STEVEN EPSTEIN

3  Gay and Lesbian Movements
in the United States

Dilemmas of Identity, Diversity, and Political
Strategy

Frowm 115 modest and clandestine early forms in the 1950s, gay
and lesbian activism has evolved into one of the most dynamic, contro-
versial, and internally differentiated sets of social movements in the
United States. My goal is to present an analytical history! that shows how
the general characteristics and tendencies, and the successes and failures,
of these movements can be understood in terms of both external and in-
ternal factors—aspects of U.S. politics and society, on one hand, and ide-
ological and strategic tensions inside and among these movements, on the
other.2

My starting point is the assumption that the characteristically modern
social identities known as “lesbian,” “gay,” “bisexual,” “transgender,”
“queer,” and so on carry with them no single or obvious political agenda.
Political strategies and visions have to be developed and argued for, and
they exist emphatically in the plural. Although this is no doubt true of gay
and lesbian politics everywhere, it is perhaps especially evident in the
United States, both because of the extent of the development of lesbian
and gay communities and because of the highly diverse and multicultural
character of the society as a whole. Even at a single moment in time—say,
for instance, at one of the annual Lesbian and Gay Freedom Day parades
held in cities across the United States, where contingents of sober-looking
gay Mormons, young queer radicals, and leather-clad practitioners of
sadomasochism may triumphantly march down the same route—the no-
tion of a shared and fully articulated politics is a convenient fiction. This
chapter argues that one of the most noteworthy aspects of gay and les-
bian movements in the United States is the proliferation of political be-
liefs, practices, and organizations that often compete with one another to
be perceived as legitimate and preferred.

In fact, there is no such thing as “the U.S. gay and lesbian movement,”
except insofar as more particular movements claim to speak for it. While
much of what I call mainstream lesbian and gay politics roots itself in the
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assertion that it is “the movement,” upon inspection, each term in the
phrase “the gay and lesbian movement” either dissolves into a fog of am-
biguity or congeals into sharp contradictions. The word “the” suggests -
unity and coherence, when in fact there have been multiple movements !
over time—“homophile,” “gay liberationist,” “lesbian feminist,” “gay -
rights,” and “queer,” to name only a few—with widely different self-un- '
derstandings and political strategies.3 The term “gay and lesbian” is also
problematic, for part of what is at stake in the contest that I describe is
the very question of the movement’s collective identity: who is the “we”
on behalf of whom activists speak?* Do gay men share with lesbians a co-
hesive identity that can generate a single political vision? If so, does it en-
compass the demands of bisexuals and transgendered people or of self-
styled “queers” who reject the terms “gay and lesbian”? And if so many
in the United States feel the tug of multiple and overlapping claims on
their identities, forming organizations as black gay men, or Jewish les-
bians, or south Asian queers, and rejecting the notion that these com-
pound identities can be broken down into their constituent parts, then in
what sense can we speak of a “gay and lesbian” movement? Finally, the :
word “movement” should not go unexamined. Though it typically refers
to recognizably political projects that have as their end such tangible goals
as gay rights legislation, it can also denote activities directed toward the
redefinition of culture and selfhood—movements for “sexual freedom,”
for new family forms, for “gay spirituality.”s

With the goal of highlighting diversification, this chapter charts the
evolution of a complicated patchwork of overlapping movements that
have interacted and contended for primacy in different parts of the United
States at different times in recent decades. Of course, these movements do
not develop in a vacuum. And so, I sketch the broad social, political, and
cultural factors that have facilitated or impeded the emergence of these
movements—what analysts refer to as a movement’s “opportunity struc-
ture” (Kitschelt 1986). I identify the institutions that these movements
have centrally engaged—including the state, the market, organized reli-
gion, the mass media, and science and medicine—and point out the vari-
ous audiences that the movements have addressed and been influenced by,
including allies, adversaries, elite decision makers, and countermove-
ments. I also try to trace the consequences of these movements for U.S.
society—not just the explicit successes claimed by activists but also the
more subtle, cultural ripple effects of movement agitation. In situating
these movements firmly in their broader context, I pay attention to how
they are shaped by features of the society and polity that distinguish the
United States from other countries around the world—such well-known
characteristics as the two-party system, the decentralized form of political
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administration that gives power to state and local governments, the ten-
dency toward political mobilization along ethnic (and not class) lines, the
bitter history of racial divides, the emphasis on civil liberties and civil
rights as guaranteed by legislation or judicial precedent, the strength of
religion and religious fundamentalism, and the widespread emphasis on
self-actualization and the belief in the perfectibility of the self.

These features of U.S. society are important to the story I tell, not only
because they establish the terrain on which struggles are waged but also
because they help to explain a fundamental tension in gay and lesbian
movement politics. On one hand, particularities of the United States have
tended to favor the development of, and grant visibility and legitimacy to,
one kind of lesbian and gay politics in the very midst of diversity: the for-
mation of durable organizations and community groups that promote a
liberal agenda of equal rights and inclusion, premised on a conception of
gay men and lesbians as a clearly demarcated social group with a fixed,
ethniclike identity. This is the particular form of gay and lesbian politics
that often presents itself as “the movement”—and has won many victo-

" ries. On the other hand, however, the limitations of this approach in

fachlevmg social change and in speaking for the multiplicity of lesbian and
- ‘gay voices results in periodic eruptions of a different kind of politics: rad-
1cal groups that contest these premises by calling attention to internal dif-
ference, questioning whether political and sexual identities are as stable or
icoherent as they are sometimes portrayed, or challenging the logic of rely-
'ing on these identities as the ground on which to organize. Typically, this
radical, utopian, “nonidentitarian” politics of difference has been short-
lived, just because it is so hard to sustain and institutionalize, but the ten-
sion between it and a more mainstream “identity politics” has remained.é

To analyze this tension as it has revealed itself over time and, more gen-
erally, to explore differences among various manifestations of lesbian and
gay politics, I find it helpful to disentangle the strands of the opposing ar-
guments. Three overlapping sets of debates crop up again and again
within this constellation of movements. These debates, each of which has
been more or less salient at different moments in time, are at the heart of
the struggle to define what sort of politics gay people should promote in
the United States. They are implicated in the movements’ signifying prac-
tices as activists seek to frame reality, mobilize adherents, and influence
target audiences, and they affect whether the explanatory frames put for-
ward by social movement actors ring true to members of the movements
and others in the society.”

.~ 1. Debates of identity and difference. Is sexual identity perceived as

something stable and given (an “orientation”) or as something mutable
or even chosen (a “preference”), and how does this affect political strate-
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gies?® Is sexual desire for members of one’s own sex believed to be some-
thing that everyone in the society might potentially experience at some
moment, or is it the unique and defining attribute of a distinct minority?°
Are lesbians and gay men fundamentally the same as heterosexuals, or do
they constitute a group apart, with their own cultural forms? Are gays and
lesbians in any sense a homogeneous group with'a distinct identity, or are
the internal differences stronger than any meaningful similarities? Is it
possible to put forward a vision of a collective identity without simulta-
neously silencing those within the movement who perceive themselves to
differ from it, whether because of their class, race, ethnicity, nationality,
gender, specific sexual practices or erotic roles, political affiliations, reli-
gion, or other salient aspects of personal identity?

2. Debates of desire. How should society organize the expression of

sexuality (Rubin 1993: 3-44)? What visions of the good society are im-
plicit in ideas about how people should “be sexual” (Weeks 1985; Seid-
man 1992)? Are sexual relationships also relations of power—as, for ex-
ample, lesbian feminists have argued? Should questions of sex be central
to gay politics—as they were in the debate over the closure of gay bath-
houses in San Francisco in the 1980s? Or should sexual differences be
treated as socially insignificant and politically irrelevant—as they have
been in arguments supporting the right of gay men or lesbians to marry
or adopt children?

3. Public/private debates.'0 To what degree should the personal be
made political? Are gay politics reducible to a “right to privacy” and the
demand for government to stay out of the bedroom, as civil libertarians
contend? Or does gay politics require the redrawing of the boundaries be-
tween public and private (Gross 1993), as in the demand that gays, les-
bians, bisexuals, and transgendered people come out of the closet en
masse and as in defenses of the political strategy of outing? What role
ought the state to play in securing or mandating gay rights? What kinds
of demands should be placed upon the state?

We can understand the strategies and tactics of specific groups, orga-
nizations, and movements by analyzing how activists debate these ques-
tions of identity and difference, sexuality, and the public/private divide
and by analyzing how they frame distinctive answers in response to the
institutions and actors they confront and the accidents of history. But seen
over time, the answers often fall into the two broad patterns that I have
described: mainstream, liberal, identity politics; and radical, nonidenti-

tarian politics of difference. Therefore, the larger trajectory of gay and les- |
bian movements in the United States and the achievements and limitations

of these movements reflect the peculiar oscillation between these two pat-
terns of politics in the context of unique features of U.S. society.
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ProLOGUE: HOMOPHILE ORGANIZATIONS
OF THE 1950S AND I1960S

Unlike the European countries that saw the first glimmerings of homo-
sexual rights organizing in the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries,
the United States did not witness its first social movement organizations
concerned with the status of homosexuals until the 1950s.11 Although a
decade committed to the vigorous pursuit of normalcy was an improba-
ble time for the emergence of such an effort, this development was pred-
icated on a prior series of social transformations and upheavals, includ-
ing urbanization and war.!? Growing cities offered new havens for young
men and women who experienced erotic desires for members of the same
sex, permitting them to find one another in public spaces and to congre-
gate in bars and other social institutions (D’Emilio 1983: 10-13).13 The
social disruption occasioned by the Second World War encouraged sex-
ual experimentation, brought many homosexuals into contact with one
another, loosened the ties of individuals to their communities of origin,
and inspired them to settle down in liberal cities such as San Francisco af-
ter the war (D’Emilio 1983: 23-31; Bérubé 1990).

Increasingly, then, individuals who experienced same-sex erotic desires
were able to make sense of those sentiments by situating themselves
within emergent subcultures of others who seemed to be “like them.” At
the same time, the diffusion of psychoanalytic models of sexuality and
identity encouraged the belief that the world was divided into two types
of beings, heterosexuals and homosexuals, whose different “object
choices” marked them as distinct categories of people.1* The notion of
homosexuality as a fixed condition or disorder largely confined to a mi-
nority of the population was part of the “cultural opportunity structure”
(J. Gamson 1996) for the emergence of a homosexual politics—even as it
conflicted with the findings of sex researcher Alfred Kinsey (Kinsey,
Pomeroy, and Martin 1948; Kinsey 1953) that homosexual sexual be-
havior was a component of the sexuality of large portions of the “het-
erosexual” population.’s

Indeed, Kinsey’s findings were deemed shocking by a postwar society
that dedicated itself to eradicating the “homosexual menace” and pre-
venting its infectious spread through the body politic. In the conspirator-
ial world view of the McCarthy era, at the dawn of the Cold War, hidden
homosexuals effeminized U.S. society and made the nation “soft,”
thereby facilitating a Communist takeover. In 1952, Congress passed an
immigration bill banning foreign “sex deviants” from entering the coun-
try, and the following year President Dwight Eisenhower signed an exec-
utive order making “sexual perversion” grounds for exclusion from fed-
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eral employment. This attention at the level of the federal government
mirrored escalating persecution of homosexuals in many domains of per-
sonal life, including police harassment, employmeﬂt discrimination, and
forcible confinement in psychiatric hospitals and subjection to invasive
“curative” techniques, such as electroshock therapy and aversion therapy
(Adam 1987; Kennedy and Davis 1993).

Significantly, the first example of gay political organizing that would
make a mark on U.S. society was promoted by a man who was doubly
marginalized by the postwar hysteria over subversion and already in-
clined toward political militancy: Harry Hay, a homosexual who was a
member of the Communist Party (Hay 1996). In 1951, Hay and several
fellow Communists founded the Mattachine Society, which took its ob-
scure name from a group of jesters who performed political satire in me-
dieval Europe (Blasius and Phelan 1997: 283). In an interesting use of the
Marxist concept of “false consciousness,” Mattachine hoped to foment
among homosexuals a critical awareness of their oppression, as a group,
at the hands of the majority society (D’Emilio 1983: 58, 64-65).

However, as Mattachine grew and became more internally diverse, it
quickly made a dramatic shift in political orientation and in the concep-
tion of its identity and goals. By 1953, Communists, perceived as a dan-
gerous liability, were forced out of the organization, which now took as
its end the integration of the homosexual into mainstream U.S. society.
Then in 1955 this new, politically moderate, assimilationist politics was
adopted by Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon, the two principal founders of
the San Francisco Daughters of Bilitis (DOB), which was named for a
book of poetry about love between women in Sappho’s school (Blasius
and Phelan 1997: 327). Mattachine and DOB, along with One magazine,
founded in Los Angeles in 1953, formed the center of what came to be
known as “homophile” politics—the organizational form that lesbian
and gay organizing took throughout the 1950s and 1960s, until the ad-
vent of gay liberation.

In seeking to recruit members and influence elites, homophile activists
from the mid-1950s to the mid-1960s presented a more-or-less consistent
set of answers to the questions recurring in lesbian and gay social move-
ments in the United States—questions concerning sexuality, identity and
difference, and the public/private divide. In terms of identity, homophiles
conceived of homosexuality as a fixed or innate condition, beyond the in-
dividual’s control or responsibility, and a stable aspect of the self (Weitz
1984: 233-48)—a position that made sense as a response to claims by
medical authorities that homosexuals could be “cured.” While ho-
mophiles tended to emphasize the extent to which homosexuals might
readily be integrated into the mainstream culture, they also took early steps
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toward what would later become a dominant direction in lesbian and gay
politics: framing homosexuals not as a deviant subculture but as a distinct
minority group, akin to other recognized minorities in U.S. society.'¢

On the question of sexuality and its place in society, homophiles of-
fered little real analysis, preferring to play down the importance of dif-
ferences in the organization or expression of sexual desire and substan-
tially adopting the dominant view of homosexuality as a condition or
variation with psychological causes. Finally, homophiles conceived of
sexuality as a quintessentially private domain, but to support this private
right, they argued, public education was necessary. To this end, DOB and
Mattachine sought out sympathetic experts—lawyers, doctors, and min-
isters, among others—who might be swayed to their perspective and then
speak out on behalf of beleaguered homosexuals.

