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On October 10th, 2009, the President of the United States spoke at a gala dinner for the Human Rights Campaign (HRC). While he was doing so, the office of HRC was vandalized. Those responsible dubbed their gesture an act of “glamdalism.” They explained their gesture in a “Communique from the Forgotten:” 
The HRC is not a democratic or inclusive institution, especially for the people who their claim to represent. Just like society, the HRC is run by a few wealthy elites who are in bed with corporate sponsors who proliferate militarism, heteronormativity, and capitalist exploitation.
 
HRC is known for its support of a strict gay political agenda, including militarism (repealing Don’t Ask-Don’t Tell), marriage (the right of gays to marry), and law-and-order social policies (hate crimes legislation). Queer activists have come to describe this “holy trinity” of assimilationist gay organizing as a rejection of the movement’s roots in anti-capitalism, and sexual liberation, and critiques of militarism. Yet, for as long as there has been gay activism, there have been assimilationist-minded gays who have clashed with queers for suggesting there is something bigger and brighter to life than this.

"Queerness,” argues L.A. Kauffman, “[is] more a posture of opposition than a simple statement about sexuality. It [is] about principles, not particularities.” Kauffman affirmatively quoted queer activist Karl Knapper's statement that “queerness is about acknowledging and celebrating difference.”
 So while the HRC gets press coverage and receives corporate sponsorship, queer activists embrace a do-it-yourself (DIY) approach to activism and queer world-making which aspires to create a space for difference, democracy, and self determination. 
This essay considers a few recent episodes in the decades-old clash of queer cultures. It considers the struggles of activists to create a more authentic and vibrant image of queer life than the glossy, bland, commercialized image of citizenship offered by groups such as HRC. To do so, the essay highlights the efforts of groups such as Radical Homosexual Agenda, the Sylvia Rivera Law Project, and others in the queer direct action lineage spawned from the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP) and gay liberation. The essay considers efforts of queers to create an alternate public commons via DIY approaches to community building. These efforts include zine making, direct action zaps, music, poetry readings, and storytelling, all of which make for an abundant approach to queer living. They speak to a clash of discourses, with identity-based models of politics favored by the HRC in conflict with an identity-bending queer politics that favors a universalizing view of human interaction, based on care, connection, and support for social outsiders as well as a connection to broad struggles for social justice.

The Problem with the Human Rights Campaign

I was walking down Smith Street in my Brooklyn neighborhood when a young man with a clipboard stopped to ask me if I was interested in gay rights. Looking around, I noted that we were standing in front of Starbucks, the symbol of urban monoculture; this was the place where these two attractive and coifed young gay men had picked to canvass. I looked up at the mermaid on their logo, remembering the flack Starbucks had taken a few years earlier when they tried to remove her nipples. What was wrong with the logo? activists asked, accusing the coffee chain of de-sexing the symbol.
 As I stood there, it occurred to me that the Human Rights Campaign was doing the same thing with gay rights. Was I for gays? Sure. But not this agenda. 

“You’re from HRC?” I asked the young man. 
“Yes,” he nodded, earnestly. 
“But does HRC support gays when they are busted in vice sweeps?” 

“No,” the man nodded. 
“Does HRC protect bath houses when they are getting shut down?”

“No,” the man nodded, with the same banal facial expression. He did not get where this was going. 
“Then what do you support?”
And as if on cue, he started listing the “holy trinity.” 

“There is more to it than that,” I argued, and I began to talk about the legacy of Stonewall, the roots of gay liberation in sexual freedom and queer anti-militarism. I was starting to rant at this guy, who continued looking at me earnestly. Fighting these guys is like throwing darts at Jello. I walked off. 

I first heard about HRC in the mid-1990s, when they started angling support away from AIDS activism towards their “holy trinity.” Then, in 1998, the group famously endorsed Republican Al D’Amato for Senator in New York. And then they held their Millennium March on Washington in 2000, an assimilationist-oriented mega-rally intended to be “one of the largest and most powerful civil rights demonstrations” of the period leading into the new century, with little to no support from the grassroots.
 Activists called it “a march without reason.” All the while, HRC was pushing support for gay rights with policies such as the Employment Non-Discrimination Act (ENDA), a 2007 bill banning workforce discrimination based on sexual orientation but not gender identity, at the expense of the trans-inclusive Gender Expression Non-Discrimination Act (GENDA). By the late 1990s, these kinds of battles—between assimilationist gays and queers hoping for more—had become a driving force in queer activism.
 

Over the years, 'zapping' HRC fundraisers has become something of a yearly ritual for queer activists. Zaps are disruptive direct action tactics aimed at embarrassing public officials, especially those linked with homophobic practices. According to Joe Kennedy, these actions are best understood as “direct actions which confront oppressors.”
 “The incessant 'zaps' of groups such as Gay Liberation Front and the Gay Activist Alliance forced gay and lesbian concerns onto the public agenda for the first time.”
 Members of the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power zapped President Clinton when he spoke at an HRC dinner in 1997. In 2004, the anarchist-inspired Queer Fist zapped HRC's fundraising event in New York. ACT UP’s co-founder Larry Kramer was on hand with a sign asking, “What have you done with all that money?”  

Four years later, New York’s Radical Homosexual Agenda (RHA) zapped two more of HRC's fundraisers. I drafted a few notes for one of these actions, under a working draft called “A Few Creepy Things about the HRC (Why queers should be weary of the assimilationist Human Rights Campaign)”: 

1) They refuse to defend pleasure. While the GLBTQ movements are rooted in defense of sexual self-determination, you will never hear the HRC say anything about pleasure. In a world with war, violence, and hatred, many queers rightfully recognize the transformative political possibilities of pleasure. Today, as the New York Department of Health has stirred up hysteria to generate another round of bath house closures, you will not hear the HRC say a thing about the importance of these vital institutions for queers.

