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ments. This is an important book that is informative, imaginative, and 
inspired. It’s the sociological imagination at play!”

Peter M. Nardi 
author of Gay Men’s Friendships: 
Invincible Communities



Endorsements iii

“Ben Shepard is a marvelous writer, worth reading for that alone. But, 
above all, this work is a literary playbook for social movements, essential 
for organizers.”

Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz
author of Roots of Resistance 

“This wonderful book tells the remarkable story of the rise of the the-
atrical and audacious queer movement in the United States. More than 
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generally. A fascinating read that is theoretically illuminating as well.”
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play—from the Stonewall girls dancing in a kickline while a rebellion that 
shook the world was sparked on the sidewalk behind them, to ACT UP veter-
ans dressing as clowns during a government agency’s hearings in an effort to 
bring attention to the state’s buffoonish response to the raging AIDS epidemic, 
to a coalition of activists and sex workers storming New York’s Disney store 
and singing politically charged renditions of classic Disney tunes to protest 
the forced desexualization of a newly sanitized Times Square. His invaluable 
book explores the politics of pleasure and the pleasures of politics, the outra-
geous joys that underlie so much of the often dead-serious movement for queer 
liberation. The revolution never sounded like more fun.”

Wayne Hoffman 
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“Exploding with the possibilities of direct action community-building 
experiments over the past four decades, this book takes us on a tour of the 
messiness and splendor of queer worldmaking. From the Gay Liberation 
Front to the Church Ladies for Choice, ACT UP to Circus Amok—from ser-
enading prisoners to bathhouse cruising, street fi ghts to syringe exchange, 
offi ce takeovers to cabaret—Benjamin Shepard reminds us to embrace the 
liberatory potential of the queer imagination. Get ready to play!”

Mattilda Bernstein Sycamore
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Introduction
Pleasure is a Resource: From Drag 
Marches to Global Justice Movements

From the social eros of the early days of gay liberation and the AIDS Coali-
tion to Unleash Power (ACT UP) through the tactical frivolity of the global 
justice movement to the mariachi bands accompanying the immigrants’ 
rights rallies of recent years, the streets of cities around the world have 
been fi lled with countless theatrical expressions of protest. Some movement 
actors chime in with campy chants, such as ACT UP’s call and response, 
“Health care is a right, health care is a right . . . Pump up the budget!” to 
the tune of the rave anthem, “Pump up the Volume”; others improvise on 
variations of the deconstructive “Four Word Chant! Four Word Chant!” 
lampooning the usual sounds of protest; and still others adapt versions of 
childhood games such as the Hokey Pokey during recent antiwar marches, 
as in “You put the weapons in, you pull the weapons out.” Some are march-
ing; others are playing, many doing both. The term play encompasses a 
variety of acts including drag, ACT UP zaps, the use of food in the Latino 
community, dance dramaturgy, culture jamming, the carnival, and other 
forms of creative community-building activities. It is the exhilarating feel-
ing of pleasure, the joy of building a more emancipatory and caring world.

There is a long history of community organizing models that make use 
of playful, prefi gurative approaches to act out an image of the world in 
which activists hope to live. Some use creativity to achieve policy victo-
ries, whereas others involve campaigns that result primarily in commu-
nity building. Yet the question remains: Can social and creative play bridge 
these two streams of social change practice? Is creative protest useful? How 
does it succeed, if at all? When does it fail? Is the goal to change the world 
or to create an idealized image of a better world? The following consid-
ers the role of creativity, pleasure, and play in urban protest in general, 
and queer community-building practice specifi cally. It addresses the history 
of creative protest among queers, showing how and why this practice has 
changed over time.

I fi rst started thinking about play in social movements when the city in 
which I live, New York, offi cially sought to crack down on such practices 
through a new mayor’s temperance-like “quality of life” campaign in 
the mid-1990s (see Chapter 5). From performance art to street activism, 
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creative outlets for play seemed to defi ne the contours of public space and 
private life in New York City. It seemed to be everywhere. Like the city 
itself, community organizing here takes on countless ludic dimensions.

The annual Drag March is a telling example. Every year since 1994, 
queers in New York have kicked off Pride Weekend with an unpermitted 
neighborhood street procession in drag the Friday night before festivities 
begin. I fi rst attended in 1999, at a time when the rumblings of the nascent 
alterglobalization movement overlapped with some twelve years of queer 
ACTing UP in the city. The alterglobalization or global justice movement 
would make its national debut during trade talks in Seattle later that fall, 
yet the movement had been up and running in locales throughout Latin 
America and Europe for nearly a decade (Jordan 1998; Marcos 2001). 
The burlesque of ACT UP’s rambunctious queer political tradition would 
fi nd its way into much of the playful “tactical frivolity” of the ascendant 
movement (Farrer 2002; Starr 2005). Only one week before the 1999 Drag 
March, members of New York City’s chapter of Reclaim the Streets (RTS), 
following London’s lead (Associated Press 1999), converged to stage their 
own model of carnivalesque protest on June 18, 1999. “Dancing Protestors 
Shut Down Financial Center to Protest Global Summit,” the group declared 
in a press release before the event. “The commerce of bodies gyrating in 
motion will dominate the regularly stressed-out streets of the fi nance dis-
trict where the commerce of greed and profi t usually reign supreme,” Steve 
Simon proclaimed in one of the press releases of the day. Police would 
arrest most of RTS’s organizers and marshals before a beat of music was 
heard (Wahlgren 1999). Although RTS had some successes in its previous 
two actions (Duncombe 2002), it still had a thing or two to learn about 
direct action and political performance, tactics that queer groups in the 
city had been practicing during a cat-and-mouse game between protest-
ers and police dating back to the early days of gay liberation (Crimp and 
Rolston 1990; Kantrowitz [1977] 1996; Shepard 1997b). The Drag March 
was the next week.

That week, a friend involved with both RTS and queer politics sent an 
e-mail begging the question: “Is there a DRAG MARCH this year?” His 
answer: “Depends on what you’re wearing.” The call highlighted the highly 
participatory nature of the yearly Drag March. “7:30ish or so, step off 
when it’s dark enough and critical mass has been achieved. Permits: None,” 
it noted in reference to the debates about the politics of requesting police 
permission to participate in constitutionally protected activities such as 
freedom of assembly (Hu 1999). “Restrictions: Drag is how you defi ne it,” 
explained the polymorphous invitation. “Sponsored by: Church Ladies for 
Choice, Radical Faeries . . . and anyone else who cares to promote them-
selves shamelessly” (T. Santamour personal communication, June 20 1999). 
I decided to attend.

Before the march, I met members of the Church Ladies in an apartment 
off Avenue A for drinks and got dressed for the event. By the time we got 
to the park a little after 7 p.m., women and men from around the city were 
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starting to converge in their best and worst drag outfi ts. Most of the Radi-
cal Faeries meandered into the park from the various community gardens, 
apartments, and drinking establishments of the surrounding neighborhood 
within the next hour. A friend from the Lower East Collective showed up in 

Figure I.1a Drag March 1999 fl yer. In between ACT UP’s peak years and the ascent 
of the global justice movement, events such as the 1999 Drag March was still a site 
for innovations in a distinctly queer form of political performance.
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civilian work clothes, pulled a sequined miniskirt out of his backpack, stepped 
into it, pulled his pants off and greeted everyone. Voila! Kisses abound. Simple 
greetings and transformative gestures characterized the night.

The march was also part of the Pride Weekend, a yearly ritual that had 
become a barometer for the state of queer politics. From its earliest days, 
the weekend has helped measure the pulse of a movement. In 1970, with 

Figure I.1b Drag March 2008 fl yer. The 2008 Drag March took on a particularly 
ludic dimension.



Introduction 5

the movement in its nascent stages, only a handful organized the event, much 
less participated in what was then a quirky street march. Relieved the action 
had actually gotten off the ground, organizers with the Gay Activist Alli-
ance collapsed in each others’ arms when the parade concluded in Central 
Park (Kantrowitz [1977] 1996). By 1973, ideological fi ssures had begun to 
show as the movement grew. Transgender activist Sylvia Rivera fought with 
Rose Jordan for the right to speak, as Vito Russo, the master of ceremonies, 
watched. Only Bette Midler’s last-second appearance to sing “You Gotta 
Have Friends” averted outright violence (Marotta 1981, 296–97). Rivera 
would divorce herself from the movement for the next quarter-century 
(Shepard 2004b). On the West Coast, Harvey Milk would exhort march-
ers to “come out” during the late 1970s marches, before his death and the 
twinkie manslaughter verdict for his killer Dan White ushered in a night of 
riots comparable to those at Stonewall a decade earlier. Within a few years, 
wheelchairs could be witnessed at the yearly marches as the AIDS epidemic 
ran rampant. “We love you Vito! We love you Vito!!” members of ACT UP 
New York shouted from the streets of Fifth Avenue up to the balcony of Larry 
Kramer’s apartment, where the famously amiable Russo, now bedridden, sat 
watching what he knew would be his fi nal pride parade in 1989 (Kantrowitz 
[1977] 1996, 211). In 1993, the fi rst Dyke March in the US was held, with-
out a permit, the Saturday before pride. By the mid-1990s, numbers at the 
pride rallies exploded into the hundreds of thousands as the tribe appeared 
to have revived itself (Rofes 1996). “Where did all these people come from?” 
gay liberationist Cleve Jones would wonder after the 1995 parade in San 
Francisco (Shepard 1997b). With the quarter-century anniversary of Stone-
wall, demonstrations of ideological fi ssures had become a common fi xture 
of the theater of the parade. Queer activists were arrested while attempting 
to block a pandering mayor from participating in the event in June 1998 (Hu 
1998). The same weekend, queers who wanted nothing to do with the corpo-
rate sponsorship of the parade held their own defi antly queer “Gay Shame” 
Festival in Brooklyn. A year later, a fl oat dubbed “Rudy’s Sex Police” cruised 
down the parade route in a 1970s hot rod come blue squad car adorned with 
a papier-mâché replica of the mayor’s face and a sign declaring, “Because 
Rudy Hates You.” SexPanic! members led the crowd in chants of “More 
booty, less Rudy! Keep New York sexy!” until police ordered their hot rod 
off the parade route (McGovern 1999). Two years later, a New York City 
Critical Mass bike ride zapped through Tompkins Square Park as the Drag 
March was just moving west out of the park. Friends from the intersect-
ing movement of movements roared and greeted each other. Six years later, 
many of the same activists carried a pink-and-black banner stating, “Stone-
wall Was an Un-Permitted Action!” Their aim was to call for queers to assert 
a defi ant politics of resistance and pleasure while challenging restrictions on 
freedom of assembly of the current era (Osborne 2007).

As it did every year, the Drag March in 2006 started with participants 
circling for a traditional (if there is such a thing) faerie ritual and drum 
circle. Various faeries welcomed the guests and called out to the witches of 
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the east, west, north, and south; one for each entering the circle, provid-
ing salutations to the spirits, as the ritual transformed into a spiral dance, 
and everyone made their way out into the streets for the march to the old 
Stonewall Inn. The fi rst Drag March in 1994 was initiated as a reenactment 
of the funeral for Wizard of Oz star Judy Garland, whose original funeral 
took place the afternoon before Stonewall in 1969. “If I had known that 
Judy [Garland] died that night, we wouldn’t have had the raid,” Seymour 
Pine, the former Deputy Inspector of Manhattan’s First Division of Public 
Morals who led the 1969 raid on the Stonewall Inn, explained some thirty-
fi ve years later (Shepard 2004c).

Although there are usually onlookers from the park, rarely do they par-
ticipate in pre-march festivities. Yet, in 2006 a group of homeless men 
joined in the dancing to the drums with the gender-bending crowd. No 
one bothered to change anything except to welcome the unexpected par-
ticipation of the homeless men. Everyone continued to dance as the line 
between audience and spectator blurred into just the sort of liminal space 
the evening celebrates. All the while one of the faeries danced with one of 
the younger children in attendance, as the overlapping constituencies of 
the neighborhood intersected. A core axiom of queer politics is, after all, 
that people are different (D. Hall 2003). Only a matter of weeks before, 
members of this faerie’s street performance group, the Church of Stop 
Shopping, had performed in a Roving Garden Parade to help celebrate 
the New York City community gardens (Tudor 2007). Many of the same 
participants and their kids, who had rallied for the gardens, had come to 
the Drag March. The scene reminded me of what it must have been like 
to stumble upon the Cockettes, an early 1970s anticapitalist, drag perfor-
mance troupe, in Golden Gate Park in San Francisco, where members used 
to perform in states of semidress (Tent 2004).

Although the City has changed and many luminaries have passed, their 
memories fi lled the early evening air. Much of their spirit runs through events 
such as the Drag March. East Village artist David Wojnarowicz performed 
with drag icon Dean Johnson on a toy piano at the 1986 Wigstock, the pre-
decessor for the Drag March, also held in Tompkins Square Park. In 1988, 
Wigstock took place within days of the the Tompkins Square Park Riots 
(Smith, 1996; Wigstock, undated). While Wigstock is gone, its spirit lingers, 
within the trees and the collective memory of the park (Carr, 1993B). And 
the Drag March, spawned from ACT UP, continues to this day. 

As this unpermited parade kicked off in 2006, members reveled in their 
nether reality. “Love is all around, no need to waste it. You can have a 
town, why don’t you take it,” two or three men started to sing from the 
theme from the Mary Tyler Moore Show. Performed by queers in drag and 
genderfuck, the words took on an entirely different meaning. The sun had 
started to set in the summer sky. While few knew the previous words, most 
everyone joined for the crescendo, “You’re gonna make it after!!!! You’re 
gonna make it after all!” throwing their hands in the air, mimicking 
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Figure I.2 Faeries in ritual procession for Judy Garland funeral. The fi rst Drag March 
in 1994 was initiated as a reenactment of the funeral for Wizard of Oz star Judy Gar-
land, whose original funeral took place the afternoon before Stonewall in 1969. Faeries 
processed with slippers for Garland, who played Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. Photo 
by Kevin Smith.

Figure I.3 Drag nation sticker. During Stonewall 25 in 1994, activists created these 
Drag Nation stickers before the fi rst Drag March.
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Mary Tyler Moore’s iconic gesture of freedom as the song concludes. The 
Church Ladies for Choice sang, “God is a Lesbian” to the tune of “God 
Save the Queen.” Others chanted, “Arrest Us, Just Try It, Remember, Stone-
wall Was a Riot!” and “We Don’t Want to Marry We Just Want to Fuck,” 
in honor of the evening’s anti-assimilationist sentiments.

East Village denizen Jack Smith was known to have declared the world 
was divided between the “fl aming creatures” and “pasty normals, gay or 
heterosexual,” (Arcade, 2006, p.19). Such a spirit tends to be on display at 
the Drag March. A year before the event began in New York City, Michael 
Warner (1993) echoed this sentiment to suggest queer politics be positioned 
against the stigmatizing forces of normality, rather than heterosexuality 
itself. Warner, of course, was indebted to Smith’s musings as well as Gay 
Liberation era critiques of monogamy, war, and the family to formulate this 
view (Whitman, 1972). 

The Drag March’s colorful panorama is both the embodiment of such a 
politics, and one of the queerest, most playful community rituals in New 
York. A low threshold invitation for anyone to participate in a trans-
formative social drama, the Drag March embodies the queer politics of 
play at the center of this book. For many, the intimacy and quirkiness 

Figure I.4 Members of Petit Versailles welcome the 2007 Roving Garden Parade, 
attended by many queers. Public space movements, in support of gardens and piers, 
have long been supported by queers. Photo by Sarah Sparkles.
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of the Drag March is far more appealing than navigating through the 
nearly million people who converge for the Sunday Pride march with its 
corporate sponsors from beer companies and police barriers separating 
the marchers from the masses. Many who help organize the Drag March 
have long felt estranged from the more assimilationist-minded gays who 
participate in the larger event (Mattilda 2004a). While gay liberation 
posed questions about heteronormativity, capital, and the possibilities 
of promiscuity, as middle-class gays have become homogenized into the 
cultural mainstream, liberationist critiques of militarism, racism, and 
patriarchy, as well as “inquiries into the predominant structures of the 
state and spirit are being left unanswered,” leather man Mark Thompson 
([1987] 2005a, 260) notes. Through queer political performance, queers 
consider a few of these questions.

Two themes emerge with the discussion of the Drag March: the spec-
ter of difference within a queer public commons and an imperative to 
play. Although the aesthetics of queer political performance have been 
addressed in other works (Crimp and Rolston 1990; Roman 1998), little 
has been written about the queer politics of play. I would propose that 
outbursts of freedom that constitute playful engagement intimately accom-
pany the successful work of movement mobilization (Schechner 2002). 
From Jose Sarria’s arias warning of police raids at the San Francisco Black 
Cat Club in the 1950s (covered in Chapter 1), to the Stonewall Rockettes 
kick-line in 1969 (discussed in Chapter 2), through the birth of ACT UP 
in 1987 (Chapter 3), ludic expressions are found throughout the history of 
queer social protest. Elements of fun, creativity, and pleasure are corner-
stones of this new approach toward movement activity. The queer politics 
of play is the subject of this book, the fi rst of a two-volume study (Shepard 
forthcoming), on play and social movements. The following offers a brief 
overview.

CASES

As a series of ethnographic accounts of play in social movement activi-
ties from gay liberation through ACT UP and its offshoots in the harm 
reduction, antigentrifi cation, and global peace and justice movements, 
this volume serves as a brief explication of the philosophical and practical 
understandings of play in relationship to queer social movement practices.

The modern realization of the use of play as political prank can be traced 
back to the work of the Dadaists in the 1920s; the Provos, Situationists, 
and the Yippies in the 1960s; Punk and DIY movements in the 1970s; and 
so forth (Situationist International 1958; Marcus 1989; Plant 1992; McKay 
1998). Much of the theatricality of such politics found its way into the cul-
tural resistance of Jose Sarria’s work in San Francisco’s Black Cat Cafe in 
San Francisco. His playful and highly participatory performances became 
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so popular that Sarria was able to launch an unprecedented campaign for 
city council in 1961 (Boyd 2003). Chapter 1 highlights the use of play as a 
distinct organizing tool in postwar San Francisco.

In the ensuing years, countless political groups and organizations made 
use of play. Shortly after the 1968 Democratic National Convention in Chi-
cago, Allen Ginsberg was invited to conduct an interview about the coun-
terculture. The poet, who had a great deal of experience with protests that 
verged on riots, ruminated about what Chicago could have been like if the 
fl urry of energy had focused on creating an orgy rather than a riot. His 
fl ights of fancy offer a narrative trajectory for what gay liberation activism 
would look like in the years to come. Here, a form of community building 
would emerge that focused on affect rather than rational ends. The aim 
was to unleash a politics of pleasure capable of cultivating a pluralistic 
democracy built on the possibility of “the pursuit of happiness” rather than 
the everyday experience of ruthless competition, greed, and war. Play is 
often recognized in opposition to the world of work and necessity. Neo-
tribes were already taking hold around the country within such a spirit. 
The results would be witnessed around the world with the ascendance of 
gay liberation. 

By the 1970s, an understanding of the political possibilities of play as a 
vehicle for pleasure and personal freedom became a cornerstone of move-
ments for sexual liberation. The gay liberation movement made the defense 
of pleasure a central part of its work. For gay liberationists, pleasure and play 
were intimately connected with their activism. Chapter 2 grapples with the 
question: What if social movements were organized around play and connec-
tion, rather than confrontation and aggression? It tells the story of the gay 
liberation movement in New York City after the Stonewall riots of 1969.

Chapter 3 addresses the rise of the AIDS epidemic and struggles against 
it. With ACT UP, play functioned as both a theatrical device used to advance 
movement messages and a tool to sustain group development and group 
cohesion. Throughout the late 1980s and forward, ACT UP and its offshoots 
defended the right of political actors to engage in play even as the AIDS crisis 
worsened. This chapter highlights notions of queer political performance 
focusing on the use of life-affi rming Eros to struggle against the carnage of 
AIDS. It describes the use of play by underdocumented yet vital ACT UP 
affi nity groups Action Tours and the Delta Queens, as well as more famous 
working committees such as Treatment and Data, as well as Gran Fury and 
Group Material. Throughout this period, queer aesthetics informed a strug-
gle for pleasure, sexual self-determination, and social justice. 

Chapter 4 highlights the transition of ACT UP affi nity groups into 
their own organizations, including Housing Works, the Lower East Side 
Harm Reduction Center, and the Harm Reduction Coalition. These groups 
brought an innovative do-it-yourself approach to meeting the challenge of 
providing housing and services to those in need. This chapter explores the 
struggle to change the way the policy ‘game’ is played.
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By the late 1990s, pleasure activists—including members of the New 
York City direct action group SexPanic!—defended the right of citizens to 
play and fi nd pleasure even as these impulses were threatened to be sani-
tized away. The group helped lead the struggle against Mayor Rudolph 
Giuliani’s war on public sexual culture under the banner of his “quality 
of life” campaign. These struggles can be understood as part of a lineage 
of protest against prohibition dating back to the temperance era (Wagner 
1997a). Chapter 5 highlights the links between SexPanic! and struggles for 
a place to play in a neo-liberal city.

Throughout the struggle against gentrifi cation, countless queer direct 
action groups have made a claim for a different kind of queer public com-
mons based on difference rather than homogenizing sameness. Many of 
these concepts overlapped by the time the global justice “movement of 
movements” picked up steam in the late 1990s. Here, play evolved into an 
understanding of a wide range of movement strategies—including social 
and cultural activity, creative and disruptive engagement, “hard” fun and 
game playing, carnival, and storytelling—as forms of community building. 
Chapter 6 highlights the struggle against restrictions on and removal of 
open public spaces. It includes brief studies of three direct action groups—
Fed UP Queers, Gay Shame, and Circus Amok. The chapter highlights the 
use of political performance, direct action, and queer aesthetics to chal-
lenge the politics of gentrifi cation and war.

These cases consider both the meaning of play in gay liberation and 
queer politics, and the ways in which queer notions of play have infl u-
enced other social movements. The work grapples with these questions: 
To what extent does play support or undermine social change activism? 
If social activism aims to ameliorate social inequalities while changing 
the customs, institutions, or culture of a society, how do activists sustain 
themselves? Is this where the play fi ts in? Is play most effective as a tool 
for group cohesion or as a tactic aimed at shifting public perception of 
an issue? The cases locate themselves within a rich tradition of writing 
on ludic performance, forms of cultural resistance, and histories of play 
from a range of disciplines.

QUEER POLITICAL PERFORMANCE

As the discussion of the cases demonstrates, much of queer political per-
formance builds on notions of cultural resistance thought to be a start-
ing point in a long-term process of social change (Kahn 1995). Forms 
of cultural resistance include poetry, songs, and political performance 
(G. Marcus 1989; Scott 1990; Gómez-Peña 2000, 2005; Chang 2005). 
Here, forms of play can be understood within a tragic–comic continuum 
of performance, building on emotions ranging from grief to catharsis. 
Such performances typically serve as statements of existence and coping 
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mechanisms that allow social actors to renarrate their experiences while 
maintaining traditions and identities (Fine 1995; Duncombe 1997, 2002a; 
Roman 1998; Schulman 1998; Burdick 2000).

Many of the most relevant forms of queer political performance stretch 
well beyond the traditional contours of the theater (Roman 1998), taking 
place on city streets, as zaps of corporate boardrooms, and even at the meet-
ing spaces of the New York City Board of Education or at the Black Cat in 
postwar San Francisco, as documented in the cases that follow. A spirit of 
rambunctious fun often characterizes such performances. Here, cultural 
resistance functions as creative support, not merely a reactive force. Chock-
full of hopeful celebration, camp, and humor, many such performances 
inject a resilient dose of creative play into struggles against social and cul-
tural oblivion (Crimp 1993; Brudick 2000; Duncombe 2002a).

To a great degree, social movement protests are constructions of count-
less performances. The aim of such performative protest is to represent the 
idea that another world is possible and do it with panache. With its empha-
sis on spontaneity, such protest as performance breaks through barriers to 
shift public opinion and create change (McAdam 1996). Here play injects a 
renewed sense of creativity in movement practices.

Part of what allows such performances to remain vital is the historic link 
between queer political performance, civil disobedience, and forms of sub-
versive play. “Direct action introduces the concept of play into the straight 
predictably grey world of politics,” John Jordan (1998) writes. Borrowing 
from Victor Turner’s (1969) paradoxical view of play as both unserious 
and a liberatory force with total disregard for social controls, Jordan notes, 
“The playfulness of direct action proposes an alternate reality but it also 
makes play real; it takes it out of Western frameworks of childhood make 
believe—and throws it in the face of politicians” (133). Such forms of direct 
action are diffi cult to reconcile with other more serious forms of politi-
cal engagement. “The state never knows where this type of playing ends 
or begins,” Jordan (1998, 134) concludes. “Its unsteadiness, slipperiness, 
porosity and riskyness erode the authority of those in power.” Play inter-
sects with countless forms of direct action and political resistance.

As the cases within this study suggest, in the face of police, illness, car-
nage, and war, play helps activists engage with power as they take on the 
insurmountable. Herein play is understood as a resource that sustains, sup-
ports, and advances the aims of social movements.

CONCEPTUAL PLAY

In reading these case studies, it is useful to begin with a few working under-
standings of the way play has been theorized. In practical and conceptual 
terms, play can be understood as both an affective tool and instructive 
device. It is an emotional tool that supports group cohesion as well as a 
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tactical device used to convey campaign messages through political per-
formance and acts of street theater. Such elements have long been part of 
social movements. Civil rights activists sang and danced even when fac-
ing the likes of Bull Connor’s attack dogs (Payne 1995; Zinn 2002; Reed 
2005). Queer youth formed a Rockette-like kick-line and sang, “We are the 
Stonewall Girls,” as they thwarted riot cops during the Stonewall riots of 
June 1969 (Duberman 1993; Carter 2004). Throughout the 1970s, 1980s, 
and 1990s, environmental activists met at weekend raves, where dance, 
performance, and acts of beauty overlapped with activism and organizing. 
In the 1980s and 1990s, ACT UP had made sophisticated graphics, art, and 
a defense of pleasure the cornerstones of their struggle for life (Crimp 1988; 
Crimp and Rolston 1990). The point was that without pleasure, there can 
be no justice (Heywood 1989). Gay liberationists helped emphasize that 
pleasure cannot⎯and should not⎯be considered an add-on or peripheral 
element to movements for individual freedom and social justice. Notions of 
play, pleasure, and joy have found their way into activism within a broad 
range of movements.

There are many forms of play. For Johan Huizinga (1950), play is anything 
but serious. It is a space for joy. For Richard Schechner (2002), play involves 
doing something that is not exactly “real.” It is looser; it is “double edged, 
ambiguous, moving in several directions simultaneously” (79). The Oxford 
English Dictionary lists pages and pages of defi nitions and meanings for 
play both as a noun and a verb. As a verb, it is used to describe the state 
of being “busily engaged,” to “leap for joy, rejoice.” The second defi nition 
involves “living being[s]” that “move about swiftly with a lively, irregular, 
or capricious motion, spring, sly, or dart to and fro, gambol, frisk, or fl ut-
ter.” The third defi nition suggests that to play is to “cause to bubble or roll 
about as in boiling liquid.” The fourth suggests it is to “carry out or perform 
(an action), perform or execute (a movement), perform or practice (a trick, 
a joke, etc.) in the way of sport, deceit, etc.” As a noun, play is understood 
as an “active bodily exercise, brisk and vigorous action of the body or limbs 
in fencing, dancing, or leaping.” It can be thought of as “an action, activity, 
operation, working, esp. with rapid movement or change, or variety.”

Play can also be thought of as a theatrical presentation. This theatri-
cal spirit of performance supports social movements in countless ways. 
Although some forms of political performance and guerilla theater might 
not feel inherently playful, the struggle to create a space for this perfor-
mance has everything to do with creating a space for play, difference, and 
democratic exchange (Addams 1909, [1910] 1998). In this sense, notions 
of serious play function as cornerstones of a struggle for public space and 
pluralistic democratic engagement (Bogad 2005a).