The strategic and tactical implication of these frames was a reformist
and cautious politics that was nonetheless remarkable in a climate of

fierce repression. Against the popular conception of homosexuality as’

freakish, activists stressed the common humanity of homosexual men and
women. Because they could be harassed by the police or fired from their
jobs if they made themselves too publicly visible, homophile leaders kept
a low profile. Movement publications brought homophile perspectives to
a limited group of readers—circulation figures were reported to be
twenty-two hundred for Mattachine Review, five hundred for DOB’s The
Ladder, and over five thousand for One (D’Emilio 1983: 110)—and
membership remained quite small, even as chapters were established in
New York, Chicago, Detroit, Denver, and Boston. Perhaps the move-
ment’s greatest victory in the 1950s came from the struggle waged by One
to disseminate its views through the U.S. mail, which culminated in a le-
gal case that eventually landed before the United States Supreme Court
and was decided in favor of the magazine (D’Emilio 1983: 115). Ho-
mophiles also challenged police entrapment of gay men and won legal
battles against state liquor authorities in the fight to allow alcohol to be
served at gay bars (Bernstein 1997a: 30). But little was accomplished in
the 1950s in terms of changing public attitudes about homosexuality, let
alone improving the position of homosexuals in society. Indeed, as of
1960, with sodomy laws on the books in all fifty states, homosexual sex-
ual practices themselves were strictly illegal throughout the entire United
States.

The politics of the homophile movement underwent an important
change in the middle of the 1960s with the rise of a more militant faction.
An activist named Frank Kameny, who formed a chapter of Mattachine
in Washington, D.C., in 1961, criticized what he called the “genteel, de-
bating society approach” that had characterized the homophile move-
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ment (quoted in D’Emilio 1983: 153). As the Negro civil rights movement
came to serve as the “master frame” (Snow and Benford 1992: 133-55;
McAdam 1994: 42) available to all movements in’ the United States pur-
suing their rights, activists like Kameny turned to that movement for ex-
amples of how—and how not—to proceed.!” They organized a national
confederation, the North American Conference of Homophile Organiza-
tions (NACHO), and, at their 1968 conference in Chicago, formally
adopted Kameny’s slogan that encapsulated the new movement orienta-
tion: “Gay is good” (D’Emilio 1983: 199). Just as “Black is beautiful” sig-
naled a defiant reversal of dominant stereotypes and a rejection of a label
(“Negro”) associated with passivity and subservience, so “Gay is good”
repudiated, once and for all, the connotations of illness and inferiority
that seemed to accompany the medical term “homosexual.”

The new philosophies were reflected in new styles of protest that
emerged in the middle and later years of the decade. In 1965 a small group
of neatly dressed men and women from Washington Mattachine ap-
peared on national television, walking patiently in a circle in front of the
White House, holding signs supporting equal rights for gay people. With
actions of this kind, the homophile movement—despite its failure in con-
structing a significant mass base—helped lay the groundwork for the lib-
eration movement that would succeed it and supersede it (D’Emilio 1983:
219, 249).

OuT OoF THE CLOSETS AND INTO THE STREETS

By the end of the 1960s, as social attitudes about sexual expressiveness
became more liberal, the idea of a radical challenge to the oppression of
gay men and lesbians began to be more conceivable. At the same time, the
tactics even of the more militant homophile activists, modeled after the

‘nonviolent tradition of the Negro civil rights movement, seemed increas-

ingly timid in contrast to the disruptive protests ever more visible on the
streets of U.S. cities and on the evening news broadcasts—the confronta-
tional tactics of the anti—Vietnam war protesters, the Black Power move-
ment, and others dedicated to radical change or revolutionary upheaval
in the United States (D’Emilio 1983: 223). Increasingly, conditions
seemed right for a new politics of sexuality, but what was lacking was a
transformation of consciousness, or “cognitive liberation” (McAdam
1982): gay men and lesbians needed not only to perceive the existing sex-
ual and social order as unjust but to acquire “a new sense of efficacy,”
whereby those “who ordinarily consider themselves helpless come to be-
lieve that they have some capacity to alter their lot” (Piven and Cloward
1979).
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Though the development of such efficacy is inevitably a gradual
process, in historical retrospect it may appear as a shift of startling
abruptness. Such is the story of the patrons of a gay bar called the
Stonewall Inn, located in the Greenwich Village neighborhood of New
York City, shortly after 1:00 A.m. on 28 July 1969. When police raided
the bar, as they were in the habit of doing periodically, and began haul-
ing the customers into paddy wagons for transport to jail, some of the
bar’s patrons, including black and Puerto Rican drag queens and lesbians,
decided they had had enough. A melee erupted as the crowd began throw-
ing coins, bottles, cans, and bricks, yelling, “Gay power,” and shouting
epithets at the police (Duberman 1993: 196-201). Disturbances contin-
ued in the streets outside the Stonewall for several nights running. To be
sure, the Stonewall rebellion was not as unique or consequential an event
at the time as it came to be portrayed later (Murray 1996: 59-65). “But
if the Stonewall riots did not begin the gay revolution,” acknowledges
Martin Duberman, the historian who has chronicled the events in great-
est detail, “it remains true that those riots became a symbolic event of in-
ternational importance,” one that “occupies a central place in the iconog-
raphy of lesbian and gay awareness” (Duberman 1993: 224, xv).

Members of the New York Mattachine Society, who viewed these tur-
bulent developments with alarm, put a sign outside the Stonewall Inn:
“We homosexuals plead with our people to please help maintain peace-
ful and quiet conduct on the streets of the Village” (Duberman 1993:
207). But within weeks, young gay men and women had formed a new
group, the Gay Liberation Front (GLF), which would become the proto-
typical organization of the gay liberation movement (Marotta 1981). In
a telling example of how the frames and tactics of one social movement
will very often spill over to influence other, contemporary or subsequent,
movements (Meyer and Whittier 1994), gay liberation activists borrowed
heavily from the movements that they, as individuals, were already active
in: the antiwar movement lent a suspicion of the government; the New
Left lent an “apocalyptic rhetoric and sense of impending revolution”
(D’Emilio 1983: 233-34); the women’s liberation movement lent a cri-
tique of sexism and the idea that “the personal”—even “the sexual”—is
“political”; Third World liberation movements lent the prideful affirma-
tion of a stigmatized identity and the notion of resistance to an imperial
state; and the hippie movement and counterculture lent an injunction to
“do your own thing,” a distrust of authority and dismissal of the older
generation (here including older, “closeted” gay men and lesbians), and a
belief that protest tactics could be playful and celebratory while still be-
ing subversive (Altman 1971: 234; D’Emilio 1983: 224; Adam 1987: 76;
Cruikshank 1992: 61, 76; Duberman 1993: 220).
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" Gay liberation—style activism quickly spread around the country—in
particular, the “action technology” (Oliver and Marwell 1992: 251-72)
known as the “zap,” which called for the graphic and confrontational dis-
ruption of the day-to-day routines of opponents. In October 1969 a “sui-
cide squadron” of GLF members in New York interrupted a meeting of
mayoral candidates after waiting two hours for candidates to reply to
questions submitted to them. That same month gay students at Berkeley
staged guerrilla theater and gay power demonstrations during orientation
week. The following May, members of GLF, chanting “Suck cock; beat
the draft” and “Bring our boys home,” participated in a Washington,
D.C., antiwar protest and held a “nude-in” in the Lincoln Memorial re-
flecting pool (Thompson 1994: 22-35). On the first anniversary of the
Stonewall riot, two thousand men and women held a commemorative
march through the streets of New York, while hundreds of others
marched in other U.S. cities. By the following year the Stonewall an-
niversary celebration had spread to Paris and London and become an of-
ficial, international gay event (Duberman 1993: 279).

Liberationists challenged corporations over their hiring practices, con-
tinued the fight against police entrapment, and organized large dances in
cities around the country where, in the past, men and women had been
arrested for dancing with partners of the same sex. One noteworthy strug-
gle—which was over the very definition and character of gayness, as well
as the personal safety of lesbians and gay men seeking to live their lives
free of fear of confinement and stigmatization—was the campaign waged
against the “war criminals” of the American Psychiatric Association to
remove homosexuality from the list of mental illnesses and halt the at-
tempts to “cure” homosexuals. This battle was won in 1973, after many
disruptive “zaps” both outside and inside the association’s conventions
(Bayer 1981; Marcus 1992).

Earlier, homophile activists had begun to consolidate a “minority
group” identity that emphasized the stability of sexual identity and called
for homosexuals to take their place in U.S. society. Radical gay libera-
tionists repudiated this agenda and put forward claims about sexuality,
identity and difference, and the public and private that differed in nearly
every particular from those of homophile activists. Where homophiles
had had little to say about sexuality as such, liberationists saw sexuality
as a subversive and revolutionary force. Adopting philosopher Herbert
Marcuse’s (1966) hybrid “Freudo-Marxism,” they called for the libera-
tion of the “polymorphous-perverse” forms of sexuality believed to lie la-
tent within every individual. Lesbians and gay men, in this conception,
were the vanguard in a vast struggle to redefine the family, gender roles,
and our erotic and relational capacities as human beings. As writer and
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activist Dennis Altman noted, “Liberation . . . would involve a break-
down of the barriers between male and female homosexuals, and between
gays and straights. Masculinity and femininity would cease to be sharply
differentiated categories.” (1971: 106). The appeal to a universal bisex-
ual potential was widespread in early movement rhetoric.!® By implica-
tion, the collective subject of the new movement was necessarily transi-
tory: paradoxically, the victory of the movement would result in the
withering away of both “the homosexual” and “the heterosexual,” with
each replaced by “a new human for whom such distinctions no longer are
necessary for the establishment of identity” (Altman 1971: 237).

Where homophile activists had endorsed a strong separation between
public and private realms, liberationists, arguing that “the personal is po-
litical,” placed at the center of their politics the act of coming out—the
public and defiant affirmation of identity. As D’Emilio notes, in the years
before gay liberation, “coming out” meant revealing one’s homosexual-
ity to other homosexuals; after gay liberation the public avowal of one’s
sexual desires and identity became a strategy for movement building and
heightening the commitment of recruits. Liberationists connected the col-
lective action frame of visible confrontation—epitomized by the slogan,
“QOut of the closets and into the streets!”—to the “Gay is good” frame by
arguing that a healthy, liberated gay person simply had nothing to hide
(D’Emilio 1983: 235-36).1° Liberationists “engaged in public displays of
affection, violated gender conventions, and gloried in the discomfort they
deliberately provoked in others” (D’Emilio 1992: 243).

These distinctive ways of framing sexuality, identity, and the relation
between public and private resonated with young gay men and lesbians
around the country and pulled them into activism. These frames also im-
plied particular strategies and tactics for the gay liberation movement. Be-
cause homosexuality was too transgressive ever to be integrated into the
existing society, and because radical gays and lesbians were committed to
the broader social struggle against capitalism, imperialism, racism, and
sexism, it followed that gay liberation was a revolutionary movement
with the goal of social and cultural transformation. Perhaps more so in
rhetoric than in reality, gay liberation emphasized the importance of
forming coalitions with other oppressed groups. Thus at the 1970 NA-
CHO meeting in San Francisco, radicals fought against old-line ho-
mophiles to pass resolutions supporting women’s liberation and the Black
Panthers and calling for the removal of U.S. forces from Vietnam (Adam
1987:79).

Yet, for all its flash and dazzle, gay liberation, as an organized move-
ment, was short-lived, and the utopian notion of challenging fixed cate-
gories of identity proved particularly difficult to sustain or institutional-
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ize. Almost immediately, tensions arose concerning the comprehensive
political vision of radical gay liberation. In November 1969 several New
York activists who found GLF too anarchic, impractical, and preoccupied
with rhetoric split off to found a new, more focused organization called
the Gay Activists Alliance (GAA) (Adam 1987: 80). Though it engaged in
actions similar to those of GLF and used many of the same tactics, GAA
conceived of itself as “exclusively devoted to issues involving gay rights”
(Evans 1973) and was less committed to overthrowing the categories of
gender and sexuality.

Gay liberation impelled a rapid proliferation of gay organizations: at the
time of Stonewall, there were only about fifty lesbian or gay groups in the
entire United States; by the end of 1973, there were more than a thousand,
ranging from gay newspapers to crisis hotlines to social clubs (D’Emilio
1992: 244). But the groups with a radical and comprehensive political
agenda soon faded from the scene. By 1971, New York’s GLF had splin-
tered into factions, and within a few years GLF and GAA chapters had dis-
banded around the country. As the political climate became conservative,
“the belief that a revolution was imminent and that gays should get on
board, was losing whatever momentary plausibility it had” (D’Emilio
1992: 245). Furthermore, the liberation movement proved unable to unite
its various members. It did not speak fully to the experiences of gays and
lesbians of color, who created such organizations as Third World Gay Rev-
olution; and it alienated many working-class drag queens, who formed
groups such as Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries because they felt
marginalized by middle-class GLF members who saw drag culture as un-
fortunate mimicry of outdated gender roles (M. Johnson 1972: 114).

Even more tellingly, gay liberation was unable to cope effectively with
the politics of gender. Activists such as Jill Johnson declared that “lesbians
are feminists, not homosexuals” (quoted in Adam 1987: 94), as lesbians
influenced by the women’s liberation movement increasingly came to feel
alienated by the political, sexual, and personal styles of gay men. “What
is a lesbian”? asked “The Woman-Identified Woman,” the famous man-
ifesto of a women’s collective called the Radicalesbians: “A lesbian is the
rage of all women condensed to the point of explosion” (Radicalesbians
1972: 172). If male opponents of “women’s libbers” typically derided
them as “man-hating lesbians,” radical lesbians turned the argument on
its head by positioning lesbianism as the quintessential act of female po-
litical resistance (Faderman 1991: 205-6). Although radical gay men and
lesbians typically were united in condemnations of sexism and patriarchy,
this new conception of lesbian identity as a form of political solidarity
among women sat uneasily alongside the liberationist ethic of freeing the
bisexual potential of all.
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LEsBIAN AND GAY RIGHTS IN THE 19708

The irony of radical gay liberation is that its most profound effect was to
promote the development of forms of identity, community, and politics
that were antithetical to the liberationist vision. Radical activists who
foresaw the “end of the homosexual” and the transcendence of con-
straining categories of gender and sexuality discovered instead, that they
were helping to build communities organized around the notion that gays
and lesbians were a distinct class of people with unique political interests.
Liberationists who had connected the freedom of gay men and lesbians to
a socialist agenda found, to their chagrin, that the new gay male culture
was organized substantially around profit-making businesses, such as
bars and bathhouses, and that homosexuality, far from posing a revolu-
tionary challenge to U.S. society through its radical incompatibility with
it, in fact seemed to do fine—perhaps even to thrive—under capitalism.
Those who had promoted an androgynous style of personal dress and ex-
pression in the hopes of challenging gender roles greeted with some am-
bivalence the rise, among gay men, of the pervasive, so-called “Castro
clone” style of exaggerated masculinity: short hair, mustaches, denim,
plaid shirts, leather, and boots (Altman 1982a: 20, 85, 104; Fitzgerald
1986: 54, 58; Adam 1987: 100).