2) They don't defend public sexual culture. For as long as many can remember, pubs, molly houses, movie theaters, gay bars, baths, and even cruising spots have provided a context for queer possibilities and cultural development. They helped constitute queerness as a way of being in the world. As such, attacks on homosexual venues served as an attack on gay identity. Gay liberation began in the late 1960s with the recognition that official intimidation constituted all too regular a feature of gay and lesbian social life. Liberation meant queers would fight back. Flashpoints included the police raids and ensuing riots at California Hall in San Francisco in 1965 and the Stonewall Inn in New York in 1969. In the end, assaults on queer spaces spurred the call for gay liberation. Yet today, the HRC rarely support the rights of queers to converge in public commons such as the Christopher Street piers, bath houses, and clubs.

3) While queerness represents difference, HRC represents homogenization. “We are just like you,” HRC pleads to straight people. For HRC, queer sexuality is something to keep quiet about or apologize for. For the liberationists, gay sex was something to revel within and create global solidarity around; "Perverts of the world unite!" was a central Gay Liberation anthem. Gay liberationists recognized that while many homosexuals claimed they were just like everyone else, the dominant culture did not see them that way. As such, gay liberation, in alliance with women's liberation, created a vision of sexuality as cultural transformation. Autonomy of the body from the state was a central principle of both movements. Both movements questioned basic tenets of family structure and patriarchal authority in America. Over the years, the distance between HRC and these sentiments has only become wider and more pronounced.

4) They support the logic of crime and punishment, marriage, war, and patriarchy. In the year after Matthew Shepard’s death, queer groups nationwide took positions on recommending or rejecting the death penalty for Matthew Shepard's killers (Log Cabin Republicans for, National Gay and Lesbian Task Force [NGLTF] and Lambda against), but HRC refused to take a position. Their spokesman explained that debates over social justice issues were “not germane” to their mission.


5) They do not represent your interests. In 1998, the HRC endorsed anti-choice 
Republican Al D'Amato for the U.S. Senate. The endorsement of a man who had 
supported Reagan's budget cuts, the repeal of abortion rights, and criminal neglect 
of the AIDS carnage was an act of profound political amnesia. HRC 
maintains the 1998 endorsement of Reagan-loving, tax-cutting, anti-queer Senator 
Alfonse D'Amato and the 2000 Millennium March were part of a pragmatic 
strategy designed to see their agenda enacted into law. Yet the group has very few 
results to show for this strategy. ENDA did not make it through the Senate, while 
the homophobic Defense of Marriage Act, which codified marriage as exclusive 
to hetero couples, was signed into law by their hero, Bill Clinton. 

Instead of supporting solidarity among queer people, HRC dumped transgender people from ENDA. Publicly, HRC executive director Joe Solmonese has said, “We absolutely do not support, and, in fact, oppose legislation that is not absolutely inclusive.”
 But behind the scenes, Solmonese eliminated trans protections from ENDA to make the bill more palatable to straight people.

Even though ENDA passed in the House and failed in the Senate, HRC hailed the bill as a “victory” because they got a majority of House members to support “gay rights.” But the real victory is that 360 LGBTQ groups—including all national groups except the Log Cabin Republicans and Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD)—opposed ENDA, telling HRC that they could not turn some into second-class citizens so others can get ahead. The real victory is that, from Stonewall to Seattle, trans people continue to battle on the frontlines for a better world.

Still the HRC pushes hits holy trinity of military service, marriage and Hate Crimes laws.   High on the HRC agenda, such policies are problematic because they emphasize law-and-order over social justice and equal protection under the law. HRC never came close to securing anything resembling justice for people who are gay and in the armed forces, but they accepted the premise of an imperial military. Despite heavy lobbying, the group failed to beat back the pernicious Knight ballot initiative in California.
 As a result, activists are left wondering what the HRC has done with their millions and millions of dollars gained from fundraisers in gay communities. What are they doing with all that money? Many have argued that HRC is pushing the wrong agenda.

After gay marriage lost in a legal fight in New York, seminal gay historian and activist John D’Emilio penned an essay for the Harvard Lesbian and Gay Review in which he challenged the logic of shifting the movement away from a critique of patriarchy, marriage, and heteronormative institutions such as the military. He notes in the essay, “Marriage Fight Is Setting Us Back”
:  

Please, can we speak the truth? The campaign for same-sex marriage has been an unmitigated disaster. Never in the history of organized queerdom have we seen defeats of this magnitude. The battle to win marriage equality through the courts has done something that no other campaign or issue in our campaign has done: it has created a vast new body of anti-gay laws. Alas, for us, as the anthropologist Gayle Rubin has cogently observed, “Sex laws are notoriously easy to pass…Once they are on the books, they are extremely difficult to dislodge.”

Rather than push heterosexuals to respect queers as different (as many have come to do), D’Emilio worried that assimilationist gay groups such as HRC have embraced a counterproductive strategy that fails to challenge people to integrate the lessons and rich examples of queer experiences in their lives. This was what RHA was thinking when it chose to zap HRC.

On February 23rd, 2008, members of the RHA brought noise, drums, chants, and three-foot-tall pink cardboard middle fingers to greet an HRC fundraiser at the midtown Hilton Hotel. Others passed out stickers that said “Can’t Spell LGBT with HRC” in response to HRC’s long-running neglect of trans issues. Inside the fundraiser, two women from RHA disrupted HRC head Joe Solmonese’s address, throwing flyers and unfurling their banner reading “Can’t Spell LGBT with HRC!” with a pink middle finger. “It’s remarkable that HRC celebrates a legacy of protest, yet they are very quick to stamp out dissent when called out for betraying their community,” noted Jess, after she was escorted out.
 
