen 1997; Ferguson 2004. 
50 Ferguson 2004. 
51 U.S. Census Bureau 2013. 
52 U.S. Census Bureau 2011. 
53 Theis 2015. 
54 Flores and Doganer 2010. 
55 Jamrozy 2007. 
56 Martin Prosperity Institute 2015. 
57 Quiggin 1998. 
58 At the end of my fieldwork, there were discussions of getting rid of on-site counseling and just 
having counseling services at a different location that was not near the drop-in center. 
59 Young people under the age of 18 must be referred to Child Protective Services. Therefore, 
most people under 18 years of age are in CPS or may have lied about their age to avoid having 
CPS be contacted. 
60 An organization in Atlanta, Georgia, that works with LGBTQ youth experiencing 
homelessness did open a 6-bed, 30-day emergency or 90-day transitional housing in 2014. 
However, the shelter in San Antonio was the first official shelter, and people can stay there for 
up to 18 months. 
61 “Aging out” refers to youth leaving the foster care system on their eighteenth birthday and the 
cessation of some or all of Child Protective Services’ benefits (Krinsky 2010). 
62 Ragin, Nagel, and White 2004. 
63 Auerswald and Eyre 2002; Ragin, Nagel, and White 2004. 
64 Liamputtong 2007. 
65 The term fish is sometimes seen as a derogatory term but normally not among transgender 
women and drag queens. 
66 Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 2011. 
67 I do not necessarily focus on or talk about resiliency in this project. My ideas about resiliency 
were often challenged in conducting this project. Resiliency can often mean one of two things for 
youth experiencing homelessness. One, getting by on the streets is seen as resiliency. Two, 
“making it,” such as through getting a job, education, and/or housing, despite the odds, is seen as 
resiliency. The former notion of resiliency, while present in the youth’s lives, is not a very 
optimistic picture. The latter notion of resiliency buys into middle-class capitalistic ideas about 
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how people should be, which can contribute to the stigmatization and marginalization of people 
experiencing homelessness. 
68 Weiss 1994. 
69 Talburt 2004. 
70 Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 1995; Charmaz 2006. 
71 Charmaz 2006. 
72 Creswell and Miller 2000. 
73 Spivak 1988. 
74 Hartman 2008. 
75 González-López 2011. 
76 Rios 2011. 
 
Chapter Two Notes 
1 Some transgender youth come out as gay or bisexual before coming out as transgender. 
Because of their gender non-conformity in childhood, some transgender youth may also be 
perceived as being non-heterosexual. However, as transgender is a gender identity, transgender 
people can identify their sexuality as lesbian, gay, bisexual, heterosexual, queer, pansexual, or 
something else. Some transgender youth who first came out as gay would later identify as 
heterosexual transgender people. 
2 Many of the gay male youth and transgender women in this study often grew up in their single 
father’s household. The tension between single father’s trying to raise masculine sons (or 
perceived sons) was a point of contention for many of the gay male and transgender women in 
this study. The youth may have even been sent to live with their dads as a way to try to discipline 
them to be masculine. 
3 Whitbeck et al. 2004. 
4 Rew et al. 2005. 
5 Durso and Gates 2012. 
6 Family instability is defined as economic hardship, parental marital and romantic transitions, 
residential movement, disruption in family routines, and other negative life events (Fomby and 
Cherlin 2007; Schoon et al. 2011); it “describes a chronically chaotic and unpredictable family 
environment” (Ackerman et al. 1999: 258). 
7 Wright, Rubin, and Devine 1998; Whitbeck and Hoyt 1999; Wasserman and Clair 2010; 
Wright and Donley 2011. 
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25 Whitbeck and Hoyt 1999. 
26 It should be noted that I do not use the term cisgender to refer to the youth in this study who 
are not transgender. Although the term cisgender is an important concept in drawing attention to 
the privileges that people who are not transgender receive in U.S. society, the concept also can 
reify a cisgender/transgender binary. This dichotomy, in turn, can erase gender non-conforming 
and other gender fluid people, and it can eclipse the ways in which different people are 
positioned in relation to cisgender privilege. Additionally, a cisgender/transgender binary erases 
how some of the marginalizing experiences of LGBTQ people stem from their gender 
presentation and behaviors, rather than sexuality per se. As a marginalized population, the 
LGBTQ youth in this study are positioned in different ways to being perceived as cisgender 
because of their class, race, and gender presentation and behaviors. This fact is not to say that the 
youth in this study do not at certain times and in certain places have cisgender privilege, but 
rather, the concept does not seem to fully capture their multi-layered lived experiences. Indeed, a 
central tenet of this study is that the youth’s gender non-conformity is a main reason of how they 
ended up on the streets and part of the challenges they face while experiencing homelessness. 
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