The developing gay neighborhoods, such as San Francisco’s Castro
District, became “a kind of laboratory for experimentation with alternate
ways to live. [They were] also a carnival where social conventions were
turned upside down just for the pleasure of seeing what they looked like
the wrong way up” (Fitzgerald 1986: 12). As Frances Fitzgerald has
noted, the pioneering of these new communities reflected the “ extraordi-

nary” and “quintessentially American” notion that people could “startall

over again from scratch”—that they could make “new lives, new fami-
lies, even new societies” by, in effect, reinventing themselves (Fitzgerald
1986: 23). Indeed, the 1970s was the era of the consolidation of a new,
quasi-ethnic form of gay identity, community, and politics (Murray 1979,
1996; Altman 1982a; S. Epstein 1987).20 Within more-or-less defined ter-
ritorial enclaves (Castells 1983; Davis 1995: 284-303), gay men and, to
a lesser degree, lesbians established gay restaurants, gay choruses, gay
newspapers, gay churches and synagogues, and (by the 1980s) gay sav-
ings and loan associations. The distinctive rainbow flag, designed in San
Francisco in 1978 (Thompson 1994: 23) and soon flying outside resi-
dences and businesses in the gay ghettoes, would come to mark the terri-
tory and welcome the “immigrants” who poured in from smaller, less
hospitable towns and rural areas around the country. Hundreds of thou-
sands of people would turn out each year for the Lesbian and Gay Free-
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dom Day parades held in commemoration of Stonewall in cities around
the United States—simultaneously an official holiday and a political and
cultural event for the lesbian and gay population. Although the parade
crowds were extraordinarily diverse, the gay enclaves themselves were
narrower in their social composition—largely white and, with the in-
creasing gentrification of property within them, largely middle class.

As Dennis Altman has noted, the widespread acceptancey by both
straights and gays, of the notion that gay men and lesbians constituted a
sort of ethnic group, roughly analogous to Jewish Americans or Italian
Americans, represented not only an extraordinary change from twenty
years earlier (when homosexuality was widely understood as a form of
deviance or pathology, like alcoholism) but also a very American re-
sponse: the ethnic model made sense in a country where people tend to
identify themselves by ethnicity rather by class and where interest-group
politics typically reflects the jockeying among ethnic groups for their
“piece of the pie” (Altman 1982a: viii-ix, 224). The combined reliance
on a quasi-ethnic, essentialist identity and the political model of the civil
rights movement would distinguish this new, more mainstream “lesbian
and gay rights movement” from gay political formations elsewhere
around the world—and from alternatives within the United States.2!

The communal and middle-class character of the new gay enclaves
made it easier for the lesbian and gay rights movement to mobilize re-
sources.?? People who are well integrated into community institutions and
organizations are more readily drawn into social movements (McAdam
1?§2; Lo 1992: 224-47), and many within the gay, quasi-ethnic commu-
nities were prepared to make substantial commitments of time and
money. In this sense the formation of quasi-ethnic communities proved
central to the rise of the lesbian and gay rights movement. Increasingly
the mainstream lesbian and gay rights movement, despite its white, midj
dle-class base and its particular conception of the political agenda, would
seek to present itself in hegemonic fashion as “the movement”—as what
all gay politics boiled down to in the end.

Questions of sexuality, identity and difference, and the relation be-
tween public and private were framed by the lesbian and gay rights move-
ment in ways that fostered the goal of defining and defending the inter-
ests of a gay quasi-ethnicity. Consistent with the quasi-ethnic model, the
lesbian and gay rights movement expressed the view that being gay was
a fixed or immutable condition, and gay men and lesbians (sometimes to-
gether, more often separately) were portrayed as belonging to communi-
ties that had distinctive cultural forms.23 Internal differences within the

culture, such as racial or class differences, were overlooked in the domi-
nant rhetoric. Often the lineage of this culture was traced in ways that
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paid little attention to the particularities of the organization of desire in
other societies, as in the attempt to lay claim to Plato, Sappho, or
Michelangelo as “famous homosexuals in history.” For similar reasons,
activists tended to trumpet scientific arguments suggesting that homosex-
uality was biologically based, since such claims seemed to undercut the
position that homosexuality was a chosen, sinful lifestyle and seemed to
support the view that lesbians and gay men deserved protection as a le-
gitimate minority. Indeed, the political corollary of this essentialist con-
ception was that the state should be pressured to ensure the formal legal
equality of lesbians and gay men as a people, much as had been done for
African Americans and for women.

This movement did not present a coherent or sustained analysis of the
place of sexuality in modern society. It did, however, disseminate a widely
influential conception of “homophobia,” which reframed the “social
problem” of homosexuality by arguing that the real problem was the it-
rational fear of homosexuality on the part of many ill-informed straight
people.2* This conception was distinctly Freudian—ironically so, since
Freud and his followers were themselves often denounced as homophobes
by members of the movement. It assumed that homophobic attitudes and
behaviors often were defense mechanisms for warding off recognition of
one’s own repressed homoerotic impulses (what Freud would call a “re-
action-formation” [Weinberg 1972: 12])—hence the folk wisdom that the
most violent homophobes and gay bashers were themselves “closet cases.”

Finally, in terms of the public/private distinction, the lesbian and gay
rights movement retained the liberationist rhetoric of gay pride while also
endorsing the notion of a right to privacy in the expression of sexuality.
The right to privacy was seen as a cornerstone of the struggle to “get gov-
ernment out of the bedroom” by abolishing laws against sodomy. These
conceptions of sexuality, identity, and privacy came together in the form
of a single-issue politics, modeled loosely on the civil rights movement and
put forward by organizations that had much more formal bureaucratic
and leadership structures than those of the gay liberation era (D’Emilio
1992: 246). Indeed, where liberationist, nonidentitarian politics seemed
by their nature to be evanescent and resistant to institutionalization, gay
ethnicity lent itself easily to the construction of organizations (Armstrong

1998).

The lesbian and gay rights movement sought to bring about social
change through a variety of approaches. First, over the course of the
1970s, the movement built national organizations, such as the National
Gay Task Force (later renamed the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force,
or NGLTF), an advocacy group founded in 1973, which by the end of the
decade claimed ten thousand mostly white, male, and middle-class mem-
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bers (Altman 1982a: 123). Three years later the Gay Rights National
Lobby (GRNL) was founded as a lobbying group to bring pressure to bear
on the U.S. Congress, and in 1980 the Human Rigl;ts Campaign Fund
(later s}}o.rtened to Human Rights Campaign, or HRC) was created as a
fund-raising tool to support candidates perceived to be “gay friendly.”
Compared With the size of the emergent gay and lesbian communitie.s
t}}ese organizations were small, and compared with the diversity.of lesj
bl?.llS and gay men in terms of race and class, their social composition was
falrly monolithic. The first national organization formed by gay men and
lesblarclls.of c;:olor, th;: National Coalition of Black Lesbians and Gays
opened its doors in 1978 and held i i ion i ’
o 1990, 185.89) ts first national convention in 1982
Second, in line with a familiarly American tendency to turn to the
courts to ensure legal protection for minorities, activists created legal sup-
port organizations, such as the Lambda Legal Defense and Education
Fund (LLDEF) founded in New York in 1972, and the Gay and Lesbian
Adv.oca‘tes and Defenders (GLAD) founded in Boston in 1978. These or-
ganizations took on the legal cases of lesbians and gay men fighting dis-
crimination and also filed many “friend of the court” briefs in the hope
of influencing judicial decisions. i
' Third, activists sought to overturn sodomy laws and pass antidiscrim-
ination lgws. In California an activist lobbying effort proved successful in
overturning the state’s sodomy law, and in many other states—twenty-
one of them by the end of 1978—sodomy statutes were removed as part
ofa gengral process of penal code reform (Bernstein 1997a: 44). The first
federa.l civil rights bill for gay men and lesbians was introduced into Con-
gress in 1974 by Bella Abzug and Ed Koch, both Democrats from New
York. Bgt the fierce opposition to legislation at the federal level meant
that lesbians and gay men, in the interim, faced the time-consuming chal-
lel}gg of .proceeding state by state or city by city in pursuit of antidis-
crimination statutes within the decentralized governance structure of the
United States.

Fourth,‘ the movement sought to make inroads into the Democratic
Party, which—given the absence of powerful leftist parties in the Ameri-
can two-party system—was perceived by many activists as the only game
in town. At the local level, lesbians and gay men formed groups such as
San Erancisco’s Alice B. Toklas Lesbian and Gay Democratic Club, ex-
pressing support for liberal candidates who were willing to call for e,qual
ngl‘lt? for gays and lesbians (Faderman 1991: 199). At the national level
activists sought to convince the party to adopt a gay rights plank in it;
Rlatform; this effort failed in 1976 after Democratic presidential nominee
Jimmy Carter retracted his support (Thompson 1994: 132).
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Fifth, the lesbian and gay rights movement sought to elect openly gay
men and women to local office. In 1974, activist and former college
teacher Elaine Nobel was elected by a six-hundred-vote margin to the
Massachusetts House of Representatives, becoming the first openly gay
legislator in the United States (Ridinger 1996: 212).In 1977, after several
unsuccessful tries, Harvey Milk, owner of a camera shop in San Fran-
cisco’s Castro District, was elected to the city’s Board of Supervisors.?S
When Milk, along with San Francisco Mayor George Moscone, was shot
dead by a conservative member of the Board of Supervisors in 1978, the
new mayor quickly named another gay leader, Harry Britt, to take Milk’s
place on the board. The power of the gay community within the city was
further demonstrated in the White Night riots, which broke out when
Dan White, Milk’s killer, was convicted of manslaughter rather than mur-
der: thousands of protesters marched on City Hall and set fire to police
cars to protest the verdict.

In addition to legislative, judicial, and electoral activism, the lesbian
and gay rights movement of the 1970s pursued change on many other
fronts. It pressured businesses to adopt nondiscrimination policies,
achieving victories with companies such as AT&T, with more than one
million employees nationwide. Activists sought acceptance within church
congregations and also formed their own gay congregations. The Metro-
politan Community Church, for example, founded in 1968 by a Los An-
geles activist, the Reverend Troy Perry, soon spread around the country.
Activists created new organizations to document and respond to antigay
violence (Jenness and Broad 1994; Jenness 1995). They also used the arts
to educate the public about the goals of the movement; one noteworthy
example is the 1978 documentary Word Is Out: Stories of Some of Our
Lives, by filmmakers Nancy Adair and Casey Adair, which was based on
lengthy interviews with twenty-six gay men and lesbians.

Beginning in the mid-1970s, the terrain of political contention for the
lesbian and gay rights movement was radically altered by the rise of an
organized opponent, the New Right, a social movement concerned in
large part with the defense of “traditional” family, gender, and sexual
forms.26 This is a clear case in which the particularities of the United
States affected the trajectory of lesbian and gay movements: because the
centrality of religion in general and fundamentalism in particular made
such an opponent possible in the United States, gay men and lesbians here
faced a set of challenges that their counterparts in most other countries
escaped.

In June 1977, voters in Dade County, Florida, galvanized by former
beauty pageant winner Anita Bryant and her Save Our Children organi-
zation, repealed a recently passed ordinance that would have protected
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gays and lesbians against discrimination. The news, which hit gay and les-
bian communities like a bombshell, proved to be only the first in a series
of repeal efforts that spread across the country. The emergent threat pro-
vided lfeaders of gay and lesbian movements with a new agenda and a clear
rhetorical target; increasingly, activists pointed to the dangers posed by
the N(?VY Right as the reason that gays and lesbians needed to get involved
in political work. In this way, movement organizers painted a picture of
the antagonist (see Hunt, Benford, and Snow 1994: 185-208) as means
of recruitment and mobilization.

The response was a considerable upswing in attendance at lesbian and
gay demonstrations and Gay Pride Day events, including a turnout of
250,000 for a highly politicized Gay Pride Day in San Francisco in 1978
(Adam 1987: 105). In California more than thirty organizations sprang
up, as gctivists fought a successful grassroots organizing campaign against
an antigay referendum sponsored by state senator John Briggs, which
called for the dismissal of all gay and lesbian teachers from California
Public schools. Following the repeal of a lesbian and gay rights ordinance
in St. Paul, Minnesota, in 1978, support began building for a national
show of strength against the rising tide of conservatism. The first national
March on Washington for Gay and Lesbian Rights, held in Washington
D.C., on 14 October 1979, drew a sizable crowd; estimates ranged fron;
25,000, according to the U.S. Park Police, to 125,000, according to con-
ference organizers.

A copference of Third World lesbians and gays was held just before the
march, in part in an effort to increase participation by lesbians and gay
me'n.of color in the event and in gay and lesbian politics more generally
(R1dlnger 1996: 192-97). But in the aftermath of the march, it was hard
to dlscern.many long-term consequences of the mobilization. If the energy
did not dissipate entirely, it was redirected to local organizing that em-
phasized building durable community institutions and organizations but
lacked a comprehensive or radical agenda for social change.

Less evident to the broader public was the fact that more radical gay
men and lesbians sought, throughout the 1970s, to keep alive the politi-
cal impulses of the gay liberation movement. For many of these activists
Fhe political Left continued to be the natural home of lesbian and gay pol3
itics, even if the Left was often indifferent or even hostile to gay concerns
(Altman 1971: 217-26). Gay Community News, a national newsweekly
founded in 1973 and based in Boston, was an important voice for a gay
Left perspective in the United States that sought to “make connections”
between the issues confronting gays and lesbians and those affecting other
oppressed people. Meanwhile, gay men influenced less by the New Left
than by the 1960s counterculture constructed alternative communities at
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some remove from the mainstream culture of the urban gay ghettoes but
equally or more essentialist in their conceptions of gay men as a people.
For example, in 1979, Harry Hay, onetime Communist and Mattachine
founder, helped create the Radical Fairies, which held gatherings in the
woods to promote a mystical conception of a uniquely gay male spiritu-

ality and sensuality (Hay 1996).