For critics such as RHA, the HRC’s betrayal of trans people is just one of many reasons to reject the group’s work. HRC isn’t just derailing the needs of the majority of the queer community -- as RHA members argued through the zap, they’re also narrowing our vision of the potential of queer relationships.

A Historic Split

Conflicts between assimilationist groups, such as Human Rights Campaign, and more radical groups, such as Radical Homosexual Agenda, date back to the earliest days of gay liberation—and even earlier than that. Queer pioneer Harry Hay was kicked out of the homophile Mattachine Society in the 1950s because of his organizing history with the Communist Party. In the days after the Stonewall rebellion in 1969, activists who wanted to focus exclusively on gay issues broke off from the multi-issue Gay Liberation Front to form the Gay Activist Alliance.
 In following years, the split would ebb and flow but would never quite fade away. By the 1970s, Harry Hay worried that gay culture was so focused on bar culture and intertwined in the day-to-day ins and outs of capitalist social relations that the unique liberationist impulse of past struggles was becoming obscured, if not lost entirely. So he formed the queer group Radical Faeries, a group still active today.
 
The split between social justice-minded queers who speak out for social and sexual civil liberties and gays who just wanted to fit in was particularly glaring during the twenty-fifth anniversary of Stonewall in 1994. Many worried that, rather than critique a social system that supports war, patriarchy, and racism, the GLBT movement was drifting more and more toward a detente with the status quo. So some activists, including Harry Hay, formed their own counter-march to challenge the gay movement’s drift away from struggles for sexual freedom and social justice.

If there is one New York activist who has been an eye witness to this split, it is AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power icon Bill Dobbs. A veteran of Michigan’s chapter of Gay Liberation Front, ACT UP, Queerwatch, and New York City's SexPanic!, he was there marching with Harry Hay during Stonewall Twenty-Five, with activists who challenged the Millennium March in 2000, with New York's Queer Fist zapping HRC in 2004, and Radical Homosexual Agenda  in 2008. When the New York Public Library held an exhibit on the fortieth anniversary of GLF and Stonewall, Dobbs wrote a few observations:
 
The cry was Freedom, Gay Power, Lesbian Power, Liberation. Looking through the exhibit, there are very few references to what is now the ubiquitous gay brand, Equality. Equality is an important touchstone, but in a single short word, it has people asking for more of the same. Equality or change? GLF [Gay Liberation Front] stood for radical social change. Equality is the status quo in lavender wrapping, the empty equals sign of Human Rights Campaign. Alas, our collective dreams have shrunk. From sexual outlaws, visionaries, revolutionaries, and liberationists to the HRC chapter of the Rotary Club in a few decades. How did that happen?

Yet, as Laurie Essig points out, “Queers are still out there—making connections between homophobia and patriarchy and racism and capitalism. They still think that liberation is not serving in an imperialist army or the mimicry of the heterosexual bourgeoisie in marriage.” She continues, “You can hate queers and wish they’d shut up, like the HRC probably does. Or you can love queers and wish more of them would glamdalize the dreary world of ‘freedom=being like everyone else,’ like I do.”

Many of today’s queers build on the lessons and history of the liberation movement. Peter Tatchell, co-founder of the queer direct action group OutRage and also a former member of the GLF, similarly mused about the meanings of the Stonewall era for his activism.

Our vision was a new sexual democracy, without homophobia and misogyny. Erotic shame and guilt would be banished, together with socially enforced monogamy and male and female gender roles. There would be sexual freedom and human rights for everyone—queer and straight. Our message was "innovate, don't assimilate." GLF never called for equality. The demand was liberation. We wanted to change society, not conform to it.

Shortly before President Obama was to speak at the Human Rights Campaign's dinner last October, a group called Queerkidssaynotomarriage posted a call for queer activists to expand an agenda beyond marriage toward issues which actually impact their lives. 
It’s hard for us to believe what we’re hearing these days. Thousands are losing their homes, and gays want a day named after Harvey Milk. The U.S. military is continuing its path of destruction, and gays want to be allowed to fight. Cops are still killing unarmed black men and bashing queers, and gays want more policing. More and more Americans are suffering and dying because they can’t get decent healthcare, and gays want weddings. What happened to us? Where have our communities gone? Did gays really sell out that easily?
 

The critique is not new, yet advocacy for the HRC “holy trinity” continues to dominate a national GLBT agenda. 
During their February 2008 HRC zap, RHA was quick to point out that there are alternatives to the “holy trinity.” Rather than throw away their dollars to a group which fails to show progress or success, even on their agenda queers should support local groups who provide vital services and win real victories, like ACT UP or the Sylvia Rivera Law Project (a trans legal group that I discuss later in this essay). Or better yet, if one does not like what HRC does, RHA suggested queers get together and start a grassroots group to fight for justice or create community. “HRC will keep trying to out-shout us with their money and advertisers,” argued RHA.
 But they never represented authentic queer experience, and they never will. It is up to queers to do that. The DIY spirit the RHA refers to speaks to a vital ethos of queer world-making: more than putting energy into a critique, generations of queer activists have worked to create a richer, more colorful approach to living of their own invention.

Do It Yourself for a New Queer World

The idea of just going out and doing it, or as it is popularly expressed in the underground, the do-it-yourself ethic... Doing it yourself is at once a critique of the dominant mode of passive consumer culture and something far more important: the active creation of an alternative culture. DiY is not just complaining about what is, but actually doing something different. 







Stephen Duncombe.