Here, play is considered in the context of social movement activity encom-
passing a range of affects and outcomes, including joy, social eros, liberation, 
and policy change. In some cases, play contributes to the movement’s aims 
involving ambitions including personal change, community development, 
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and pleasure. For the purposes of this study, a few core assumptions are use-
ful. The fi rst is that play is nearly impossible to completely defi ne. Instead 
it is useful to think of it as a spirit and ethos that encompasses theatrical 
presentation. “It is a mood, an activity, an eruption, of liberty,” Schechner 
(2002, 79) explains. This can also involve paradox (Bateson 1972). Play can 
be seen as a contrast to wage labor, part of a continuum of human activity 
from games and leisure to work activities supporting basic necessities such 
as paying the rent, as Stanley Aronowitz ([1972] 1992), Herbert Marcuse 
(1955), the Situationist International (1958), and even Max Weber ([1946] 
1968) suggest. Here play is seen as a liberatory impulse in contrast to alien-
ated labor. Struggles for a place to play often involve a stark anti-capitalist 
critique. The paradoxical nature of play also extends into realms of human 
desire, imagination, and exploration. Many people have both orderly and 
playful sides. Norman Brown (1959) and Friedrich Nietzsche (1967) both 
explored the confl ict between the linear logic of Apollo and the paradoxi-
cal irrational eros of Dionysus. This dialectic profoundly infl uenced gay lib-
eration politics (Evans 1988; M. Thompson [1987] 2005b). Many of these 
approaches are intimately connected. This study views notions of play along 
a continuum from its meanings as a noun—a performance—toward those as 
verb—as forms of action.

A useful starting point for the analysis of play is Johan Huizinga’s 1938 
work Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element in Culture, which has 
inspired theorists for decades. Huizinga was a Dutch medievalist and cul-
tural historian in the tradition of Jacob Burckhardt. Many of his works 
address the theme of play in culture, but it was not until the Nazi rise to 
power that he collected his thoughts on the subject in Homo Ludens. For 
Huizinga, play was a central element of human life, one that provides roots 
for music, poetry, dancing, and even philosophy. Five years after Homo 
Ludens was published, Huizinga was captured by the Nazis, spent his fi nal 
days in a prison camp, and perished in 1945. In this respect, it is not dif-
fi cult to suggest that play can also be considered part of a framework mean-
ing creation and struggle, as Viktor Frankl (1963), a survivor of the camps, 
so eloquently describes.

Huizinga’s defi nition encompasses many threads: “Summing up the for-
mal characteristics of play we might call it a free activity standing quite 
consciously outside the ordinary life as being ‘not serious,’ but at the same 
time absorbing the player intensely and utterly,” he wrote. “It promises 
the formation of social groupings which tend to surround themselves with 
secrecy and to stress their difference from the common world by disguise 
or other means” (quoted in Caillois [1958] 1979, 4).

Writing in response to Huizinga, Roger Caillois ([1961] 1979) offers a 
less restricted description. Here, play is understood as “having its aim in 
itself and accompanied by a feeling of tension, joy, and consciousness that 
it is different from ordinary life” (177). In Man, Play and Games, Caillois 
criticized Huizinga’s view of play as free activity separated into a sacred 
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area outside of regular life. Caillois viewed play as unproductive and free, 
spontaneous and make-believe, yet regulated. This study acknowledges the 
ambiguous often paradoxical nature of play that vacillates between spon-
taneity and regulation, work and leisure, logic and madness. Caillois delin-
eated play into four categories based on notions of competition, chance, 
simulation, and vertigo. Games within these categories take place within an 
evolving continuum from paidia⎯a highly energetic, active, tumultuous, 
spontaneous, and exuberant realm of play⎯toward ludus, or ludic activi-
ties involving calculating, contrived subversion of rules (Barash 1979, vii–
viii). Here, notions of playing by a different set of rules (Bernstein 1991; 
Nardi 2006) involve shifting the parameters of work and leisure from hyper 
regulation toward more liberatory functions. Such struggles become both a 
context and an aim for social movement activity.

This subversive view of playful engagement is profoundly useful in think-
ing about differing forms of queer political performance, from street theater 
to civil disobedience. Most queer political performance has little to do with 
conventional parameters of theater (Roman 1998). Instead queer political per-
formance borrows from the high-stakes secretive forms of subversive activity 
Huizinga describes. Examples of such performances include liberatory forms 
of direct action, including unpermitted marches such as the Drag March, 
or street theater pieces used to communicate a different way of being in the 
world. Such performances take on countless ludic forms. On some occasions 
they are accompanied by a feeling of anxiety and catharsis, in others appre-
hension and pleasure; many involve a form of engagement that stretches the 
parameters of business, politics, and social mores (Nardi 2006).

Shifts in the way people play refl ect countless insights into the work-
ings of politics and society. Caillois insisted that play and games offered 
innumerable clues into cultural life. In much the same way that research-
ers have mined the functions of religious, economic, familial, and political 
institutions, Caillois suggested researchers consider play as a vital element 
of culture, worthy of investigation in and of itself (Barash 1979, ix). This 
work contends that the study of social and cultural play offers a number of 
essential insights into mechanisms of social change.

QUEER READINGS OF PLEASURE AND PLAY

This study of play builds on a substantive scholarly trajectory (with a few 
gaps that this study attempts to address). The literature on play in social 
movement activity is only in its descriptive stages, dominated by the writ-
ings of activists (Jordan 1998; Shepard 2003). Yet, many writings on queer 
theory and activism borrow from similar respect for pleasure; they open a 
number of directions for inquiry (Crimp 1988; Rofes 1998a). Examples of 
works on queer organizing around pleasure can be divided among works 
on queers throughout history (Evans 1988; Maffesoli 1993; M. Thompson 
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[1987] 2005a), tribal impulses and meanings (Maffesoli 1996; Rofes 1996; 
M. Thompson [1987] 2005b), liberation politics (Altman 1972; Whitman 
1972), arts and activism (Crimp 1988; P. Moore 2004), struggles for a public 
commons (Dangerous Bedfellows 1996), gay male subcultures (Rofes 1996, 
1998a), bondage and leather play (Rubin 1991, 1997a; Thompson 1991; 
Mains [1984] 2002; Hernandez 2004–2005), and even cultural histories of 
the struggle for pleasure (Foucault 1978; Bronski 1998; Laqueur 2003). In 
different ways, these works consider the vitality of queer play from a periph-
eral perspective; however, none of them specifi cally traces the history of this 
phenomenon within gay liberation and queer movements.

Outside the specifi cally queer realm, examples of play in social move-
ment activity can be located within a number of recent histories of cul-
tural movement activity (Jasper 1997; Duncombe 2002a; Reed 2005). Only 
some of this literature specifi cally addresses the ways play and performance 
help movements sustain and nurture themselves (Shepard 2005a, 2005b). 
Still, the body of work on emotional needs and feelings in social move-
ments (Goodwin, Jasper, and Polleta 2001; Crimp 2002) is growing. Much 
of this literature concentrates on heavier, darker emotions, rather than the 
exhilarating, liberatory feelings that occur when movement actors play. A 
small fraction of this literature considers the use of play as a rejection of the 
politics of guilt and shame (P. Moore 2004), which propelled activism from 
the birth of ACT UP through the recent global justice and current antiwar 
movements.

The classic theoretical literature on play in social movements has its 
roots within long-standing debates about pleasure, freedom, and labor 
that took place within the Frankfurt School (Marcuse 1972; Aronowitz 
[1972] 1992) and situationism (Vaneigem [1967] 2003). This literature 
helps situate the philosophical underpinnings for the use of activist play 
and pranks. Yet, there have been only a few updates to this body of lit-
erature over the past thirty years (Jasper 1997; Jordan 1998). This trend 
may be changing with the writings on tactical frivolity within the global 
justice movement (Herbst 2002; Notes from Nowhere 2003; Hudema 
2004; Starr 2005). “[T]he ethos of ‘tactical frivolity’—fun and diverse—
‘street party’ demonstrations can be seen as methods of demonstration 
diametrically opposed to capitalist economics which force homogeneity 
on the world,” Farrer (2002) notes in an ethnography on the convergence 
actions that brought hundreds of thousands to Genoa, Italy, in the sum-
mer of 2001. “The diverse, spontaneous, self produced, improvised and 
deliberately different tactics of RTS and Pink Silver should be seen as 
ritual slaps in the face of the ‘iron cage of rationalisation.’”

Barbara Ehrenreich (2007) suggests that acts of collective joy have long 
been viewed as subversive. Advocates of free love, for example, have histori-
cally been met with acts of repression, especially when their aspirations set 
in motion shifts in social hierarchies (Andrews and Woodhull 1871; Evans 
1988; M. Thompson [1987] 2005a; Ehrenreich 2007). Similar reactions 
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can be witnessed through history. For example, understandings of sexual 
freedom have historically been informed by medieval Christian mores that 
view any sexual act other than missionary position intercourse as a sin of 
irrational gratifi cation. Such impure acts could overwhelm the body of the 
laity at any turn. As a threat to social mores, such acts were met with calls 
for increased regulation and prohibition (Laqueur 2003).

When the pursuit of sexual pleasure is viewed as affective, rather than 
productive, a means of relatedness rather than procreation, it can be under-
stood as a profoundly anticapitalist act (D’Emilio 1983). The defense of 
such practices of freedom takes many forms. Marxist historian Christo-
pher Hill (1972) notes that English radical groups including the Diggers, 
Levelers, Muggletonians, and Ranters challenged conventional beliefs 
while advocating free love during the English Civil War (Lewis 2003). In a 
famous example, the Diggers, a group of landless commoners, claimed St. 
George’s Hill, outside of London, as their own in 1649. “The symbolism of 
taking back as common land what had been enclosed (i.e., privatized) over-
shadowed the negligible material value of planting corn in barren soil,” 
Steve Duncombe (2002a, 17) writes. “But what these outcasts of Crom-
well’s New Model Army did hold dear was the community created in their 
act of resistance; it was a scale model of the universal brotherhood they 
demanded in the future.” Simultaneously building community and reject-
ing the status of wealth and consumption, the Diggers, “conjured up a new 
universe” (17). Much of the confl ict began in response to the simultane-
ous rise of English capitalism and Puritanism (Tawney 1937; Lewis 2003). 
In this respect, movements for social and sexual liberation are connected 
with radical, anticapitalist campaigns dating back centuries. The move-
ment between these tribes and sects is endless. Current queer activists view 
their struggle from a similar anticapitalist vantage point (Mattilda 2004a). 
The struggle to fi nd a place to be authentic, play, buck the system, and cre-
ate community has everything to do with struggles for both pleasure and 
democracy.

PLAY AND SOCIAL MOVEMENT THEORY

The aim of this book is to advance social movement scholarship and knowl-
edge in two senses: (1) to contribute an alternate framework for an under-
standing of social movement activity and sustainability, and (2) to offer a 
series of case studies that draw from and name a few novel organizational 
and political practices found within social movements. The point is to pres-
ent cases on a practice that has only been marginally recognized within 
social movement scholarship. While the concept of play can be thought 
of as both affective and instructive, the challenge is to situate it critically. 
Over and over the impulses that propel one to play are found to contra-
dict themselves (Wilson 1990). From the 1970s onward, movement scholars 
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have worked to create room for theoretical questions about social move-
ments that extend beyond questions of class and resources into areas includ-
ing culture and identity, as well as stories and feelings within movement 
activity (Dornovsky et al. 1995; Fine 1995; Jasper 1997; Goodwin, Jasper, 
and Polletta 2001; Polletta 2006). Still, the concept is not generally viewed 
as a part of thinking about social movements. Space precludes a full discus-
sion of play in relation to this theoretical literature, but a few themes bear 
consideration.

Shifts in social attitude take place in countless social venues (Kahn 
1995; Duncombe 2002, 2004; Chang 2005). Thus, it is not surprising that 
social movement theorists have begun to reconsider the realm of culture 
in relation to social change (Scott 1990; Darnovsky, Epstein, and Flacks 
1995; Johnson and Klandermans 1995; Jasper 1997; Reed 2005). Many of 
these newer approaches to movement scholarship stand in stark contrast 
to dominant approaches to social movement scholarship that emphasize 
rational choices, collective behavior, and allocation of resources (McAdam 
et al. 1988). After all, well into the 1960s, studies of movements tended to 
focus on the dynamics of crowds, mobs, and riots. The frenzy of human 
collective life was generally viewed as a form of deviance (Le Bon 1960). 
Yet gradually scholars sought to explain trends that drive groups to func-
tion outside of social norms rather than condemn them (Waddington 
1992). And movement activity was explained as a response to social strains 
(Smelser 1962). While meaning could be found in expressive behavior 
during street demonstrations, including aspects of ritual, dance, and the 
Dionysian frenzy (Euripides 1954; Maffessoli 1993; Epstein 2007), most 
crowd theorists argued such activities refl ected a lack of rational thinking 
(Jasper 1997). Instead critical consideration of the meanings of irrational 
acts remained within the providence of the psychoanalysis (Brown 1959), 
which found its way into Frankfurt School social theory (Marcuse 1955). 
And social movement scholars took the dim view of crowd behavior. Of 
course, this view was informed by awareness that dark manifestations of 
collective behavior propelled the drive toward World War II and the Cold 
War (Goodwin 2001).

The limitations of the rationalist view of social movements are many. In 
the fi rst place, humans do not always behave in a rational fashion. Deci-
sions are rarely informed by the best possible data (Simon 1957). The ratio-
nalist view fails to acknowledge the motivations and pleasures many fi nd in 
the chase to create a better world. “[A]ny game has its thrills,” movement 
scholar Jasper (1997; 26) notes. Even Weber ([1946] 1968) warned that 
humans need to fi nd means, such as game playing, to sustain themselves in 
bureaucratized society. People continually strive to fi nd ways to cope; hence 
the imperative to play.

Yet, the question remains: Can play be thought of as a movement 
resource? Can acts of pleasure serve as resources toward social change? 
Factors traditionally thought to be necessary for protest to result in social 
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changes include shifts in the social environment, organizational develop-
ment, and the population’s belief that it can create change (Jasper 1997). 
Much of this change takes place within shifts in social and cultural trends. 
The cultural turn in social movement scholarship builds on such thinking 
(Duncombe 2002a). 

Cultures change, as do the stories we tell about them. These changes 
in cultural narratives refl ect shifts in social mores; hence, the recent rec-
ognition of narrative dimensions of social change (Fine 1995; Plummer 
1995; Poletta 2006). Movement narratives refl ect a group’s effort to grap-
ple with questions of agency, meaning, and the capacity to assert power 
over their own stories (Mitchell 1980). Storytelling is perhaps the purest 
form of play. The theory of narrative has long been considered a useful 
approach for considering the ways groups of people make sense of their 
lives and cultures (Holland et al. 1998). Striking cultural tales often propel 
social movements, creating spaces that allow actors to locate and construct 
new identities and practices (Somers 1994). This study builds on such an 
interplay between theories of narrative and social movements (Fine 1995; 
Nepstad 2002; Poletta 2006). “[A]ll movements construct meanings and 
meaning construction is a social movement’s primary function,” social 
movement scholar Sidney Tarrow (1998, 17) notes, acknowledging the 
work of social movement cultural theorists Eyerman and Jamison (2003) 
and Johnson and Klandermans (1995). Such meaning construction often 
takes place within the construction of movement narratives (see Marcos 
2001); such stories help us interpret and create meaning within a rapidly 
changing world (McAdams 1985; Bruner 1990; Howard 1991).

Unfortunately, the joys of protest have long been obscured within move-
ment scholarship. “Those who would reduce social movements to instru-
mental actors engaged in power struggles on a battlefi eld called ‘political 
opportunity structure’ have made an ontological choice,” Eyerman and 
Jamison (2003, 368) note. They argue such theorists have made a deci-
sion, “to see the world in terms of structures and processes which exist 
outside the meanings actors attach to them. For them the world consists of 
causal connections between dependent and independent variables, not the 
struggles of real human beings” (368). Such scholarship fails to acknowl-
edge the meanings and practices involved within the lived experience of the 
struggle to create change. “When the payoffs and the play blur, and when 
players even extend the game out of the ‘thrill of the chase’ theoreticians 
cannot always neatly separate from the activity supposed to pursue them; 
the activity itself is pleasurable,” Jasper (1997, 26) writes. Movements are 
built on countless meanings, few of which are adequately explained within 
rationalist or institutionalist perspectives (Snow 2003).

Playing with culture, stories, rules, and regulations are just a few exam-
ples of means in which movement actors fi nd meaning within movement 
activities (Nardi 2006). Just as it is not a stretch to locate cultural struggles 
within many classical models of protest scholarship (Jasper 1998), elements 



20 Queer Political Performance and Protest

of play can be found in the most unlikely examples of protest activities (see 
Schwedler 2005).

In sum, play is both a creative and combustible ingredient within conten-
tious movement interaction, but its infl uence has been historically obscured. 
Much of this may be explained within a clearly rational turn in social move-
ment scholarship, which failed to grapple with the reasons why people get 
involved; that is, what excites or motivates them about social movements. 
It failed to explain how activists sustain their interactions within move-
ments over the long term. Yet, since the 1960s, this attitude has begun to 
shift. Movement scholars and activists have begun to rethink why and how 
activists get involved and what impacts group and collective identity. Hence 
the recognition of the often ludic nature of movement activity—the joy of 
protest (Jasper, 1997). Such play is a part of the worlds of many distinct 
movement cultures, particularly for those of queers.

SEX, PLEASURE, AND MOVEMENT EPISTEMOLOGY

“I think that we, the queer activists, one of our particular roles, is to con-
stantly be reminding the progressive social change movements that the 
issues of sexuality are not secondary,” explained longtime LGBT activist 
and founder of United for Peace and Justice Leslie Cagan in a 2001 inter-
view. “They do not wait until after the revolution. They have to be an inte-
grated part of our political thinking and action” (quoted in Shepard 2001, 
60). Much of this logic begins within a recognition of the transformative 
possibilities of eros. Play is a term that encompasses, yet is not restricted 
to, many elements of the erotic (Bronski 1998; Mains [1984] 2002). Hence 
the long-standing efforts to contain its power (Rofes 1997; Laqueur 2003; 
Ehrenreich 2007). A queer politics of play is intersectional, connected with 
resistance movements contending with overlapping systems of oppression 
which restrict human movement, dignity and possibility (Fanon 1952/1995; 
Hernton 1988; Nagel 2003).

James Jasper (1997) suggests that a primary function of social protest 
is to inform public debate. Activists infl uence the ways in which social 
actors make sense of, fi nd meaning in, and narrate their own views of 
reality (Bruner 1990; Fine 1995). Much of this study involves impulses 
toward social freedom, pleasure, and a rejection of social controls. 
Herein play is viewed as a distinct tactical tool aimed at rejection of such 
enclosures. This strategy has been particularly important for queers who 
have had to reject antivice statutes, psychiatric classifi cations, and pub-
lic health recriminations, which render nonprocreative sexual practices 
as acts of illness (Adams and Pigg 2005; Foucault 1977). To the degree 
that individual desires are regulated, sanctioned, and even dictated by 
dominant social discourses (Floersch 1999), queer activists seek “to chal-
lenge the discourse of science and offer differing interpretations of the 
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body” (Roman 1998, xx). Recognizing that queer sexuality intersects 
within a series of competing narratives (Treichler 1988), the challenge for 
queer activism and its bountiful approach to pleasure is to shift ontologi-
cal terms of debate. From here, the narratives of queer life move away 
from storylines dependent on shame and pathology toward a space where 
queer community building is recognized within all its distinct possibili-
ties (Crimp et al. 1997; Shively [1974] 2001; Mattilda 2004b; P. Moore 
2004). The competing storylines of many of the cases that follow involve 
shifting narrative contours as liberatory storytelling and community 
building become interactive functions. Such narrative constructions and 
contestations are in turn dependent on renewed understanding of self, 
action, and group (Plummer 1995; Holland et al. 1998). Where does play 
fi t into this? The following strives to fi nd out.

Queers have always known pleasure is a resource. Play injects a high 
octane means with which to reimagine ways for people to connect, build 
public commons, and democratic vistas honoring notions of difference and 
possibility. The following cases explore exactly how.



1 Play and World Making
From Berlin to the Black Cat

[T]he wheel of play reveals to us the possibility of changing our 
goals and therefore, the restructuring of what our culture states to 
be reality . . .

—Victor Turner (quoted in Jordan 1998, 133)

A theatre which makes no contact with the public is nonsense.

—Bertolt Brecht ([1926] 1994, 537)

In essence, play is a metaphor for a healthy form of creativity and 
exchange. “The play is the thing,” Hamlet used to “catch the conscience 
of the king.” Here, the play in question involves a story which set peo-
ple’s eyes on an alternate reality, setting in motion a compelling social 
drama. It begins with a cabaret singer—Jose Sarria—whose enaging 
performances got people thinking about their lives. It is one thing to 
break through a theatrical fourth wall; it is quite another to use a public 
performance to help a people reimagine a right to their city. Yet, as the 
years of Sarrias’ performances continued, this is just what happened. The 
populace of a city was cajoled, teased, and seduced into participating in a 
culture-shifting social drama full of riots, police, bartenders, civil rights 
battles and drag queens. Chapter 1 explores the dynamics of just such a 
performance in freedom.

“A social drama is a story,” Victor Turner (1980, 145) explains, “a 
spontaneous unit of social process and a fact of everyone’s experience 
in every human society.” Such dramas involve the workings of deeply 
rooted structures of social and cultural life, connected through actual 
historical events. Yet, they often begin with the events of a person’s life 
story (Cohler, 1994). Viewed as lived texts, such narratives take on dis-
tinct social meanings. Such culture tales often take on dramatic propor-
tions with a break from a norm, a deviation from a rule, followed by a 
crisis, a redress or a schism (Turner 1980, p. 145–6; Eyerman 2008).
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Throughout Chapter 1, I sketch a picture of a social drama about 
queer life in post-war San Francisco. The chapter begins with one life 
narrative, which took on a dramatic fl air. The story in question involves 
a World War II veteran—Jose Sarria—who created a highly participa-
tory form of public theater with his drag performances at a club called 
the Black Cat. In the case of Jose Sarria’s life, the concept of play can 
be understood in terms of Victor Turner’s conception: It is both “every-
where and nowhere.” Although Sarria never specifi cally refers to the 
term play, the notion of playful engagement between actor and audi-
ence characterizes much of his life’s trajectory as a performer, aspir-
ing politician, organizer, and legendary drag icon. “Someone had to 
lead the parade. And I was the one. But there is a pleasure in being out 
there,” Sarria refl ects. The story of Sarria’s life is the stuff of transgres-
sion and legend. His social drama harkens to Victor Turners’ (1980) 
view that play alters rules, shifting terms and expectations of social 
reality.

Throughout the decade before Stonewall, queers in San Francisco 
helped cobble together a distinct political coalition between drag per-
formers, bar goers, bar owners, nightlife people, homophile organiza-
tions, and civil rights groups (Boyd 2003). Sarria was one of the most 
audacious actors within the opera of West Coast queer activism. His life 
story offers a clear look at the collision of play and politics, performance 
and social movement action.

INTERVIEW WITH THE EMPRESS

Rather than discern between narrative and historic truths (Spence, 1982), 
much of my interview and subsequent writing about Jose Sarria involved 
grappling with the meaning of his rich life story. There are other accounts of 
post-war San Francisco (Shilts, 1982; Boyd, 2003). My emphasis remained 
on the interplay between individual and broader social forces. 

“I served in the Army, in the infantry, fought in the Battle of the 
Bulge,” Sarria began our interview. From December 16, 1944 to January 
25, 1945, it was one of the bloodiest battles of the Second World War. 
Yet, Sarria fought, coped, and survived the war, much as he would in 
San Francisco. 

“After the war, I lived in occupied Berlin,” Sarria recalled. Once in 
San Francisco, Sarria would become famous for his work in a caba-
ret-like nightclub much like those in pre-war Berlin cabaret culture in 
which play, pleasure, and performance overlapped. This was, of course, 
followed by annihilation. That’s what Sarria witnessed. The modernist 
promise of the Weimar cabaret became a target of the Nazis during their 
fi rst days in power (Gordan 2000). Still, Sarria found remnants of that 
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world. “I was very fortunate. I was quite involved with the big people of 
cabaret of the 1920s and ’30s and ’40s in Berlin. I was acquainted with 
Max Reinhardt, Hans Albers, Frita Schuster.” And they all coped. “They 
had their tales, they survived . . . A lot of these people were Jewish. And 
they saw the writing on the wall. They left Berlin but they would always 
try to come back,” Sarria explained. “I believe Max Reinhardt came 
to the United States. And then he got caught there. But he couldn’t go 
back.” During the years before the war, many such as Reinhardt were 
involved in restaging and reinventing what the theater could be. In some 
cases, classical plays were reconceived in social terms, as moral confl ict. 
In other cases, street theater and agit-prop challenged understandings 
of current social and political events. Theater was politics (Kaes et al 
1994). Once back home in San Francisco, Sarria would use the theater 
for similar ends.

We spoke about the underground world of drag clubs in San Fran-
cisco. “I knew drag queens but they didn’t dress up. There were drag 
queens but I didn’t associate with them,” he explained. I mentioned the 
NYC Drag March and Jack Smith’s differentiation between the bland 
citizens and the fl aming creatures, suggesting such performances spoke 
to a broad queer disposition. “See, those people like that I call bohemi-
ans,” Sarria explained. “Free thinkers. They are people who wouldn’t 
have put on a dress but they are independent people. It wasn’t like they 
were going out and they purposefully wanted to be independent people. 
They were bohemians.”

Such a disposition was just part of what people adored about the ideas 
and possibilities of the Black Cat located at 710 Montgomery Street, 
where Sarria worked. Jack Kerouac wrote about the bar in On the Road. 
Truman Capote used the space as his refuge. And Gay politics found 
traction there. Allan Ginsberg dubbed the Black Cat “the greatest gay 
bar in America.” One-part bar, another dance hall, a third as a stage for 
a revolutionary theater, the Black Cat was legendary. At a time when the 
Castro was still a quiet residential district, legal battles over the right to 
run “gay business” were fi rst won there. This fi ght over a right to play 
in this space wound all the way to California Supreme Court in 1951 
(Pomerantz n.d.).

The Black Cat opened just as Prohibition was coming to an offi cial 
end in 1933. Much of the municipality had openly fl aunted the fed-
eral directive (Boyd 2003). And bar culture in San Francisco thrived 
as part of a bursting public sphere. Queer patrons only increased with 
military policy prohibiting gays during World War II (Pomerantz n.d.). 
Many found a place in San Francisco as part of a new social and cul-
tural explosion (D’Emilio 1983; Sadownick 1996). The city had always 
been a place where social outsiders came to reinvent themselves. 
Through these waves of outcasts, a different kind of storyline of queer 
life found expression⎯the making of a vast civil society born of an 
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underground bar culture, cross-dressing, performance, and conviviality 
(Boyd 2003).

Among the waves of dreamers to fi nd their way to San Francisco was 
a group of writers who came to inspire a new movement for freedom. 
Queer in the fullest sense of the word (Marla 2004), the Beats con-
verged on the city shortly after Sarria started working at the Black Cat. 
By 1955, their movement reached an apex when Ginsberg (1956) fi rst 
read, performed, and screamed “Howl” at the Six Gallery on October 
7, 1955. The poem featured images of queer sexuality with a positive, 
albeit tongue-in-cheek humor. It’s striking imagery openly expressed a 
longing for another way of being in the world. 

Within walking distance of the coffee shops and jazz bars, and the 
heart of San Francisco’s North Beach, where the Beats hung out, a dif-
ferent, albeit no less signifi cant type of queer political performance was 
taking place at the Black Cat. “At fi rst I would work as a cocktail waiter,” 
Jose Sarria explained. “And then I became the hostess, greeting people. I 
was not a bartender. I was serving. And while serving, it developed into 
doing a show, talking. I was a stand-up comedian.” Dressed in heels, 
he mixed with camp, cultural commentary, and even a little politics. In 
between, Sarria sang along with the opera playing on the juke box. His 
accompaniments of the arias from Bizet’s Carmen became a fi xture of 
San Francisco cultural life.