From LESBIAN NATION TO THE “DECENTERING”
oF LESBIAN FEMINISM

By far the most significant alternative to the mainstream lesbian and gay
rights movement of the 1970s, however, was lesbian feminist politics and
culture. In the 1970s, as lesbian feminists framed sexuality, identity, and
the boundary between public and private in ways that led to the estab-
lishment of a distinct, politically sensitized community, they preserved
many of the radical insights of the liberationists. But they also began to
consolidate the sort of essentialist conceptions of gender and sexual iden-

tities that liberationists had disavowed.

Lesbian feminists® attitudes about sexuality and identity were neither
(1997) has ar-

On one side, many cultural
feminists” asserted the view that all women who opposed patriarchy, re-
gardless of their specific sexual practices, existed at some point along a
“]esbian continuum” (Rich 1983: 177-206). Feminists were encouraged

to identify as lesbians, whether that meant experimenting with the ex-
or becoming “political les-

for women was not consummated sexually. In this

simple nor uniform, eventually resulting, as Arlene Stein

gued, in stark internal tensions in the 1980s.

pression of sexual desire for other women

bians” whose affinity
sense, lesbianism was portrayed

same-sex identification,” with sexuality

»

any other time in history.

But if cultural feminism blurred the boundary between lesbians and
down the significance of sexuality, the parallel
boundaries
around the “Lesbian Nation” by emphasizing essential differences be-
(A. Stein 1997:

120). Furthermore, both cultural feminists and lesbian separatists (groups
assumed the existence of essential dif-

other women by playing
current of “lesbian separatism” sought to create strong
tween lesbians and heterosexuals, whether male or female

that in practice often overlapped)
ferences between women and men,
(A. Stein 1997: 120). As one lesbian writer expressed it in 1975,

as a “choice,” indeed a political com-

mitment, although one in which “same-sex desire became secondary to
«collapsed” into gender (A. Stein

1997: 38, 121). As a result, as Lillian Faderman (1991: 207) has observed,
«there were probably more lesbians in America during the 1970s than at

including their ways of being sexual
“If we

Steven Epstein 49

are to learn our own sexual natures w i
‘ € have to get rid of the male-
of penetration and‘ orgasm as the culmination of love-makinn}’a(; mt(:del
L1pschu}z, quoted in Faderman 1991: 231). s T
Lesblanhfemmlsts dedicated themselves to building an alternative cul-
'erz, ‘?sl;) Zv iat Verta Taylor and Nancy Whittier (1992: 104-29) identify
sa’ ial movement community”: they formed collective households
a oop;.ratlvely run small businesses, and they opened women’s book-
i'(c:iz:sian 1cofif:ehousles (A. Stein 1997: 109). They played consequential
n related social movements, includin, ?
: . s g the women’s health -
gaenF (Ra.dlcalesblans Health Collective 1972: 122-41) ancf aEche ::20:;—
?}ftlve rights movement, while often holding leadership positionlz in
:nderv:,r}l:i)t\;?;ne;l;; iorl%ii:ze;nd social justice. As recent analysts (Taylor
r : ; Taylor and Rupp 1993) h
building of lesbian feminist communiti ol e e s
b : nir munities should be understood
oiiii?t' 1f:rorr} Fhe act}11v1st politics of the 1960s, but as a distinclzcz‘tc?rsclae
nist activism” that made sense in a more c’onse ive ti
: . rvative time, -
%amzed 'around t}.le' elaboration of a culture that socialized women0 into
collective oppositional consciousness.” o
lesi-il;)zv;::;;;l;ci he;;ghten tille bo}:mdaries protecting the Lesbian Nation
sts attempted in the most thoroughgoi into
. » ' in going terms to put
F]{z;tllgf ;}113 I&?ﬁiin thla; 9fe2m11r(1)1:m had pioneered: the personal is ggli:g:)l
: ier : —29; A. Stein 1997: 92). Mi i
private life, including choices of food i Y
X , clothing, and lan
serted to be public, politicall i o ‘his construal of
‘ 2 y consequential statements. Thi
the relation between public and pri iy
the relation betwe private reflected a desire for a “totaliz-
fﬁg 1de}rit1ty w1th1q an o%'ganic community (A. Stein 1997: 1 1;—2(()))ta]131121t
23e06):rr111112 azil:h(:: g‘r;;formlty lzllng “political correctness” (Faderman 1'991~
' ifferences had to be subsumed; this led to parti i
5 ticul -
f‘;l:(;lrl;:;s ior a nflovEmenft lthat had attracted a heterogenel?)us gl;ofpdl(ff
, some of whom felt and acted upon a stron, i i
g erotic attract
({%hler8 ;&;or;;n andhsome (ﬁf whom did not (A. Stein 1997-acl 109115(())]:
-82). Thus, whereas the more mainstream lesbian and : ights
$§tvgni:nt pr(;Vldeg lesbians with inadequate space to articulftaeyarflegrlllitis
nis ique of gender inequality and the traditional famil i i
inism put such politics at the center but it hard to and] e
- suc ics made it hard to anal
of s(;xuahty itself within sexual politics (Whisman 1996: 1? nggl)le place
leSbiZIelrf;he' course ofl thfl:llalt)e 1970s and the 1980s, the unifying m.odel of
st minism gradually became less stable, as lesbian femini
nities were racked with disputes ove ial an ul diversity, f Losbian
pities ‘ : r racial and sexual diversity. If lesbi
;i;l(l,u(lilsm was a quintessential example of identity politics, ig trajteef:tcl)an
e &}n‘;(')fl}strated”that any “politics of identity” is simultaneously a “ cfl}j
s of difference” (Escoffier 1985: 148-49). Increasingly, the “org:]inic
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community” seemed unable to accommodate the proliferation of identi-
ties, sexualities, and politics among lesbians, many of whom reacted
against what they perceived to be a constraining insistence on uniformity
and political correctness (A. Stein 1993, 1997).

In the 1970s, lesbians of color began to form political groups, such as
the National Black Feminist Organization, founded in 1974 (Faderman
1991: 242), and in 1980 the first Black Lesbian Conference was held in
San Francisco. The Combahee River Collective, 2 black feminist group
that included many lesbians, argued that feminist theory was inadequate

for conceptualizing the sources of women’s oppression, which for many

women included their oppression as people of color or as members of the
working class. Increasingly, the broader lesbian feminist community was
criticized for promoting a «false universalism” (A. Stein 1997: 15), and
lesbians of color began to form autonomous organizations (Ramos 1987).
As Gloria Anzaldta described it, if the woman of color was typically
made “invisible” in U.S. society, then “the lesbian of color is not only in-
visible, she doesn’t even exist. Our speech, t0o, is inaudible. We speak in
tongues like the outcast and the insane” (Anzaldua 1981: 165; see also
Moraga and Anzaldda 1981; Smith 1983; Anzaldda 1987). Some pro-
posed additive models of oppression, in which those who were doubly,
triply, or quadruply oppressed laid claim to unique political identities
arising from the authenticity of lived experience; others insisted that dif-
ferent systems of oppression, such as race, class, gender, and sexuality,
were not fully comparable and that they intersected in complicated ways
that additive models did not capture. In either case the notion of lesbian
feminists as a unitary collective subject became harder and harder to
maintain.

The boundary-making project of lesbian feminism, which had' pre-
served the political community by drawing sharp lines around a lesbian
feminist identity, resulted in “border skirmishes” (A. Stein 1997: 119):
should bisexuals, or pre- and postoperative transsexuals, be considered
part of the women’s community? To lesbian separatists who endorsed

list conceptions of femaleness and lesbianism, male-to-

strongly essentia
> : « .
and bisexuals were “trai-

female transsexuals were not “real women,’
tors” who continued to enjoy “heterosexual privi

within, or appropriate to, lesbianism? On a broader and more important

scale, what were the contingent or intrinsic relations between sexuality |
and what forms of sex were compatible with a liberatory po-
that challenged social oppression (Vance 1984; Duggan and

and power,
litical vision
Hunter 1995)?

lege.” Perhaps the most

divisive debates, however, were those that came to be known collectively
as the “sex wars.” What range of sexual expression was permissible |}

Steven Epstein 51

ol ;zla}i izslllnan femlmsi:s,d convinced that every personal choice carried
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‘ ; . em role playing of
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-against U.S. intervention in Central America (B. Epstein 1991), and many
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«whether a minority subculture can provide the spark for political mobi-
lization that transcends its own boundaries.” In this sense, the decenter-
ing of lesbian feminism may signify the exchange of a well-defined polit-
ical identity for a more diffuse political influence.

THE AIDSACRISIS AND THE AIDS MOVEMENT

The rightward shift in U.S. politics that marked the ascendance of the
New Right was confirmed by the election of Ronald Reagan to the pres-
idency in 1980. His eight years in office, followed by the single-term pres-
idency of his vice-president, George Bush, marked a drastically con-
strained political opportunity structure for gay and lesbian and other
progressive social movements in the United States. Particularly under
Reagan, as the power and influence of the New Right expanded, gays and
lesbians proved to be one of its most useful targets. But even as the gay
and lesbian struggle against the New Right continued in full swing, an en-
tirely unforeseen challenge materialized out of nowhere in 1981: a deadly
epidemic disease, sexually transmitted, and linked epidemiologically and
in the popular imagination to gay men. In the United States, as elsewhere,
the AIDS epidemic demonstrated how the contingent occurrences of his-
tory can decisively shift the trajectories of social movements.?’

Although, from the outset, AIDS affected heterosexuals as well as gay
men, in the United States, AIDS quickly became understood in the mass
media as a “gay disease,” often viewed loosely as a product of gay
“promiscuity” or “the gay lifestyle.” Members of New Right groups such
as Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority moved rapidly to claim AIDS as evi-
dence that the practice of homosexuality was contrary to nature, and they
argued that the devastating illness was God’s revenge for immorality. Pat
Buchanan, former speechwriter for Richard Nixon and future Republican
presidential candidate, gave these views broad currency in the pages of
the New York Post, in a column entitled “AIDS Disease: It’s Nature Strik-
ing Back” (Altman 1986: 59).

Especially in the early years of the epidemic when its cause remained
mysterious, though even after the means of transmission became known,
the stigmatization of gay men as an AIDS threat to the so-called general
population was widespread. Public opinion surveys indicated that many
Americans were not only shunning people with AIDS but also seeking to
limit contact with anyone they suspected might be gay (Blake and Arkin

1988). In this environment, gay communities faced a nearly overwhelm-
ing set of political challenges. They had to respond when people with
AIDS, or those infected with the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV),
were subjected to discriminatory treatment—evicted from their apart-
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ments, dismissed from their jobs, or ignored by hospital personnel. The
had to make sure that those with the disease received adequate caré su }j
port, and social services. They had to push goverﬁhlent to take thc’e € pi—
dencilc hseriously and devote sufficient funds to medical and social servicle)s.
??infte ;}ifol:lasv ltt(;1 eIflﬁl{:]rilte their communities about how to reduce the risk

Unlike many other countries that confronted AIDS in the 1980s, the
Umt(.ec‘l States already had extensive large and highly mobilized ;gay c’om-
munities, which gave AIDS organizing a solid base on which to begin—
community (?rganizations that could take on new tasks, wealthy donors
whose. contributions could bankroll new organizations, activists already
committed to the defense of gay rights, newspapers that could keep peo-
Ple up to date on political and medical developments, and neighborhoods
in which pgople could see, before their eyes, the ravages of the epidemic
anc! recognize the urgency of action. In the early 1980s, gay and lesbian
activists greated two grassroots organizations that proved to be pivotal in
confron'tlng the epidemic: the Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC) in New
York City and, across the country, the San Francisco AIDS Foundation
In one of the most sustained grassroots organizing efforts in recené
decades, hundreds of additional organizations were soon established
across the Un.ited States to confront the multiple threats of the disease by
creating hot lines, food banks, speakers’ bureaus, and disease-prevention
campaigns. As Dennis Altman has noted, although local, volunteer re-
sponses to illness and other crises have a long history in the United States
tl}e necessity for such organizing reflected, as well, the absence of a coorz
dinated governmental response to a public health emergency by an indif-
ferent Republican administration (1986: 90, 181).

‘Many lesbians became involved in the AIDS movement, thereby tight-
ening, at lf:ast temporarily, the political and personal connections be-
tween lesbians and gay men (Schwartz 1993: 230-44). Dubious explana-
tions have been proposed for the participation of lesbians, including
notions of an essential female tendency toward care giving a,nd a belief
that women had to fill in for the many men who had died (for critiques
see Vaid 1995: 293; Rofes 1996: 258). Better explanations have empha-
sized as fieterminants of lesbian mobilization “shared values, sympath
for political goals, and existing organizational membership” ;10t only iz
gay and lesbian politics but also in the women’s health movement (Stoller
1995: 270). While AIDS did indeed cause the deaths of many prominent
gay male activists, raising fears of a “leadership vacuum,” the epidemic
also prqpelled many previously nonpolitical gay men into activism. For a
generation of relatively privileged, middle-class gay men, government had
been something to restrict, to keep out of their “private” lives. As the
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boundary between private illness and public health exploded, these same
men sought active governmental involvement to fund AIDS research and
care, and they threw their energies into building the grassroots organiza-
tions and transforming them into stable organizational forms (Altman
1988: 301-15; S. Epstein 1996: 187).

As the large AIDS service organizations established cooperative fund-
ing arrangements with local governments and federal agencies, raised mil-
lions of dollars from individuals and big corporations, and grew to em-
ploy hundreds of people, gay communities achieved “legitimation
through disaster” (Altman 1988: 301-15)—but at the cost of a turn from
grassroots organizing to professional bureaucratic management (Altman
1988: 301-15; Patton 1990). Once again, the trend in gay politics seemed
to be the establishment of stable, quasi-ethnic organizations that surren-
dered radical political goals for immediate practical effectiveness. Though
these organizations were heavily dependent on volunteer labor, com-
plaints would grow that decision making within them was top-down
rather than bottom-up. In a revealing episode, a bitter unionization drive
at the San Francisco AIDS Foundation demonstrated the substantial gap
in perceptions between «workers” and “management” at the agency. Of-
ten the large organizations competed for public funds with the smaller
groups, in racial-minority communities, which were dedicated to fighting
AIDS among African Americans, Latinos, Asian Americans, or Native
Americans (Vaid 1995: 278). Such struggles furthered the tendency for
the official identity of the gay community to be taken as white and for the
work of lesbians and gay men of color to be ignored (C. Cohen 1993,
forthcoming).