Throughout the last four decades, queers have found their way into countless social and cultural movements. Through a do-it-yourself (DIY) culture, activists create different kinds of spaces for democratic engagement through embodied community building. “The DIY movement is about using anything you can get your hands on to shape your own cultural identity, your own version of whatever think is missing in mainstream culture,” writes Amy Spencer.
 “You can produce your own zine, record an album, publish your own book; the enduring appeal of this movement is that anyone can be an artist or a creator. The point is to get involved.” George McKay argues that “there is a tremendous emphasis in DIY culture laid on actually doing something.”
 As result, those involved help create alternate spaces with whatever tools one has. Within such spaces, use is valued over commercial exchange. Participants play with new social realities, creating a space for life, reflection, and pleasure outside of commerce. “DIY as a form of activity creates value outside of capitalism,” Ben Holtzman and others explain.
 
Much of this creativity took shape within a public commons of the movement’s own creation. This included bath houses, punk venues, clubs, underground parties, activist groups, organizations, and cultural outlets including publishing houses, a gay press, films, pamphlets, and self-published zines. “The best zines, whatever their subject, do not inhabit a ready-made world; they create one unto themselves,” explains zine historian Fred Wright.
 Queer zines, including Faggots and Faggotry, Diseased Pariah News, Faggo-cytosis, Outpunk, Homocore, JD’s, Swallow Your Pride, YELL, and Larry-Bob’s Holy Titclamps, have found readership around the world.
 Larry-Bob explains what makes this form of publishing distinct: 

There is no apostrophe in zine. Zine is not short for magazine. A magazine is a product, a commercial commodity. A zine is a labor of love, producing no profit, and frequently a loss, of time at least. In a magazine, information is just another ingredient, thinly sliced layers to keep the cream filling of advertising from sticking together. Information is the reason a zine exists; everything else, down to the paper it’s printed on, is there to convey information.

Building on the sci-fi zines, beat poetry, and homophile newsletters of the 1950s, the underground magazines of the 1960s, the punk zines of the 1970s through 1990s, and the blogs and guerilla news that followed, a movement to create a democratic information exchange built on a similar impulse. Amy Spencer describes this DIY ethos as “the urge to create a new cultural form and transmit it to others on your own terms.”
 Much of this new cultural form began with the simple desire to communicate a message.

Larry-Bob notes that it’s important for queers to make their presence known in many communities, not just the ones on the coasts. “Oh, and you're still stuck in your Outweek 'everything-ends-at-the-Hudson-river' perspective. What about the fags and dykes stuck in small-town America?”
 he asks in his zine, proceeding with a challenge to queers: 

Disrupt strip-mall fashion shows with do-it yourself glamour. People are ignorant—they don't have any concept of what is humanly possible, and the shock will hopefully kill them. But remember, the primary purpose isn't to shock breeders—who gives a shit about them, anyway—but to wake up potential queers, who may be scared to death of you this week, but will be improvising their own outfits next week. Victory is assured; we'll be the heroes of a generation of queers, by which time we'll also be cynical enough to make a buck off them.
 


Implicit in the manifesto is a push to create a new, defiant queer public, with a jigger of humor, sarcasm, camp, and “do-it yourself glamour.”

The effort to create this queer world took place in many venues and DIY cultural projects. For example, from the 1970s through the 1990s, queers and punks shared this impulse to build their own scene, and by extension a world of their own creation. Here, queer bands such as the Germs, the Killer Banshees, Bikini Kill, and Pansy Division, as well as the Riot Grrl and Queercore scenes, helped invent a space for alternate forms and understandings of power, sexuality, and culture.
 Building on movements extending back to Dada and Emma Goldman’s anarchism, these groups helped create a space “to challenge accepted boundaries.”
 
A critique of repressive social mores churned through the mix of passion, bodies, sweat, play, violence, and pathos that characterized the punk scene. “Punk,” writes Stephen Duncombe, “was not just a music; it was an attitude, an ethic, and a sense of community.”
 For Duncombe, punk was a music for outsiders. A sociologist by trade, activist, and some time musician, Duncombe describes the world-making thinking behind the practice of building a punk scene. “Punk’s prime ethic is Do-It-Yourself. This value put on self-sufficiency came largely from necessity.” Duncombe started his first band in 1980 and through this experience, he learned a profound lesson about cultural resistance and resiliency. “DIY…is an ideal that transcends immediate need. It’s an ethic that guides the punk outlook on the world, encompassing not only the logistics of a music scene, but also artistic creation and political action.” Music, play, and cultural production serve as a basis for a community of resistance. “The scene is a place where punks can practice DIY most intimately, in constructing a community by and for themselves that offers up a system of values, aspirations, and behaviors in rebellion against those of the mainstream society.” From here, punk builds on cultural movements aimed against monoculture dating back decades. “The scene gives the support and reinforcement necessary to stand up and against the daily onslaught of the hegemonic culture. It’s a safe space to experiment with new ways of being and doing.” Within such a movement, activists find support to play and experiment with new practices in living. “It’s a place to reinvent yourself. It is a haven in a heartless world….It allows for the nuances and variations that necessarily arise through the practices of punks doing-it-themselves as they rebel against local powers….”
 