“The tour buses would come by the Black Cat, the drivers would say, 
‘You want to see a good show, go there and see this. He does four shows a 
night,’” Sarria recalled. “I was the star. I got up, told my stories, sang my 
songs, and it was fantastic” (quoted in Boyd 2003, 23). There, the crowds 
applauded Sarria’s Weimar like play on gender and social mores. “People 
wanted to sing and dance and they didn’t care whether a man played the 
woman’s part.”

“I was a comedian,” Sarria explained. The show built on the Brechtian 
(1926/1994) sense that theater be staged for popular audiences to enjoy 
and be entertained and provoked by; yet it should also be used as a tool 
for social change. “I would sing a song, interview people. . . I would read 
the paper as I interpreted activity against the community.” Sarria’s perfor-
mances included observations of the pulse of Baghdad by the Bay as well 
as an affi rmative message that gay was good. “People were in the closet 
. . . I couldn’t understand that. I couldn’t understand people living double 
lives. And I fought against that.”

In the face of entrapment, McCarthy-era harassment (Duberman 
1991), and raids on gay bars (Boyd 2003), Sarria defi ed oppression with 
a high-octane dose of humor. “There is nothing wrong with being gay: 
the crime is getting caught”: he camped it up, while advancing a far 
more affi rmative narrative of queer life. “United we stand, divided they 
catch US one by one,” (Jones 1997; Boyd 2003). Such political humor’s 
strength stems from its subversive character (Ornstein 1998). Between 
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the off key arias and stand up schtick, Sarria’s performances helped 
those attending his shows to cut through the subterfuge of offi cial 
harassment of queers. Afterall, “[w]it does not make compromises,” 
Freud writes. “[I]t does not yield to the inhibition,” (quoted in Norman 
O. Brown 1959, p. 62–3). Sarria’s routines turned the offi cial silences 
accompanying the diffi culties of queer living in the 1950s on their head. 
By allowing people to laugh, the shows offered patrons a new perspec-
tive on their experience, while compelling those in attendance to create 
alternate narratives for queer living.

Many shows included a comic tirade about police abuses. “They were 
harassing the general public and I could not understand that,” Sarria 
explained. “They would come in to harass people. They didn’t want 
people to gather. And that was wrong.” So Sarria called them on it, 
while informing people about the harassment. “The law is that if a police 
offi cer comes in and you ask him if he is a police offi cer, he has to tell 
you,” Sarria noted. “And intuition would tell me that that was a police 
offi cer and I would stop. And I’d say, ‘Are you a police offi cer?’ And he’d 
have to say yes or no and that would embarrass him.” The police thrive 
on secrecy, which Sarria was blowing. “That was the other thing and 
they didn’t like that. These were undercover people that were coming 
in to fi nd people to harass and they were trying to change the law. And 
once they did that we would take them to court.” Along the way, their 
power diminshed. “Then they couldn’t be undercover. They couldn’t do 
the dirty work that they were sent out to do.” The performances linked 
depictions of oppression with sources of emancipation—all within a 
highly participatory form of theatrical performance which altered terms 
of social and cultural power (Eyerman 2008).

“They intimidated,” Sarria explained. “When you fi ght intimidation, 
you’re using power.” Audience members roared with laughter at the 
shows. This emotional release transformed the heavy ominous feeling 
about the raids and offi cial harassment. Many found the Black Cat to 
be an intoxicating space, a place to experiment with alternate interpre-
tations. Throughout, Sarria insisted police harassment was something 
to be addressed. To do so, Sarria would have the audience clap for the 
undercover police when they entered the bar (Jones 1997; Boyd 2003). 
He would add warnings about imminent raids to his songs. So, the per-
formances helped patrons resist the vice squad. While entertaining, the 
act functioned as a form of cultural resistance. 

Each show ended with Sarria asking patrons to stand and accompany 
him to sing “God Save Us Nelly Queens,” to the tune of “God Save the 
Queen.” Many patrons were openly moved with the feelings stirred while 
they sang along. The shows allowed those in attendance to connect with 
long dormant feelings of freedom and possibility as opposed to shame 
(Schiller and Rosenberg 1985; Eyerman and Jamison 2003). I asked Sarria 
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what it meant for people. “Well, it was the fi rst time that people acknowl-
edged that they were gay, that they had the same rights as everybody else, 
that they shouldn’t be discriminated against,” he explained. “And I made 
everybody realize that. I made everyone stand up and say I’m gay, so 
what.” Many never looked back.

Throughout Sarria’s shows, everyone in attendance was invited to con-
nect their lives with a new process of queer worldmaking. “The joy of pro-
test . . . is very like the playful potential of art, which creates another reality 
for us to ‘try on,’” social movement scholar James Jasper (1998) writes. 
The goal was to try participating in a different kind of citizenship. “This 
other world often feels more real than our everyday life, for we can try on 
our ‘real’ selves there, penetrate to deeper truths and identities normally 
blocked by our everyday routines,” Jasper (1998) elaborates (p. 228).

And like much of queer political theater, the performance moved from 
the stage to the streets to the public commons (Roman 1998). If there had 
been a recent raid, Sarria would take a crowd to serenade the arrestees. 
Sarria explained:

The Black Cat faced the back of the city jail. I went out the front door, 
ran across the street and there’s the city jail. And on Sundays after the 
show we would go out and sing, “God Save the Queens.” I used to say 
that it was giving the ones that were in jail or going to court Monday 
courage to stand there and go to court. And I would tell them to plead 
not guilty and demand trial by jury, which was a right and which was 
something people never did. They didn’t want to have problems. They 
didn’t want to have their names printed in the newspapers. Because 
they were ignorant.

The challenge was moving those who attended his shows to see their lives 
within a broader context. “The people were ignorant of the law and they 
were brainwashed. They didn’t know that they had rights because nobody 
told them. It was easier to plead guilty and pay a fi ne. Well, I don’t believe 
in that.” I asked Sarria how he got people to start thinking politically. 
“Well, I got up and I talked. I’m not afraid to talk. I’m not a second-rate 
citizen.”

And some people who might have just gone to the show to be enter-
tained got some politics out of it. Culture was the draw. “The show was 
a take off on opera. People came because they were opera fans. But in 
between we mixed a little bit of human interest, human behavior.” This 
form of cultural resistance served as a stepping-stone into politics. Spec-
tators were able to see they had a power to fi ght back. “I think people see 
changes when it hits you at home. If you got arrested and went down to 
a trial by jury, you may have been found guilty, yet they had to put some 
effort into it . . .”
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Between the Beats, Sarria’s arias, and the ongoing work of homophile 
groups formed in the 1950s, queers were starting to make some headway 
(Gallo, 2006). And a new defi ance gradually found its way into West Coast 
queer life. Novelist John Rechy (2006) recalls:

Way back in 1958, at Cooper’s Donuts on Main Street, a favorite 
after-hours hangout in Los Angeles’ downtown, two cops ostensi-
bly checking I.D., a routine harassment, arbitrarily picked up two 
hustlers, two queens, and a young man just cruising and led them 
out. As the cops packed the back of the squad car, one of the men 
objected, shouting that the car was illegally crowded. While the two 
cops switched around to force him in, the others scattered out of the 
car. From the donut shop, everyone poured out. The police faced 
a barrage of coffee cups, spoons, trash. They fl ed into their car, 
called backups, and soon the street was bustling with disobedience 
(2006).

“The pervert is no longer as secretive as he was,” Inspector James Fisk of 
the L.A. Police Department would recall. “He’s aggressive, and his aggres-
siveness is getting worse,” (Faderman and Timmons 2006, p. 137). The 
revolt at Cooper’s Donuts ended with a distinct queer sensibility. According 
to Rechy, “Gay people danced about the cars.”

1961

Sixteen years before Harvey Milk was elected to the San Francisco Board 
of Supervisors, Sarria made his own run for public offi ce in 1961. “I 
am the fi rst openly gay person to run for public offi ce in the United 
States,” Sarria boasted in our interview. Much of the impetus to run was 
a response to the raids and harassment which continued throughout the 
1950s.

When I ran for public offi ce, I had 90 year old laws changed. Why were 
they on the books—because if they didn’t have something legitimate to 
use to arrest you, they would use some archaic law that was still on the 
books and they could arrest you. There were all sorts of laws. There 
were city ordinances. It was a misdemeanor to spit on the street. They 
could arrest you. A pregnant woman walking down the street, if you 
were deformed they could arrest you because they said you scared the 
woman and she could have a miscarriage. That was the law. Of course 
you know that’s ridiculous. But they kept it on the books because this 
way if they wanted to stop you they could charge you for something. 
And I had that changed.
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Sarria was quick to distinguish his show from other pranks or electoral 
guerilla theater campaigns in which candidates often do not expect 
to win (Bogad 2005b). “I worked in drag but I campaigned as a man. 
It was not a joke. I was serious. I was serious because gay people at 
that time felt they could not run for public offi ce. How ridiculous and 
foolish.”

In the end, Sarria garnered enough votes to demonstrate that queers 
represented a distinct political constituency in San Francisco (Shilts 
1982; Jones 1997; Boyd 2003). “Almost 6,000. I boasted the fact that 
there were 10,000 voting queens. And they said ‘You are full of shit.’ But 
they found out.” Even now, nearly fi ve decades later, Sarria speaks with 
a fi re in the gut when talking about his historical campaign.

I got news for you, I could have won had the community all voted for 
me. And it was not just gay people either. It was straight people that 
voted for me. They got so nervous. It was nine people running for six 
offi ces. And they got so nervous that I might win that they induced 
thirty-three people to run. They thought, well, this way he’ll never 
win. Can you imagine what they’d a done if I’d a won? And with 
thirty-three people running, I still came in ninth. I was the ninth 
person down.

His run from the counter-public of the Black Cat into the center of the city’s 
public life garnered some 5,600 votes. It was an impressive display of the 
burgeoning political power of the queer community. “Then they realized 
there was a force,” Sarria noted. “And then they wanted to cater to the gay 
community.”

In the years after his campaign, Sarria stayed involved, organizing to 
fi ght the ongoing harassment taking place at gay venues throughout the 
city (Boyd 2003). I asked Sarria how he went about organizing the Tavern 
Guild. 

We organized with the bar owners at that time, to catch the bad 
check artists and to inform the various bars when the vice squad 
was coming in. We had our own little telephone system. They would 
come to the Black Cat and I would call the nearest bar and say, ‘look 
out, he’s wearing a black hat or a trench coat; he’s heavy or light or 
good looking.’ And the next place would say are you an offi cer? Are 
you the vice squad? So they would give up because they would be 
found out.

Sarria worked with a wide array of constituents to push the police to back 
down. Some were theater groups, others bar owners, and even church 
groups. “There were lots of theatrical groups that were organized, the 
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Council on the Homosexual and Religion—religious groups. There were 
lots of groups, that they call grassroots.”

In June 1964, a coalition of progressive Christians, civil rights activ-
ists, and homophile advocates formed the new coalition comprising the 
Council on Religion and the Homsexual (CRH). The CRH was a coali-
tion of progressive religious clergy as well as homophile groups, includ-
ing the Daughters of Blitis and the Mattachine Society. When the group 
planned to hold a new years ball with a Mardi Gras theme, the police 
warned that they would arrest anyone wearing a costume or mask, code 
for queer, who sought to attend their event. Recognizing there was no 
legal basis for such an attack, the CRH launched a multi-dimensional 
community defense of the event (Boyd 2003). And went ahead with their 
event. Police attempted a dragnet to block the entrance to California 
Hall, setting out to arrest any men who appeared in public dressed in 
women’s clothing. Police shined lights on and photographed attendees, 
even making a few arrests, while the clergy watched in horror. Through-
out Sarria regaled the crowd, singing, “God Save the Nelly Queens.” 
While those in CRH had heard stories of such raids, the gap between 
hearing and witnessing the infringement of the most basic human rights 
was profound. The following day, CRH held a press conference at Glide 
Memorial Church and issued a press release chastising the San Francisco 
Police Department and the city itself for allowing such treatment to be 
part of offi cial policy in gay life in a very public fashion (Shilts 1982; 
Boyd 2003).

Sarria was acutely aware that people around the world saw what was 
happening to queers in San Francisco and watched them fi ght back. “San 
Francisco was the haven for gay people,” Sarria boasted. “People in their 
hotels thought they were the only gay person. They packed up their bags 
and came to San Francisco, got jobs, met people. They were beginning to 
come out of the closet.” And many got involved.

Throughout the early 1960s, the coalition of religious groups, 
homophile organizations, bar owners, and civil rights groups the Tavern 
Guild of San Francisco helped organize came to represent a political 
power and as a distinctly queer San Francisco constituency. Here, Sar-
ria’s performances combined effectively with a working organizing cam-
paign, combining play with a festive and effective brand of politics.

After the 1965 CRH New Year’s Party at California Hall, stories of 
queer resistance and riots echoed up and down the California coast—
from the Black Cat Bar in Los Angeles to Gene Compton’s Cafeteria 
in San Francisco’s Tenderloin. Queers upped the ante, complicating the 
process of harassment which was once an inevitable part of gay life. 
Street demonstrations, performances, and parties signaled the emer-
gence of a newly radicalized queer community (Stryker and Van Buskirk 
1996; Stryker 2005; Lee and Ettinger 2006; Rechy 2006).
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In 1965, Dion Smith attended the third Beaux Arts Ball, a queer cos-
tume party/fundraiser the Tavern Guild organized. He had come out 
eight years earlier, in his freshman year at Tulane University, and had 
recently moved to San Francisco from the “Deep South.” “The young 
dentist I had been dating, Bill, invited me to join him to watch the grand 
entrances of the ball’s participants,” Smith (personal communication 
2007) recalled. “The Beaux Arts Ball offered a spectacular, Hollywood- 
style opportunity for its invitees to dress up in splendid costumes and 
drag. Roving spotlights lit the clear night as hundreds of guests arrived 
in chauffeur-driven limos as well as hundreds of onlookers gaped and 
shouted approval for the beautiful dresses and handsome uniforms.” 
The scene reminded Smith of the topsy-turvy carnivals he had left 
behind: “As with the New Orleans version of Mardi Gras, the sky was 
the limit.” The defi ant if not outlandish celebration of bodies created an 
additional attraction: “[T]he well-muscled boys wore costumes designed to 
reveal more than they concealed. They received unusually boisterous hoots, 
whistles, and cat calls from the swarm of delighted voyeurs.”

Yet, unlike other events Smith had attended, the police did not seem 
bothered by the open celebration of queerness. “[A] party air of civil-
ity and frivolity dominated the scene. I personally observed no evidence 
of homophobic bullying, even from the usually dreaded policemen.” 
Instead, Smith experienced the burlesque as a new and joyful brand 
of community openness and revelry. “In addition to the general exu-
berance, there sparkled a defi nite pride in the openness and beauty of 
the moment,” Smith recalled. “There existed a positivism of attitude that 
one could see, hear, and feel. Healthy and liberating electricity fi lled 
the air.” What was missing was the “usual paranoia” Smith had come 
to expect when gay people or people in drag were openly out in public. 
“Maybe this optimism was a rare event in the annals of sexual liberation, 
but that night manifests a spirit of community and cooperativeness I had 
never experienced before” (D. Smith, personal communication 2007).

Of course, part of what made Smith’s experience of the Beaux Arts 
Ball so extraordinary was that only months before the police had raided 
the CRH’s New Year’s Costume Ball at California Hall. The success 
of the event was no coincidence. It was the culmination of a decade 
of cultural resistance, playful defi ance, the coalition work of the Tav-
ern Guild, Sarria’s successful run for offi ce, and behind-the-scenes 
advocacy by Mattachine groups. The rules of the game were starting 
to change. “Play . . . is an engrossing activity that sweeps us up in it, 
much as dance does; because it has its own rules and realities,” Jas-
per (1997, 227) notes. “[W]e can ‘lose’ ourselves in play, letting go of 
our usual subjectivity and becoming part of something else.” This is 
exactly what happened as queers imagined, danced, played, and carved 
out a new political culture for themselves in San Francisco. By 1977, 
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Sarria endorsed Harvey Milk’s successful run for supervisor (Jones 
1997), and queers joined trade unionists, church groups, and immi-
grants as part of the governing political coalition in San Francisco. 
This coalition work translated into an enduring political constituency 
and a movement recognized around the world (Shilts 1982; Shepard 
1997b).

Many have described the theatrics of San Francisco’s political culture 
as a grand opera—chock full of riots, raids, assassin’s bullets, inciner-
ated police cars, corruption, drag queens, and queer battle scars. Such 
grand narratives are made up of countless events and incidents which 
contribute to an overarching plot. In this case, the plotline involves a 
story about sexuality, democracy, and difference (Eyerman 2008).

Historians have crafted it as a part of the long-standing legacy of queer 
democratic experience in the twentieth century (Shilts 1982; Stryker and 
Van Buskirk 1996; Jones 1997; Boyd 2003; Pomerantz undated). Sarria’s 
life and performances helped propel a larger-than-life social change nar-
rative. Sarria explains, “I used to sing, ‘United We Stand, Divided We 
Fall.’ I put everybody in the pot, mixed the pot, opened the doors . . . ” 
Jose Sarria’s life unfolds as a culture tale which changed rules and reali-
ties of queer life. The play’s the thing Hamlet used to catch the conscience 
of the king. Sarria used it to capture the imagination of a city. The spec-
tators at his shows welcomed the invitation to join a grand social drama, 
which changed the way a city understood itself. 

Back in the days when he fi rst helped organize the Tavern Guild, nearly 
a half a century ago, Sarria was dubbed “the drag queen of the Imperial 
Court,” a court which is still active today. Today, Sarria is affectionately 
known as “Grand Mama” (Jones 1997; Pomerantz undated). And, when 
Sarria attends coronation events, he still sees people whose lives were 
impacted by their connection to the social drama of the boisterous pub-
lic commons he helped create. “When we go to a coronation, you look 
around the room. Some people met their lover there, and that makes 
people really happy.” From Berlin to the Black Cat, Sarria helped fashion 
a new storyline of queer life—one in which countless actors helped to 
play a part years before the fi rst brick fl ew through the Stonewall.



2 Play as Pleasure
Gay Liberation and Movements 
for Sexual Freedom

For many involved, desire and sexual play offered emancipatory pos-
sibilities, which could incite social unrest, create change, unite the 
diverse masses, and more importantly produce pleasure. Sometimes 
I want to play, resist, fi ght. . . I can’t imagine sex without this. . . . I 
want to redistribute that power and knowledge . . .

—Hollibaugh (2000, 100–1)

Homosexuality—fortunately but unwittingly—must inevitably play 
a progressive role in the scheme of things. It will broaden the base for 
freedom of thought and communication, will be a banner-bearer in 
the struggle for liberalization of our sexual conventions, and will be a 
pillar of strength in defense of our threatened democracy.

—Corey ([1951] 2001, 40)

[T]he sexual act is composed of a multitude of corporal teasings, which 
recall the game of polymorphous perversion, a game neither productive, 
nor genital. . . . The seducer’s interest lies less in conquest or effectuation 
than in the plurality and the enjoyment of the potentialities offered.

—Maffesoli (1993, 23)

Notions of play overlap with countless ways of thinking about emancipa-
tion, pleasure, and pluralistic democracy. As an expression of the liberty 
and pursuit of happiness, such activities are often a neglected aspect of 
democratic life. Yet, they take countless expressions.

Shortly after the raucous 1968 Democratic National Convention in 
Chicago, Allen Ginsberg was invited to conduct an interview about the 
counterculture. The poet, who had experience with protests that verged 
on riots (Ginsberg 1965) ruminated about what Chicago could have been 
like if the fl urry of energy had focused on creating an orgy rather than a 
riot. His fl ights of fancy offer a narrative trajectory for what gay liberation 
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activism would look like. Here, a form of community building would 
emerge that focused on affect rather than rational ends.

For Ginsberg ([1969] 2001), dance and play, yoga and street theater, 
would emerge as ideal alternatives to the riots and street violence that 
accompanied much of what was supposed to be a “Festival of Life.” 
Instead of violence, a protest of pleasure would open up a trajectory 
of social change. In the face of mass police repression, he envisioned 
“Organized chanting and organized massive rhythmic behavior on the 
streets, shamanistic white magic, ghost dance rituals, massive naked-
ness and distribution of fl owers might have broken through the police-
state hallucination-politics theater wall” (183). Ginsberg regretted that 
there was less of an effort to speak to a generative spirit. “Now, nobody 
got naked in Chicago, but the few times there was communal chanting 
of mantras, that proved helpful” (183). Ginsberg hoped the chanting 
minimized what could have been a much more dangerous confrontation. 
“[I]t did stop the violence; it really calmed several scenes where police 
didn’t have remote-control orders to attack. But it didn’t stop all the 
violence” (183).

Still, the Festival of Light had its converts. “The day after Humphrey had 
been nominated, beat McCarthyites came down from the Hilton and dis-
covered that free territory in Grant Park,” Ginsberg ([1969] 2001) recalled. 
“They mixed with the Yippies, all eyes glancing at each other . . . and sud-
denly discovering a holy community on the grass.” There, the Democratic 
Party delegates shared a space with “youngsters who had been considered 
dirty, despised, bathless, bearded terrorists.” At least part of the Festival 
of Light had successful moments: “A marvelous afternoon. So, beat also 
in the sense of crazy new feelings of joy vibrations right in the middle of 
America” (185).

Ginsberg ([1969] 2001) regretted that there had not been more invit-
ing, possibly transformative, play and Eros. “I can talk about the life 
I’d like,” he explained. This would include “more contact with nature; 
and more occupation with exploration of subjective consciousness and 
enlargement of areas of inner and outer sensibility; more participation in 
rhythmic theatre; and liberation of sexual energy from population repro-
duction” (189). Ginsberg imagines a space in which pleasure contributes 
to democratic life in a way that emphasizes affect and transformation, 
rather than as mere functional ends (D’Emilio 1983). 

Here, play is understood as a celebration of community; it supports the 
emergence of micro groups—“neo-tribes”—which reject linear approaches 
to living in favor of a sensual “we-ness” (Maffesoli 1996; Gardiner 1997). 
“[I]t seems to me that time has come for the orgy to become a communal 
form of ‘adhesive’ democratic festival,” Ginsberg explained in a reference to 
the Dionysian carnival thought to be capable of creating a collective frenzy 
that infuses meaning into everyday life (Maffesoli 1993, 39). “[W]hat 
should have happened in Chicago . . . was that the Festival of Life 
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should have eclipsed the convention with the glow of thousands of naked 
bodies intertwined, making love” (Ginsberg [1969] 2001, 189). Here, the 
orgy is seen as a resource, a sign of social vitality, an investment in passion 
that serves as a reminder that there is sometimes more to life than produc-
tivity (Maffesoli 1993, 8).

Rather than a “morbid” uniformity, Ginsberg called for a reinvigo-
rating “theatricality of disorder” and pleasure capable of cultivating a 
truly pluralistic democracy (Maffesoli 1993, 9–11). When asked if he 
was kidding, Ginsberg replied that he was quite serious. “Life should be 
ecstasy,” he explained. “We need life styles of ecstasy and social forms 
appropriate to whatever ecstasy is available for whoever wants it” (Gins-
berg [1969] 2001, 189). Neo-tribes were already emerging around the 
country within such a spirit. The results would soon be witnessed around 
the world. Within a couple of months, Ginsberg would famously note, 
“The queers lost that sad look,” after he witnessed a different kind of 
political orgy during three nights of violence and rioting, play and panic, 
on the streets of New York City during the Stonewall riots of June 1969 
(Carter 2004).

The interviews highlighted in this chapter involve a larger sample of 
seven core activist narratives. Three are from gay men actively involved 
in post-Stonewall movements for sexual freedom; a fourth gay man has 
been actively involved in movements for gay men’s health within a newer 
generation of activism around sexual freedom; and a fi fth was a highly 
aesthetic onlooker and participant, enjoying places for play from the 
1970s forward. One of the men was a professor and longtime gay activ-
ist, another is an African American man who runs a sex party, and a 
another is an active member in struggles for public space with the Church 
of Stop Shopping Gospel Choir. Two women are also featured within 
this chapter. The fi rst has been involved with gay and lesbian politics 
and sex wars for well over thirty years, the second for a decade. Both 
women are actively involved in direct policy work—and are employed as 
policy advocates—in support of movements for sexual freedom, includ-
ing the bondage/discipline sadism/masochism (BDSM) community, in 
which sadomasochism and dominance and submission are considered a 
“safe, sane, and consensual” form of play (Mains [1984] 2002; Rubin 
1991, 1997a). They approach the politics of sexuality from different 
vantage points, with contrasting understandings of the various applica-
tions and meanings of the politics of play.

WHAT IS THIS PLAY?

Many of the fi rst formal discussions of homosexuality and gay liberation 
began with a discussion of play, or “[h]omosexual play,” as sexologist 
Alfred Kinsey and his team wrote in their famous study in 1948. According 
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to Kinsey, “the homosexual child play is found in more histories, occurs 
more frequently, and becomes more specifi c than the pre-adolescent het-
erosexual play . . . much of the adult homosexual activity depends on the 
greater accessibility of the boy’s own sex” (Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin 
[1948] 2000, 24).

“The play impulse is the vehicle of this liberation,” Herbert Marcuse 
(1955) writes, building on Kinsey’s insights: “The play impulse does not 
aim at playing ‘with’ something; rather it is the play of life itself, beyond 
want and external compulsion—the manifestation of an existence with-
out fear and anxiety, and thus the manifestation of freedom itself” (171). 
Thus, play established a context for the imagination to thrive. For Mar-
cuse, “Play is unproductive and useless because it cancels the repres-
sive and exploitive traits of labor and leisure; it ‘just plays’ with reality” 
(195). It “just plays” with different rules—a point that can be viewed as 
a substantive aim of social movements. The point of these movements 
is to create spaces where “the realm of freedom” unfolds, where human 
creativity, innovation, authenticity, imagination, connection, and play 
really fl ourish. Paraphrasing Plato’s Symposium, Marcuse (1955) writes, 
“Eros drives the desire for one beautiful body to another and fi nally to 
all beautiful bodies, for ‘the beauty of one body is akin to the beauty 
of another,’ thus, it would be foolish not to recognize the beauty is one 
and the same” (192). Here, notions of Eros evolve into life instincts and 
jouissance, which support generativity in contrast to Thanatos, the death 
and war instinct; nevertheless, this generativity also maintains a darker, 
violent character, as witnessed in the streets of Chicago after the Festival 
of Light (Maffesoli 1993).

Yet, the debate remains: Could the liberation of sexual relations, of 
free play, bring about social transformation, or did it just result in a quick 
fi x that prevented considerations of larger questions of social change? 
The left has long been ambivalent about pleasure. Whereas many leftists 
have viewed pleasure as an unnecessary indulgence (Aronowitz [1972] 
1992; Duberman 1999), the burgeoning movements for sexual freedom 
saw pleasure as socially transformative. Marcuse (1969) supported the 
left line that saw sexuality as a quick release rather than a subversive 
possibility, but he also saw nothing wrong with this form of “repres-
sive desublimation,” as he called it. For the later Situationists, personal 
pleasure was viewed as a necessary antidote to alienated forms of labor 
and social relations. Building on the writings of Wilhelm Reich, they 
recognized that desires needed to fi nd a form of expression if creative 
social movements were ever to create a different world (Aufhuben n.d.; 
Vaneigem [1967] 2003).

Could pleasure offer a route toward a liberatory society designed around 
affect, not war? Or was play merely a distraction from the diffi cult work 
of community organizing for social change? Was it just for fun, or did 
play establish the context for a richer democracy? Was play an appropriate 
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response to social control? These were questions that would vex move-
ments for sexual freedom for years to come. Yet from the earliest days 
of gay liberation, the organization of queer communities has included the 
practical challenges of defending such spaces to meet and play.