The challenge of AIDS also had complicated and contradictory effects
on debates about the place of sexuality in gay politics. Many feared that
gay male identity had been «derailed” by the epidemic: if the identity, at
root, was tied to sexual behaviors, and if specific sexual behaviors could
no longer safely be performed, then was it still possible to “be gay”? (Ro-
fes 1996: 65-66) In the early years of the epidemic (and again more re-
cently), some activists advanced the view that the rampant sexual exper-
imentation of the 1970s had indeed been a mistake (Callen and Berkowitz

1982: 23). Many in the mass media and the gay press put forward the
view that AIDS was, or ought to be, ushering in a new era of monogamy
and fidelity among gay men—a_ “maturation,” after the “adolescent”
wildness of the 1970s (Seidman 1988). However, by 1985, with the near-
universal acceptance of the evidence that AIDS was caused not by “the
gay lifestyle” but by a virus, most activists had come to endorse a “sex-
positive” conception of “safer-sex education,” which affirmed the inher-
ent value of sexuality as part of the liberatory ethic of gay politics and re-
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fused to yield ground to the advocates of sexual conventionalism. Ac-
tivists battled with conservatives in the U.S. Congress, such as the homo-
phobic Senator Jesse Helms, for the right to produce federally funded
HIV-prevention materials that described in plain and effective language
sexual acts and the associated risks of viral transmission.

Still, the question of how much to defend gay male sexuality remained
unsettled throughout the 1980s, as the divisive contrbversy over, the clo-
sure of San Francisco’s bathhouses in 1984 amply demonstrated d(Murray
1?96: 110-25). Over the course of the previous decade, gay men and les-
bians had achieved a measure of social acceptance in the United States, in
part through a strategic decoupling of sexuality from identity in pul;lic
Fhscourge. They had come to be accepted as a people with civil rights, even
in a society that officially condemned their sexual practices: henée the
p?radox that “for years the mayor of New York could proclaim an offi-
f:lal Gay Pride Week while the very people being honored remained crim-
mal§ under state law” (Altman 1982a: 9). Because AIDS seemed to restig-
matize gay identity by linking it firmly to a “diseased” sexuality, many
political moderates were uncomfortable with the revival of a libera:tionist
rhetoric that seemed to valorize sexual abandon.

Acting Upr

Around 1987, with the growing fear that most or perhaps all of those in-
fected with HIV—estimated to be about half the gay men in the most
densely concentrated gay neighborhoods—would eventually progress to
symptomatic illness, disquiet about the pace and politics of biomedical re-
search swelled into mass unrest. As in the early 1980s, this upswing of
grassroots AIDS activism originated in gay and lesbian communities and
spread from there. In New York, activist and playwright Larry Kramer

cofounder of GMHC, helped create a radical activist organization. thé
AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power—better known by its acronym. ACT
UP. Soon there were ACT UP chapters in San Francisco, Boston, Ch’icago

Houston, Los Angeles, New Orleans, Seattle, and other cities as ACT UI;
be({ame, briefly, the most visible social movement organization in the
United States.

A magnet for radical young gay men and lesbians, ACT UP practiced
an in-your-face politics of “no business as usual.” Adopting styles of po-
litical and cultural practice derived from the gay liberation movement of
the early 1970s, the peace movement, and the punk subculture, ACT UP
became famous for its imaginative street theater, its skill at attracting the
news cameras, and its well-communicated sense of urgency. ACT UP chap-

ters typically had no formal leaders; in many cities, meetings operated by
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the consensus process. As Joshua Gamson describes in a participant/ob-
server study of the San Francisco chapter, ACT UP shared the basic char-
acteristics of “new social movements”—“a (broadly) middle-class mem-
bership and a mix of instrumental, expressive, and identity-oriented
activities” (1989: 354; Elbaz 1992).
On the national scene, the New York City chapter dominated—with up-
ward of 150 members at regular weekly meetings and a $300,000 budget
by the end of 1988—through chapters in San Francisco, Los Angeles, and
Boston were also prominent in the movement. Ostensibly, since AIDS was
not a “gay disease,” ACT UP was not a “gay organization,” but members
in fact tended to be gay or lesbian, and many of the group’s activities—and
the pink-triangle packground of its distinctive “Silence = Death” logo—
suggested the centrality of gayness to its organizational identity (J. Gam-
son 1989). The history of gay challenges to medical authorities, as in the
early-1970s campaign against the psychiatric profession, informed ACT
UP’s undeferential approach to scientists and medical experts.

The impetus for individuals to become involved varied considerably de-
pending upon social identity. Men who were HIV-positive often had prag-
matic goals, such as access tO potentially life-prolonging medications.
Many lesbians, and some heterosexual women, became active in ACT UP,
in part to promote better research on the development of HIV infection in
women and on the risk of infection in lesbian sex (ACT UP/New York
Women and AIDS Book Group 1990; Corea 1992; Schneider and Stoller
1995). In some cities, African Americans and Latinos formed caucuses
within ACT UP as well. Often gay men and lesbians of color, serving as
bridges between predominantly gay and white groups such as ACT UP and
predominantly heterosexual, community-based organizations in communi-
ties of color, helped build coalitions to work on such issues as clean-needle

exchange and AIDS prevention in prisons (C. Cohen 1993, forthcoming).
During the late 1980s, ACT UP activists engaged in manifold projects
directed at a variety of social institutions, including the state, the church,
the mass media, and the health care sector (Crimp and Rolston 1990)—
though at times, like the queer activist groups that sprang up in their
wake, they seemed less concerned with achieving institutional change
than with posing general challenges to cultural norms (J. Gamson 1989).
Although some within gay communities were openly disgruntled with

ACT UP’s confrontational tactics and its tone of abrasive self-righteous-

ness, others noted the creative ways in which the activists marshalled their

moral outrage, retained an emphasis on sexual freedom as part of a po-

litical agenda, and challenged the conventional division between public
and private. The deaths of prominent activists were often marked by loud
and angry “political funerals” winding through city streets; in this way,
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LEsBIAN AND GAY RIGHTS IN THE 1980S
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territorial model of organizing remained central, concretely symbolized
by 2 1984 vote for the incorporation of West Hollywood, which promptly
clected a majority of openly gay or lesbian city council members. In San
Francisco the institutionalization of the lesbian and gay rights movement
was mirrored in an explosion of local civic and political organizations:
only 93 lesbian and gay organizations existed between 1975 and 1979,
but that number jumped to 255 between 1980 and 1983 and the numbers
stayed roughly at that level through the mid-1990s (Armstrong 1998:
chap. 1).

The emphasis on civil rights legislation and protection from discrimi-
nation also continued, though the 1980s saw a proliferation of new, na-
tionwide organizations with different emphases——including Parents and
Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG), which brought relatives of gay
men and lesbians into the movement, and the Gay and Lesbian Alliance
Against Defamation (GLAAD), which focused public attention on repre-
sentations of gay men and lesbians in the mass media and the entertain-
ment industry. The decade was also marked by new cultural and political
movements, such as the lesbian “baby boom,” the grassroots develop-
ment of lesbian and gay history projects, the rise of gay and lesbian stud-
ies in universities (Escoffier 1990), and the birth of many lesbian and gay
professional groups (Taylor and Raeburn 1995). Two members of Con-
gress, Gerry Studds and Barney Frank, both from Massachusetts, came
out of the closet; and gays and lesbians both expressed support for and
sought to pressure the Democratic Party in a large demonstration outside
the Democratic National Convention in San Francisco in 1984. In Ore-
gon, however, voters repealed a ban on job discrimination in 1988, as

skirmishes continued between lesbian and gay activists and the New

Right.
In 1982, when Georgia police officers entered the home of a man
named Michael Hardwick to serve a warrant for traffic violations, they
found him having sex with another man. Hardwick was arrested and con-
victed under Georgia’s sodomy law, and the verdict in Bowers v. Hard-
wick was appealed all the way to the United States Supreme Court. Re-
jecting the argument that gay sex was protected by a “right to privacy,”
the Court upheld the constitutionality of Georgia’s sodomy law in a split
(five-four) vote in 1986,28 sparking angry demonstrations outside federal
buildings across the United States. The NGLTF formed a Privacy Project,
directed by Sue Hyde, designed to assist activists around the country in
contesting state sodomy laws; but only one sodomy statute, in Washing-
ton, D.C., was overturned partly as a result of these efforts (Bernstein

1997a: 69). :
Frustration with the court’s ruling, along with mounting concern
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held such events as an exorcism” of Jerry Falwell. Much as liberationists
had made homophile activists uneasy at an earlier time, mainstream gay
men and lesbians sometimes took the political and cultural radicals to
task for giving the community a “bad name.” Indeed, as lesbian and gay
elites moved farther into the mainstream, they were increasingly inclined
to police the public image of the community.?® But in practice the practi-
tioners of radical and liberal interest-group politics often mingled freely

at the same demonstrations and political and cultural events.

QUEER NATIONS AND ANTINATIONS

The early 1990s saw the birth of a new queer style and social identity; a
short-lived blossoming of chapters of a social movement organization
named Queer Nation in cities around the United States; a queer sensibil-
ity within other activist groups such as the Lesbian Avengers, the
Women’s Action Coalition, and the Women’s Health Action Mobiliza-
tion; and the flourishing, of queer theory in university settings. Queer pol-
itics was an important phase in the historical oscillation between main-
stream identity politics and utopian nonidentitarian politics. On one
hand, queer politics arose in opposition to the forms and styles of iden-
tity politics that constituted the mainstream lesbian and gay rights move-
ment and in response to the mainstream movement’s inability to confront
difference within gay and lesbian communities (Duggan 1992; Seidman
1993: 105-42, 1994, 1997). On the other hand, like the liberationists
who had challenged fixed categories of identity two decades earlier, queer
activists found it hard to sustain a nonidentitarian project—in fact, queer

politics carried within it a tension between rejecting fixed identities and

organizing around a new, “queer national” identity (Bérubé and Escoffier

1991).
Queer Nation was founded in 1990 in New York City, where it orga-

nized large demonstrations against recent gay bashings. At the 1990 New
York Lesbian and Gay Pride Parade, members of Queer Nation circulated
fifteen thousand copies of an anonymous flyer entitled “I1 Hate Straights”:
«] hate trying to convince straight people that lesbians and gays live in a
war zone, that we’re surrounded by bomb blasts only we seem to hear,
that our bodies are heaped high, dead from fright or bashed or raped, dy-
ing of grief or disease, stripped of our personhood” (quoted in Gross
1993: 81). As Larry Gross notes, «This essay served as a spark on a pile
of kindling,” much as the Stonewall riot had done twenty-one years ear-

lier, “and within days it seemed that groups calling themselves Queer Na-

tion were springing up around the country” (Gross 1993: 82). Many pres-
ent and former members of ACT UP, who had been mobilized by AIDS
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one that, once advanced, has a self-perpetuating, perhaps endless, char-
acter (Weeks 1985: 244; Halberstam 1994). As bisexuals and transgen-
dered people moved from forming support groups to organizing politi-
cally, they found that gay and lesbian politics provided the model; and
they sought their place within gay and lesbian movements, even as they
challenged the binary divide between gay/lesbian and straight that these
earlier movements had reinforced (Hutchins and Kaahumanu 1991;
Weise 1992; Bornstein 1995; Rust 1995). In the 1990s they seemed to find
in queer politics not only acceptance but also valorization of their sexu-
alities as “transgressive.”3!

Ironically, but perhaps predictably, the goal of challenging fixed cate-
gories of identity coexisted with the tendency to establish a new, self-con-
sciously queer identity that could serve as a basis of political mobilization.
Queerness was sometimes put forward as a new, unifying identity—a
global replacement term that could substitute for the growing list of sex-
ual minorities. As an editor of the New York City queer magazine Out-
week put it, “When you’re trying to describe the community, and you
have to list gays, lesbians, bisexuals, drag queens, transsexuals (post-op
and pre), it gets unwieldy. Queer says it all” (quoted in Duggan 1992:21).
More often, “queer” ended up describing the particular identity of sub-
cultures of urban young people who felt estranged from their gay and les-
bian elders. In fact, the mainstream lesbian and gay community served the
same symbolic role for these young queers that timid, closeted homosex-
uals had served for an earlier generation of gay liberationists (Murray
1996: 207). Social movements often develop their own cultures and be-
come “worlds unto themselves” (McAdam 1994: 45), so it is not sur-
prising that, as activist and writer Urvashi Vaid notes, queers “quickly es-
tablished a new and fairly orthodox tribal language. [Queer Nation] had
a dress code (leather, shaved heads, Doc Martens, and T-shirts with big
Jettering), an anti-establishment stand . .., and an attitude that spoke to
the nineties (postmodern, in their faces, militant)” (1995: 296). In these

moments, queer politics was just the latest incarnation of identity politics,
:ndeed one that seemed to conceive of political subjectivity in rather fixed
and nationalist terms—as the name Queer Nation suggested.