In their own way, each punk show, zine, poem, film, zap, piece of art, gesture of direct action, and form of guerilla media that followed them helped spread the word about a queer sensibility. Gradually, even academics came to echo this messy message about all things queer. Queer, writes Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, involves "the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning [that occur] when the constituent elements of anyone's gender, of anyone's sexuality aren't made (or can't be made) by signifying monolithically...”
 Here, queer extends into an urban panorama of “drags, clones, leatherfolk...fantasists...feminist men ... masturbators...people able to relish, learn from, or identify with such….Work around 'queer' spins the term outward along dimensions that can't be subsumed under gender and sexuality at all." More than anything, it implies "same-sex sexual object choice, lesbian or gay....Given the historical and contemporary force of the prohibitions against every same-sex sexual expression, for anyone to disavow those meanings, or to displace them from the term's definitional center, would be to dematerialize any possibility of queerness itself."
 Queer serves as "the discursive rallying point for younger lesbians and gay men and, in yet other contexts, for lesbian interventions and, in yet other contexts, for bisexuals and straights for whom the term expresses an affiliation with antihomophobic politics,” argues Judith Butler.
 “That it can become such a discursive site whose uses are not fully constrained in advance ought to be safe-guarded not only for the purposes of continuing to democratize queer politics, but also to expose, affirm, and rework the specific historicity of the term.”

More than anything, queer was born of a DIY approach activism. Two decades after the first meetings of ACT UP, one of its founders described the group’s DIY ethos:  

You must know, we must never forget, that every single treatment for 
HIV/AIDS is out there because of gay AIDS activists, led by ACT UP 
chapters across the country and Project Inform in San Francisco. They did 
not come from the government. They came because gay people fought like 
tigers and screaming banshees to get the system that hates us to deliver them 
to us....This achievement, the obtaining of these drugs, I believe is the single greatest achievement gay people have accomplished in all of history, and we must be remembered for it. The lesson should be clear. The lesson should be obvious. It should show us what we are capable of achieving when we put our minds and hearts and brains and bodies together and work together, all together, as brothers and sisters and one big family. There is not one person here today who is not capable of being such an activist.

A generation of activists was born of this disposition. The Church Ladies for Choice, the Lesbian Avengers, Queer Nation, Housing Works, Gay Shame, SexPanic!, Outrage, Radical Homosexual Agenda, Fed Up Queers—the list of groups whose lineage extends back to ACT UP is long. Over the years, the challenge has been figuring out how to build on this highly creative, abundant approach to activism, community building, and world-making. Each year, different queer groups are born of this milieu. 
From Street Trans Action Revolutionaries to Sylvia Rivera Law Project 

Queer direct action groups are born into an environment in constant flux. As groups are born, the social environment changes, and so arise needs for different kinds of tactics and strategies. Today, this includes a need for activists to contend with an assertive anti-activist set of legal structures. When the trans direct action group Back Bash! dropped a banner stating “It’s Okay To Be Gay! Bash Back!" inside the Mount Hope Church in East Lansing Michigan in 2008, they were following in the tradition of ACT UP’s famous 1989 Stop the Church Action. Yet unlike ACT UP, they were hit with federal charges for violating the Freedom to Access Clinics Act.
 When Radical Homosexual Agenda organized a parade to New York City's City Hall without a permit in 2007, one of the organizers was gang-tackled by members of the New York City Police Department. In 2009, a New York activist was arrested in Pittsburgh and had his files confiscated for twittering.
 Much of the controversy accompanying these actions seems to stem from an awareness that a network of activists have been engaged in a number of defiant and risqué forms of direct action with an explicit queer and anarchist politic. As the years continue, more and more anarchist queer direct action groups face restrictions on activist practices. Sometimes they are charged with disorderly conduct or violations of the Patriot Act, and sometimes they are pre-emptively charged before crimes or acts of civil disobedience have even taken place. In these cases, it is hard to describe these offenses as anything but thought crimes. Yet, the ways these groups respond suggest queer activism remains a vital part of movements for social change. 
A case in point is trans activist Dean Spade’s response to his arrest during the World Economic Forum (WEF) meeting in New York City in 2002. Spade, a lawyer and veteran of queer direct action organizing, was going to the bathroom in the men's room after a large march during the WEF meeting. It was a freezing day in February, and Spade had been out all day long. When he walked into the men’s room at Grand Central Station, a policeman followed. “As I was looking to see what stalls were open, he approached and asked for my ID. I explained that I was in the right bathroom, that I am transgender and I understood the confusion, but I was just going to use the bathroom and leave,” Spade wrote in a mass email sent out after the event.
 The officer continued with questions about why Spade, a trans man, was in the men’s room. Two of Spade’s friends soon attempted to intervene. All three were arrested and processed separately in three precincts. As Spade recounts:

The most emotionally challenging part for me was the transphobia I encountered from the court attorney who represented me at my arraignment. He came to the cell around noon yesterday (2/3/02), read the police statement on my court documents, and asked why I was in the "men's" room. I explained that I am transgender and I customarily use "men's" rooms, and that I go by a male name and pronoun. He wrinkled up his face and said with a very dismissive and disapproving attitude, "That is your business. I don't care." He then asked me what my genitalia are. I asked, "Why do you need to know that?"

The lawyer pushed his case. And Spade was left with the degrading feeling of having to provide personal information in order to receive basic legal services:  

The attorney took offense to my questioning the relevance of his inquiry about my genitalia, and communicated that if I would not cooperate with him, that was my problem. Because I was unsure about what would happen to me if he would not advocate for me vigorously, and because I feared being given a bail I could not meet, I ultimately suffered the indignity of having to satisfy his curiosity about my genitalia by explaining it. Even then, he said dismissively about my transgender, “Well, that is your personal business," and left without giving me any information about what would happen in the courtroom. For the next several hours, I was deeply concerned about the quality of representation I would get in the courtroom, and whether I would be released on my own recognizance.