GAY LIBERATION AND THE STRUGGLE 
FOR THE RIGHT TO PLAY

Liddell Jackson is an African American man who moved to New York City 
shortly after graduating from Brown University in 1976 with a degree in 
applied mathematics. In between his careers in business and entertainment, 
including performances in All That Jazz and A Chorus Line, Jackson began 
his life as an organizer of spaces for gay men of all colors to meet and build 
community (Merrett 1992, 1993; Mandel 1995). The struggle for a place 
to play—for a right to connect—was always a central part of this struggle, 
as Liddell explains:

We used to say in the old days, in the old Black and White Men To-
gether days, at the beginning of my political activity that you have to 
fi ght for your right to party. That if you really want to party and have 
a good time and be openly gay and openly free, you have to fi ght for 
that. It’s not a given. It just doesn’t happen. Nowadays, everyone is just 
having a grand old time. But there was a time when we had to fi ght 
for it. So we party nowadays and we play nowadays. Those of us who 
have really been through this activist world realize the value of our play 
time. It’s a hard earned, hard fought for success.

Before gay liberation, homosexual identity was understood as a recogniz-
able, albeit discreet, subculture. It developed through modes of dress, talk, 
gestures, and acts, all with specifi c meanings. Pubs, molly houses, movie 
theaters, gay bars, bathhouses, and even cruising spots provided a context 
for this identity and subculture, presenting homosexuality as more than 
a sex act or proclivity (Bray 1988; Chauncey 1994). These spaces helped 
constitute homosexuality as a way of being in the world.

As such, attacks on homosexual venues served as attacks on gay identity. 
Emerging from the earlier homophile movement, gay liberation began in 
the late 1960s with the recognition that offi cial intimidation constituted 
an all too common feature of gay and lesbian social life. Liberation meant 
queers would fi ght back. Flashpoints included police raids and ensuing riots 
at the CRH’s fundraising drag ball in San Francisco in 1965, at Compton’s 
Cafeteria in the same city in 1966, and at the Stonewall Inn in New York 
City in 1969 (Stryker and Van Buskirk 1996, 41–42; Carter 2004; Highley-
man 2004, 2005a). In the end, assaults on queer spaces spurred the call for 
gay liberation.
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FIGHTING FOR THE RIGHT AT STONEWALL

“If I had known that Judy [Garland] died that night, we wouldn’t have 
had the raid,” explained Seymour Pine, the former Deputy Inspector of 
Manhattan’s First Division of Public Morals, who led the 1969 raid on the 
Stonewall Inn, during a talk at the New York Historical Society thirty-fi ve 
years later (Shepard 2004c).

Even at the movement’s genesis, a sense of camp was part of the resistance 
during the fi ve nights of rioting, in which street youths reset the terms for 
queer struggle. When the Tactical Police Force (TPF) rushed the youths out-
side the bar during the fi rst night, a small group linked arms and, kicking 
showgirl style, sang their old reprise with words updated for the occasion:

We are the Stonewall Girls
We wear our hair in curls
We wear no underwear
We show our pubic hairs.

The humorous kickline was used to stymie the police as they tried to regain 
control of the streets. Whenever the TPF moved forward, the youths would 
taunt them with variations on their humorous routine, calling the police 
“the girls in blue” and “Lily Law.” The youths would get about as close to 
the cops as they could, then they’d start to run (Duberman 1993, 200–01; 
Carter 2004, 176–79).

I asked Bob Kohler, a longtime activist and eyewitness to the riots, about 
the now famous Stonewall kickline: Was it a struggle against attempts at 
control?

At that point, it was totally impromptu. The kids just decided. Now 
what it did, whether they formulated this in their heads [or not], it broke 
the cops completely. It made fools of the cops. It also infuriated the cops. 
It was totally surreal, and that was what happens when you get a bunch 
of teenagers doing a kickline and saying, “We are the Stonewall Girls,” 
and you’ve got cops in helmets. What are they going to do? Suddenly, 
even the cop with the thickest head had to feel totally disarmed, totally 
exposed, totally foolish, and see this riot for what it was.

Thus, the playful, campy kickline thwarted the police attack. Without 
the kickline, all there would have been was “that awful tension,” Kohler 
explained. “We all felt like, what’s going on here—gays being beaten up 
in the streets.” Another witness, Danny Garvin, observed, “It was the 
most amazing thing. What was more amazing was when the cops charged. 
That’s when I think the anger started.” Although “the cops were used to 
some kind of camp coming from us,” the joyous kickline was something 
new. Garvin continued: “That kickline . . . I guess was a spoof on their 
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machismo, making fun of their authority. Yeah, I think that’s when I felt 
rage. Because . . . people were getting smashed with bats. And for what? 
A kick-line,” (Carter 2004, 177–79). Jerry Hoose, another participant, 
summed up the experience of fi ghting back: “It was just, to me, more a feel-
ing of joy” (Carter 2004, 177–79). That joy offered a trajectory for a new 
model of community organizing.

On July 9, 1969, the Mattachine Society held a meeting to follow up on 
the Stonewall riots. For the past decade, the veteran homophile group had 
approached gay rights with an apologist approach, asking for tolerance. 
After Stonewall, a new gay radicalism overshadowed this incrementalism, 
and a new group and movement was born. The group’s name was Gay Lib-
eration Front (GLF); the movement, gay liberation. Gay liberation fought 
the culture’s persistent negative reactions to queers (Weeks 1985, 13). Its 
goals were to free sexuality, to transform the family as an institution, to 
end antiqueer violence, and to develop a new vocabulary of the erotic (Alt-
man 1972, 83). It was a social movement built on public visibility, explo-
ration of personal growth, and an understanding that oppression based 
on sexual identity took place in a broad social context. R. D. Laing’s late 
1960s slogan, “The personal is the political,” was central to the move-
ment’s understanding of itself. “Better Blatant than Latent!” liberationists 
declared, rejecting homophile notions of privacy, propriety, and incremen-
talism (Bronski 1998, 67).

STONEWALL, THE FAERIES, AND THE TRIBES

Donald Gallagher, another Stonewall witness, spent the next thirty-fi ve 
years of his life as part of the various tribes—including the Radical Faer-
ies and the Church of Stop Shopping—that sprung up in the wake of the 
riots. He joined the Church of Stop Shopping to participate in the “Save 
the Poe and Judson Houses” campaign. The Church of Stop Shopping has 
led efforts to challenge the privatization of public spaces such as com-
munity gardens or places where people gather, such as Judson Memorial. 
Gallagher actually had his honeymoon at Judson House with his lover 
in 1966. These campaigns involved fi ghting against the ever expanding 
New York University razing the building where Edgar Allan Poe wrote 
“The Raven.” Judson House is another historic building in New York’s 
Washington Square Park beside the Poe House. The Radical Faeries and 
Gallagher’s other tribes have been a source of joy in his life.

For Gallagher, the riots were an “amusing” affair, he says with a laugh, 
“because I never went to the bar. It was not my scene at all.” For him, the most 
important part of the event was the abundance, the defi ance that followed:

One of the most fun moments was like a week or so later with one 
of the zaps. You just called people up on the telephone and had them 



40 Queer Political Performance and Protest

just show up somewhere. And it was one time we showed up by 
Macy’s. And completely stopped Broadway and 6th Avenue. It was 
only, like, forty or fi fty people. But it was enough to just close the 
whole thing down.

When I asked Gallagher why they shut down Macy’s, he exclaimed, “To 
show that we’re not going to put up with this any more!” And he came close 
to breaking into a gospel song: “No more. No more. Un uh. No more. No 
more.” I asked if he’d heard about the Stonewall chorus sing-along kickline. 
“We are the Stonewall Girls. We wear our hair in curls. I forget. I think it’s 
something like we wear no underwear,” he replied. “We are very debonair” 
was the lyric he was looking for. “Yes, that’s it. I’m also a Radical Faerie 
and we have our own version.”

Gallagher described the Radical Faeries as a tribe. “Radical Faeries 
are like a huge international group of gay men, women, straight people. 
It doesn’t matter as long as you have a faerie sensibility.” The Faeries are 
part of a lineage of post-Stonewall tribes of gender-insubordinate queers, 
including the Cockettes (discussed later); the Sisters of Perpetual Indul-
gence, who wear nun outfi ts and outrageous makeup (Sisters of Perpetual 
Indulgence n.d.; Highleyman 2003b); the Church Ladies for Choice, who 
wear respectable women’s clothing while mocking anti-abortion protest-
ers (Cohen-Cruz 1998); and others. The Church Ladies, like many of 
these groups, build on the groundbreaking work of Jose Sarria. While he 
sang “God Save Us Nelly Queers” to the tune of “God Save the Queen”, 
by the mid-1990s, the Church Ladies for Choice sang “God is a Lesbian” 
to a similar tune. The spectacle remained the same.

All these tribes embraced a campy sensibility. For example, Gallagher 
explained, “Recently the Sisters visited the Gates [an art installation in 
New York’s Central Park]. And it was a remarkable thing, how much hap-
piness and joy there is in just doing something like a Radical Faerie nun.” 
The point, if there is one, in this nonlinear play is to suggest there are 
other ways of being in the world. “Just to let people know that it’s OK to 
be completely crazy and outrageous in public space,” explains Gallagher. 
“It’s funny. It’s just funny.” In a life with a great deal of pain, such space 
allows social actors to experience a different kind of reality, way of being, 
and vision of the world.

This capacity to be “completely crazy” was part of what the gay libera-
tion movement was born to defend. The point of the gathering of tribes 
such as the Radical Faeries is to build on and validate the emotional soli-
darity that grows therein. These emotions emerge within the context of 
affect and feeling, rather than rational thinking (Maffesoli 1993, 1996). 
Nevertheless, there is a certain logic to gay liberation and other move-
ments for sexual freedom, built as they were on the notion that there are 
multiple kinds of knowledge about how to exist in the world. War and 
violence, capitalism, and procreation represented one way, but gay libera-
tionists argued that pleasure and play offered an equally valid alternative.
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Epistemological debates about such forms of knowing involve questions 
that works such as Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism have addressed for well over a century (Weber [1930] 1992; 
Cohler 1994). For gay liberationists such as Kohler and Gallagher, the rec-
ognition of the possibility of different kinds of knowledge and expertise has 
been an abiding principle of their work as activists. Some thirty-fi ve years 
after the Stonewall riots, Kohler was interviewed about his insights. “[T]
hey asked if I had any advice, and I said, yes I do. Listen to the crazies. This 
is the kind of thing that Sylvia Rivera could bring to a riot, that Marsha P. 
Johnson could bring to a riot.”

It was in part this audacity, this lack of interest in playing by the rules, 
that helped translate the burning ambitions of the gay liberation movement 
into legislative action. Rivera, a young drag queen who took part in the 
Stonewall riots, was among the most audacious of the street youth associ-
ated with Stonewall and the movements for sexual freedom that followed. 
Years after the riots, Rivera was established as a leader or “mother” of 
queer street youth in the 1990s. Her prime claim was as a fi erce advocate 
willing to participate in direct action if that was needed. Longtime activist 
Arthur Evans (2002) recalled:

My favorite memory of Sylvia Rivera was in early 1970 in New York City. 
The Gay Activists Alliance [GAA] was collecting petitions for a bill in the 
city council that would outlaw job discrimination against gays and les-
bians. . . . We took our petitions to a meeting of the Village Independent 
Democrats in Greenwich Village. . . . Carol Greitzer, the liberal council-
woman from Greenwich Village, was present at the meeting. Greitzer 
refused to take, or even look at, the petitions. Sylvia Rivera grabbed the 
petition-laden clipboard, marched up to the front of the meeting, and hit 
Greitzer over the head with it. The liberals started to listen up. . . . GAA 
leader Marty Robinson called the process “climbing up the liberals.”

Figure 2.1 “Gay Liberation Now” sticker.
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Rivera was ever present, doing whatever it took to bring about the passage 
of the bill, including getting arrested with Evans and Marty Mumford. “I 
was the only drag queen that got arrested for petitioning for gay rights,” 
Rivera later recalled. “We were included in their bill. All of a sudden, I 
started becoming more and more an organizer and a front-liner. . . . Drag 
queens could be out there. What did we have to lose?” The fi ght would last 
well into the 1980s before the bill fi nally passed (Shepard 2004b). 

For Kohler and many others, working with Rivera and the other early 
gay liberation activists translated into a defi ant theatrical experience. “The 
[Stonewall] riot was the theater of the ridiculous,” Kohler explained. “These 
kids managed to fi gure it all out. And that to me was one of the big things.” I 
asked Kohler to explain what he meant by this “Theater of the Ridiculous”:

Well, the Theater of the Ridiculous was Charles Ludlam’s theater over 
on Sheridan Square. That’s what it was called. The Theater of the 
Ridiculous went on for years. And Ludlam put on these take-offs on 
plays. Charles made the whole thing so confounding. When he played 
Camille, he had a beard. It was gender-fuck. He didn’t try to look 
like Camille, but you sat there and suddenly believed he was Camille. 
That’s what made it ridiculous. And you were buying it. And that was 
every play he did. He was brilliant.

Started in 1967, the Theater of the Ridiculous was an inspiration for many 
theatrical activists. This defi ant queer sensibility would be a part of gay 
activism for much of the 1970s. Ludlam died of AIDS in 1987, the year 
ACT UP was born in New York City, and his campy queer sensibility was 
enormously infl uential for the new group (Kauffman 2002; Bordowitz 
2004). Yet, this defi ance dates back to the earliest days of gay liberation.

Tribes of like-minded queers branched out throughout the 1970s as vaga-
bonds tried to fi nd new ways of being in the world. Part of what these tribes 
did was create community spaces for those who did not fi t into mainstream 
U.S. culture. One such tribe in San Francisco was called the Cockettes, a 
group of drag queens and hippies who went on to become a performance 
troupe. In the late 1960s, their founder, George Harris, a young actor from 
New York City who had garnered some fame when he was photographed 
placing a fl ower into the rifl e of a National Guardsman during an antiwar 
rally, had resurfaced in San Francisco as an anarchistic, androgynous drag 
queen. Hibiscus, as he called himself, could often be found dancing in Golden 
Gate Park arrayed in fl owing robes and glitter or singing show tunes in a tree 
(sometimes with clothes, sometimes without). Former Cockettes remember 
him singing “Tropical Heat Wave” and he beckoned others to join him. The 
gesture might not have been a conscious recruiting tactic, but it was part of 
his life-affi rming embrace of all he saw around him. Eventually, others joined 
with him to form a pansexual community of drag queens, perverts, gender 
benders, hippies, political activists, and hangers-on (Tent 2004; Highleyman 
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2005b). Their impromptu debut came on New Year’s Eve 1969, performing 
a ribald kickline on stage during a movie intermission. They later did queer 
take-offs on well-known show standards—often complete with nudity—
prompting author Truman Capote to remark after one performance: “This is 
the most outrageous thing I have ever seen!” However, after some members 
began steering the Cockettes in the direction of more polished performances, 
Hibiscus broke away and formed the Angels of Light, a troupe with a more 
tribal sensibility (Highleyman 2005b). For many, the diverse models of family 
constellations and alternate kinship networks, as well as community forma-
tions inspired by gay liberation, offered an image of just what a pluralistic 
democracy might look like. For longtime gay liberationists such as Donald 
Gallagher, the effort involved pushing to create a space for such communities 
within an often monolithic public sphere. Gallagher explains:

People are so stuck in images of what they are supposed to be, what 
they should be, how high the building should be. Like this should be a 
forty-story building instead of a neighborhood, just to break through 
that miasma that people are in, like they were hypnotized somehow. 
We should break right through into a place with fun. Be who you are. 
It’s allowed, no matter how foolish or silly that may actually be. Those 
things kind of go together, don’t they?

For many years, Gay Liberation was about more than just coming out as 
queer, it was about allowing all people to come out as who they are (Shep-
ard 1997). The point was to break through what felt like a monolithic 
mystifi cation with an active voice. In many ways, gay liberation was about 
a community of people who become active, rather than passive agents. The 
aim was to claim authentic voices, rather than live repressive, one-dimen-
sional lives (Marcuse 1964).

DEFINITIONS AND DIFFERENCES OF PLAY

The ambitions of a gay liberation project organized around pleasure are 
intimately bound within efforts to create and sustain places to play. Yet, 
even for those actively involved in movements for sexual freedom, under-
standings of the concept of play or its relationship to organizing are any-
thing but monolithic. For some, play is about performance and cultural 
work; for others, the concept is related to psychoanalytic understandings of 
play as experimentation; for still others, it’s about Eros. A review of a few 
of these understandings is useful.

For Liddell Jackson, play is about pleasure.

When I think about play, I think about sex. Even if I was going to open 
it up beyond the obvious sexual expressions of pleasure between me 
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and another person or a group of people, even if I just thought of play 
as the physical enjoyment of each other. And there all sorts of things 
that come into play. Parties are play to me; however, I’ve always con-
tended that everything we do is a political act. Even when Black and 
White Men Together used to go to the beach, it was a political act.

However, play is also a tool for combating the symptoms of a sexphobic 
culture. The politics of play is part of a strategy that helps everyone feel a 
little more free, just by knowing that there are others out there truly experi-
menting with it. Jackson continues:

I went on Donahue nude and got lots of calls, including one from 
a young black man from Boise, Idaho, who was inspired to form a 
GLBT Alliance. And that goes into the politics of play for me, which 
is to be proud of what you are doing. It’s an expression of your physi-
cality; it’s an expression of your freedom of spirit. It’s not just to get 
your rocks off; it’s not just a means to an end. No, it’s an expression 
of how you see yourself in the world and how you want the world 
to experience you. It’s an expression of your body and how you feel 
about your body, how you want to share your body with the universe 
around you.

For Susan Wright, media spokesperson for the National Coalition for 
Sexual Freedom (NCSF), play involves a framework for communicating 
about and sharing pleasure. She describes what play means to the BDSM 
community:

Play means people engaging in S/M. And more often people call [the 
places where they do S/M] “play spaces,” which I think really indicates 
what it’s about when you play with somebody, you have a mutual un-
derstanding of what you are going to do. “We’re going to play cops and 
robbers.” It’s very imaginative and creative. And then when it’s done, 
you go back to being equals, which is also a place from which you ne-
gotiate and communicate initially.

In psychoanalysis, one talks about play as a space where people grow and 
experiment and understand the limits of the world. The same process takes 
place with SM. Wright continues:

This is a wonderful way for people to get to play sexually. People who 
want to experiment and push the boundaries a little. They can come 
together in this space. It’s very safe because there are other people there. 
They are usually monitored. People who organize the space, they usu-
ally have what they call “DMs” or Dungeon Monitors or Play Monitors, 
“PMs.” And these people go around and make sure that there are no 
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problems, that nobody is saying the “safe word.” . . . And that’s what we 
call our equipment too, “toys.”

Jackson concurs. Sexual play and play spaces bring people together. It is 
about healthy communication and diversity:

[I]t brings safe guys and bareback guys together. And the reason I do 
that is that it forces people to communicate with each other. If you see 
somebody or somebody approaches you, you are essentially entering 
into a contract. You have guidelines and you have a right to have your 
guidelines paid attention to. If the person with whom you are about to 
do something doesn’t want to follow your guidelines, tell him to take 
a walk. There is another guy standing right next to him that will do 
everything you say. I don’t care how beautiful he is, he is dispensable if 
he is not going to adhere to your guidelines.

Yet for others, such as longtime gay activist and professor Eric Rofes, the 
word play has negative, belittling connotations: “I don’t like the word play. 
So I resist the word play.” Rofes explains: “With play, there is often an 
unconscious working out of learnings, growth and lessons that then become 
sustained in the psyche.” He elaborates: “I think what you are talking about 
when you are talking about more conscious things, or interventions that are 
being playful, I would argue that this is around cultural work.”

For Rofes, play involves a series of cultural interventions including 
dance, carnival, food, and even gay liberation and ACT UP zaps. Accord-
ing to Joe Kennedy (1994), zaps are best understood as “direct actions 
which confront oppressors” (vii). “The incessant zaps” of groups such as 
GLF and the Gay Activist Alliance (GAA) “forced gay and lesbian con-
cerns onto the public agenda for the fi rst time” (vii–iii). Rofes suggests 
the term play is not the appropriate term for certain heavier endeavors. 
“I hate the use of the word play in S/M and other cultures. I think call-
ing it play often disrespects the seriousness of what you are working on,” 
he explains.

The paradoxes of play can be diffi cult to grapple with. At the end of 
our interview, Rofes suggested I take a look at Geoff Mains’s ([1984] 
2002) Urban Aboriginals, an exploration of leather community practices 
that makes frequent use of the term play for leathersex (slightly rougher 
sex with leather and rituals of the leather community). For Rofes, who is 
himself involved in leather communities, the term play seems to betray an 
understanding of Eros, which involves some level of risk. Yet, he is open to 
appreciating that these light forms of play do involve notions of pleasure:

Today I was at the library doing my research on “clones” in the 1970s. 
There was a cartoon, from ’78 or so, showing a man talking to someone 
in the window of a brownstone, and he says something like, “Can your 
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lover come out and play with me?” Something like, can a boy come out 
and play? It’s really an interesting kind of use of the word “play” then. 
And I see what they mean.

For many from the 1970s, play is intricately involved with conceptions 
of a playground for pleasure, exploration, and imagination. For some thir-
ty-fi ve years, Barton Benes has lived across from the Hudson River piers on 
the West Side of New York, where gay men cruise for sex. For Benes, the 
piers were a place for playing and connecting. “I think of getting blow jobs 
as playing. Yeah, having sex was playing. What I was doing was playing.”

Yet, the context for the piers’ use changed with the setting of the sun. 
“During the day, I think of it as a different trip,” Benes explained. “There 
was one pier here where people would just go and sunbathe.” Yet, as a place 
to play, the piers were also a place to explore, imagine, and discover new 
worlds. “The piers started out as a secret place,” he continued. “It was a 
secret place with all sorts of treasures, fi le cabinets, antiques, lamps. . . . I 
knew every hole in the ground.” The piers were open abandoned spaces on 
the West Side waterfront of Manhattan. The space also included an aban-
doned warehouse that had fallen into disuse. Queers found other use and 
meaning within the space. Benes is an artist whose work involves building 
on artifacts. Much of his inspiration for this work began after he moved 
into his building across from the piers. “I moved to this building in 1970,” 
he recalls. “I found a lot of stuff on the piers. Desks, chairs, etc. There were 
doors. There were old tin lamps, old fi le cabinets.” Here, Benes’s explo-
ration within the urban rubble, the treasures he found amid the seaweed, 
overlapped with a spirit of Eros. “That’s how I got interested,” he continues. 
“Every time I would go in, there would be two or three more people. It took 
a long time, but people found it was a secret place to go sunbathe.” During 
those strolls, art overlapped with pleasure:

I could go exploring and fi nd treasures in people’s desks. I didn’t go out 
there to meet men, but then once I got this good blow job, and I started. 
There is something more going on. Then, before you know it, more and 
more people. And it turned into a circus with people from all over the 
world going to the piers.

PLAY AND THE POLITICS OF GAY LIBERATION

Gay politics would spread around the world with the same speed, the same 
spirit of Eros and renewal, creativity, and public accessibility. Throughout 
these years, play overlapped with pranks and politics and an approach to 
political intervention called a “zap.” Arnie Kantrowitz ([1977] 1996), a long-
term member of the GAA, recalled the playful zaps used by the early mem-
bers of the group. “We encouraged each other into more and more nonviolent 
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‘zaps’: into dancing together in front of a crowd of straight people in Central 
Park, and into disrupting the taping of the mayor’s television show” (104).

That camp and joy would become a key ingredient of the burgeoning gay 
liberation movement over the next decade. Implicit was the recognition of 
the possibilities in play when disenfranchised groups of previously isolated 
individuals converge on the streets—sometimes in righteous anger, some-
times just to connect, quite often both.

Hank Wilson, an organizer with both Bay Area Gay Liberation in the 
1970s and ACT UP in the 1980s and 1990s, recalled the interplay of the 
struggle for pleasure and opposition to injustice during an organizing cam-
paign in the late 1970s in opposition to Anti Bryant’s reactionary “Save 
Our Children” (from Homosexuality) campaign:

If they [homophobes] did something against us, we got in their face. 
We marched. The call would go up and hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple would turn out. And we turned out because we cruised at those 
events and we still do. It was very, very exciting. (quoted in Shepard 
1997b, 35)

These two notions—opposition to oppression and support for liberation—
mutually reinforced each other. Here, a politics of pleasure overlapped with 
the exhilaration and the novelty of the burgeoning movement for sexual 
freedom. Throughout the gay liberation years of the mid-1970s in San 
Francisco, Harvey Milk, one of the nation’s fi rst openly gay elected offi -
cials, used to say, “You gotta give ’em hope,” especially during the famous 
Gay Pride marches in 1977 and 1978 (Shepard 1997b). The politics of gay 
freedom combined elements of celebration and relief for those who had 
answered Milk’s call to “come out” and had lived to tell the tale.

“We hope because it’s a more powerful and more joyful way to live,” 
wrote Rebecca Solnit (2004), building on Milk’s ethos. For gay liberation-
ists, the right to meet in public spaces without fear of homophobic violence 
was tantamount to the most basic constitutionally protected demands for 
the right to public assembly and the pursuit of happiness.

GAY LIBERATION AND A PLACE FOR EROS

Queer theorist Douglas Crimp situates the place for play and pleasure 
within the struggle for gay liberation:

Unlike today, gay men in the 1970s in urban America had a highly cre-
ative ethos about sexual pleasure; it was one of the few movements in 
the history of this country that built a culture on a great variety of forms 
of affectional and sexual relationships, a proliferation of variously or-
ganized friendships and community relations, which made for a great 
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many options for obtaining pleasure and forming human connection 
and intimacy. (quoted in Takemoto 2003)

This model served as a stark contrast to the historical understanding of 
sexuality in culture and social life. Until the movements for sexual freedom 
in the late 1960s and 1970s, sexuality was understood as a private, not 
public realm. Pleasure was seen in contrast to social order—the pleasure 
principle versus the reality principle, as conceptualized by Sigmund Freud 
(1961). According to Donald Webster Corey ([1951] 2001), one of the ear-
liest proponents of gay liberation, “The anti-sex culture pretends that it 
is heterosexual, in order the better to suppress all sex for pleasure.” In 
the years before Gay Liberation, healthy and civilized people were seen as 
adult and straight, while those who played as something other. Those who 
enjoyed pleasure were seen as outside the realm of social order (Bronski 
1998, p. 240–41).

Rofes, who worked with Boston’s Gay Community News collective dur-
ing the early years of gay liberation explains:

I think part of the problem is that both the right and the left have 
been anti-pleasure. The left refutes it as a bourgeois notion and the 
right say it’s anti-Christian and things like that. They live in this 
Neverland. . . . People are looking for productive activity, and or-
gasm is not seen as productive . . . or some can argue that it is. Plea-
sure is not seen as productive. And I think that goes into deeper areas 
of the kind of social glue that is needed to pull organizing together 
in the long haul.

In his essay, “Capitalism and Gay Identity,” John D’Emilio (1993) sug-
gested that part of the threat presented by gay liberation stemmed from the 
notion of building community, kinship networks, and the like outside the 
prerequisites of accumulation. Pleasure outside of procreation is not viewed 
as productive; it does not contribute. It does not create widgets, labor, kids, 
or products to contribute to the economy.

However, this view also traditionally permeates left-wing politics. 
“The left have not been there as advocates of pleasure in their organizing 
or their politics,” Rofes explains. In contrast, gay liberationists recog-
nized the importance of pleasure as a vital part of social and political life. 
For Rofes, it was also part of the culture of a new culture of movement 
organizing.

I feel like I got that from my years at Gay Community News, from 
being next door to Fag Rag, which was putting that out really 
boldly. But also in gay liberation as I found it in the mid-1970s, there 
was a commitment to challenging the Marxist notion that pleasure 
was a bourgeois kind of indulgence. And I really do feel like gay 
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men in particular contributed a lot to that. And to me, [that in-
cluded] everything from public sex to drag and gender performance 
to Joan Crawford movies to the opera for some people. I do feel like 
gay liberation really showed that culture and politics really had to 
come together.

To this end, the movement sought to liberate not only queer sexuality, but 
sexuality in general. Instead of serving as a tool of production or an indica-
tor of social status, sexuality was understood as something pleasurable and 
relational (Altman 1972, 83; D’Emilio 1993; Bersani 1995).