The latent tension in queer activism “between nationalism and its most
thoroughgoing deconstruction” (Phelan 1994: 154) sometimes made for
self-contradictory politics and in the end may have contributed to the
short life of Queer Nation. But both senses of queer—the identity-stabi-
lizing and the identity-destabilizing—suggested the same approach to the
question of the public/private divide. More thoroughly than radical gay
liberationists, queers sought to obliterate this boundary. Members of
Queer Nation “saw themselves as militantly visible—wearing T-shirts
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and stickers with blatant slogans in unavoidable Day-Glo colors: PrO-
MOTE HOMOSEXUALITY, GENERIC QUEER, FAGGOT, MILITANT 1’)YKE”
(Gross.1993: 83). In events such as Queer Nights Out, where queers
vx{oqld invade heterosexual singles’ bars and begin kissing; ’or QueerqSho -
ping, where young urban queers would flock to suburban,shopping mallI;'
or Be-Ins held at popular tourist destinations such as San Francisco’s Pie;
39, members of Queer Nation claimed the public sphere as its own and
consFructed a “counterpublic” out of “the traditional national icon; the
official and useful spaces of everyday life, [and] the ritual places of , i-
cgl pleas'ure” (Berlant and Freeman 1993: 214). Against the gay anﬁgs-
blan mainstream that had developed a territorially based, “ghetto” poli-
tics, queers promoted a movement of de-territorialization (Davis 1995:
284—303).. .“ Whose fucking streets? Our fucking streets!” proclaimed.
queer activists, as they altered demonstration routes at whim, to the con-
sternation of the police. Yet even as they spilled over the b(;undaries of
thg h'et?rosexual society, they defiantly proclaimed their marginalizatio

within it and insisted they could never be part of it. i

A corollary of militant visibility was the assumption that it was legiti-
mate fand valuable to “out,” or publicly disclose, the homosexualitg of
prominent closeted men and women in the worlds of politics busirzess
the medla, and entertainment (Signorile 1993). Sometimes ou"cing was a;
tactic reserved for those who led closeted gay lives while harming lesbians
and gay men in their public lives, such as politicians who frequented ga
bar§ but vpted against gay rights legislation. At other times advocatesg o};
outing clglmed that even public figures or celebrities who di’d not hurt the
community should be outed so they could serve as role models in the com-
muglty—whether they wanted to or not. Highly controversial in gay and
lt.:sb'lan communities in the early 1990s, outing rested on the more essen-
tlflllSt conception of queer nationalism—it stressed “a rhetoric of alle-
giance and accountability to the One Community” and punished the

traitors” whose identity and politics diverged from a “party line” (Gross
1993: 108-32; see also Duggan 1992).

Queers envisioned a sort of “cultural politics” directed at “regulative
norms” and “disciplinary mechanisms of power” (Blasius 1994: 129)
Qu§er groups adopted the tactic of the gay liberation “zap,” push.in the'
notion of politics as theater even farther. But as Joshua éamson n%)tes
queer theatrical performance often had limited value in posing challen '
to powerful political institutions such as the state: “The overarch;grf .
strategy of cultural deconstruction, the attack on the idea of the norm ;g
does llttlg to touch the institutions that make embracing normalit >
both sensible and dangerous” (1995: 400). Furthermore, for all the};r. a.t:
tention to the performative aspects of their collective ’actions, queers
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were sometimes criticized for being indifferent to whether their actions
had measurable effects on any identifiable audiences (Murray 1996: 133).
As in many forms of identity politics, queer dramaturgy sometimes
seemed to be directed more at the affirmation of self than at genuine con-
versation with the other. As the queer movement’s most popular slogan
suggested, the goal was less to reason with the straight world than to in-
form it that its views had become irrelevant in the face of universal queer
visibility: “We’re here; we’re queer! Get used to it!”

As a social movement organization, Queer Nation endured for less
than two years. Although the members of Queer Nation chapters were
not homogeneous with regard to age, the group was too heavily identi-
fied as a youth movement—and too committed to confrontational direct
action and antiassimilationism—to mobilize a mass base. Even the very
use of the term “queer” continued to provoke bitter disagreement within
gay and lesbian communities, as in the debate that erupted in San Fran-
cisco in 1993 when the Freedom Day Parade organizers adopted the slo-
gan “Year of the Queer” (J. Gamson 1995). Moreover, queers who strug-
gled to avoid defining themselves in terms of any fixed identity found this
hard to implement within an organizational form. And as Queer Nation
chapters consolidated queer identities, they were beset with gender and
racial disputes that helped to bring about their demise.32

Queer politics demonstrated both the promise and the limits of a non-
identitarian politics in the sharpest fashion since the days of radical gay lib-
eration. If Queer Nation itself was short-lived, a queer sensibility survived
and permeated other organizations—including universities, where queer
theory33 thrived, and activist groups like the Lesbian Avengers, which was
founded in New York in 1993 and had twenty chapters by 1995 (Schul-
man 1994). The significant numbers of people who continued to insist that
they were “queer” rather than “gay,” “lesbian,” “bisexual,” or “transgen-
dered,” testified to the enduring significance of the queer movement—as a
reminder that, for many, the goal of the politics of sexuality was not as-
similation but confrontation and as evidence that the mainstream lesbian
and gay rights movement, despite or because of its attempt to present itself
as “the gay and lesbian movement,” was incapable of aggregating the di-
verse interests of all those on behalf of whom it purported to speak.

SociAL MOVEMENT ORGANIZATIONS
AND THEIR ANTAGONISTS IN THE 1990S

Even apart from the debates around queerness, politics in the 1990s was
inflected by the tension between essentialist conceptions of gay identity
and culture and challenges to that model. One side of this tension was
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manifest in the continued growth and cultural legitimation of the main-
stream, quasi-ethnic form of gay identity and community. As many ac-
tivists seized upon gay scientists’ reports of the possible discovery of a
“gay brain” or “gay gene” (LeVay 1993; Hamer and Copeland 1994), as
direct marketers targeted the “gay consumer,” and as pollsters sampled
the opinions of the “gay voter,” the mainstream lesbian and gay rights
movement seemed tied to a homogeneous model of collective identity ar-
ticulated substantially through consumption practices and the display of
trinkets—gay-themed credit cards, “freedom rings,” and rainbow flags.
Quasi-ethnic territorialism also continued in full force. In 1997 the city
of Chicago officially designated a stretch of North Halsted Street known
familiarly as Boys’ Town as one of the city’s distinctive neighborhoods,
along with Greektown and Chinatown, and constructed ceremonial tow-
ers along the street, ringed with the colors of the rainbow flag (D. John-
son 1997).

Yet at the same time, the extraordinary diversification of gay and les-
bian movements in the 1990s belied this assumption of a uniform collec-
tive interest. This diversification was most clearly expressed in three re-
spects: racial politics, a new debate over sexual expression and sexual
mores, and the emergence of an overt Left/Right split within lesbian and
gay communities.

A large number of gay, lesbian, or queer political organizations pro-
moting the interests of people of color, including African Americans, Na-
tive Americans, Asian Americans, and Latinos, were born in the late
1980s and early 1990s. The Latino/a Lesbian and Gay Organization
(LLEGO), dedicated to fighting homophobia, sexism, and discrimination,
was founded in 1987 at the National March on Washington and brought
hundreds of Latinas and Latinos from around the country to its annual
meetings. The Black Lesbian and Gay Leadership Forum was established
in 1988 with the goals of building alliances with black organizations,
launching antiracism campaigns in the gay white community, and ar-
ranging conferences on the black church’s attitudes toward homosexual-
ity (Boykin 1996). Trikone (from the Sanskrit word for “triangle”), an or-
ganization of lesbian, gay, and bisexual south Asians, began marching in
the San Francisco Lesbian and Gay Freedom Day Parade in 1986 and
since 1993 has participated in India Day parades in the Bay Area. Ac-
tivists in organizations like these were often inspired by writers, film-
makers, and artists who sought to articulate the particular dilemmas con-
fronting gay men and lesbians of color (Beam 1986; Anzaldia 1987;
Roscoe 1988; Nelson 1993)—such as filmmaker Marlon Rigg’s testi-
mony, in his poignant and arresting 1991 film Tongues Untied: “In this
great gay mecca, [ was an invisible man.”
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Activists of color challenged the goals of the mainstream, pushed for
the radicalization of the movement, and emphasized the importance of

constructing coalitions between gay and lesbian communities and other

constituencies promoting social change (Seidman 1993: 105-42). Some

activists, such as those working with the Audre Lorde Project in Brook-
sought to construct a multiracial coalition of queers of color. Others

lyn,
cific effects of gay and lesbian immigration to the United

noted the spe
States from other countries: in the “queer diaspora,” political strategiz-
lationship to the -

ing had to recognize that not everyone had the same re
state or to institutions of citizenship (Gopinath 1996: 119-27). Still oth-
ers analyzed the social and political consequences of racial eroticization
and the perpetuation, within gay and lesbian communities, of racially
based stereotypes concerning sexual dominance and submissiveness
(Fung 1996: 181-98).
Sexuality, another site of internal diversity, once again became an area
of political contention in the mid-1990s. In San Francisco, community
members who felt that the annual Freedom Day Parade had become “to0
sexual” and that © outrageous” behavior gave ammunition to political op-
ponents in the New Right established an alternative, “family-oriented”
street fair held the preceding day. In New York, bitter fights broke out
when a gay group calling itself Gay and Lesbian HIV Prevention Activists
called for the city’s health department to crack down on sex clubs, which
were portrayed as contributing to the spread of HIV. In highly publicized
books and opinion pieces in the mass media, Gabriel Rotello and
Michelangelo Signorile, two spokespersons of this movement who had
migrated rightward from earlier involvements in queer politics, repudi-
ated what Rotello called the “the orgiastic, Dionysian vision of liberation
proclaimed in the immediate aftermath of Stonewall,” and they advo-
cated “the construction of a gay culture that validates sexual moderation
and restraint” (Rotello 1997: 290, 243; Signorile 1997). Rotello pointed
to lesbians as role models for gay men—ironically so, since by the 1990s
the notion of lesbians as monogamous and sexually unadventurous was
increasingly being rejected by lesbians themselves. In 1997 a number of
activists and academics founded a new organization—Sex Panic!—to
challenge these ideas as typical of the sex-negative and sex-phobic ten-
dencies of U.S. society and to assert the centrality of sexual freedom to
queer politics. Similar debates erupted in San Francisco, where activists
fought calls to close the sex clubs that had sprung up after the closure of
the bathhouses. '
In part, the controversy over sexual blatancy revived the fights over
sexuality that had marked the lesbian “sex wars” and the early years o
the AIDS epidemic. But at root, the debate was not about just AIDS or
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improbably, as one of the defining social issues of the 1990s (Bull and Gal-
lagher 1996: xi). Opposition between the mainstream lesbian and gay
rights movement and the New Right not only served to consolidate each
group’s identity but also encouraged each group to pursue the strategy of
urging the broader public to «dis-identify” with the other (Patton 1993:
145). Gays and lesbians sought to convince racial and religious minori-
ties that the New Right posed a general threat to freedom, while New
Right groups tried to drive a wedge into this alliance by arguing that gay
men and lesbians were a wealthy and privileged group that had inappro-
priately claimed for itself the mantle of the civil rights movement (Boykin
1996).

Unlike gay and lesbian movements in other countries, U.S. activists in
the 1990s found themselves in the extraordinary and unenviable position
of fighting not only the repeal of gay rights ordinances at the local level
(Adam 1995: 133) but also the passage of citywide and statewide refer-
enda that sought to make it legally impossible for gay rights laws ever to
be established (Bernstein 1997a: 74). Activists in Oregon fought bitter but
successful battles against such initiatives in 1992 and 1993, also dividing
among themselves over whether to put forward a least-common-denom-
inator antidiscrimination agenda or a more radical defense of queer sex-
ualities (Bull and Gallagher 1996; Bernstein 1997b: 555). In Colorado 53
percent of voters supported a 1992 referendum that scrapped existing gay
rights laws in the more liberal cities of Denver, Boulder, and Aspen and
prohibited the establishment of any such laws in the future (Adam 1995:
133). National outrage on the part of lesbians and gay men prompted an
organized boycott of travel to the state of Colorado, as well as a court
challenge that eventually made its way to the United States Suprérfie
Court. In 1996, in an important six-three decision for gays and lesbians
from the Supreme Court, which was not known to favor them, the Court
ruled that the state had no compelling interest in preemptively banning

gays and lesbians from attempting to pass legislation securing their rights.

The creation of unity amid diversity was also the significant but tran-
sient result of two visible national mobilizations in the early 1990s: the
third National March on Washington for Lesbian, Gay, and Bi Equal
Rights and Liberation and New York City’s Stonewall 25 which com-
memorated the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Stonewall riot. The Na-
tional March drew as few as three hundred thousand and as many as one

million participants, depending on who did the counting. Planners insisted

on racial diversity and gender balance in all local delegations to the na-
tional steering committee that helped prepare for the march. And, as the
name reflects, the march signaled a more complete inclusion of bisexuals
in the political agenda, as well as a stated desire to accommodate both
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tho_se:* who §ought equal rights and those who insisted on a more radical
politics of hbgration. The following year, Stonewall, Twenty-five put mlcal
than one million marchers, including many international continpents ch .
the streets Qf Manbhattan, with participants marching past the Ur?ited i\T .
tions bulldmg, demanding respect for the human rights of lesbians, ga 5;“
and bisexuals around the world. Unlike earlier national marches, fhz ,
events attracted significant attention in the mass media, but like ’ea l’Se
marches, these national shows of strength seemed to have, little lastin; i
pact on movement mobilization either nationally or locally s
The failure to build on these national demonstrations in :;my significant
way was accqrnpanyied by another conspicuous lack: there were
ledely recognlged, charismatic leaders. As commentato;fs had been n(r)lt(3
ing for some time (Jernigan 1988), gay and lesbian movements in th
United States seemed to produce remarkably few such leaders. There 5
no shortage of popular heroes, such as the gay men and lesbia;ns Who‘ﬁ‘i
came public figures through their legal battles against dismissal from th
military. And celebrities, such as Chastity Bono (the lesbian daughter oi
Son.n'y.Bono and Cher) and Candace Gingrich (the sister of right-win,
politician Newt Gingrich), had become a familiar presence atgmarchei
and parades. But—perhaps because of the proliferation and diversity of
movements and organizations—gay and lesbian movements seemetc); t
have dlfﬁcult}f generating or sustaining leaders with the imagination a 3
personal qualities needed to mobilize or redirect collective sentiment E
powerful ways, to generate solidarity across the divisions within Stllln
movements, O to construct coalitions with movements of other kinds )
' As activists waged trench warfare against the New Right in local ini
tiatives a.round the United States, many held out the hope that larger slm:
cesses mlght be won at the national level. Particularly in contras% to ]tllf
overt, antigay hate mongering that marked the 1992 Republican Nationaei
g?nventlon, the stated positions of Democratic presidential candidate Bill
Strmton sefemed to hold open the prospect of a new political opportunity
ucture for gay and lesbian movements. Clinton explicitly mentioned
gay people in his nomination acceptance speech at the Democratic Ne
tional Conv‘ention and included openly gay people in his campaign te o
and:1 later, in his.administration. However, when his attempt t%) m:l?;
lg)?:n on i c%mpalgq promise to end the persecution of gay men and les-
ns in the .S. military met with energetic political opposition, Clinton
qulckly backe{d down and proposed a regressive “compromise’: that, in
gllfactlf?, contlnl}ed to lead to the dismissal of gay men and lesbians fr,om
e military. This and subsequent actions by Clinton—on issues such a
gay mar'rlage—demonstrated that there was no political party of cons f
quence in the U.S. political system with which lesbian and gay activis:s
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could unproblematically ally and that the U.S. two-party system provided
restricted opportunities for the advancement of a gay rights agenda. ’
These two issues—gays in the military and gay marriage—merit addi-
tional attention for the extraordinary amount of controversy that they pro-
voked. Given that no other country that has openly considered the issue
of military service by lesbians and gay men has greeted the prospect with
any great degree of panic or preoccupation, the popular hysteria sur-
rounding the issue in the United States testified to unique aspects of the
U.S. political and cultural environment. As Barry Adam notes, an expla-
nation that points to the power of the New Right alone seems insufficient
to account for the psychological charge of the debate (Adam 1994:
103-18), which raised the specter of «yulnerable” heterosexual soldiers
being eyed by predatory homosexuals in shower rooms and pointed, in
rather Freudian terms, to the threat that overt homosexual desire posed to
sublimated male bonding and esprit de corps.3* Much like the targeting of
homosexuals during the McCarthy era, the debate about gays in the mili-
tary seemed wrapped up in concerns about the feminization” of the state,
in a country whose whole national identity in the period since the Second
World War has centered on its global military might (Adam 1994: 113).
The debate over gay marriage was equally freighted with symbolic
power for all concerned. In the 1980s and early 1990s, lesbians and gay
men won substantial victories in obtaining domestic partner benefits such
as health insurance for the lovers of gay men and lesbians employed by
many businesses, city governments, and universities around the United
States—no small matter in a country without national health care. A num-
ber of cities, such as San Francisco, had formal provisions for couples to
register at City Hall as domestic partners. No one seemed quite prepared,
however, when the Hawaii Supreme Court ruled in 1993, that a lower
court had improperly dismissed a lawsuit challenging the state’s policy of
denying marriage licenses to gay or lesbian couples. The court suggested
that it would most likely rule in favor of the lawsuit, and a lower court
eventually did so in 1997. Meanwhile, conservatives around the country
were shocked to realize that if Hawaii permitted gay marriages, then the
U.S. Constitution might require every other state to recognize those mar-
riages. Even as gay men and lesbians throughout the United States began
imagining wedding-and-honeymoon trips to Hawail, conservatives in
many state legislatures began introducing measures to define marriage
strictly as the union of a man and a woman. Such measures had become
law in twenty-five states by mid-1997. At the same time, members of the
U.S. Congress proposed a national Defense of Marriage Act, which Clin-
ton announced in September 1996 that he would sign, effectively ensur-