Spade had no idea what was going to happen. “You can’t get a good lawyer in this town,” Spade thought to himself throughout the morning.
 Eventually, Spade got to see a judge. “Much to my relief, I discovered upon entering the courtroom that it was filled with friends and allies wearing "Living Trans is Not a Crime" stickers. Having them there, I knew that I would be safe.” Eventually, all the charges were thrown out. 
Throughout the experience, Spade would reflect on what happened, and this got Spade thinking about the lessons of what had happened: 
First, I am outraged, of course, by the double-bind in which gender segregation of bathrooms leaves transgender, transsexual, gender variant, and genderqueer people. Like many people, each time I use a public bathroom I face the fact that no matter what choice I make, I may encounter harassment and potential violence and arrest. My level of bathroom anxiety, of course, is increased by the weekend's events. However, I am hopeful that the increased visibility of this problem afforded by the media coverage of the arrests and the organizing we will continue will result in policy changes about bathroom segregation. I hope that this arrest will spark campaigns to provide safe, non-gendered bathroom options for all people in all public spaces. I intend to continue vigorously advocating on this issue.

In the weeks to follow, Spade started organizing, helped write a zine about the event, Piss and Vinegar, distributed by the Anti-Capitalist Tranny Brigade, and helped put together a training video called “About Trans Issues.” Spade’s activism was a clear example of a queer translation of anger into action, a part of the legacy of AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power. Spade’s work in the months after his arrest continued the process. He would eventually start a legal clinic for trans people called the Sylvia Rivera Law Project (SRLP). The aim was to create a different kind of organization, which rejected a gendered welfare model.
 Rather than coerce or control those engaged in services—which has often been the case with social services—Spade hoped to create an organization which focused on promoting social change.
 SRLP explicitly acknowledged the limits of the non-profit industrial complex.
 Therefore, rather than replicate the co-optation witnessed with many LGBT organizations, SRLP sought to create something more participatory and consumer-driven. To do so, the group established a collective governance model which encouraged leadership of trans people and people of color. Spade argued this model could offer a model for emerging queer and trans organizations.
 Along the way, Spade and company helped link the law project with a number of movement building questions and strategies. As the organization grew and racked up wins, the group continued to grapple with the inherent challenges of providing services outside of traditional models of organization development. Rather than reinforce stigma and social control, the group asked questions about power, heath, care, and freedom, and invited many to help answer them.

The organization’s namesake, Sylvia Rivera, had grappled with such questions for decades. She was the founder of the Street Trans Action Revolutionaries (STAR). At the time of her death, Rivera was referred to as the grand dame of trans activism.
 I met Rivera when we were arrested during the Matthew Shepard political funeral—a public memorial service that directly connects the politics of oppression to the death of an individual—in 1998. Throughout the post-action organizing, Rivera talked about her concern for other trans folks who suffered a similar fate as Matthew Shepard, without the headlines. 

An icon of the earliest days of gay liberation, Rivera made a striking comeback in the final years of her life, re-forming STAR and organizing a political funeral for Amanda Milan, a trans person killed in New York.
 Throughout this organizing, Rivera articulated a concern for those whose experiences failed to match the heavily marketed, commercialized image of gay living seen in the gay glossies or represented by Human Rights Campaign. Many queer people do not conform to such experiences.
 Certainly Rivera’s experience as a queer person—who suffered from chemical dependence and bouts of homelessness, in addition to contributing to movements for Gay and Puerto Rican Liberation—never conformed to this image of gay life witnessed in the late 1990s. “One of our main goals now is to destroy the Human Rights Campaign,” argued Rivera shortly before she died. “I'm tired of sitting on the back of the bumper. It's not even the back of the bus anymore—it's the back of the bumper. The bitch on wheels is back.”
 Rivera would not live long enough to see such a change. 
In the months after her death in 2002, several groups formed to continue with the agenda she described. Projects such as Sylvia Place, a shelter for queer youth in Manhattan, and Sylvia Rivera Law Project bridged a gap between direct action and direct services, harm reduction, and legal advocacy for trans folks, who had to navigate an unforgiving system involving criminal justice, transphobia, and a gendered welfare state. Spade’s SRLP led this wave of trans action. Part of the group’s work was to articulate an agenda for trans people not seen in mainstream GLB and “fake T” groups, like HRC, most of whom have neglected trans people. Through aggressive legal advocacy, the law project carved out a series of legal victories for trans people. It also helped to articulate a queer politics that extends beyond the limitations of the HRC “holy trinity” of military service, marriage, and hate crimes. 
In 2009, for example, the State Assembly in New York introduced a version of the Gender Employment Non-Discrimination Act (GENDA) which included provisions for hate crimes. In response, SRLP drafted a smart policy statement with a coalition of trans advocacy groups, including New York City's Fabulous Independent and Educated Radicals for Community Empowerment (FIERCE) and the Audre Lorde Project: 
We are excited and heartened by progress on this front, as many of us have struggled to end discrimination against trans people for years. Unfortunately, the GENDA bill also includes gender identity and gender expression as a “protected” category under the NY hate crimes statute. We want and deserve legal protection from discrimination in the workplace, in housing, and in public accommodations. Transgender people in New York are frequently fired from jobs; kicked out of housing, restaurants, restrooms and hotels; and harassed in schools and public institutions. It is essential that we have legal recourse to take action when trans people are discriminated against in this way. It is also essential that this form of discrimination is publicly declared unacceptable—in our state, in our society, and across the world. It pains us that we nevertheless cannot support the current GENDA bill, because we cannot and will not support hate crimes legislation.
  

Rather than serving as much needed protection, the hate crimes provisions in the law would expose trans communities to additional threats, the groups argued:

If a particular crime is deemed a hate crime by the state, the supposed perpetrator is automatically subject to a higher mandatory minimum sentence. For example, a crime that would carry a sentence of five years can be “enhanced” to eight years. As GENDA is currently written, if passed it would further expand this law, providing additional grounds for penalty enhancement. 