Activists struggled to defend and make sense of notions of play within 
both private and public spheres of life. Rofes describes how such questions 
were handled at Gay Community News:

I mean, we settled this at the Gay Community News in the late 1970s: 
what was the role of fun. And what could it mean that after we did lay-
out on Thursday night, the guys would be in Herbie’s Ramrod Room 
on their knees suckin’ dick all night? Was that an informal part of it, 
something to be ashamed of? I mean, I just feel like sexual pleasure had 
not been on anyone’s agenda.

The politics of play and the debates that accompanied it were a constant 
part of the practical work of the GAA and its efforts to create safe places 
for queers to meet and build community in the years after Stonewall. The 
group sought to create alternatives to gay bars such as the Stonewall Inn, 
which was controlled by the Mafi a, and thus invited police harassment 
(Carter 2004). “We needed alternatives to call our own,” Kantrowitz 
([1977] 1996) recalled, adding:

We also needed money. So we solved both problems by going into 
the business of giving dances. At fi rst they were lovely work . . . we 
would dance our asses off, tripping on mescaline, the Welcoming 
Committee cooling our heated faces with fresh water from a sprayer, 
surrounding dancing couples with paper garlands and distribut-
ing glittering favors, rings and things that had a delightful carnival 
tackiness about them. . . . A single “vibe” fi lled the room of writhing 
bodies . . . we were a single mass. We celebrated ourselves and our 
solidarity. (118)

Such undifferentiated connectedness was part of the life within the tribe. 
The group’s Dionysian ethos translated into a distinctive, cabalistic feeling 
grounded in the rhythms of embodied, authentic, lived experience (Maffe-
soli 1996; Gardiner 1997).

For the gay liberationists, this raw, visceral trajectory favored feel-
ing, the carnal rather than the clinical logic that had helped pathologize 
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queer sexuality. During the postwar years after the rise of psychia-
try, homosexuality was included as a diagnostic category of mental 
disorder by the American Psychiatric Association, despite the fact 
that the fi eld’s founder, Freud ([1935] 2001), had clearly written that 
queer sexuality was neither something to celebrate nor something 
to condemn.

One early achievement of the burgeoning gay liberation movement 
was the push to remove this classifi cation, which succeeded in 1973. For 
Columbia University law professor Kendall Thomas (2003), an African 
American man who participated in the public sexual culture of the gay 
liberation years, the rejection of narratives that linked queer sexuality 
with pathology offered the marker of a new self-understanding:

That period of time for me, that post-Stonewall period for me, repre-
sents the moment of emergence of a distinct gay politics, which is not 
the politics of reform, which is not a politics that takes—accepts—the 
view of gay and lesbian sexuality as pathological sexualities. By 1973, 
American psychiatrists had rejected the defi nition of homosexuality as 
a mental disorder and that creates—it contributes to a collective sense 
of a gay self that I think was crucial to the creation of a gay conscious-
ness as a political consciousness.

A vital element of this consciousness was a rejection of the ruthless 
clinical logic of the pre-Stonewall world. For gay liberationists, it was 
that rationalized worldview that had consigned homosexual existence 
to the realm of mental illness and psychiatric wards (Foucault 1977, 
1978, 1980). After Stonewall, this worldview was rejected in favor of 
a less linear, more sensuous approach to living (Maffesoli 1996; Gar-
diner 1997).

Affective play was part of the world-making project of the movement, 
and, as with any world-making struggle, tensions certainly accompanied 
the endeavor. A number of these ideological confl icts could be witnessed 
within the post-Stonewall play and politics of the GAA. Debates over stra-
tegic use of pleasure as opposed to conventional politics were refl ected in 
organizing events as simple as a weekend social. Kantrowitz ([1977] 1996), 
an active GAA member, recalled:

The Pleasure Committee believed we could liberate our own heads and 
our sense of community through these dances, but the political people, 
believing we were diluting our purposes, accused the pleasure people of 
trying to “dance our way to liberation.” We needed our money and our 
people for demonstrations, not for decorating dance halls, they main-
tained. But the money came from the dances, the pleasure people re-
minded them. The two groups clashed, threatening to tear the fl edgling 
organization apart, holding dramatic late night meetings to confront 
each other, beginning to split into two separate camps and to hate each 
other in the process. (118–19)
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Confl ict between the pleasure people and the political people could also be 
witnessed in West Coast gay liberation politics as well. Rofes, himself an 
active participant in the movement, has studied gay men’s sexual cultures 
in San Francisco and elsewhere. He confi rms:

In my research, I ask all these men what was their relationship to 
gay political, social, religious, and cultural organizing in the 1970s. 
And basically, they had no relationship to it. They were getting laid. 
They were going to the bars or the baths or the parks. They were do-
ing something else and the activists were going on fear. . . . I don’t 
think that activists did a good job of bridging it at that time. I don’t 
think the people dancing to Sylvester in San Francisco . . . I think 
that there was more of a class division, and a certain fragment of 
the middle class did the activism and we thought, “Why aren’t more 
people coming?”

Yet, there were times when the two camps did overlap. For example, 
throughout the struggle to defeat the 1978 Briggs Initiative, which would 
have banned gay teachers from public schools, aides to openly gay San 
Francisco City Council member Harvey Milk could be seen in the city’s 
bathhouses. The party people got involved with politics. These cultures 
overlapped with the parties of impresarios such as Michael Moletta, one of 
the fi rst San Francisco men to die of HIV/AIDS. These play structures were 
also used for organizing (Shepard 1997b).

In New York City, the pleasure people and the political people estab-
lished a simple detente, with the compromise that the GAA dances would 
be decorated with political motifs. Yet “an ideological rift had been cre-
ated, and for some it never healed,” Kantrowitz ([1977] 1996) recalled. “In 
the end, the dances proved to be neither political nor pure pleasure. The 
dances were good business” (118–19).

THE BATHS AS A PUBLIC COMMONS

Yet the split between the pleasure people and the political people was not 
insurmountable. “Going to a sex club is something many gay men do routinely 
because we have purposely developed a culture of sexual pleasure,” Crimp 
explains (quoted in Takemoto 2003). Here, public sexual spaces offered a 
way to touch and be connected with many members of the queer body politic. 
For many involved in gay liberation politics, the very fact that in bathhouses, 
queers could fi nd a safe place to play without harassment was a victory for 
the movement. These public sexual spaces were thought to cultivate a vital 
generative energy.

Building on this recognition, one Stonewall veteran, Bob Kohler, spent 
the decade after the riots running a bathhouse in New York’s East Village. 
He describes the space:
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At the bathhouse, we had this atrium. We had these huge palm trees, 
real live trees. For the people coming, you pay your money, there’s go-
ing to be sex. Boom, boom. You walk in and there are birds singing. 
Here you are, you came to fuck. And suddenly you are sitting there 
and there is a jungle, there’s parrots, and palm trees and exotic fl ow-
ers. You’ve got to see a bigger picture. You’ve just got to. That’s where 
there was a sense of theater. Especially at our bathhouse and at the 
Continental Baths.

As the decade wore on, the baths were increasingly recognized as vital pub-
lic spaces. With this, all the distinct features of New York City social and 
cultural life would follow. Local politico Bella Abzug used to campaign at 
the baths, and they became a kind of public commons. “We had Ronnie 
Eldridge come and make political speeches,” Kohler explained. On other 
days, “Bette Midler used to sing at the Continental Baths to men wearing 
only towels.” High culture intersected with low as any number of cultural 
and political players frequented the baths. Kohler continues:

You know what a bathhouse is, you don’t really cover parts. And 
then there are a hundred men or so who have just fucked their brains 
out, who will go back and fuck their brains out. And here is this 
woman. Now take it a step further when you go from Bette Midler, 
who was kind of trashy and fi t right in, to the great pop jazz icon 
Sarah Vaughan.

In a mix Cole Porter would have loved, even opera singers performed at 
the baths. “Eleanor Steiber, the opera singer. Eleanor Steiber was one of 
the biggest attractions at the Continental Baths,” Kohler explained.

It was the unique cultural intersection between pleasure and politics, 
Eros and democratic organizing, that made this early 1970s moment unique, 
with Abzug campaigning and Bette Midler making a name for herself as a 
performer within this public commons. This distinct cultural understand-
ing also translated into gay liberation politics. For example, during the 
speak-out on Gay Pride Day in 1973, the ever plugged-in Bette Midler is 
said to have heard that another riot was about to break out, and rushed to 
Washington Square, where the event was being held, taking the microphone 
from the GAA’s Vito Russo and singing “You Gotta Have Friends” with 
Barry Manilow as warring factions, including Sylvia Rivera and radical les-
bians, fought over who was going to speak next. Russo later confessed that 
only Midler’s sudden appearance averted outright violence (Marotta 1981, 
296–97). “Bette worked like a charm,” Russo would explain. “It wasn’t 
that the issues were forgotten, but she provided a tremendously healing 
presence. It was a great thing for Bette, too. She said later that it was one of 
the great things she did” (quoted in E. Marcus 1992, 268).

Kendall Thomas (2003) recalls:
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[S]ome of the most tender, open, vulnerable, authentic moments in 
my own sexual autobiography are moments that involve the relative 
anonymity of public sexual culture in New York City in the late 
1970s. And I would dishonor the achievement that the very existence 
of that culture represented if I said, as many said, “Well that was a 
bad world,” or that I was excluded or had nothing but bad experi-
ences in that world.

Although tensions accompanied many of the struggles around gay libera-
tion, the baths remained a distinct space for much of the 1970s and early 
1980s. Kohler’s favorite moment running his bathhouse occurred some 
time after that 1973 Gay Pride Day:

I think the most telling thing, which will sum the whole thing up, 
a good customer came in and it was Christmas day, or maybe New 
Year’s. We had all the attendants taking the towels, everybody, me, 
wearing tuxedos. And everyone else was naked in their towels. And 
we had this huge feast out in the atrium, turkey, champagne, cocktails, 
and whatnot. And one guy, when he left, snaps his fi ngers like he forgot 
something. I said, “What’s the matter?” He sighs and says, “I forgot.” 
I said, “What did you forget?” “I forgot to have sex.” I think that sums 
it up. He came and he just got so involved in all the other stuff that he 
forgot what he was there for.

As Kohler suggests, “these places were [about] far more than just sex.” In 
fact, Kohler met a lover he was with for thirteen years at “the old Everhard 
baths on a Sunday afternoon.” Others, including GAA’s Arnie Kantrowitz 
have noted that they met longer term lovers at bathhouses.

Yet for others, the baths built on a Blanche DuBois-like “I have always 
depended on the kindness of strangers” kind of ethos. Here, strangers and 
friends met, party people and politicos shared kinship, talked, connected, 
and thrived as part of a tribe and a community. A similar cohort in San 
Francisco concur; for these activists the baths were a place to relax and 
see everybody you knew (Shepard 1997b). In the same way that the union 
halls served as a public commons for trade unionists (Aronowitz 2003), 
the baths served as a public commons for queers in the 1970s and 1980s. 
They functioned as “a living room,” for the community, Kohler says. “We 
called it the living room. It was as big as this apartment. Leather furni-
ture, a huge television. We had complimentary donuts on Sunday morn-
ings. You got breakfast. It was just an incredible kind of atmosphere.” 
As Kohler explains, people were free to talk and be themselves in these 
spaces:

It was amazing to see. People would come out of a big orgy room, 
fucked everyway but sideways, coming down and having a discussion. 
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I used to get into long political discussions with these people. There 
was a whole give-and-take which ended when the bathhouse era 
ended.

One of the most important elements of these public sexual spaces—
such as theaters, movie houses, baths, and clubs—was that they offered 
a venue for cross-class contact (Delany 1999). As Liddell Jackson 
explains:

One of the things I like best about the gay male community is that 
you cross class lines, you cross race lines, sometimes you even cross 
gender lines when it comes to meeting each other. And there is some-
thing very exciting about being able to get together and meet each 
other in the way that hetero society is not able to do. . . . When 
you are gay, you just meet everybody. You meet bankers, you meet 
artists, you meet bums. You meet people from Detroit; you meet 
people from Amsterdam. . . . And there is something very, very ex-
citing about the freedom of being able to do that. And knowing that 
deep, deep down, we’re the only ones doing that. Nobody else is 
doing this.

In these spaces, everyday people who were coming just to get away from the 
real world could intermingle with stars in a fantastical, theatrical space that 
felt open to all. “Rudolf Nureyev used to pose at the top of the staircase 
much to the delight of the other bathhouse patrons,” Kohler recalls. “It was 
very theatrical.” Within such a context, Jackson suggests these spaces could 
be considered utopian social experiments:

I always say that in my mind’s eye, in two or three hundred years 
from now, I see the gay male community as part of the forefront of 
the society. And others replicating it. Simply because we’ve created 
so many structures that worked and just created them ourselves, 
because we had no one to make them for us. And we weren’t going 
to go without.

And although they had their idealistic aspects, they were also very practi-
cal, “very necessary” utilitarian spaces. “These were places where people 
could be clean. And [where they could have sex] not in the bushes where 
[the threat of violence and arrest was constant],” Kohler explains. “We 
had the health clinic come in once a week for [STD] testing. We had con-
doms before they [the Department of Health] tried to have condoms. We 
had literature there. We had political literature there. The bathhouses were 
beyond sex.”

But most important for Jackson, these are spaces where people could just 
meet and be together. For him, this is a success in and of itself:
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It’s not one or the other. Everything that I do, even if its just creat-
ing a sex party, is to me as important as creating a christening for 
somebody’s baby. The thing that I like best about these things is they 
bring people together. It’s very important for people to come out and 
come together. The Beatles had it right. It’s very important for people 
to really fi gure out ways to come together. It doesn’t make sense for 
us to operate in our own little shells and our own little circumscribed 
worlds. It’s vitally important for us to fi gure out ways to interact 
with each other.

With such spaces, Jackson has been able to witness surprising interconnec-
tions among members of the tribe:

A couple of years ago I did this series of pansexual play parties. It was 
one of the most liberating things I have ever done in my entire life. . . . I 
so enjoyed that. For six months, we did play parties for heterosexuals, 
lesbians, gay men, leatherfolks, everybody. And they always started the 
same way, gay men would get things going, cause we have it down. . . . 
Everyone would watch until they fi nally got comfortable. And then 
lesbians would tear down the walls.

Within such public spaces, dynamics of pluralistic democracy, of “pur-
suit of happiness,” take full form and expression. Democracy stops being 
a concept, it becomes a reality in which people give and take and share. 
In this respect, movements for sexual freedom loosen up other aspects of 
democratic life. “It becomes an educational process for everyone involved,” 
Jackson explains. Of all the experiences Jackson has had with organizing 
parties, “The leather play parties stand out tremendously because of bring-
ing all of those different orientations together. And having people watch 
each other and play.” He recalls a group of leathermen watching two lesbi-
ans doing a play scene at their party and everyone applauding their sense of 
pleasure. He concludes:

You share those things and then people start to realize there is more to 
heaven and earth than to dream over your philosophy, Horatio. It’s just 
more than you could possibly think of. There is more happening out 
there than you are possibly aware of.

Scenes such as those described by Jackson and Kohler hearken back to 
the earliest liberatory aspirations of the Gay Liberation Movement. For 
liberationists “gay” was a revolutionary identity capable of dismantling 
institutions that pathologized sexuality. They believed their movement 
would free sexuality from the constraining cultural prerequisites of sex 
and gender. To the extent that homosexuality did not conform to norma-
tive understandings of sex and gender, liberationists sought to subvert 
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these categories, emancipating a new and unmediated sexuality for all 
people (Jargose 1996, 37–41). Sex roles and monolithic categories of het-
erosexuality and homosexuality were bound to fade out in favor of a 
potential bisexuality. Instead of serving as a tool of production or an 
indicator of social status, sexuality was understood as something plea-
surable and relational (Altman 1972, 83; D’Emilio 1993). For many, the 
all-inclusive sense of gay in the 1970s gave way to a stricter boundary 
policing.

BROADER DIVISIONS WITHIN THE MOVEMENT

While the ambition of the movement was to create a free-er democracy, 
broader social divisions over race, class, gender, and sex accompanied 
this struggle. In the weeks after Stonewall, the GLF, a queer direct action 
group that formed to continue the struggle after the riots, recognized 
that the forces of any liberation could only succeed if they worked in 
coalition with other movements. GLF sought linkages with third-world 
struggles, Black Power, feminism, and other leftist movements. Even in 
its slogans, the borrowings were obvious: “Gay is good” mirrored “Black 
is beautiful,” “gay libber” echoed “women’s libber,” and “Gay Power” 
came from “Black Power.”

Despite GLF’s outreach, the Black Panthers and the women’s move-
ment initially distanced themselves from the group (Bronski 1998, 67). So 
although the goal of overcoming all oppressions was noble, the practical 
route was elusive. Sexual civil liberties activism and consciousness-rais-
ing were diffi cult principles to operationalize within a formal structure. 
Robert’s Rules of Order was the fi rst GLF casualty. “The queen with the 
loudest mouth usually wore everyone down,” Kohler recalls. The group 
would not last long. By 1971, a moderate faction left to form the GAA. 
The GAA sought legislative reforms, stating in its constitution: “GAA is 
exclusively devoted to the liberation of homosexuals and avoids involve-
ment in any program of action not obviously relevant to homosexu-
als.” Exposing a split that would continue for the next three decades, 
GLF loyalists accused the GAA of being overly white, patriarchal, and 
assimilationist (Teal [1971] 1995). Despite its short existence, the GLF 
established a lasting legacy. Looking back, former member Karla Jay 
suggested, “I don’t see history as a series of heroes and villains, nor vic-
tors. There were so few of us and we all did the best we could,” (quoted 
in Blocher 1999, p. 6). There were no other models. And gay liberation 
continued long after the GLF faded into memory (Teal [1971] 1995), and 
the movement only advanced throughout the 1970s (Blocher 1999; Teal 
1971/1995).

Gay liberation serves as one example of sex-positive activism. GLF’s 
vision spread around the world, story by story. Storytelling was a central 
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part of Guy Hocquenghem’s (-[1972] 1993) fi rst meetings with the French 
Front Homosexual d’Action Revolutionnaire in 1971. He recalled, “Some 
of them had been to the States and had seen what had become of the 
Gay Liberation Front there. They dreamed of doing something like it in 
France.” Building on GLF’s message, they called for “Abortion and con-
traception on demand and free of charge. Homosexual rights and rights 
to all sexualities.”

Hocquenghem’s musings and ongoing debates about the body within 
feminism anticipated a movement in the history of ideas that anticipated 
a form of engagement that scholars a generation later would call “queer 
theory.” This philosophy built on gay liberation’s vision of unshackled 
sex and gender roles and revolutionary zeal. Queer theorist Leo Bersani’s 
1995 call to liberate “the homo in all of us” echoed gay liberationist Carl 
Whitman’s 1972 exhortation to “free the homosexual in everyone.” Queer 
theorist Michael Warner (1992) locates queer theory’s roots in these early 
gay liberation writings. Although a new philosophy of engagement was 
born from this struggle, many historic diffi culties are also located within 
this trajectory.

Despite the GLF’s positioning as a “unisexual” group, many lesbians 
could not stand the men’s sexism, so they threw their support to the 
Women’s Movement. “We have to have our chance as women to realize 
where we are,” one woman in GLF explained. “We’re here because we do 
relate to men’s and women’s gay liberation, but we must reserve the right 
to make certain decisions by ourselves.” Some lesbians in the group came 
to feel that the “unisexual” argument had been used to force women to 
accept a single party line. A number of lesbians left GLF out of frustra-
tion with the chauvinism within the group. “There was a change when 
the women left,” says Kohler. “I felt abandoned; the energy was gone. A 
lot of energy was arguing” (Blocher 1999. p. 6).

The breakdown of the GLF was a sign of what followed by sepa-
ratist positions (Crimp 1993, 314). Many lesbians felt sizable cultural 

Figure 2.2 Gay Liberation Front logo.
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distinctions between themselves and gay men that needed to be acknowl-
edged. Beyond GLF, the tendency had its own life. Adrienne Rich ([1978] 
1993, 318–19) suggested that although lesbians and gay men share a 
common cause, differences such as “lack of economic and cultural privi-
lege relative to men” and interpretations of sexual freedom allow lesbians 
to experience a separate “profoundly female,” homosexual experience. 
Rofes (1998b) recalled organizing in the 1970s: “The fragile linkages 
between lesbians and gay men during this period made me cautious—
few relationships of the time seemed to survive intellectual disagreement, 
social offenses, or political errors.” With a number of notable examples, 
separatism lasted the rest of the decade.

RACE, LARGER SOCIAL CONFLICTS, AND 
BLACK AND WHITE MEN TOGETHER

Many acknowledge that although they cherished their experiences with 
the public sexual cultures gay men created throughout the 1970s, these 
spaces were not devoid of the social fi ssures within the larger culture. 
Liddell Jackson says he felt the racism of the larger culture even in gay 
men’s play spaces. Kendall Thomas (2003) had similar experiences in 
New York’s public sexual spaces: “I also had some of my most profound 
experiences of racism in that world.”

These experiences of racism even in supposedly egalitarian spaces 
designed for play create diffi culties when building effective organiz-
ing structures. After all, as Eric Rofes explains, “Community organiz-
ing is the hardest thing to do. It’s hard to do among like-minded and 
like culturally people. It’s really hard to do across differences.” When 
experiences such as those reported by Jackson and Thomas continue to 
take place, the possibilities of engaging in effective cross-cultural orga-
nizing are vastly reduced. “What we need—especially between white 
people and people of color—is [to learn] how to build community over 
the long haul that can sustain the huge, wrenching divisions that occur,” 
Rofes suggests.

By the 1980s, such models were beginning to take shape. Jackson, 
whose experiences with discrimination in public sex venues served as a 
catalyst for his work as an organizer, was among the leaders who sought 
to tackle the issue of race in public sexual spaces head on. One of his 
fi rst experiences in organizing began with attending a social club where 
African American and white men met to play—“a gloried fuck-club,” as 
Jackson describes it. Yet he saw that the club could be something more. 
The story of Jackson’s involvement began in July 1980, when he met his 
lover Mitchell, who was white and Jewish. By September, Jackson fi rst 
heard about Black and White Men Together (BWMT), which had just 
formed. Jackson recalls:
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Mitchell said to me, “Why don’t we go to a meeting of Black and 
White Men Together?” And I said to him, “I think that’s a great 
idea.” I loved the idea that there was a black and white gay men’s 
group. I think that’s just revolutionary, you know. Here is a gay men’s 
group that is actually getting together across racial boundaries. Now 
of course the original idea behind Black and White Men Together was 
to be a mixer. Black and white men getting together, meeting each 
other, and going to have sex with each other. That was the idea, the 
original idea.

BWMT started the previous February in San Francisco, and the idea 
quickly took off, with chapters forming in New York City, Boston, and 
Washington, DC, within a few months. “Talk about an idea whose time 
had come!” Jackson thought. And he had his own ideas about what the 
club could be:

All the other chapters followed the paradigm set by the San Fran-
cisco founding chapter of being a mixer. Well, of course the New 
York chapter had to be different, right. Within weeks of its for-
mation, the New York chapter started saying, it’s not just about 
getting together and meeting and fi nding who you were going to 
sleep with that night, this is a rare opportunity. We should actually 
talk about this. Well, that was actually the kiss of death. [Laughs]. 
Consciousness-raising or rap sessions on racism in the gay commu-
nity [Laughs].

Yet, despite his fears, the group survived and thrived. By 1981, all the chap-
ters of BWMT were scheduled to gather for a convention in San Francisco. 
There, the New York chapter would meet the other chapters:

By the time we arrived at the convention, we had become known 
as the fi rebrand chapter, the chapter that everyone had to look out 
for. “Here come those New Yorkers.” And we descended upon San 
Francisco within a maelstrom of activism activity and we scared ev-
erybody. We didn’t mean to. We were just excited. But we scared 
everyone.

At the San Francisco gathering, the New York chapter also showed every-
one they could have a wonderful time with pleasure and play while address-
ing a range of issues, including organizational structure. When Jackson 
got back to New York, he built on his observations from the San Francisco 
meeting:

We noticed a few very, very interesting things. All of the other chap-
ters throughout the country, and at that point there were about 
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twelve of them, were started by a white man, including the New 
York one. All the other chapters were run by the white men in the 
group. And black men would just join. The New York chapter was 
run by the black men in the group, with the white men joining in. 
Now, the reason why that was the case was that between October, 
the time that Mitchell and I joined, to somewhere around January or 
February, I was one of about fi ve or six black men in the group who 
said, “You know, everything that is being done here is being done by 
white men in the group—the newsletter, calling the meetings, getting 
the refreshments, and all we do is just show up. That actually doesn’t 
make sense.”

So Jackson proposed another consciousness-raising session, an idea that 
was met with trepidation. He continues:

So, the black men in the group decided that we would have a black 
caucus. The white men went ballistic. They said, “Why did we start 
a group like this if you are just going to leave?” I said, “We’re not 
going to leave, we’re just going to sit in the evening as black men 
and talk to each other.” But not realizing that this was a fright-
ening concept to the white men in the group, because it’s not to 
say that they were actively subjugating us, but you don’t want the 
slaves talking to each other. But what we did discover in that very, 
very valuable conversation, that went on over about four hours that 
night, was that we didn’t fear taking on positions of authority, what 
we feared was having our authority questioned by white men. Deep 
down many of us felt that we had the expertise, but the second we 
would try to do something, we were afraid to have the white men 
patronize us or question that. We were afraid. Once we faced that 
fear, we were fi ne.

Out of this experience, Jackson started organizing. What had started 
as “a glorifi ed fuck club” had become a way for organizers to address 
a wide range of issues in the gay community. When African Americans 
were turned away from queer sexual spaces, BWMT organized NAACP 
race tests for admission, just as civil rights activists had done a genera-
tion before to test housing admissions. The conditions in which play took 
place thus became a framework in which to look at mechanisms of power 
in everyday life. When BWMT had a potluck that turned into an orgy, 
they then had a meeting the next day to talk about the night before. In 
addition, Jackson reached out to women such as Adrienne Rich, Audre 
Lorde, and Jewelle Gomez for help in mentoring the new group. They 
helped Jackson fi nd meaning in and navigate some of the complex dynam-
ics within the group. And when the AIDS crisis hit, Jackson would build 
on this experience to create public sexual spaces and parties where people 
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of color and their friends could meet to share pleasure and safety (Mer-
rett 1992, 1993; Mandel 1995). The debates about the social and cultural 
meanings of sexual play would continue.

CONFLICTS OVER SEX

As this chapter suggests, inherent tensions between pleasure and political 
organizing can be witnessed throughout the gay liberation years. Much of 
this split takes place around notions of pleasure and play. When I inter-
viewed Eric Rofes, who was involved in much of this organizing, I read 
him a paragraph by Scott Tucker, writing about a frustrating moment at a 
conference of the National Organization of Lesbians and Gays (NOLAG) 
in 1981:

During the conference, a “disgruntled caucus” went out one evening 
to a denim and leather bar called the One-Way. It was packed and 
steamy. While we nursed our beers and wounds, three fascinating men 
entered the bar together. Plainly dedicated body builders, all three were 
stripped to the waist, their muscles oiled and gleaming. All three wore 
black leather boots, jeans strained at the seams with fl ies half-undone, 
and black leather executioner’s hoods laced tightly at the napes of their 
necks and fi tting their skulls like skin. In the United States, where the 
cops blow people away like fl ies, it freaks some folks out to see grown 
gay men play with power. I am increasingly drawn to the pure theatre 
of leather bars and leathermen. (Tucker 1981/1997, p. 15)

As I fi nished reading the paragraph, Rofes looked curious and asked what 
year the conference took place. “I was there for this,” he said, recalling 
that it was actually the NOLAG post-March on Washington meeting at 
the University of California, Los Angeles in 1981. “I was actually in that 
caucus and at the One-Way that night.” I asked him about his experience of 
those guys and their contrast to the formal conference business (which he 
reported on, see Rofes 1981). Rofes explained:

Well, what was interesting to me was that that meeting was the meeting 
that split around the sex issue. And I’m not even sure what side Scott 
was on. But that was a conference in which the issue was “kink” and 
“leather” and then “boy-love.” And people lined up on two sides of 
the room. Robin Tyler, the head of this caucus. Maybe Gayle Rubin 
and me, the head of the other caucus. Amber [L. Hollibaugh], this 
was some of the fi rst work we did together. Scott I hope was here. . . . 
It basically killed the organization. I remember that because Michael 
Marrell was getting a blow job in the bathroom while it was happen-
ing. There was a lot of pleasure that was going on there. And it was just 
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a question about the role of sex and pleasure in the movement overtly. 
That was a famous weekend.