ing its passage.
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lesbian and gay civil rights organization. Given how unthinkable this
would have been even twenty years earlier, it is clear that an impressive’

sea of change in public sentiment had occurred in the interim. At the same

time, the fragility of gay rights in the United States is so apparent, the cul-

tural climate surrounding sexuality is so repressive, and the strides toward
equal citizenship are so limited in comparison to other Western countries
that it becomes crucial to reflect both on the peculiarities of the United
States and on the internal difficulties of U.S. gay and lesbian movements.
In 1960 no cities or states in the United States guaranteed equal rights
to gay men and lesbians. Every state outlawed sodomy, and there were no
openly gay elected officials anywhere in the United States. By 1997 thirty
states and the District of Columbia had abolished their sodomy laws.
Eleven states and dozens of cities and counties had passed laws protect-
ing lesbians and gay men (and sometimes bisexuals and transgendered
people) from various forms of discrimination based on sexual orientation,
and elsewhere gubernatorial executive orders and mayoral proclamations

officially banned discrimination. As a result, by the mid-1990s more than

one-fifth of Americans lived in cities or counties providing legal protec-

tion (Wald, Button, and Rienzo 1996: 1153). In addition, five states, in-
cluding New York, now offer domestic partner benefits to gay and les-

bian state employees. With the exception of Wisconsin and Minnesota,
however, every state that has banned discrimination (including Hawaii)

is on the Atlantic or Pacific Coast, leaving the inhabitants of the vast in-
Sodomy laws remain on

terior without protection (Sherrill 1996: 469).

the books in most of the South, several western states, Michigan, and even
liberal Massachusetts. And, although in 1997 the U.S. Senate came sur-
prisingly close to passing a bill banning employment discrimination, re-
lief is not very likely to come soon at the federal level.

At this writing, three members of the U.S. House of Representatives are
openly gay—though all were closeted when first elected to that office—as
are eleven other men and women in state-level governments. In late 1997,

Virginia Apuzzo, a former executive director of the NGLTF, became the

highest-ranking openly gay or lesbian person in government in U.S. his-

tory when she was appointed assistant to the president for management
s of the society appear

and administration. Increasingly, large segment
ready to countenance the presence of lesbians and gay men in roles that
were previously unthinkable—gay and lesbian ministers, gay and lesbian
athletes, gay and lesbian characters in popular television shows and films.

Newspapers that in the recent past covered homosexuality as a crime
esent commentary

story or a titillating social problem now routinely pr
and analysis on lesbian and gay politics, community, and identity. Tele-
vision talk shows provide a forum, however constrained, for those with
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gznce, z l}tatlonW1de ;)rganization of mc;re than ﬁfg c,lencfrrf?rfzggilt? frl-
unced its support for a federal antidiscriminati ing les.
B e rexkoacs idiscrimination law protecting les-
theIirrl Irz::li subtllfl: respects, t0o, gay and lesbian movements have made
e 7O6I; ';1 aes Eloltltﬁ and tllle broader culture. As Alberto Melucci
2 73~ oted, social movements often have a “hi
9 idd -
zzfi};s ;rl:gt becom.es apparent only over time: by challenging cﬁitﬁf‘iil
codes and ;zr;l\;:itflons, they suggest to the broader society “that alterna
meaning are possible.”37 Thus, f -
by gay men and lesbians to gai mission o a o e ot
gain legal permission to adopt child
::lfﬂlﬁztt; deeper challenge to ifleas about what families ourg)ht t; l(ff)lli Eijg
OSitivee strusgglg: to use public funds to support sexually explicit and sexj
I:bom theAIrDl e ucational campaigns marks the extent to which beliefs
about E‘}ee at;lon between sex, pleasure, and sin are currently subject to
debat {dentil;y t ntlaaerl?ei}glencebolf he;lerosexuality as an increasingly salient
rks the subtle in i
onr;l;le br?ader T 1995)1:1611(:68 of lesbian and gay movements
- ic:fep :rl;il:gtf}fs of socia} change are significant, and they speak, at
. e power of political activism and the di .
the visibility of lesbian/ i A vat
. gay/bisexual/transgender communiti
ities. A
;:g:,i rtrllme, ot?er measures suggest that the gains of U.S. gay arfd le:bglz
mov ano:lnltzsgiall'lec:lrllt dlt:,cades coexist with strong antipathy toward gay
s that has varied little over time. For e
: . xample, th -
zfz Sr(:zal SI;IVCY, tl?e most complete statistical survey of pull))li:: at:itgzl;s
ona ran gebo social issues over the years, revealed no meaningful change
o 1s9a9 4(?u6t3th; acceptability of gay sexuality between 1973 and 1951
(Smith 195 : X -97). In 1973, 73 percent of those surveyed said that sex
between ﬁem ers of the same sex was “always wrong”; in the 1991 sur-
Elz(,:tion Stil(li;e :vsalt(s 77 perc;nt. Another survey, the American National
i s respondents to rank diff i i
iy . s erent social groups
ga;zllgrgldt};erggometer. ) Responses over time reveal that f%l(;linlg)s ltlc?\l;'lagrz
Bays ane eis dl‘anS are “colder” than feelings for many other oppressed
grox IE)S, 1fnc uding blgcks and people on welfare, and “warmer” only th
feel ngs for 1!legal ahen§ (Sherrill 1996: 470). Findings such as the};e e
ualss1s:relgt ;&:;};gUr\éasha Vaid’sl contention that lesbians, gay men bisz.ie
ls, endered people in the United States h'é’l ’ i
<« . » <« T+ Ve bee
virtual equality”—*“a state of conditional equality based more :)lng:l?;l :;S

pearance of acceptance b i i i
B Xvi)l? y straight America than on genuine civic parity”
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Such attitudes reflect not only the power of religious fundamentalism

in the United States but also the deep undercurrents of anxiety about sex-
uality and the legacy of the “sexual revolution.” Numerous episodes—
from the public furor in 1989 and 1990 over the exhibition of sexually
explicit and sadomasochistic work by acclaimed gay photographer
Robert Mapplethorpe (Cruikshank 1992: 51) to recent laws in California
and other states mandating the “chemical castration” of sex offenders—
demonstrate that sexuality remains a fertile domain for staging moral
panic. The most comprehensive recent survey of sexual behaviors and at-
titudes in the United States found that respondents could be clustered into
seven distinct subsets based on their responses to questions about the ac-
ceptability of homosexuality, premarital sex, extramarital sex, abortion,
and pornography. In five of the seven clusters, accounting for three-quar-
ters of the entire population surveyed, “same-gender sex” was rated as
«always wrong” by heavy majorities (between 65 percent and 98 per-
cent). In the remaining two clusters, less than 10 percent of respondents
agreed that same-gender sex was always wrong (Laumann et al. 1994:
50940, esp. 514). The results suggest not only that discomfort with les-
bian and gay sexuality in U.S. society extends far beyond the New Right
but also that there is little middle ground between the attitudinal clusters
that are heavily opposed and those that are quite supportive.

These findings also underscore the point that the ways in which gay
and lesbian movements frame sexuality and identity matter. A substantial
sector of the population is more inclined at present to accept the argument
that gays, as a people, deserve protection from discrimination than to feel
really comfortable with the idea of sex between men or S€X between
women (see Yang 1997). So, on one hand, social movements that play
down questions of sexuality and emphasize issues of fairness would seem
to have a short-term, tactical advantage. But, on the other hand, this ap-
proach may well jettison the possibility of long-term, fundamental im-
provement cither in the social standing of gay men, lesbians, bisexuals,
and transgendered people or in the overall political climate surrounding
sexuality. :

An analogous framing dispute (Benford 1993) is suggested by findings
that people who believe that homosexuals are “born that way” are con-
siderably more likely to support gay rights than those who believe that
homosexuals have “chosen” their lifestyle (“Poll Finds Even Split” 1993).
Awareness of such views prompts social movement organizations to pro-
mulgate a conception of gay people as a fixed, identifiable group in soci-
ety and to latch onto biological research suggesting genetic causes of ho-
mosexuality—and this frame resonates with many gay men and lesbians.
The difficulty, however, is that gay men and lesbians are constituted as in-
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Zggnilttfi v1ct1fns; the movement is portrayed as internally homogeneous
! no language to discuss the fluid ways in which at least somt:,
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andaltéscl,)gzen the prohferatlﬁ)n of political forms and identities %Vlt}l"llfr)l gay
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bisexuals, transgendered people, and queer people while also challenging
the social organization of gender and sexuality and the culture of sexual
repression? This politics would take «identity as a point of departure
cather than a final destination” (Kauffman 1990: 79)—organizing less
around identity than “sympathy and affinity,” both within and between
groups (Phelan 1994: 155). The goal would be to forge alliances across
gay and other social movements, not on the basis of shared history or the
congruence of experience but on the ground of similarities in their rela-
tions to the dominant constellations of power in the society (C. Cohen
1997: 458). But to succeed, this politics would need to promote a new vi-
sion of citizenship, articulating a model of belonging that neither em-
braced marginalization for its own sake nor surrendered the goal of so-

cial transformation.

NOTES

Acknowledgments:1am deeply indebted to the editors of this volume, as well
as to Dennis Altman, Mary Bernstein, Héctor Carrillo, Jeff Escoffier, Josh Gam-
son, Joe Gusfield, Harry Hirsch, David Kirp, Steve Murray, Steve Seidman, Ar-
lene Stein, Verta Taylor, Chris Waters, and Andy Williams, for providing essen-
tial feedback on a first draft of this chapter. Responsibility for the deficiencies that
remain—and for my failure to follow the good advice of these friends and col-
leagues in all particulars—is mine alone.

1. Except insofar as this essay incorporates some of my empirical work on
the AIDS movement (S. Epstein 1996)—and reflects, more generally and more
loosely, my own experiences as participant/observer in gay communities and*
movements in the United States—it is not based on my own primary research. In-
stead, 1 have strived to synthesize the existing scholarly literature, organize it
within a new analytical frame, and highlight it with concepts and tools that have
been developed in the sociology of social movements. In completing this project,
I drew from the existing, book-length analyses of gay and lesbian movements in
the United States, including Altman 1971, 1982a; D’Emilio 1983, 1992; Adam

1987, 1995; Faderman 1991; Cruikshank 1992; Duberman 1993; Murray 1996;

and A. Stein 1997. In addition the “historical sourcebook” recently compiled by

Blasius and Phelan (1997) is an invaluable collection of documentary sources.

Many specific facts presented in this essay but not otherwise referenced were ob-
tained from Thompson 1994; National Museum and Archive 1996; and Ridinger
1996. Some of the information presented about individual movement organiza-
tions came from their Internet web pages.