As a nation, we lock up more people per capita than any other country in the world; one in one hundred adults are behind bars in the U.S. Our penalties are harsher and sentences longer than they are anywhere else on the planet, and hate crime laws with sentencing enhancements make them harsher and longer. By supporting longer periods of incarceration and putting a more threatening weapon in the state’s hands, this kind of legislation places an enormous amount of faith in our deeply flawed, transphobic, and racist criminal legal system. The application of this increased power and extended punishment is entirely at the discretion of a system riddled with prejudice, institutional bias, economic motives, and corruption. Trans people, people of color, and other marginalized groups are disproportionately incarcerated.
 
The statement noted that such policies represent a form of bait-and-switch, whereby liberal-leaning politicians can claim legitimacy by backing a policy that appears to address concerns about discrimination, while simultaneously increasing sentence enhancement to justify creating more prisons. The authors continue:

Hate crime laws foreground a single accused individual as the “cause” of racism, homophobia, transphobia, misogyny, or any number of other oppressive prejudices. They encourage us to lay blame and focus our vengeful hostility on one person instead of paying attention to institutional prejudice that fuels police violence, encourages bureaucratic systems to ignore trans people’s needs or actively discriminate against us, and denies our communities health care, identification, and so much more.

Anything that expands the power of a system that damages our communities so severely is against our long-term and short-term interests. Any legal weapon that’s created to make our justice system more harsh and punitive cannot be trusted in the hands of institutions that have shown their prejudices and corruption time and time again. Because of the way this legislation has been turned against the communities they were intended to protect, we regard “sentence enhancement” hate crime laws as one of the greatest follies of late-20th-century liberal politics.

The statement ended by offering a set of alternative policy solutions. It called for New York to offer substantive protections for gender non-conforming and trans populations without expanding the powers of an already deeply flawed, discriminatory system. In many ways, the statement was years in the making. 
From Billy Jack Gaither to Jorge Steven Lopez Mercado 
My practice based introduction to queer direct action came with my arrest on October 19th, 1998, during the political funeral for murdered Wyoming College student Matthew Shepard.
 At the time, many queer activists fought the impulse to call for the death sentence for Shepard’s murderers. Assimilationist-minded gays called for enhanced punishment with hate crimes legislation, while justice-minded queers called for a different kind of thinking, linked with a message of liberation and social justice.
 Many rejected the idea of calling for policies which strengthen the criminal justice system. “I don’t think we should be increasing the scope of power in that way,” explained Bill Dobbs in a radio interview in January of 1999.
 Dobbs, who opposes the death penalty across the board, explained his position vis-a-vis hate crimes legislation: 
If somebody says, the penalties for murder are inadequate, or for robbery or sexual assault, I’m willing to listen to that argument. But I find troubling some of these arguments that are advanced to support hate crime legislation. For example...some of these arguments try to highlight some crimes against others, but fail to take into account that crimes, in general, are not a good thing. Crimes against people are not a good thing. And paradoxically, again, using a Michigan example, there the number one agenda item on the gay and lesbian community list is hate crime legislation, yet gross indecency there is a felony. And I am very concerned that those kinds of sex laws are resulting in prosecutions that send people away for long periods of prison time, and yet we are still, as a community, asking for more law and order when we haven’t even gotten rid of our own outlaw status.
 
The year after the Shepard political funeral would include a series of iconic actions. In February 1999, Fed Up Queers, who had organized the Shepard political funeral, initiated the first of a wave of over a thousand acts of non-violent civil disobedience after unarmed African immigrant Amadou Diallo was shot by the New York Police Department. A few weeks later, the same cohort helped organize another political funeral on March 15 when a gay man in Alabama, Billy Jack Gaither, was burnt in a pyre of tires. At the time, queer activists called for an end to a culture of violence, not for enhanced sentences for hate crimes. The following decade included a number of these gruesome attacks and a simultaneous debate about how best to respond to such acts.  

Much of this history ran through my mind when I read about the fate of Jorge Steven Lopez Mercado, a gay man who was beheaded and dismembered in Cidra, Puerto Rico on November 13, 2009. This act was seen as a response to his being gay. “Thousands of New Yorkers Gather for Vigil In Memoriam of Jorge Steven Lopez Mercado, Victim of Hate Crime,” read a call for a response listed on Facebook and posted on several queer list serves. Why must it always come down to hate crimes legislation? was the question I posted to the RHA list-serv when I read the call. 
Upon arriving at the vigil I encountered Bill Dobbs, who argued against the death penalty for Matthew Shepard’s killers in 1999. He carried a sign reading “Repeal Hate Crimes.” He handed me another sign declaring “Justice Not Vengeance.” “I could not agree more,” one woman noted when I held up the sign. “Thank you.” People came up to talk with Dobbs, who walked them through the argument against hate crimes. Instead of pushing for a lump of flesh, it would be useful, he said, to let the dust settle. Everyone has a visceral response to violence, which has to be acknowledged. Violence does that to us. But there are other solutions, including laws on the books, which serve as antidotes to additional law-and-order social policies. Others on hand for the rally talked about alternatives: education, information, changes in social attitudes, and even harm reduction approaches. You cannot rehabilitate someone, they argued, by enhancing criminal sentences. 
But later during the vigil, New York City Councilwoman Christine Quinn stood up to make the case that this was a hate crime. Watching Quinn rally the emotionally raw crowd, I thought about the scene of Peter Laurie rallying himself against a vigilante mob in Fritz Lang’s M, set in Weimar Era Berlin. With Quinn leading the charge, the crowd seemed to be pushed vengeance.
 