Sexual play was on people’s minds, and movement organizers were no 
exception. The question remained: What was the appropriate place for 
play within the burgeoning gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender (GLBT) 
movement? Certainly there were those, such as Rofes and Hollibaugh, who 
suggested that sexual play should be an open part of movement organizing 
(Hollibaugh 2000, 118–37). As the slogan went, “The personal is politi-
cal.” On the other hand, there were those who suggested that play should 
not be part of the movement’s organizing efforts, even if it was part of 
organizers’ private lives.

Rofes actually had a funny run-in with one of the organizers who was 
opposed to the formal recognition of pleasure within the movement:

I don’t think it was the same bar, [I think] that I later went out to some 
other sex club and went to piss on the guy in the bathtub and it was 
this man who on the other side arguing [the anti-sex line at NOLAG] 
getting pissed on.

Here, I pointed out to Rofes that later in his essay, Tucker said it would 
have been nice if the hooded guys had been invited to the conference. 
Rofes replied:

But those guys wouldn’t have been there because [the NOLAG orga-
nizers] have nothing to offer them. Those guys would come to a kink 
weekend, maybe. They might come to International Mr. Leather. What 
does it mean that International Mr. Leather gets 10,000 people and the 
annual Creating Change [the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force’s 
meeting for activists and organizers] gets two or three [thousand]?

The annual San Francisco’s Folsom Street Fair, a gathering of people of all 
sexual orientations in leather and BDSM, regularly draws larger crowds 
than the Rose Bowl Parade. “It’s bigger than Gay Pride these days,” Rofes 
commented. The point is that the pleasure people are out meeting and orga-
nizing—and playing—but it might not be in the same ways the political 
people are meeting and organizing.

As the interview proceeded, I asked Rofes about the prefi gurative use 
of play and pleasure in organizing. Had he created the world in which 
he hoped to live through his organizing? Rofes explained that this is why 
tribes, which Maffesoli (1993, 1996) talks about, are so important. “I 
would look at the places around intense political experiences where people 
get the real meaning,” he said. Much of this does not take place within for-
mal political channels. It takes place during the breaks or at the bar after 
the political work is done:
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For example, at Creating Change, after the workshops are done at 6:30 
or 7 at night, Carmen Vasquez and Amber Hollibaugh and other activ-
ists are just hangin’ out smoking and drinking and telling stories and 
gossiping at the bar. And how meaningful and pleasurable that is for 
people. You know, Creating Change always tries to have a dance going 
on. I haven’t been for years. But from what I can tell, the dances never 
work. But people will go to the local disco or the local circuit party or 
the local sex club and do their own dance there.

The debate over the meaning of pleasure, pornography, public sex, and 
BDSM play would only accelerate as the 1980s continued. Here, debates 
about moralism, censorship, and self-determination overlapped with dis-
cussions of the importance of pleasure. Whereas some called for suppres-
sion of sexual play viewed as dangerous or oppressive to women (both the 
real thing and pornographic depictions), others felt betrayed by those who 
called for such restrictions, setting off a battle dubbed the “sex wars” (Hol-
libaugh 1984; Vance 1984; Califi a 1994).

THE LESBIAN SEX WARS: DANGEROUS PLAY 
OR VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN?

Much of the controversy that sparked the “sex wars” began with the 
Scholar and Feminist IX Conference, “Towards a Politics of Sexuality,” 
held at Barnard College in April 1982 (see Vance 1984 for conference 
papers). Legal scholar Nan Hunter notes the expression “sex wars” 
refers to a series of cultural and political battles between 1980 and 1990 
(Hunter 1986; Duggan and Hunter 1995). The roots of the confl ict can 
be traced to tensions that arose within the sexual revolution as sexual-
ity underwent a vast commodifi cation, including the wide distribution 
of pornography. Many feminists viewed the sexual revolution as “male 
oriented,” perpetuating gender inequality. They studied and theorized 
about the role of pornography in women’s oppression. Antiporn crusad-
ers predicted that porn consumers (both male and female) would be con-
taminated by the all-consuming force of male desire. The result was a 
culture war that continued well into the 1980s (Weeks 1985, 19).

Years before, American feminist Ti-Grace Atkinson had contended that 
lesbianism was antithetical to the feminist agenda because it “involves role-
playing and, more important, because it is based on the primary assump-
tion of male oppression” (quoted in Echols 1989, 211). Times had changed, 
but not fast enough for many. By the early 1980s, attempts by one branch 
of the women’s movement to weed out oppressive patterns, sexual abuse, 
and sexism were seen as stifl ing another segment’s need for creativity, 
experimentation, and play. Butch-femme and BDSM/fetish communities 
were still marginalized within the movement. Pro-sex feminists—many 
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of them lesbians—craved sexual autonomy, places to play and organize. 
Much of the uniqueness of the lesbian experience, even the power of wom-
en’s sexuality itself, seemed to get lost, submerged within all the talk about 
“women identifi cation” (Stein 1998, 560). As this chapter suggests, play 
means different things to different people. No one likes having their play 
labeled or repressed.

Sexual expression versus regulation was at the root of the sex wars. 
Whereas one group of feminists, working within the antipornography 
movement, favored heavy government regulation and censorship, pro-
sex feminists fought to place freedom of speech and self-expression at 
the top of the women’s movement agenda (Stoller 1997, 175–76). The dif-
ferent groups disagreed about issues such as legal protections for queers, 
public funding of “obscene” art, public school curricula, reproductive 
freedom, the content of safer-sex education, and what constituted plea-
surable play.

Antiporn feminists labeled dissenters “collaborationists” with the 
patriarchy. Lisa Duggan recalls having to defend activist communities 
of sex workers, butch-femme dykes, and those who engaged in lesbian 
SM play from attacks by other feminists (Duggan and Hunter 1995). 
The Feminist Anti-Censorship Task Force (FACT) was formed in 1984 
to articulate a feminist response to Catherine MacKinnon and Andrea 
Dworkin’s proposed ordinance to defi ne pornography as violence against 
women. The brief fi led by FACT was persuasive enough that the Supreme 
Court struck down the ordinance (Hunter 1986). Common sense pre-
vailed against censorship in 1986, and ultimately, the pro-sex, anticen-
sorship wing of the movement prevailed within the feminist movement 
(Duggan and Hunter 1995), although some of the antisex/antiporn fac-
tion went on to work with the Religious Right to support programs such 
as abstinence-only sex education.

One of those who helped organize against the Dworkin/MacKinnon 
ordinance was Marla Stevens, the Director of Public Policy at Lesbian 
Gay Bisexual Transgender Fairness Indiana (LGBT Fairness). “[T]he 
Dworkin/MacKinnon ordinance, we had to fi ght that in Indianapolis. 
You know, I worked really closely with the American Civil Liberties 
Union, and I worked as part of their public policy team for a while.” 
The struggle against the ordinance was part of a larger struggle against 
restriction of sexual civil liberties, which included bathhouse closures 
in the mid-1980s, at the height of the AIDS crisis. “[I also worked] with 
the bathhouse owners,” Stevens recalls. “And there were also anti-bath 
related ordinances that we beat back.”

For Marla Stevens, a policy director, organizing has often been 
accompanied by notions of play. Her fi rst memories of organizing 
involved pulling together the party favors at a friend’s house as a seven-
year-old growing up in the South. That was in the mid-1960s. By her 
late twenties, Stevens was living in Savannah, Georgia, “not too long 
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after Stonewall,” she recalls. “[P]eople were getting beaten up on the 
streets, and that wasn’t OK. And then Anita Bryant [leader of the antigay 
“Save Our Children” campaign] was coming to town, and we organized 
around that.” By the mid-1970s, Stevens had begun working as a full-
time lobbyist, dealing with a broad range of issues including LGBT con-
cerns. “And then there were all the issues around the lesbian sex wars,” 
she notes.

One of Stevens’s favorite organizing moments took place at the Michi-
gan Womyn’s Music Festival. As with many of her battles, it involved a 
controversy over fi nding a place to play. “We kept running into problems 
with the festival organizers [about us] not being too open, wanting to 
put people who wanted to play into areas that were not accessible for the 
large numbers of challenged people that we had. Suddenly, it got very 
unpleasant and confrontative after several years,” she recalls. The con-
troversy mirrored many of the larger issues of the sex wars. Free expres-
sion and play versus political marginalization at a lesbian event—core 
issues of the lesbian sex wars—were at stake. “The festival was present-
ing itself as being sexually open and available to everybody and [was] not 
being honest about the level of enforcement against SM and open sexual, 
hearty play, which involved things like throwing people out and disrupt-
ing,” she continues.

Ever the activist, instead of getting mad, Stevens made some media calls 
and conducted an interview about the issue with The Advocate, a national 
GLBT newsweekly. She included this interview, as well as information 
about a resolution on sexual freedom from activists in San Francisco, on a 
fl yer to distribute at the festival. She recalls:

I wasn’t interested in standing in the hot sun and confronting people 
wanting to get into the festival. So I looked at my wife and I said, “Well, I 
think what we should do is rent a plane and drop these things on the fes-
tival from the air.” And she did one of those, “Yeah, honey, whatever you 
think” looks, thinking that that would never happen. But somehow we 
made it happen—and with FAA permission, on First Amendment grounds 
no less. Finally the weather got clearer. A lot of [the fl yers] landed in the 
swamp. And there was so much interest in getting a hold of some of them 
that people were going out and retrieving wet copies from the swamp. It 
was certainly the talk of the festival. Performers talked about it from the 
stage. It enraged the festival organizers. One of [the fl yers] landed at their 
feet. It got people talking for a while. Talk is always good.

Eventually, the festival changed its ways. “I’ve been doing this for a long 
time—defending against attacks on public sex,” Stevens concedes. The 
strategy is usually the same. Stevens talks to opponents about the, “utter 
insanity” of taking an approach which will inevitably result in the opposite 
of desired results. Here, Stevens highlights the inevitable unintended 
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consequences of “unconstitutionally targeting people in an unequal 
enforcement sort of way.” Another part of her strategy includes encour-
aging policy research on issues including “code language that the police 
use that at least one academic researcher found to constitute a violation 
of entrapment laws.” In addition, she encourages sex-positive people to 
get training in the law, a strategy “which produced some very good case 
law in Indiana and stopped the practice of attorneys who didn’t know 
sodomy had been decriminalized in the state of Indiana a decade before 
still attacking it.”

A major battleground in the sex wars involved questions about public 
and private spaces. The best way to effectively organize around public 
sexual play involves helping people see their issues in a broad framework 
of the law and social justice. Thus, it involves recognizing play as part of 
a broader organizing strategy for sexual freedom and social change. For 
activists such as Stevens, it also involved practicing what one preaches. 
“Especially strong public play, like the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festi-
val, where people dance, that are open to everybody that wants to come. 
It’s the equivalent of street theater,” Stevens explains. “It’s by example.”

Much of Stevens’s work involves challenging misunderstandings about 
S/M play. For her, the politics of play is about keeping people guessing. 
“Where people were expecting, like, scary clothing—or what to them was 
scary clothing, with lots of leather and lots of black—I would wear pink 
and do an SM fairy number.” This was part of her strategy at the music 
festival. “Sometimes I would do things at play parties in Michigan, or San 
Francisco, and do a Little Bo Peep number.” The strength in these ges-
tures is lighthearted, even self-deprecating humor. “You know, I am six 
feet tall, a big woman. And comfortable in pink frou frou. [Laughs] And 
laughing and having a very good time.”

BOTTOMS RULE: PLAY AS LOBBYING

For Stevens, fun and play are underrated tools in the struggle to create 
change. They are part of a larger organizing focus around wholesale and 
retail politics:

They happen one person at a time. You have to do the wholesale to 
prepare people for the retail. Lyndon Johnson used to talk a lot about 
wholesale versus retail politics. He fi rmly believed that all politics was 
retail. It was that one-on-one human interaction. Of course, he may 
have been the last person before the mass media stuff really kicked 
in to do that well. He may have been the last great congressional 
practitioner. And at that point, one of his confl icts with the Kennedys 
was that they were so dedicated to wholesale politics.
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As far as Stevens is concerned, both wholesale and retail politics are neces-
sary for a coherent organizing strategy, especially in fi ghting referenda. The 
policy changes often happen through microlevel interactions among peers, 
yet they take place within a broad social context. “That you prepare it and 
reinforce it with the wholesale. But the big change happens in those door-
to-door retail encounters.” Those human interactions are where changes in 
political positions take place. Stevens once pointed out to a court reporter 
whose column was read by everyone in the state that she found it odd 
that the reporter was writing stories about the police arresting someone 
for doing what heterosexuals do all the time on Lover’s Lane. Stevens sug-
gested that this might not be an appropriate use of police resources. And 
the court reporter exclaimed, “I’ve never thought of that.” The strategy 
was “to communicate to people that fi nding someone attractive and saying 
so is not an excuse for an arrest, even if the bulk of that action happened 
in a public place.”

For Stevens, who is a bottom in her personal relationships, bottoming 
and lobbying go hand in hand. The bottom is the receptive partner, the 
receiving source. She explains:

Who is better able to articulate sexual issues and better able to ma-
nipulate power than the people who use it for visceral play? It’s a 
form of advocacy. It involves good service, very good service. You 
are being a good servant to your community. You are providing 
very good service to legislators. A good bottom has to be able to 
talk to power in ways that do not enrage power, that cuts through, 
that engages power. That’s just Lobbying 101. And at the same time 
to understand that you too have great power as a lobbyist. And a 
lobbyist has the power, owns a chunk of the electorate that the poli-
cymaker wants.

The point, of course, is to bring some of these skills into politics. For Ste-
vens, the politics of seduction is perhaps the most potent element in the 
politics of play. It is all about shifting power dynamics. Part of the vitality, 
of what made the gay liberation movement so successful, was its capacity to 
alter such dynamics. Without that sense of humor and comfort, the politics 
of play loses its vitality. Stevens concludes:

You carry it with you. For one thing, if you have that general approach 
to your existence and your organizing, one of the things that creative 
play and good sexual play, good SM sexual play, does for people is, in 
order to be safe, you have to be articulate. And if you can put that into 
use in your personal sexuality, it’s a lot easier to put it into use in your 
politics. And also, it increases your comfort. And when you bring a 
comfort with it and pleasure with it. . . . I’m not going to have sex with 
the offi cer that I am speaking to, but I am going to bring the comfort of 
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my sex to that discussion. I am going to bring that I’m OK, and that’s 
going to translate that it’s OK. This is just ordinary stuff.

Herein, a prefi gured comfort with one’s self evolves into a coherent orga-
nizing strategy, combining message, a capacity to articulate that message, 
and data to substantiate whatever claims one is advancing. “You have to 
have data to back it up,” Stevens says.

IN THE END

The debates over sexual play that unfolded throughout the sex wars 
rehashed core questions about democracy and social status that Ameri-
cans have argued over since the Civil War. The sex wars represented 
extensions, both specifi c and metaphoric, of confl icts over citizenship 
that have been debated from Reconstruction through the Reform era 
and the New Deal (Bronski 1998, 22). At the center of these debates 
is a series of competing narratives about the meanings of queer sexual 
play. Whereas opponents viewed queer sexuality as illness, gay libera-
tionists advanced a storyline of sexuality as pleasure; whereas opponents 
saw homosexuality and SM play as signs of pathology, queers organized 
around notions of sexuality as democratic experience and exchange.

Was play merely a distraction from the diffi cult work of community 
organizing for social change? Was it just for fun, or did it establish the con-
text for a richer democracy? The answer depended on the context. As the 
cases presented suggest, play helped support engagement in different kinds 
of political movement and organization. This organization in turn affected 
social and cultural change as the shift in DSM categorization indicates. 
Discussion about the meaning of sexuality, affect, and power would only 
intensify in the coming decade as the AIDS crisis and the Supreme Court’s 
1986 Bowers v. Hardwick sodomy law decision further consigned queer 
sexuality to the realm of outlaw status. To sustain their fi ght against this 
ongoing attack, queers would look to civil society, to the public sexual 
sphere created during the gay liberation years. As Kendall Thomas (2003) 
explains:

[B]y 1983, clearly there was a network—for gay men, at least—of 
bars, of clubs, of bathhouses. There was indeed, a kind of gay civil 
society outside the commercial realm of gay men who came together, 
because of the kinds of sex they liked, because of the kind of clothes 
they liked to wear, because of the kind of sports they liked. And 
so, there was a gay civil society that existed, and an expertise—
initiation—in the cities, at least, of coming out. There was a sense 
that there was a gay world, that we had made a world, and existence 
of that world clearly made ACT UP possible. There was a Gay and 
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Lesbian Community Service Center. Ten years before, no such thing 
had existed.

Yet as the AIDS era emerged, these public spaces were threatened. Bath-
houses were closed from coast to coast (Bérubé 1996). With dwindling 
numbers of places to meet and to play, queers felt the squeeze. As Kohler 
explains, “When [the baths] closed, people lost more of a central meeting 
place than they did [a place to have] sex. There was always going to be 
another place to have sex. But there wasn’t going to be another place to 
forge the bonds.” Queer civil society was threatened by this loss.



3 Play as Resilience
Eros Versus Thanatos in ACT UP

Much of the early years of AIDS activism can be understood as a strug-
gle between Eros and Thanatos. Eros, of course, was the Greek god of 
love; he represented a monumental generative force (Hendricks 1978). For 
Sigmund Freud, Eros came to represent a life force, a sexual pulse that 
inspired creativity and libido; Eros was a force capable of preserving life 
itself. Frankfurt school social theorist Herbert Marcuse (1955) suggests 
Eros can be understood as both sexuality and a sensual impulse aimed at 
personal care and utopian transformation. “Spiritual ‘procreation’ is just 
as much the work of Eros as is corporal procreation, and the right and 
true order of love,” Marcuse (1955, 193) writes. “The culture-building 
power of Eros is non-repressive sublimation; sexuality is neither defi ned 
from nor blocked in its objective; rather, in attaining its objective, it tran-
scends it to others, searching for fuller gratifi cation.” Herein Eros can be 
understood as part of wanderlust. “The pleasure principle reveals its own 
dialectic,” Marcuse continues. “The erotic aim of sustaining the entire 
body as subject-object of pleasure calls for continual refi nement of the 
organism” (193).

In much of Freud’s work, Eros is pitted against Thanatos, the death 
instinct. “The aim [of Eros] generates its own projects of realization: the 
abolition of toil, the conquest of disease and decay. . . . All these activi-
ties fl ow directly from the pleasure principle,” Marcuse (1955, 193) writes 
in reference to Freud. For Marcuse, a struggle against forces of illness 
becomes a primary statement of being. “[T]he difference between suc-
cumbing to disease at the age of ten, thirty, fi fty, or seventy, and dying a 
‘natural’ death after a fulfi lled life, may well be a difference worth fi ghting 
for with all instinctual energy” (215). Thanatos represents the absence of 
Eros; it indicates the loss of a struggle. As Eros wanes, quiescence returns; 
actors return to the underworld (Freud 1989).

Others have conceptualized the battle of life and death as a struggle 
between Dionysus and Apollo: the god of pleasure versus the god of logic 
(Euripides 1954; Brown 1959; Maffesoli 1993).

Eros is a useful concept for describing the life-affi rming energy that 
propelled the study’s third case study on the AIDS Coalition to Unleash 



Play as Resilience 71

Power (ACT UP). To think about play and ACT UP, one need look no 
further than the “playfully gay cultural coding” within the group’s very 
name (Reed 2005, p. 187). In the face of death, this spirit was a crucial 
feature of the AIDS movement of the late 1980s and early 1990s. The 
name indicates an imperative to act, to struggle for life, to be defi ant, 
and to play.

This chapter utilizes interviews with several long-term members of the 
group, as well as oral history interviews collected by the ACT UP Oral 
History Project, and memoirs of the period. The overlap between my 
interviews and those of others is a useful source for data triangulation. 
In addition, the memoirs and oral history interviews that use the word 
play further indicate that the term is indigenous, rather than a term the 
interviewer led the participants to discuss. “Play” and “fun” were com-
mon words among ACT UP members, as play and fun were essential to 
the group. The struggle between Eros and Thanatos, after all, inspired the 
group’s very formation. There was never an offi cial tally of membership 
lists but at its peak in the early 1990s, cities around the world maintained 
ACT UP chapters. Today, chapters in New York and Philadelphia continue, 
and countless affi nity groups have spun off into differing organizations.

1985: THE STRUGGLE BEGINS

“No matter how you look at it, you’re being pushed,” Vito Russo screamed 
at a crowd of 700 as the bathhouse closures were taking hold in New 
York City. “And I don’t want you to jump out of the windows. I want 
you to push back” (Marcus 1992). The night was November 14, 1985. 
New York Governor Mario Cuomo had just signed legislation prohib-
iting “high-risk” behaviors—oral and anal intercourse—in commercial 
establishments (i.e., baths, tearooms, etc.). Vaginal intercourse was not 
included in the ban, and GLBT activists cried foul (Bérubé 1996). The 
bathhouse closures fi t into a pernicious homophobic script that AIDS only 
advanced, highlighting forms of discrimination against which gay libera-
tionists had long fought (Marcus 1992).

Bad news continued in 1986 with a Supreme Court decision that fur-
ther legitimized state-based attacks on homosexuals. The story of Bow-
ers v. Hardwick began in 1982, when Michael Hardwick was arrested 
in his own home for having sex with another man. He appealed the 
case all the way up to the Supreme Court, which upheld Georgia’s sod-
omy law in 1986. With this decision, the Supreme Court ruled that the 
constitutional right to privacy does not extend to what gay people do 
behind closed doors. In his dissent, Justice Harry Blackmun argued that 
the issue facing the court involved a fundamental question of self-deter-
mination (Blackmun 1999). Blackmun, the author of Roe v. Wade, held 
that the right of people to choose with whom they would like to form 
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intimate bonds must be considered along the same lines as the right to 
sovereignty over one’s body in a pluralistic democracy.

“All of those issues that we claimed existed—discrimination in jobs, dis-
crimination in housing, hatred for gay people on a very basic level because 
we’re different,” explained Gay Activist Alliance (GAA) veteran Vito 
Russo, “have been made palpable by the AIDS crisis” (quoted in Marcus 

Figure 3.1 ACT UP Paris “Silence = Mortes.”
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1992, p. 416). Yet, instead of just screaming, Russo worked with Larry 
Kramer, Eric Sawyer (who was interviewed for this chapter), and a number 
of other queer activists to form ACT UP in 1987. Russo’s anger exemplifi ed 
the beginning of a revolution in activism.

ACT UP was formed under the rubric “Silence = Death” to condemn 
the placators. As Douglas Crimp and Adam Rolston (1990) explained, 
“‘Silence = Death’ declares that silence about the oppression and annihila-
tion of gay people, then and now, must be broken as a matter of our sur-
vival” (14). The group’s raison d’etre was to reverse the homophobic script 
propelling the AIDS crisis.

ACT UP AS A LEGACY OF GAY LIBERATION

Members of ACT UP could see the erosion of much of the progress made 
during the gay liberation years of the 1970s. Thus, in its early years, mem-
bers of ACT UP succeeded in linking their message with the fi erce anti-
homophobic agenda fi rst outlined by the gay liberation movement. At its 
peak in early 1991, ACT UP chapters thrived in fi fty-four U.S. cities, with 
another ten in cities outside the United States (Levy 1997). A longer digres-
sion on ACT UP’s work would and could be instructive, for the group 
helped create or revitalize many contemporary elements of protest. Suffi ce 
it to say, ACT UP is too important not to be given grateful acknowledg-
ment in any study of creative activism. Excellent and moving accounts of 
ACT UP’s use of creativity and play in combination with effective research 
are available in several studies (ACT UP/NY Women & AIDS Book Group 
1990; Crimp and Rolston 1990; Gamson 1991; S. Epstein 1996; Gould 
2002; Shepard 2002b; Kauffman 2002; P. Moore 2004). In addition, the 
ACT UP/New York Web site provides a wonderful list of resources on the 
history and theory of the group. The ACT UP Oral History Project (www.
actuporalhistory.org) has collected many fi rst-person oral histories of the 
ACT UP experience. Although there have been distinct studies of the range 
of emotions that propelled ACT UP’s work (Gould 2002), the specifi c play 
element, which helped the group fi nd a balance between anger and political 
engagement, and the group’s roots in the queer aesthetics of the gay libera-
tion movement, have not been fully considered. This chapter seeks to tease 
out some of the instrumental, expressive, and external projections of play 
within ACT UP.

Historian John D’Emilio credits ACT UP with advancing an “imagina-
tively militant activism” (quoted in Freiberg 1997). Aspects of this activ-
ism included a range of pranks and theatrical displays including sit-ins, 
die-ins, and kiss-ins, as well as street demonstrations and zaps reminiscent 
of those of the gay liberation era. These tactics were framed within smart, 
glossy advertising posters; a great deal of research; and frank, sometimes 
sarcastic signs held aloft by people who felt they had little to lose. The 
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group’s range of media-grabbing, sometimes playful, often highly dra-
matic stunts helped the counter-public of queers, injection drug users, sex 
workers, and those stigmatized by AIDS create publicity to push their mes-
sage from the margins into a larger sphere of public attention. Through its 
well-honed understanding of mass media, ACT UP advanced a storyline 
that AIDS was a public health issue worthy of the highest levels of govern-
ment attention, rather than the silence that had characterized the Reagan 
administration’s response to AIDS (Freiberg 1997; Brouwer 2001).

ACT UP would employ a wide range of social and cultural counternarra-
tives. Here, the idea that Sexuality = Life became a key foundation of AIDS 
activism. Faced with the bathhouse closures, Bowers v. Hardwick, and 
AIDS phobia, ACT UP sought to reverse a cultural narrative that defi ned 
AIDS within a moralizing lens (Murry and Paine 1988). Legal and medi-
cal discourses advanced this script by utilizing science to label people with 
AIDS in terms of deviance and stigma (Treichler 1988). Storylines were 
drafted in contrasting black-and-white terms: hetero or homo, natural or 
immoral, clean or dirty, pure or impure (Gamson 1991). This normaliz-
ing script privileged heteronormative cultural practices while utilizing the 
full administrative power of the state to punish anything that deviated. 
Through a series of direct-action techniques and pranks, ACT UP aimed 
to turn this storyline on its head. Russo brought his tools and skills from 
his days with the GAA, including an appreciation for camp, pleasure, and 
movies, as well as a fl air for the dramatic. At an ACT UP demonstration 
at the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) in Washington, 
D.C., on October 10, 1988, Russo situated himself and ACT UP within 
a struggle and claimed a place in history. “AIDS is really a test of us as a 
people,” he said. “When future generations ask what we did in this crisis, 
we’re going to have to tell them that we were out here today.” Looking to 
the future—a future Russo, who himself had AIDS, knew he would not 
be around to see—he asked the crowd to consider, “Someday the AIDS 
crisis will be over.” Future generations, “will hear the story that there was 
once this terrible disease . . . and that a brave group of people stood up and 
fought, in some cases gave their lives, so that other people might live and be 
free” (Russo 1988). Yet, Russo concluded, he would survive and make sure 
no one would forget what the AIDS crisis felt like: “After we kick the shit 
out of this disease, I intend to be able to kick the shit out of this system, so 
that this never happens again.”