2. Despite their visibility and distinctive characteristics, U.S. gay and lesbian
movements have received relatively little notice from scholars who emphasize the
sociological literature on social movements (see the critique in Warner 1993:
ix—x). Exceptions (nearly all of them from the 1990s) include Adam 1987, 1995;
J. Gamson 1989, 1995, 1996, 1997; A. Stein 1992, 1997; Taylor and Whittier
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'}z912(;rla(:i|_12{9; bTaylor and Rupp %993; Jenness and Broad 1994; Jenness 1995;
T rz;ly x tﬁe urn 1995; Bernstein 1997a, 1997b; and Esterberg 1997, Only re’
ve the mainstream anthologies on social mo¥ oi .
chapters on gay and lesbian movements e e o el
’ and only recently have sociologi i
cussions of contemporary social movem,ent i ited. v
. s in the United States routinely b
to point to gay and lesbian movement i e, Johnston,
B e 199 553, s as examples (see, for instance, Johnston,
3. My goal here is not to obscure iti
. . commonalities or reify complexi
%ﬁiﬁg llargl?lematlc ways in which “the movement” has often beelll) uﬁgzrr}s)tl:)tog)
ilarities amon, ist i i .
s g groups do nonetheless exist is a point I make throughout
4. My analysis draws u i
’ pon recent work in the study of social movem,
. . e t
zvnéfil:gffjetf; 1rr.1portt}z:nce (ilf the formation of collective identities—in parl:i;:l}zt
gnizes that collective identities are rarely stable and ’
they may be as much the prod ite of mover hatshows o
product as the prerequisite of ivi
e e the vusays | . movement activism. See,
ys in Morris and Mueller 1992 and in Larafi i
Gusfield 1994, as well as Melucci 19 o e L o an
fielc s 89. On struggles to defi
lective identities in gay and i in g e ey o
: y and lesbian movements in the United S
policing of boundaries and the traj i ivisio ST N
: jectory of internal divisions—see al i
}ggg,;ll9é7; Tayl(l); ;;dlthlttier 1992: 104-29; Seidman 1993: 105-8-54)2A -139t;21
; J. Gamson , 1996, 1997, 1998; Rust 1995; Whi - ’ ,
1997b; C. Cohen 1997; and A , ) e oy o
/ 5 rmstrong 1998. Though the issue of identi
Iéa;rttﬁ;ug;}ll}; ﬁfo(lall;r;gtg: 6f§r 9gayfand lesbian movements, my discussion retsye:r(:f)rli:
‘ s : 362-94, forthcoming) analysis of h ithi
tions of black identity obscure int visions and pow e e
tions of black identity obscurc ernal divisions and power struggles within
mentS.”é reblatcled iss’?e concerns the relation and boundaries between “move-
men t,o n:s)t: CL] ture,” and coplmunity” (Duyvendak 1995: 165-80). It is impor-
fant t0 1 be that gay and lesbla}n movements in the United States are not strictl
) eTh y or e'ncapsulat?d within formal movement organizations ’
e Ol:.’pos;; :,en;lotlsv I des;nbe ii similar to what Mary Bernstein (1997b) notes as
n between the “celebration” and “su ion” i i
B e ppression” of differences in les-
ployment.” In her formal model, th d
movement either to celebrate or su i e e
: ppress difference from the mainstr
szpl;i;’ld?n spec1.ﬁli structural factors in the organizational environmii?aclllcllt?li:
. Here—without necessarily disagreeing— i istori
g—I emphasize historical i
gency, general aspects of U.S. soci i i’ i oo
A Py ciety, and the problem of differences within les-
SOCia71. n"ll;l:‘eomui}i;u; 1-tel:ns cthal.ptei I rely upon the useful claim by recent analysts that
not simply “carriers” or “transmitters” of i
focial moverhents : ! mitters” of ideology but are
y and necessarily engaged in the “framing” of reali i
ments seek to “frame, or assi i i et ryoaa tove
lents s¢ gn meaning to and interpret, rel
ditions in ways that a’re inte ili P iy
nded to mobilize potential adheren i
ts and const
t109 ggmle;;;yslflander supportaand to demobilize antagonists” (Snow anr(lislézrl;giz
: . However, in order for frames to work, the «“
H . ! y must “resonate”—
must be empirically credible, consistent with persor;al experience, and congrltll;fl};
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with larger cultural heritages (Snow and Benford 1988: 207-10). See also Goffman
1974; Gitlin 1980; Snow et al. 1986; W. Gamson 1988; Snow and Benford 1992:
133-55; Benford 1993; and Hunt, Benford, and Snow 1994: 185-208. '

8. In the field of lesbian and gay studies, the question of how to conceptual-
ize sexual subjectivity in its social and historical specificity became known in the
1980s as the essentialist/constructionist debate (see the essays in E. Stein 1992):
can categories of people such as “homosexuals” plausibly be said to exist in all
societies throughout history, or are such categories radically contingent, with the
possibilities of their existence determined by concrete social and cultural factors?
Here I focus attention on the self-understandings of individual political actors and
the collective understandings put forward by movement organizations and their
interlocutors—in short, the political consequences of beliefs about the stability or
mutability of identity. It should be clear that the “orientation versus preference”
opposition does not precisely correspond to the opposition between essentialism
and constructionism, though they have important points of convergence. (I failed
to make this sufficiently clear in S. Epstein 1987, which was reprinted in E. Stein
1992.) On the political implications of beliefs about sexual identities, see also the
citations in note 4 above.

9. Here I refer to what Eve Sedgwick (1990) has termed the distinction be-
tween “universalizing” and “minoritizing” discourses of sexual categorization.

10. As Jeff Weintraub (1997: 1-2) notes, the widespread employment of the
distinction between public and private “often generates as much confusion as il-
lumination, not least because different sets of people who employ these concepts
mean very different things by them.” Here I mean to invoke the distinction be-
tween a private sphere of eroticism, intimacy, and family and a public sphere of

political and state action—the sense of the distinction that seems to be present in
lesbian and gay activists’ political philosophies, whether or not they believe that
drawing such a dividing line is advisable. As Weintraub points out, such render-
ings of the public/private distinction cloud the issue of on which side of the divide
to locate the market and the workplace.

11. Because this volume focuses on the post-1960s period, my discussion of
gay activism in the 1950s and 1960s is cursory. The fullest treatment can be found
in D’Emilio 1983.

12. More generally, the growth of manufacturing and the decline of farm la-
bor had diminished the importance of the family as a productive unit, freeing in-
dividuals to pursue lives outside the bounds of traditional family forms and en-
couraging the belief that sex might serve the goals of pleasure and intimacy, rather
than just the procreation of offspring whose economic labor was needed by the
family (D’Emilio 1992: 6-7; Murray 1996: 52). On the broad “macroprocesses”
that can lead to the emergence of social movements, see McAdam, McCarthy, and
Zald 1988: 711. |

13. Subcultures of both women and men desiring same-sex romantic and sex-
ual contact were well developed in large U.S. cities by the 1920s and 1930s, es-
pecially in working-class neighborhoods, in European immigrant communities,
and in African American communities (Faderman 1991; Kennedy and Davis

1993; Chauncey 1994; Mumford 1997).
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?4. On the role of sexologists and doctors in the elaboration of these cate-
gories, see Foucault 1980; Chauncey 1982-1983; and Weeks 1985.

15. Klqsey al?d his collaborators found that 37 percent of men and 13 percent
of wome'tllq lin their sample had had at least one homosexual experience leading to
orgasm. The representative character of Kinsey’s sample h ;
see Laumann et al. 1994. ' ple has been much debated;

. » A
. 1.6. PthaRs tl}e earliest popular work that conceptualized homosexuals as a
distinct minority in U.S. society was Cory 1951.

17. “We vyould be foolish not to recognize what the Negro rights movement
has sh(?wn us is sadly §o,” notgd Kameny: “that mere persuasion, information and
edl{catlon are not going to gain for us in actual practice the rights and equality
which a‘l‘:e ours in principle” (quoted in Blasius and Phelan 1997: 335).

18. We want to rea}ch the homosexuals entombed in you, to liberate our broth-
ers apd sisters, !ocked in the prisons of your skulls,” argued Martha Shelley, ad-
dressing the straight world. “We will never go straight until you go gay.” (1972 :,34).

. 19. Of course, as Gross (1993: 21) notes, young people of the sixties genera-
tion Who haq already 10f:ated themselves outside the mainstream culture indeed
had lltt.le tofrlsk by coming out, whereas older gay men and lesbians had keener
memories of persecution and police entrapment and much
the consequences of coming out. i uch greater reason to fear

20.k Ehls understanding O]i gayness as quasi-ethnic, which many analysts have
remarked upon, appears to have been first described i
i escribed in these terms by Stephen

21. Of course, the prior tendenc i i

- C ] y to understand ethnic groups of kind i

essentialist terms is itself problematic; see S. Epstein 1987: 5—3%. ey kindin

22. On the unfportance cif “resource mobilization” to the sustenance of social
movements, see, for example, Oberschall 1973; McC ;
movements, see, X Y ; McCarthy and Zald 1977; and

. 123. InS. Epst.eip 1987 I argued that the ethnic model of gayness, while essen-
tlaL ist, wai less Flgldly so than biological models of homosexuality, particularly
vls; hen gay ethnicity” was understood in a loose or metaphorical way. I still think
this is true, but I am less certain now that the difference between these varieties of
esse'nt'xah?m matters much in the political domain, especially when it comes to rec-
og(iilzlqg 1ntl<(ernal differences within lesbian and gay communities. For an “admit-

tedly nitpicking” critique of my earlier article’s treatment of identi i
ence, see E. Cohen 1991: 73-76. nt of identiey and differ
24. Actual use of the term “homophobia”
phobia” appears to date from Weinber;

t1)972. (I thank Jeff Escof-ﬁer for pointing this out to me.) A psychotherapist, Wein%

erg deﬁngfi homophobia as “the dread of being in close quarters with homosex-
uals—al}d in the case of homosexuals themselves, self-loathing™ (1972: 4). Al-
though it tended to .lmply the liberal view that homophobia might be cured by a
gocl)cfl dqsg of educaqon, the concept of homophobia had latent affinities with rad-
ical feminism when it recognized how deeply rooted antigay sentiment often was:
it suggested that the greater inclination of straight men toward homophobic vio-

lence reflected .their perception that gay men and lesbians posed symbolic threats
to the conventional gender order. :
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25. Local electoral victories reflected the utility of an ethnic/territorial model
of political organizing (Davis 1995: 284-303). Milk’s election, for example, was
made possible by a change in the political opportunity structure that gave power
to the city’s distinct «ethnic” neighborhoods: the voting laws had been amended
so that supervisors were elected by district, rather than at large. -

26. Though it is beyond the scope of this essay, the New Right (or Radical
Right, or Christian Right) merits analysis as a social movement in its own right.
As Didi Herman has argued, the New Right is “a paradigmatic movement for so-
cial change, and no more (nor less) a backlash impulse than feminism, gay rights,
and others” (1997: 195). See also Adam 1987: 108-17; Diamond 1989. '

27. An adequate assessment of the impact of AIDS on gay communities and
movements in the United States is well beyond the scope of this chapter. As
a start see Patton 1985, 1990; Altman 1986; Shilts 1987; Crimp and Rolston
1990; Schneider and Stoller 1995; Epstein 1996; Murray 1996; Kirp 1997;
Levine, Nardi, and Gagnon 1997; and C. Cohen forthcoming. This chapter is
also not the place for a full assessment of the AIDS movement, a constellation of
groups and organizations whose boundaries extend well beyond gay and lesbian
communities.

28. In 1990, after retiring from the Supreme Court, Justice Lewis Powell ac-
knowledged that his vote to uphold Georgia’s sodomy law had been 2 mistake
(Cruikshank 1992: 194).

29. This is analogous to Cathy Cohen’s (1996: 362-94, forthcoming) discus-
sion of the role of black elites in policing the image of the African American com-
munity and marginalizing some of the most vulnerable within that community.

30. As Joshua Gamson (1995: 413) has noted, this deconstructive impulse
within queer politics demands attention from scholars of social movements who
have become used to studying how movements construct collective identities: for
some movements, the goal of activism may be the destabilization of collective
identity rather than its elaboration.

31. To be sure, while bisexuality and transgender seemed at times to challenge
existing categories and binary divides, they are themselves categories, and thus at
other moments they seemed to provide opportunities for the consolidation of new,
more particular but equally fixed, identities.

32. For a range of views on the inclusion of gender and racial concerns in
queer politics, see Maggenti 19915 Walters 1996; and C. Cohen 1997.

33. On queer theory, see Sedgwick 1990; de Lauretis 1991; Butler 1993; and
Seidman 1996.

34. In this regard it was noteworthy that the public debate about gays in the
military seemed preoccupied with the threat posed by male homosexuality. On
the debate over gay men and lesbians in the military, see also Shilts 1993; Herek,
Jobe, and Carney 1996; and Katzenstein 1996:229-47.

35. In a survey conducted in the spring of 1993 and reported in U.S. News
and World Report, 65 percent favored ensuring equal rights for gay people, but
only 35 percent supported recognizing “legal partnerships” for homosexuals (Na-
tional Museum and Archive 1996: 104).

36. This divide over marriage was not entirely new; see Nardi 1996.
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38. In Weberian terms, “ »
‘ be terms, “status, rather than “class” or “ ?
logical organizing principle in this case (Gerth andc ls/lsiils 01r94%2'1r1t§’0—g§§0mes the
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4 “More Love and More Desire”

The Building of a Brazilian Movement

THE YEAR 1978 was a magical time in Brazil. After more than a
decade of harsh military rule, the generals’ demise seemed imminent.!
Hundreds of thousands of metalworkers, silent for a decade, laid down
their tools and struck against the government’s regressive wage policies.
Students filled the main streets of the states’ capitals chanting, “Down
with the dictatorship!” Radio stations played previously censored songs,
and they hit the top of the charts. Blacks, women, and even homosexuals
began organizing, demanding to be heard.

During the long, tropical summer that bridged 1978 and 1979, a dozen
or so students, office workers, bank clerks, and intellectuals met Weékly
in the city of Sdo Paulo, Brazil’s largest metropolis. Rotating from apart-
ment to apartment, sitting on the floor for lack of adequate furniture, they
plotted the future of the first homosexual rights organization in Brazil.
The meetings randomly alternated between consciousness-raising and dis-
cussion. The participants, mostly gay men with a few lesbians moving in
and out of the group, debated the most recent antigay statements in Noti-
cias Populares, a large-circulation, scandal-driven newspaper, and the ap-
propriate responses for their newly founded organization, Nicleo de
Acio pelos Direitos dos Homossexuais (Action Nucleus for Homosexu-
als’ Rights). They closely followed every new issue of the recently
lrflunched gay monthly publication Lampido da Esquina. This tabloid-
sized newspaper, produced by a collective of writers and intellectuals
fr.om Rio de Janeiro and S3o Paulo, declared itself to be a vehicle for the
discussion of sexuality, racial discrimination, the arts, ecology, and
machismo.

As the summer progressed, the group’s name became a heated topic of
debate. Did the name Action Nucleus for Homosexuals’ Rights discout-
age new members from joining the group because it too boldly declared
a political agenda? Perhaps the tone of activism in the group’s name was

_ the reason that only a dozen people at any given time came to the semi-

secret meetings. Some wanted to change the name of the group to Somos
(We Are) to pay homage to the publication put out by the Argentine Ho-
mosexual Liberation Front, South America’s first gay rights group, which
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losses, and had no idea how deeply they had affected me. That's the hangover

anger, and grief. Had it not been for my elders, who traditionally adopted me .
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