For a short while in the early 1970s, Sylvia Rivera was a member of the Young Lords, a group that fought for sovereignty for Puerto Rico and its people transplanted in the United States. What linked this work with her support for gay liberation was an overarching struggle for human freedom. Another veteran of the Young Lords, Panama Vicente Alba wrote about Mercado’s murder, noting that there have been some 811 homicides in Puerto Rico in 2009, mostly related to drugs.
 “As heinous as the murder of Jorge Steven Mercado is, it is not the first “hate crime” in Puerto Rico. In spite of this, no one has ever been prosecuted under the Puerto Rico Hate Crimes Statues,” argued Alba. Rather, “The murder of Jorge Steven Lopez Merdado cries for justice—Puerto Rican justice.” He noted, “There are those who are aware of this case and consider calling on the U.S. Justice Department to prosecute this case under Federal Hate Crime Statutes. They include the Death Penalty under its sentencing guidelines….The Death Penalty is a crime against humanity. Colonialism is a crime against humanity.”

Conclusion

By anarchist spirit, I mean that deeply human sentiment, which aims at the good of all, freedom and justice for all, solidarity and love among the people; this is not an exclusive characteristic only of self-declared anarchists, but inspires all people who have a generous heart and an open mind...









- Errico Malstesta 
In October 2003, I was invited to speak on a panel for the thirtieth anniversary of Gay Community News (GCN) at the New York LGBT Community Services Center. The panel was titled, “What Did We Mean by Queer Activism in the 1970s, 80s, and 90s, and What Do We Mean Today?” Each panelist was invited to write a short bio for the event. “Benjamin Shepard never read GCN,” mine read. “But he always cruised the obits in the Bay Area Reporter in San Francisco as the AIDS health crisis decimated lives from a cross section of outsiders in American life, in ways that forced him and countless others to reconsider just what queer life, activism, and community mean.” Speaking to this group of older organizers, I talked about a generation of very queer activists staking a path in a different model of organizing, based on something outside of social identity. From the battle for healthcare, HIV housing, and syringe exchange, to the anti-war and global justice movements, I noted that some of the best queer organizers of the era had linked their work with broad-based social justice-oriented universalizing discourses. Three decades after the GCN, queer thinking was re-embracing questions the movement first contended with after Stonewall. Some involved rejecting militarism, crime, and punishment; others involved rejecting hard-and-fast social categories in favor of a liberated sexuality for everyone. 
Such queer thinking borrowed from ideas ranging from Freud to Foucault, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick to Patrick Califia. The latter three found strict delineations around sex and identity completely silly. Identities blur as do politics. In the early 1990s, Judith Butler beckoned the question:

Is it possible to maintain and pursue heterosexual identifications and aims within homosexual practice, and homosexual identifications and aims within heterosexual practices? If sexuality is to be disclosed, what will be taken as the true determinant of its meaning: the fantasy structure, the act, the orifice, the energy, the anatomy? And if the practice engages a complex interplay of all of these, which one of these erotic dimensions will come to stand for the sexuality that requires them all?

Here, social and sexual identity becomes far more fluid. Foucault used to talk about living in a world which embraced “an infinity of sexualities" rather than binary categorizations. Just as sexual roles can be approached as performative gestures within a continuum of desires, queer politics offers a politics that embraces a multiplicity of approaches to engagement, outside of hard-and-fast identity-based social categories. This is what marks the multi-issue organizing born of Gay Liberation Front.
 It just makes politics pretty complicated.

Throughout this essay, I have highlighted an interplay between discourses, with identity-based models of politics favored by the HRC in conflict with an identity-bending queer politics that favors a universalizing view of human interaction, based on care, connection, and support for social outsiders. Such queer thinking extends through a huge range of issues, from private to very public concerns. It also involves core questions about organizing. At its most ambitious, queer post-identity models open spaces for new kinds of coalitions and modes of organization, offering spaces based in less coercive models of participation. At its worst, this politics occasionally replicates old power dynamics involving insider and outsider status, bias, and favoritism. Within its open-endedness, queer organizing sometimes re-enacts the struggles, successes, and limitations Gay Liberation Front experienced after Stonewall. Yet, more often than not, good things have come from this ambitious thinking and activism. 

In the years since the 1999 Seattle alter-globalization demonstrations, queer organizers re-linked their struggles with global movements for social change. “Despite the discomforts of the weekend’s events, I have hope that much good will come from these arrests,” Dean Spade wrote in the zine Piss & Vinegar after his arrest at the World Economic Forum.
 Activists around the world had written Spade offering support. “I think that it is a step forward to have anti-capitalist activists and movements considering transgender issues and participation.” Rather than favor one identity or another, much of queer organizing is practiced intersectionally, between movements and organizational cultures. And more often than not, much of it involves the “deeply human sentiment” that anarchist Errico Malstesta describes. 
In the years after Stonewall, Gay Liberationists linked their movement with broad-based liberationist movements around the world. Throughout this period, queers argued that queerness offered richer, more colorful approaches to living. They created a public commons, opened bath houses, wrote zines, started gay papers, generated a highly experimental approach to public sexuality, and openly critiqued heteronormative institutions of marriage, militarism and monogamy. Much of this activism was born of a desire to create something bigger and better than this mess of a world, and so looked to Do-It-Yourself approaches to direct action and community organizing. By the 1990s, when assimilationist minded gays pushed away from this agenda, queer activists responded critically, arguing that liberation was a far more compelling option than trying to fit into a flawed system. Others pushed to create alternative groups, counter-publics, public policies, and programs based on reducing harm, creating connection, and rethinking social notions of gender, pleasure, and self-determination. As the movement churns forward, such activism offers a route toward a richer, more democratic, and more meaningful experience of queer living for everyone. 
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