Russo’s speech speaks to a number of meanings for ACT UP, in particu-
lar resilience. Writing about vulnerability, Cohler (1987) notes a complex 
interplay of factors, including temperament, social context, and life changes 
that infl uence capacity for resilience: “Among some persons, adversity repre-
sents a challenge to be overcome; an increased sense of personal competence 
results from successfully meeting these challenges to adjustment” (365). This 
was particularly the case with ACT UP. The invulnerability witnessed in 
Russo’s speech was a means of coping with a very signifi cant set of problems. 
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Yet, Russo’s narrative helped propel ACT UP. “Little is known of the manner 
in which persons create a narrative that renders adversity coherent in terms 
of experienced life history, or of the manner in which presently constructed 
meanings of life changes may be altered in order to maintain a sense of per-
sonal integration,” Cohler elaborates. Whereas some view negative events 
in the life course—a premature death of a parent, illness, or poverty—as 
explanations for failure, “[F]or other persons, this misfortune becomes the 
impetus for increased effort in order to attain these goals” (365). The resil-
ience of ACT UP can be located within such a disposition.

Russo’s exhortation opened up a vast agenda for ACT UP. Fighting the 
AIDS pandemic meant fi ghting institutional racism, sexism, and the class 
system, as well as homophobia. Over the following twenty years, “kicking 
the shit out of the system” would grow to mean fi ghting undemocratic inter-
national trade and patent laws, the prison industrial complex, poverty, unre-
sponsive government, budget cuts, a disaster in health care, and countless 
mechanisms of a bureaucracy that puts profi t ahead of people. Russo and oth-
ers recognized that this “system” had allowed the AIDS epidemic to spread 
unabated. “When I was told that I’d contracted the virus,” artist and ACT UP 
member David Wojnarowicz wrote, “it didn’t take me long to realize that I’d 
contracted a diseased society as well” (quoted in Carr 1993c, 289).

Russo was a fi lm historian, a culture person, someone who enjoyed and 
fully participated in the public sphere that queers had built over the pre-
vious decade. This included spaces for play. Wojnarowicz was an artist 
who made his defi ance against the homophobic discourse of the 1980s a 
centerpiece of his work. This work also included an implicit acknowledg-
ment that pleasure and desire had to be part of the struggle against illness. 
Queer aesthetics would be a primary tool for the new group. Yet this queer 
Eros was always threatened by a cancerous Thanatos that pulled at those 
involved in the struggle. In the days after the Washington speech, Russo 
was bedridden. “I worry that friends will slowly become professional pall-
bearers, waiting for each death, of their lovers . . . polishing their funeral 
speeches; perfecting their rituals of death rather than a relatively simple 
ritual of life such as screaming in the streets,” Wojnarowicz (1991, 122) 
read at a fundraiser for a New York syringe exchange program in 1992. He 
would not live through the end of that year. Despite such losses, the group 
would continue “screaming in the streets.”

PLAY IN ACT UP

For members of ACT UP, play would be a cornerstone of their struggle 
between the generative Eros of the gay liberation years and the Thanatos 
that accompanied the disease, which seemed to be consuming everyone 
involved in those years and the group that was fi ghting it. Lighter forms of 
play at meetings, rambunctious zaps, absurd defi ance, and life-affi rming 
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energy accompanied this battle against death during the group’s peak 
years. Group members fought to reconcile a profound anger at the society 
that allowed the carnage to spread.

This joyous, life-affi rming defi ance expressed itself in countless ways. 
Kendall Thomas (2003) remembers just one of the many characters he 
encountered who came through ACT UP. “[O]ur numbers were not that 
great, frankly,” Thomas confessed. He was asked about black men and 
women in the group. “But in this little group, there was Ortez Alderson, 
who had come to New York, I guess from Chicago, who was the most mili-
tant queen I have ever seen. He seemed to derive a perverse pleasure from 
threatening to chain himself to the desks of powerful offi cials.” After all, 
Thomas confessed freedom meant someone like Alderson had nothing left 
to lose. “He would get arrested anytime. He did not care, because he had 
nothing left to lose.” This “perverse pleasure” was one of many ways that 
activism overlapped with a spirit of play in the group. 

A larger cohort of interviewees talks about how play emerged within 
ACT UP’s work. For Walter Armstrong, who worked with an affi nity 
group called the Delta Queens, play was part of living a fantasy; ACT 
UP was a means of expression. For Mark Harrington, who left ACT UP 
to form the Treatment Action Group (TAG), a playful spirit, expressed in 
fabulous campy chants, became a sort of litmus test for the group; when 
the great chants ended, so did much of the group’s vitality. For longtime 
ACT UP facilitator Ann Northrop, play was one of many theatrical tex-
tures that helped the group communicate its messages and kept the com-
munity of ACT UP members feeling cohesive; without that community, 
the group vitality would wane. For others, such as James Wagner, ACT 
UP offered a way for the quietest of personalities to participate with a 
sartorial, theatrical fl air; play was thus a part of an engaged Zapatismo, 
a way to participate invisibly, yet effectively. For those who worked in 
Wagner’s affi nity group, Action Tours, much of the play of ACT UP 
involved combinations of queer aesthetic engagement of a secretive, 
clandestine nature; here, there was a joy in the subversive dark play of 
planning a banner drop, of bringing ACT UP’s message into unexpected 
public places.

There are countless ways to consider these forms of play within activist 
movements, but Johan Huizinga’s lucid 1938 conceptualization incorpo-
rates many of the threads established in this discussion of ACT UP’s work: 
“We might call it a free activity standing quite consciously outside the ordi-
nary life, as being ‘not serious,’ but at the same time absorbing the player 
intensely and utterly.” Here group members create new rules. “It promises 
the formation of social groupings which tend to surround themselves with 
secrecy and to stress their difference from the common world by disguise or 
other means” (quoted in Caillois [1961] 1979). The description very effec-
tively describes the clandestine element of the group’s work and emphasis 
on personal freedom.
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The joy of getting away with some of their subversive pranks involved 
both Richard Schechner’s (2002) notions of dark or risky play, as well as 
high-octane combinations of tension and joy, which Huizinga character-
izes as distinct forms of play. Yet ACT UP’ s work also diverges from many 
notions of play. Few would describe the external goal of the group as “not 
serious.” Yet, that was the logic of play for ACT UP. Quite often, it served 
as a mechanism to lighten up some of the heavy moments. It was a way to 
engage with what otherwise felt like an utterly unmanageable situation. In 
an environment in which the stakes could not have been any heavier, people 
needed a sense of levity. Hence the play. For ACT UP, the play element was 
often instructive, rather than external. The Eros got people to the meet-
ings and actions. Play was part of the means to achieve a larger purpose—
ending the carnage of AIDS. But street theatrics and rituals, which involved 
both playful and dramatic performances, were also part of the external 
organizing project. Here, play was effective as part of a larger holistic orga-
nizing strategy, which included a coherent messaging approach and clearly 
articulated policy proposals, buttressed by a great deal of research and 
sound counsel. 

Nevertheless, there were many times when ACT UP reached the limits of 
its capacity to play. Julie Davids, now the executive director of the Commu-
nity HIV/AIDS Mobilization Project (CHAMP) and an ACT UP Philadelphia 
veteran, confessed that it is hard to play when your friends are dying. Yet 
as Walter Armstrong notes, sometimes playing becomes the most important 
thing for someone with very little time left, as was the case with a member 
of his affi nity group. Within social movement activities such as those used by 
ACT UP, play is understood within a paradoxical, tragicomic context. Play 
wasn’t everything, or even a majority of the group’s work, but it did offer an 
important outlet and counterbalance to what might otherwise have been a 
dark, overwhelming task in the midst of a death-saturated culture.

In the face of these dire conditions, there were those for whom the pursuit 
of pleasure was a useful response. For Armstrong, the link between Eros and 
Thanatos presented a profound dilemma. On the one hand, he explains:

I guess I would say one thing to you which is connected to all of this. I 
met someone named Randy Snyder in ACT UP and we were in the same 
affi nity group. First we were called the Delta Queens because we went 
to the Republican Convention in 1988 in New Orleans. That was with 
Heidi and Maria, so it was a very mixed, sophisticated group. Anyway, 
me and Randy met there and we dated for a while and then we became 
best friends. He died in 1996. And in the last couple of years of his life, 
I really was able to see someone play in the face not only of death, but 
really of the most grotesque kinds of deterioration. I’ll never forget; I 
just think about him all of the time and how he wasn’t able to think 
anymore, and we used to fi nd ways of sort of joking about his condition 
and what it was like.
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In this respect, play was part of a gallows humor; humor as a resiliency, 
ability to handle obstacles, and adapt to changes (Mutchler, Ayala, and 
Neith 2005). Charles Garfi eld, an innovator behind San Francisco’s care-
giver trainings, has noted that it is ok to laugh at some of the absurdity of 
illness (Garfi eld and Spring 1993). By the second decade of the epidemic, 
darker satirical humor could be witnessed in magazines, such as Diseased 
Pariah News, and the AIDS humor of David Feinberg (1994). Armstrong 
suggested such humor kept his friend Snyder going:

It was very important to him. He wrote some very beautiful things like 
“Queers Read This” and then, “I Hate Straights.” He wrote two pieces 
in those [broadsheets] that are really beautiful. In those two pieces he 
records some of that. It was his way of living right up to the very end.

“Queers Read This” (n.d.) appeared as part of an anonymously published 
broadsheet fi rst distributed at the 1990 New York City Gay Pride parade. 
In it, Snyder and his co-authors situate his struggle for life within a struggle 
for the right to be different, the right to difference: “Being queer means 
leading a different sort of life.” Sounding very much like the authors of 
the Dada manifesto who promised never to ask about the fatherland, 
Shaw suggested that being queer has nothing to do with “the mainstream, 
profi t-margins, patriotism, patriarchy or being assimilated. It’s not about 
executive directors, privilege and elitism.” What being queer is about is 
difference: “It’s about being on the margins, defi ning ourselves; it’s about 
gender-fuck and secrets, what’s beneath the belt and deep inside the heart; 
it’s about the night.” It is about authenticity, pleasure, and play.

Echoing the earliest gay liberation messages that “an army of lovers can-
not fail,” the broadsheet continues: “We are an army of lovers because 
it is we who know what love is. Desire and lust too.” But for queers, the 
right to intimate connection is a struggle against homophobia and death. 
“We come out of the closet, face the rejection of the society, face the fi ring 
squads, just to love each other!” Within this context, sexual play is a defi -
ant act: “Every time we fuck we win.” Yet instead of being satisfi ed with 
that, Shaw called for queers to move forward, to fi ght to inject a queer pulse 
into the very geography of the city. “Let’s make every space a Lesbian and 
Gay space. Every street a part of our sexual geography. A city of yearning 
and satisfaction. A city and country where we can be safe and free and 
more.” Play, love, freedom, Eros—these would all be part of the aggressive 
approach to building a better world that ACT UP hoped for.

It was by no means a smooth process, however. In countless ways, indi-
viduals failed to live up to this promise, even Snyder’s friends. As Armstrong 
explains, “I have to say, a lot of his friends, very close friends from his affi n-
ity group, abandoned him. They couldn’t deal with it. They couldn’t bear 
to see him in such bad shape.” For some, the onslaught of death was more 
than they could bear. Another ACT UP member, David Feinberg (1994), 
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who was HIV-positive himself and died before these words were published, 
wrote that when the crisis fi rst started, “Maybe then it was like Love Story 
and tragic and dramatic and poignant and full of pathos and grief. But 
now that everybody’s dropping like fl ies, who even notices? This is not an 
attention getter. This is everyday life” (24). The banality of death becomes 
diffi cult to withstand. Giovanni Boccaccio wrote about it with his heroines 
in thirteenth-century Florence during the Black Plague in The Decameron. 
Armstrong thought Snyder’s friends felt the same way: “They actually felt 
that he should take his life and they really would have preferred that. In my 
opinion, they killed him.”

As Armstrong’s story suggests, the level of care and advocacy involved 
a range of challenges, not all of which people could handle. This makes 
those who could even more admirable. Sometimes people did not have it 
in them to manage the task, as Armstrong notes. The greatest drama of 
the AIDS crisis, Tony Kushner’s (1993) play Angels in America, involves 
just such a dilemma. In other cases, the caregiving and the bearing witness 
became part of ACT UP’s work. “A lot of times, groups were suddenly 
being pulled offl ine by having to take care of somebody or having to react 
or grieving,” Mark Harrington explains. “So you had that incredible series 
of political funerals where people would go right from the loss of the per-
son right to the White House or wherever. And bring the body or bring the 
ashes.” These emotions demanded a counterbalance. Here, street theater 
overlapped with a form of public ritual and direct action, as saying goodbye 
became a cathartic focal point on an activist trajectory. Even in the darkest 
of those moments, a liberatory spirit accompanied the anger.

PROFOUND LOVE AND PROFOUND RAGE

This spirit of play proved an invaluable element of resiliency for those 
who watched hordes of friends and community members die. Thus, play 
intermingled with a full range of emotions—from despair to pathos, from 
pleasure to terror. Charles King, a veteran of ACT UP New York’s Hous-
ing Committee, which evolved into Housing Works, of which he is now 
president, explained that these combined feelings of joy and anger fueled 
the group’s work:

I actually think it’s a combination of the two. . . . The AIDS movement 
in the 1980s was fueled by this amazing combination of taking grief 
and anger and turning it into this powerful energy for action. But in the 
course of that, developing this comradely love. Yes, the anger was the 
fuel. It’s what brought us together and taking that anger and not just 
sitting with it . . . not just letting grief turn into despair. Bringing it into 
some sort of action was very cathartic, but also what was cathartic in 
the process was all the loving that was taking place.
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Faced with the choice of despair or joy, King suggests many, including his 
now-deceased Housing Works partner Keith Cylar, chose to embrace a way of 
living that included both righteous struggle, pleasure, and care. 

“We love you Vito! We love you Vito!,” the ACT UP contingent at the 
1989 Gay Pride parade shouted from the streets of Fifth Avenue up to the 
balcony of Larry Kramer’s apartment, where the famously amiable Russo, 
now bedridden, sat watching what he knew would be his fi nal pride parade 
(Kantrowitz [1977] 1996, 211).

The sentiment exemplifi ed a part of ACT UP that few consider—the car-
ing, affective side, motivated by love for people like Russo, who had found a 
place for themselves through the rejection of shame and the embrace of plea-
sure and humor, both central elements of the gay liberation movement and the 
AIDS activism that followed. “ACT UP made it possible for people to engage 
in a kind of antiheroic activism by queering it, by making it campy, funny, and 
ironic,” Douglas Crimp explained. “The humor and queerness of ACT UP 
came from such things as the fact that the men facilitating the meetings wore 
skirts and necklaces. So even though there were still some traditional heroics 
. . . there were also ways of debunking them” (Takemoto 2003).

Crimp, who by the early 1990s had become a bard of sorts for the group, 
recalled then New York City Mayor David Dinkins’s eulogy at Russo’s funeral. 
The mayor informed the hostile crowd that he had paid a hospital visit to 
Russo, who regaled him with stories, political philosophy, and even a quote 
from Edmund Burke. After Dinkins left, Russo’s friend Arnie Kantrowitz 
informed the crowd that in case anyone was thinking they’d found out some-
thing new about Russo—that he was an American history buff—everyone 
should know that the lines from Burke he’d recited to Dinkins were from the 
fi lm version of the Broadway musical, 1776. Relief was discernable. In a way, 
the resulting laughter brought back the Russo everyone had known and loved. 
This, Crimp explained, was “the fi erce activist who was very funny and very 
queer, a very funny queer who knew and loved movies, who knew better than 
anybody how badly the movies treated queers, but still loved them” (Crimp 
1993, 301). Crimp’s story about Russo says a lot about a camp sensibility 
that served as a mechanism of resiliency for many in ACT UP. In “Notes on 
Camp,” Susan Sontag ([1964] 2001, 60) wrote about the uncontainable, queer 
sensibility of this disposition. “Neither can anything be camp that does not 
seem to spring from an irrepressible, a virtually uncontrolled sensibility.”

It is not a stretch to link Russo’s passion for show tunes and the “irre-
pressible” anger that helped drive the early years of ACT UP. Sarah Schul-
man highlights the group’s paradoxical approach in a scene from one of her 
novels. Here, members of the group plan a covert action wearing their pink 
and black “Silence=Death” t-shirts: “The shirts were angry but the men 
were smiling” (1990, p. 47). Walter Armstrong concurs:

It has been widely observed by many people, the style of ACT UP was 
so deeply informed by gayness. All of that was brought to bear. And I 
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think both camp and the complex irony, the sense of humor that homo-
sexuals have about themselves and other people. There’s all that stuff. 
That was with some of the deepest resources that people used in at least 
the trappings of their activism.

Steve Quester, another longtime ACT UP member and later Church Lady, 
confi rmed, “That was integral to ACT UP, always, always, always. Who’s 
going to come up with the most fabulous chants?” Camp and play were 
thus vital parts of ACT UP’s work, but they were also part of the work of 
other groups in which Quester had been involved. “It was actually part of 
the apartheid stuff, too,” he recalled. “We’d be dancing to ‘Free Nelson 
Mandela.’ We’d have really cool chants. It was important to us.”

ACTING UP

Faced with the neglect that had characterized most of the Reagan era—Rea-
gan did not so much as murmur the word “AIDS” until six years into the 
epidemic (Johnson 1991)—ACT UP offered an opportunity for a different 
kind of response. Mark Harrington, like many, fi rst became involved with 
the group soon after the 1987 March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay 
Rights. “There was something really joyous about fi ghting Reagan with a 
bunch of people,” he recalls. The group’s caring affect helped Harrington 
feel like he could do things he’d never done before, including get arrested: “I 
didn’t go in thinking I would do CD [civil disobedience]. It just felt like you 
would be taken care of.” Once this wall was broken down, group members 
such as Harrington started pushing their own personal limits and produc-
ing results. “It wasn’t like we were ending anything at fi rst,” he says, “but as 
we became more and more sophisticated with tactics, we began to have an 
impact.” The low-threshold, playful group approach helped members with no 
political experience fi nd a distinctly queer entry point into a political struggle 
that otherwise might have felt insurmountable. “In the face of the death, it 
was extremely joyous and a release to feel that love with others,” Harrington 
recalls. “Playfulness was an extreme part of it.” This playfulness took count-
less forms: “If people were angry, they would plot a zap—sometimes even 
an unauthorized zap in the meeting, sometimes with others. In other cases, 
they’d wear drag in an offi ce takeover.”

By 1989, Tim Miller, a Los Angeles-based performance artist, found ACT 
UP’s blend of anger and sexual energy a potent combination. Further, the 
group offered an outlet for passions that otherwise felt like they would be 
wasted. “[W]ho had time to worry about that eccentric uncle when all that 
made sense was ACT UP?” he wrote. “We focused our attention on trying to 
stop AIDS. We also saved quite a bit of energy for acting out” (Miller 1997, 
203). For Miller, ACT UP seemed to channel a queer energy not witnessed 
since the days of Harvey Milk: “The kettles were boiling as a generation of 
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good queer boys and girls got gnarly” (203). The energy of ACT UP was an 
ideal response to the isolation and panic that had characterized so much of 
the early response to the epidemic. “ACT UP mobilization was exactly what 
I had been waiting for,” Miller recalled. “At last, my lefty programming and 
queer erotics had a social movement to saddle up with” (203). Before ACT UP, 
the fear of AIDS had been “paralyzing.” Yet, with ACT UP, “suddenly, those 
scary worries inside were not alone. These feelings were able to come out, 
linked with other people who had also been crushed under the same fears” (p. 
203). The group offered an alternative set of outlets for what otherwise would 
have been a horrendous situation. Says Miller, “After many years of being so 
damn afraid, I felt great getting pissed off instead” (203).

The coalition that emerged within ACT UP combined many of the same 
divergent factors that Russo, Kantrowitz, and Bob Kohler had watched battle 
each other during the gay liberation years, as the movement struggled between 
reform and revolution—politics and pleasure—much as the GAA battled the 
GLF (Marcus 1992; Teal [1971] 1995; Shepard 2001). “There were distin-
guished homosexuals with white boy jobs, who had forgotten that they were 
queer until AIDS came along and everyone else reminded them,” Schulman 
(1990, 158) wrote. The white collars had initially relied on legal tactics and 
orderly picket lines, but the government’s inaction in the face of AIDS pushed 
them to join the civil rights direct action types: “[S]oon the two factions were 
able to unite in anger and commitment to direct action” (158). In addition 
to former gay liberationists such as Russo and Marty Robinson, “There was 
also a contingent of old-time radicals of various stripes who had rioted in the 
sixties at Stonewall, in Newark, with the Young Lords, with SDS, and hadn’t 
done a goddamn thing since,” said Schulman (1990, 158–59). Ann Northrop, 
ACT UP’s longtime facilitator, elaborates:

There was a lot of experience in the room too. There was a great mixture. 
When Mike Spiegel stood up and announced he had been national secre-
tary in SDS in the 1960s, it was a very important moment. There were a 
lot of us who were part of the feminist movement and the antiwar move-
ment. There were a lot of people who brought a lot of experience and 
knowledge and educated the youngsters. And luckily, it was a group that 
was intelligent enough to be willing to learn. That was important.

Those doing the listening were members of a younger cohort of queer activ-
ists with more of an appreciation for the campy play element of the strug-
gle. Conversely, elder activists seemed to be learning just as much from 
the younger activists as vice versa. What was absent was a condescending 
quality. Sitting around listening to “learn from your elders” lessons would 
not have worked for the group. Instead the group offered a context for a 
dialogue. A younger cohort of activists brought a distinctly queer sensibil-
ity, which offered a postmodern approach to the blurring of categories of 
sexuality and knowledge (in addition, they brought great t-shirts). “There 
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was an affi nity group that was fondly called the Swim Team,” Harrington 
recalls. “And those were all of the really cute guys with great bodies.” In 
addition, ACT UP was fi lled with women with direct organizing experience 
in the women’s movement who helped the group combine this queer Eros 
with a prefi gurative process, a way to combine pleasure with action and a 
feeling for equality and direct democracy that had been missing during the 
gay liberation years (B. Epstein 1991).

MEETINGS AS THEATER

“There used to be little drag puppet shows at the meetings to get people 
to come to actions,” Steve Quester recalls. “[I]t was so fun. It was great,” 
recalled Maria Maggenti (2003), who helped facilitate meetings. “[I]t 
appealed to the performer in me—the theatrical aspect of my personal-
ity” (21). Like many in the group, Maggenti detested the notion of leader-
ship within the group. The mix of ideas created the energy. The creativity 
that sustained ACT UP’s work was cultivated in a meeting atmosphere that 
resembled gay bar culture and functioned as a radical experiment in direct 
democracy (see P. Moore 2004, 124). Charles King has described ACT UP 
meetings as being similar to a church service, with proclamations of the 
word, the response of the choir, and so on. A theater is another useful meta-
phor for the venue necessary to combine the tragicomic nature of what was 
going on throughout the ACT UP meetings.

“I certainly considered the meetings themselves as theater that needed to 
be choreographed by me as a facilitator,” explains Northrop:

I was doing it seriously, but I was throwing in a lot of theater too. I 
threw in what I thought of as a lot of humorous fun to lighten things 
up or move things along. And calling on people and the rhythm that 
I did it with and the choreography of who got called on when, was 
all a kind of live production theater, unrehearsed and unscripted. The 
point of that was to produce a productive discussion, instead of hav-
ing chaos or idiosyncratic voices that had nothing to contribute take 
over the room. So the whole point was to make it a good productive 
experience with the cooperation of the room, ‘cause it was a collab-
orative experience.

An example of the use of play and theater in the meetings is useful. On 
October 15, 2005, I walked through the Lincoln Tunnel with Eric Sawyer, 
one of ACT UP’s founders, for the kickoff rally of the Campaign to End 
AIDS. Sawyer and I talked about ACT UP’s early days. I recalled reading 
about him in Maxine Wolf’s (2004) oral history interview. Wolf refers to 
a moment early in ACT UP’s existence, maybe 1987 or early 1988, when 
it looked like infi ghting and poor group dynamics might do the group in. 
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Within the context of constant death, it would not be surprising to wit-
ness such a group collapse in on itself and implode. As we walked, Saw-
yer explained: “Well, at the time, there were warring factions in ACT UP. 
And everyone was at each other’s throats. People were threatening to break 
away from the group.”

To lighten up the mood at one of the Monday ACT UP meetings, Saw-
yer, who at the time usually wore a business suit to meetings after work, 
decided to go to the bathroom and change clothes. At each meeting, the 
facilitators would ask “How many more need to die?” So Sawyer put on a 
dress in contrast to his usual suit, and people called him Harmony More. 
He explains:

Something needed to happen to make people lighten up. And not take 
themselves so seriously. And having been one of the more serious suits 
in the group, I kind of felt like I needed to make that clear. And the 
easiest way I could do it was to be totally out of character. And just say, 
“Come on, fucking lighten up!”

One of the most amazing aspects of ACT UP was that capacity to lighten 
things up. As members worked to try to end the epidemic, they were also 
playing with burlesque, with camp, and with self-deprecating humor as 
part of the group’s do-it-yourself activist project. Thus, play served as an 
affective tool within the group’s development and progress. It helped create 
a space within the movement where judgement was rejected in favor of a 
more nuanced approach to human frailty and vanity. “If someone who is 
a corporate clone cannot put on some heels and make everyone hug their 
neighbors, then the world’s a sad place,” Eric Sawyer acknowledged, laugh-
ing to himself.

Yet for the process to succeed there had to be a collective will among 
members to work within such a broad coalition. Northrop elaborates:

It wasn’t just the facilitator doing it. It was the whole room collaborat-
ing with each other. It was a really miraculous vehicle and it really did 
produce open debate that, I would say, inevitably produced the right 
decision. I was always impressed by the fact that that system worked to 
produce such brilliant solutions time after time after time.

There was another element to this collective will, however. It has been said 
that the richest form of Eros is intelligence. For many, this intelligence, com-
bined with the Eros in the room, made the imperative to work together com-
pelling. “I think the core element in ACT UP was intelligence,” Northrop 
continued. Part of the intelligence of ACT UP was that it allowed people to 
bring their own diverse sets of skills to the table, even if those skills were 
not immediately apparent as part of the activist repertoire. Another mem-
ber, Ron Goldberg (2003), explains:
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There were a lot of reasons different people were there, and people 
were coming from a lot of different places. And so to me, it was about 
allowing all of those people to get what they needed out of the group, 
and also to allow the group to do what it needed to do. We had a very 
large task ahead of us, and I wasn’t a science geek, and I don’t have 
a real mind for science—so, I couldn’t contribute there. I was Chant 
Queen—my unoffi cial position was always Chant Queen, which was 
really just about getting everybody enthused, but also on topic. I mean, 
part of that—the key there, to play back for just a minute—is not only 
just rhythm and enthusiasm, but also how do you get a sound bite? 
“Health care is a right” is not poetry, though it does have a rhythm if 
done correctly. That’s what we’re here for. Everyone can practice that. 
The chants can also become the sound bites of people, when they’re 
picked out to speak to a reporter. They would go, “Well, we’re here 
because health care is a right.” And it sort of became part of the text.

One of the group’s great chants, “Health care is a right,” included an inter-
spersed refrain of “Pump up the budget!” “You get those counter rhythms 
going—that is always a big one,” Goldberg recalled.

Whereas Goldberg brought a playful, campy quality that translated into 
an intelligent way to advance a policy goal, others, such as attorney Wil-
liam Dobbs, brought legal skills to the group. Before Dobbs was in ACT 
UP, he had done legal research on slumlords. “[T]hat work would not have 
been possible without the inspiration of others who had the nerve to chal-
lenge power,” Dobbs (n.d.) explained. Yet this work, like the work he did in 
ACT UP, turned out to be thrilling. “It turned out to be exhausting, scary, 
and fun,” he recalled. “There’s always got to be some rewards in doing 
activism even if you hit a brick wall.”

For many in ACT UP, part of the reward was the people. “It was a 
smart group of people,” Northrop elaborates. “And I guess you could add 
any number of descriptions to that.” In addition, many in the room “were 
HIV-positive themselves,” Northrop continues. The shoddy treatment was 
a source of a lot of anger. “[I]t was mostly white gay men who thought 
they had privilege and were shocked to fi nd out they didn’t when they were 
hit with HIV and most of the world was ready to let them die.” Once this 
community was angry, they became a potent force, ready to mobilize a 
massive store of resources, including political capital leftover from the gay 
liberation struggle. ACT UP had a cohesive sense of community as well as 
social, political, cultural, and economic capital. “They could get together 
and fi ght back,” Northrop explains. But they could also get together and 
play, as they had done for a decade after Stonewall. The social Eros in the 
meeting room, and that collective history of playing together, helped bridge 
these social and political ambitions.

James Wagner suggests that perhaps one of his best moments with ACT 
UP involved the cheers and affi rmation he got from the fl oor when reporting 
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back on a successful Action Tours zap. This affi rmation created a joy that 
made continuing in the face of a death-saturated culture worth doing. In a 
novel about the period, Sarah Schulman remarked on the Eros in the air at 
ACT UP meetings and the ways this helped bring together the many factions 
of the coalition:

“We like dykes,” the guys would chant every once in a while when the 
women did something that was really great. And there were lots and lots 
of handsome young men who intended to live to be handsome old men or 
even just aging queens. They were the organization’s best recruitment force. 
(Schulman 1990, 159)

This social Eros helped bring gay men and lesbians together in ways not 
witnessed since the days right after Stonewall.

CRUISING IN MEETINGS AND IN THE STREETS

After all, Schulman explains, after fi erce activism, the next obsession for 
the men in the group was “the boyfriend parade.” “[T]he fact that a lot 
of them were in the room to fi nd dates brought them together,” Northrop 
elaborates. “It gave them power because that became an organizing prin-
ciple.” It was an old lesson of gay liberation. Cruising is a reason for 
people to show up: It’s a resource, resiliency, and distraction. Here, regu-
lar people build communities of resistance through an ever expanding 
social network. It also provides regular people with a way to stay engaged 
in public life when otherwise they might simply turn inward back into 
the private sphere. David Feinberg (1994) wrote about making out with 
someone he’d just met, in an act of “social disobedience,” during the fi rst 
quilt display in Washington in 1988, describing it as “love among the 
ruins” (37).

This cruising approach helped create a social fabric that tied tribes 
of men together. “I’m saying it was a good thing. It was one of the ele-
ments that made [ACT UP] successful,” Northrop says. Like play itself, 
cruising wasn’t everything, but it was one of the ingredients for build-
ing the ACT UP coalition. “[T]here were a lot of things that brought 
it together and made it work,” she concludes. “Playfulness yes, but we 
were right and we knew the facts. And we were willing to go out and 
fi ght for them.” Play—including cruising—was thus a vital ingredient in 
ACT UP’s success.

When interviewing Liddell Jackson, I noted that I have always thought 
that ACT UP’s prosex message was part of their vitality. “That wasn’t lost on 
people. Many of the sex guys were in ACT UP,” Jackson remembered. “They 
would be in ACT UP meetings and then be in sex clubs later. It was the best 
cruising on a Monday night. You could go to ACT UP and have a date before 
that meeting was over.”

Goldberg (2003) concurs:
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It was a very sexy group. Just in terms of the people who were there, 
but also the activism and passion—particularly about something like 
the good fi ght, and it’s really important—is very sexy. There was an 
article that Maria Maggenti got blasted out of the room for—it was 
in the Village Voice, talking about “the sex in that room.” But it was. 
You were seeing these incredible parts of people. You were seeing great 
bravery. You were seeing something people really cared about, and 
that’s very, very sexy, attractive. I don’t know how well I knew people 
necessarily in ACT UP, but in some senses, I got a real essence of them, 
and it was very powerful.

Harrington continues:

[There was] cruising at demos and also cruising at meetings. And after 
the meeting everybody would go out and have dinner at Benny’s Burri-
tos and deconstruct the meeting and also cruise. And then, they would 
fi nally go out, out. Sometimes ACT UP had benefi t parties at the World 
or some other places.

Even some of the women in the group cruised. Kate Barnhart (2004) some-
times resorted to fl irting with other lesbian lawyers to get legal support for 
her affi nity groups’ escapades. Maria Maggenti (2003, 23) recalls being 
very attracted to one of the other women in her committee, even if the 
feeling was not reciprocated. “She was in indeterminate sexuality. And, 
but that didn’t stop me . . . I just wanted to throw her down [laughs].” Yet, 
Maggenti did not recall other lesbians cruising at ACT UP. “There were 
fl irtations between gay men and lesbians, though” (56).

Certainly there are limitations of cruising at political meetings, as G’Dali 
Braverman (2003) notes in his interview for the ACT UP Oral History Proj-
ect, but this was part of the ACT UP experience for many. For Braverman, 
the cruising took people away from the work that needed to get done and 
it got in the way. Others concur. In other cases, people brought their own 
mode of attraction. “And also there were people with a lot of strong per-
sonalities. And I think they brought their social/sexual lives into the meet-
ings in both exciting and really fucked up ways,” recalled Mattilda, who 
was involved with ACT UP San Francisco in the early 1990s. Yet, for the 
most part the sexual energy of the room was seen as a given. Steve Quester 
argues the cruising was “ancillary.” Most certainly there were other dynam-
ics, including fi ghting, anger, grief, frustration, resentment, and the other 
elements that accompany the practice of organizing.

And in the middle of everything else, there was cruising, which did not 
seem to get in the way too much. Such play served as an affective func-
tion for the group. It did contribute to the powerful sex-positive energy of 
the group’s activism. It was part of the food that helped people feel nour-
ished to act. As the work of Wilhelm Reich (1970) suggests, the freedom 
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of energy from inhibition toward pleasure opens up many a route toward a 
more authentic liberatory experience of being in the world.

Many, such as Goldberg, wanted to be part of something larger than 
themselves. The decision about how to get involved had as much to do 
with Eros as with his commitment to the movement. “I joined the Logistics 
Committee because—here’s some principles for you—because I thought 
Michael Savino was cute,” Goldberg (2003) recalls. There was, of course, a 
strategy to getting people involved in activism via their interest in pleasure. 
Goldberg (2003) further articulates the politics of seduction deployed by 
ACT UP:

If you do this major outreach—and pride was always on outreach, be-
cause you wanted to tell the community something—you wanted to 
send some sort of message to them and pull them in. And since we 
were an activist group, the point is, once you do that, you then don’t 
sit them down in a meeting. You get them into the street, you get them 
into a protest, you get them to do something—because that’s the drug. 
[Laughs]. That’s the thing, because once you can get people involved on 
that level, they’ll sit through the other stuff that needs to be done. But 
once they sort of see and experience the “empowerment”—that’s when 
people start putting the pieces together for themselves. So you always 
want to get people involved actively, as quickly as possible. . . . You 
show up at the rally, then these people will get arrested. It doesn’t have 
to be the people you’re getting at the outset—but just so they can sort 
of see how it works, and sort of get the sense of what the fi ght’s about, 
and what that energy is about.

For ACT UP, part of what that energy was about was sexuality. 
Members of ACT UP NY would cite the potential for sexual and 
romantic interactions among members as an important draw for the orga-
nization. “[In] ’89, ’90, people were dating each other like crazy,” long 
time ACT UP NY member Steven Genden recalled (quoted in P. Cohen 
1998, 133).

Kendall Thomas (2003) suggested that the sexual energy was part of 
ACT UP’s vitality. The group benefi ted from the interplay between public 
sexual cultures and a public commons of baths and bars, a culture of col-
lective pleasure and a civil society of public engagement, the combination 
of which created a dynamic energy. This helped contribute to a distinct 
form of political engagement. Thomas explains:

I don’t want to claim any simple, unmediated continuities between the 
world of the baths, the world of political action, on the one side—or the 
community services model and political action on the other. I do want 
to say again, that the conditions of possibility for collective, political 
action, of the kind that ACT UP undertook—and an understanding 
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specifi cally of culture as both an arena and an instrument for political 
struggle—those would not have been possible, if people hadn’t shared 
this experience.

ACT UP, FITTING IN, AND FINDING A SPACE

“Many people have said that they felt inadequate or intimidated or 
rejected by the social system in ACT UP,” Sarah Schulman (personal 
communication, 2007) who has conducted an oral history of the group, 
explains. “In fact, that was the predominate response.” Kate Barnhart 
(2004) recalls certain less hip or socially agile types who were unfairly 
labeled police. Certainly the general fl oor was not always an easy place 
to make a proposal, and there were times when, for example, Mattilda 
recalls people getting “torn to shreds” when she made a proposal that 
was not supported. This was also the genesis of many of the ACT UP spin 
off groups.

“We realized that younger women were not getting it together and 
learning the skills that we had,” Sarah Schulman (2002) recalled. “And we 
thought we’d just start this small group in New York to teach them basic 
skills.” So she helped begin the Lesbian Avengers.

Yet, in other cases, different kinds of issues did not receive adequate sup-
port. “A lot of the time women didn’t feel supported within ACT UP,” Kate 
Barnhart (2004) recalls. “[W]e were often bringing up topics in the general 
meetings about women, and it’s not that that they would be ignored . . . we 
decided it might be better to have our own committee,” Maria Maggenti 
recalled. The Women’s Committee was formed, and enjoyed working 
toward some of the group’s greatest successes (ACT UP/NY Women & 
AIDS Book Group 1990). The committee also enjoyed a profoundly social 
dimension. “[W]e had these dyke dinners—we would talk about a lot of 
things that had to do with ACT UP, and a lot of things that didn’t have to 
do with ACT UP” (22).

SEXUAL ENERGY IN COMMUNITY ORGANIZING

For ACT UP, the politics practiced was unique and consistent with the pat-
terns and play of gay life. “An aesthetics of gay life,” explained Thomas.

An aesthetics whose central tropes were pleasure, sex, sexual play, 
are written all over the textual or visual record of ACT UP. . . . So, 
that would be in the nature of a specifi cation of the relation between 
that world, on the one hand, and the political projects of ACT UP. . . . 
And, again, I say that what ACT UP may well be remembered for in 
the history of the later, new social movements is a kind of aesthetic 
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politics. Very often, we would go straight from the meetings to some 
bar or club. Work would take place there (Thomas, 2003).

These tropes of gay life became part of ACT UP’s politics. Of course, they 
also included a recognition of the political possibilities of pleasure in com-
munity organizing. There was much darkness in ACT UP’s story that cannot 
be neglected, as it overlaps with the still-death-saturated project of AIDS 
activism. Nevertheless, the life-affi rming, caring, and generative motivations 
and workings of an activist project aimed at keeping people alive and in a 
world worth living in was a vital part of the group’s work. Much of the same 
ethos could be witnessed in ACT UP’s meetings. “One of the fi rst things we 
realized when we went to the ACT UP meetings was, ‘There are a hell of a lot 
of cute boys here,’” recalled Robert Vazquez-Pacheco (2002), a former ACT 
UP/New York Coordinating Committee member. As was the case during the 
earlier gay liberation years, those “cute boys” were quite a draw.

Keith Cylar, a member of the Majority Action Committee recollected his 
fi rst ACT UP meeting in 1989 in a similar fashion. He did not know there 
was a meeting that night, yet when he saw “all these guys in black leather 
jackets,” he decided to stay a while. “It was the lit that made me stop. It was 
the black leather jackets that pulled me into the room” (quoted in Schindler 
2004). Countless other key organizers in ACT UP recalled being initially 
attracted to participate after they took a glimpse at the room full of the 
intelligent, savvy activists participating in the Monday night meetings. In 
oral histories of the ACT UP era, Thomas recalled cruising a young man at 
one of the meetings; others simply remember the sexual energy in the room 
(Shepard 1997b).

Eros and Thanatos intermingled within the group’s meetings and actions. 
Some days they felt like funeral services; others like cruising sessions. 
Cruising and camp—these were central ingredients of the Gay Liberation 
Movement. Here the play and politics involved disenfranchised groups of 
previously isolated individuals converging, sometimes in righteous anger, 
sometimes just to connect, quite often to do both (Shepard 1997). For Gay 
Liberationists, the right to meet in public space without fear of homopho-
bic violence was tantamount to the most basic constitutionally protected 
demands for the right of public assembly and pursuit of happiness.

In pumping sexual energy into organizing, ACT UP rejected right-wing 
discourses linking social and sexual liberation with social decline. Instead, 
the group helped demonstrate that pleasure and creativity could be used 
as tools to create a better world and halt the progress of the epidemic. 
The most effective way to fi ght a culture of sexual shame was through a 
vision of sex as liberation and joy (Crimp 1988; Bronski 2004). To this 
end, the group cultivated a new sort of culture of life and activism, which 
was inspired less by guilt than by life-affi rming joy and vitality. Moises 
Agosto explains how ACT UP became a sort of queer family for him when 
he moved to New York from Puerto Rico:
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The beautiful thing about ACT UP, that I miss so much now, was that 
sense of camaraderie, not just in a political sense but in a community/
personal side. We knew how to have fun with what we did, because 
our hearts were there 300 percent. But also there was no judgment, to 
be a naughty boy, or to have fun and go out dancing. Even I remember 
a couple of those fundraisers at the Pyramid. So in terms of social life, 
it gave me a very strong social structure in New York. So, if it hadn’t 
been for ACT UP, it would have taken me a long time to fi nd a family 
of friends in New York. ACT UP gave me that in a very—it was not a 
shallow way. It was a very, here, in your face, real life, and these are your 
friends, and these are your friends that are dying, these are your friends 
that are getting sick with you. And fun. It was fun. We would go out and 
do a demonstration, and then we would go out and party. Any kind of 
thing you could think of would happen. There was no judgment.

The group offered a way to fi nd meaning and community within a very dif-
fi cult situation. And play was part of that. Mixed in between with countless 
stories of grief and death, Ron Goldberg recalls a play element within the 
group that kept him involved:

One of the things—among many talents—we, ACT UP, would have—
and actually, this is something that was actually really key to the orga-
nization, in a funny way—which is that we played a lot together. For all 
the yelling and screaming and emotion—there was a lot of emotion—but 
it was a very funny group. There was real camp sense of humor, which 
was part of demonstrations often. It was part of certainly the fl oor [at 
meetings], and we would have these talent shows to celebrate. The fi rst 
anniversary, we’d have a talent show. The second anniversary, we’d have 
a talent show. And people would go on and do all sorts of stuff. And I 
would do my Julie Andrews does the Tracey Chapman songbook thing. 
Bradly Ball, who was one of the founders of ACT UP—the fi rst secre-
tary of the group, and co-wrote the original document—was incredibly 
central to getting the organization on some footing. And he was handed 
a piece of paper and told, “Take notes.” And that’s how he became 
secretary. And it was lucky he was picked. Whoever it was, handed the 
right person the notebook. And we would sit around and rewrite songs 
at dinner. Yes, it was an AIDS organization, but so much more of it was 
also—for me, and I think for a lot of people—as a gay man, as a gay 
woman—that our lives have value, meaning, absolutely down the street 
every day. We’re not asking for your—please give us this thing. We’re 
people, we demand it, it’s part of—there’s no discussion here, it’s our 
rights. That was sort of the turning point.

Humor and activism were part of fi nding meaning in the face of mass catas-
trophe. To a degree, there was a sort of social Eros, a connection among 
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souls as well as bodies, that propelled this culture of activism. Within both 
Agosto’s and Goldberg’s narratives, one can witness the interplay between 
the formation of a queer family of choice with the struggle for justice for 
ailing family members, and genuine care and revelry among those remain-
ing. The sexual charge was by no means only between men and men. What 
emerged in ACT UP was a series of blurred lines and boundaries, across 
which different kinds of queer kinship networks took hold. “In the world 
of ACT UP, fl irtations, love affairs, and simple fucking were fairly common 
between gay men and lesbians who had formed new, powerful relation-
ships that came without rules of precedent,” Patrick Moore (2004,122) 
recalled. ACT UP was able to capture the life-affi rming pulse among activ-
ists involved in the solidarity of a grand struggle, much as the American 
civil rights movement aimed at changing the world. “You cannot build a 
movement on anger,” Cylar (2002) explained. Hence, what emerges is an 
unrepentant, unapologetic pursuit of pleasure, justice, and community 
building.

The other aspect of this social Eros involved a prefi gurative community-
building process by which activists buttressed their counterpublic by creat-
ing a more compelling image of the world in which they wanted to live in 
those little moments. For ACT UP member Elizabeth Meixell, part of the 
process was breaking apart social isolation and connecting:

It’s like coming out and fi nding out that there are so many others with 
the same opinion as you. If you have this opinion and you stay home 
with it, you’re not connecting. But if more people are out on the streets 
saying “This is how I feel”. . . . And “My nephew is a wonderful gay 
man. You’d really like him. Here’s his number.” You are making more 
connections that way. You are coming out.

This ability to connect is one of the survival skills necessary to survive 
catastrophes such as AIDS. Viktor Frankl (1963) emphasized that those 
who forged tight bonds had a much better chance of surviving the concen-
tration camps during the Holocaust. If the politics of play and pleasure is 
about anything, it is about helping people stay involved in their communi-
ties. Herein, the play of exchanging phone numbers and fl irting is also part 
of expanding a tribe (Maffesoli 1993, 1996). It involved taking apart soul-
crushing alienation and replacing it with an authentic struggle; connection, 
affect, and fun served as vital ingredients.

For many involved, ACT UP was a new, authentic fi rst experience with 
political engagement, a space to combine aesthetic, sexual, and political 
ambitions. Tim Miller, a National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) grantee 
who made national headlines after suing the NEA for withdrawing a grant 
under political pressure, spoke during a seven-day vigil in which members 
of ACT UP/Los Angeles slept on the grounds of the county hospital to 
push for better care and funding for people with HIV. “Something’s been 
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happening here,” Miller (1997) pronounced, seemingly referring to an exis-
tential condition as well as the encampment. “Some people have passed 
seven days and seven nights in front of this building together.” He contin-
ued, “Soup has been made. Stories have been told. Performances have been 
done. TV cameras have been pointed. Wet, sloppy, sex has been had by 
those two perseverant ACT UP dudes in that tent over there still wobbling 
and shaking” (216).

Sex was part of the story; it was part of the food, but so was the care 
combined with the rambunctious fun. “The humor set the tight WASP part 
of me loose too. A crazy place in my mind laughs to keep the world and my 
heart from breaking in two. I felt that laugh now” (Miller 1997, 216). ACT 
UP was part of a more connected, emotionally vulnerable way of being. 
“Powerful gestures have been made as we in ACT UP/LA have actually 
seen what each other looks like before coffee in the morning, and yet still 
we are here” (216). For Miller, it was part of a more authentic experience 
of community, where he could connect to something larger than himself. 
“Maybe—it will begin to seem to more of us that it is at least as important 
to get people who need it proper health care as it is to shop for a new leather 
jacket.” The humor also helped them make light of the heavy parts of their 
lives. “Believe me,” Miller said, “I’ve made my share of those” (217).

That authentic experience of self-expression was part of the aim of the 
struggle. Within the context of an AIDS crisis that threatened to wipe out 
the advances of the gay liberation years, ACT UP built on the lessons of 
gay liberation as a human rights movement that said it was okay, whoever 
you are, to come out as who you are, and people came out in lots of ways. 
“There is this huge pressure among gay men not to be who you are,” Steve 
Quester explained. ACT UP fought this pressure.

PLAY, PARADOX, AND THE PUBLIC 
DEFENSE OF PLEASURE

For many, the challenges experienced by gay men were best represented by 
the 1986 Bowers v. Hardwick ruling. Elements of justice, camp, sex, joy, 
and creativity overlapped into a public defense of pleasure. Allan Clear, a 
leader in ACT UP’s syringe exchange committee, recalled, “I remember 
Walter Armstrong. There is a picture of him. I think it was in Province-
town, wearing a sign, I think it said, ‘LEGALIZE BUTT-FUCKING.’ And 
it upset people. I thought it was so funny, a funny sign.”

I spoke with Armstrong about the sign. His answer clearly establishes the 
sometimes paradoxical approach to play employed by many in the group, 
given the death-saturated moment they were experiencing. “In terms of play, 
I guess for me, personally, it’s been hard for me to fi nd my playfulness as an 
adult,” he explained. “I will say my mind was on the very angry side and 
wanting to do something about AIDS. If anything, I made the mistake of 
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being way too serious and really missing out on a lot of that stuff.” Yet his 
response to this set of feelings was anything but dour. For Armstrong, the 
“LEGALIZE BUTT-FUCKING” sign was certainly campy, but it spoke to 
the desperation of the post-Hardwick context, in which sodomy had been 
confi rmed as illegal, thus consigning queer sexuality to criminal status. They 
appealed and lost—the lingering message being that policing queen sex was 
a valid state activity (Duggan and Hunter, 1995).

Armstrong spoke about the paradoxical element of acknowledging anger 
while saying pleasure, joy, and Eros were valid feelings in a pluralistic 
democracy:

Just to speak about that sign. I think it started out as “Legalize Butt-
fucking.” I don’t remember. We were all doing a spontaneous demo 
somewhere and we were each given a poster board and a magic marker 
and told to write something. And, I guess, I was literally discovering 
my sexuality while this was going on and I had just gotten fucked for 
the fi rst time. And it was something I’d never even fantasized about. I 
knew that it was a very meaningful experience. The realization that 
this was illegal, in that moment this just seemed so outrageous to me. 
The impulse beyond it was just to say in as simple a way as possible, my 
sense of what was right or wrong, that this was just wrong. It was kind 
of a naive gesture. There wasn’t a lot of thought. I knew that it might 
raise some eyebrows, but I really believed in it. And for me as someone 
who writes and works with words and fi nds they are the most viable 
way of expressing, speaking honestly has always been incredibly useful 
to me. And so in my activism, I always wanted to make it personal and 
make it mean something. And then I saw what kind of response I got 
and the sign went through a bunch of transformations.

Armstrong then described some of the responses to the sign:

People loved it or hated it. There was no in-between. I just thought that 
was very exciting to be able to see, like, on the one hand, you can thrill 
people but also you can horrify them. As someone who had been in 
many demonstrations, to have something that was able to provoke that 
kind of a response and still take it in was really educational for me. For 
me, as someone participating in a demonstration, it was like taking it 
somewhere else with a message. And being able to play at that moment 
with getting people to respond.

The play that Armstrong speaks of can best be understood as a dark, risky 
form of play, a form of political engagement that might involve actors who 
are not necessarily aware they are playing. Yet they are willing take enormous 
risks as they propel their counterpublic message into the public sphere. ACT 
UP’s primary mode for such forms of political engagement was the zap.
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PLAYING SECRET AGENT, ZAPS, 
AND ADVENTURE GAMES

The term zap dates back to the early days of gay liberation. The term 
describes taking a message to a target with a simple prank or action aimed 
at distracting or shifting the terms of debate. Zaps tend to involve some sort 
of clandestine work. As much as any tactic used in the activist repertoire, 
the zap most closely resembles the dynamics of dark, risky play discussed 
by Schechner (2002).

Arnie Kantrowitz ([1977] 1996) always felt like he was a “guerilla mak-
ing forays into straight territory” when he was involved with zaps, such as 
takeovers of the offi ces of homophobic opponents during the GAA years. 
“It was more thrilling than the movies,” he wrote (128). In the days after 
the demise of the GAA, Vito Russo involved himself in a series of zaps 
aimed at interfering with the production of a blatantly homophobic fi lm 
shooting in 1979. His description of the spontaneous community response 
illustrates that characteristic of a subversive form of improvisational play. 
“There was no plan; it was a very spontaneous community action,” Russo 
explained. “By this time there was no longer a Gay Activist Alliance. People 
just did whatever they wanted to do. For the entire six to eight weeks of 
the shooting, it got to be like a guerilla warfare game” (quoted in Marcus 
1992, 412).

Many interviews and accounts from people involved with ACT UP 
characterize the group’s zaps in a similar fashion. Huizinga’s defi nition 
of play suggests it involves group dynamics that thrive on life outside of 
regular life, as well as combinations of tension on the one hand and joy on 
the other. For interviewees who took part in zaps into television studios, 
such as Action Tour members Wagner, Meixell, and Quester, the actions 
entailed the tension around possibly getting caught, as well as the fun and 
exhilaration of pushing the limits. For Quester and others, their forays into 
televised political conventions and television studios are sources of pride 
and mementos they hold onto. Meixell describes a feeling of “joy to be 
running down the street laughing cause you got away with it” after a zap is 
successfully accomplished.

There was also a lot of solidarity created within the clandestine nature 
of these risky zaps. A foxhole camaraderie of a secret society is apparent in 
Sarah Schulman’s (1990) descriptions of the interactions between a movie 
ticket-taker and activists dropping off information in a scene from People in 
Trouble, her novel based on the ACT UP years. “Wait a second will ya?” her 
protagonist explains in front of the theater: “I have to drop this off.” Knowing 
what was going on, the ticket-taker smiled. “One guy got into the full spirit of 
things by saying, ‘Thank you sister,’ fl ashing a victory sign with two fi ngers 
on his right hand followed by a fi sted salute.” Even here, the playful gesture 
has countless possible political and personal meanings. “Either he was an 
old radical or he was showing off the manual technique he’d picked up at the 
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Mineshaft,” Schulman explained (110). The Mineshaft was an underground 
gay sex club where fi sting and leather play were the rage.

Many early ACT UP actions took on this clandestine, playful, “Secret 
Agent Man” dimension, especially in attempting to move into closed spaces 
(see Cylar 2002). The risky, secretive element of this work enables dark 
play in countless ways. For Schechner (2002), it involves “‘playing with 
fi re,’ ‘breaking the rules,’ ‘getting away with murder’; it’s a form of play 
involving deception, risk, and thrill” (106). Part of the game is that some 
players do not know they have been included in the antics; they might not 
know they are playing. A primary goal of such play is to include those not 
knowingly involved in the play—such as police, security guards, members 
of the media, and so on—as part of a performance that shifts plot lines for 
a drama that has otherwise been drawn within restrictive storylines.

Action Tours was one of the many ACT UP affi nity groups that made 
thrilling use of zaps to propel their counterpublic narrative into public 
debate. Quester, Meixell, Wagner, Jamie Leo, Karen Ramspacher, and a 
number of others I interviewed were members of this group. I asked Quester 
about Action Tours. “It was an affi nity group of ACT UP and of WHAM! 
[Women’s Health Action Mobilization Movement]. If you had asked me at 
the time, I would have said it was an entity shrouded in mystery,” Quester 
explained. “We met weekly and there were a lot of us.” He explains why 
the group was “shrouded in mystery”:

[The reason] we did not wish for ACT UP to be aware of our activities 
was we wanted the authorities to think there was a generalized insur-
rection. We didn’t want them to know that the same people who had 
interrupted Dan Rather on the air were the same people who dropped 
the banner at the Statue of Liberty were the same people who inter-
rupted the state legislature in Albany, etc, etc. We didn’t want that.

Within this Zapatista-like invisibility (Marcos 2001), the group was enor-
mously successful at shifting the contours of everyday discussion of the 
epidemic. “We were a really hot group for years,” Quester explains, his 
eyes fl ashing with the subversive imagination that served as a catalyst for 
the group. The Dan Rather intervention is one of the many for which the 
group could take credit. Shortly before the fi rst Gulf War in 1991, ACT 
UP planned its “Day of Desperation” (a name that alludes to the Weather 
Underground’s “Days of Rage”). The night before the action, on April 22, 
ACT UP members—who had carefully duplicated the appearance of one 
genuine studio pass from each network to provide fake IDs for the people 
going into CBS and NBC—made a cameo appearance on a national news 
broadcast. Quester recalls:

John Weir and Dale Peck show up on the screen in front of Dan Rather at 
the beginning of CBS news and they are chanting, “AIDS is news. Fight 
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AIDS, not Arabs!” And they chant it twice and it goes to black, not even 
a commercial, but to black. And then they come back and Rather says, 
“I’m sorry, there were some rude people in the studio” and he continued 
with the news. But on every single CBS affi liate all over the country at 
eleven that night, the top story was that Dan Rather got interrupted, so 
for hundreds of times around the country, you have this image of John 
Weir bobbing up and down saying, “AIDS is news. . . .”

As one of the grand disruptions of everyday life, Weir’s brief appearance 
on the CBS Evening News with Dan Rather is the stuff of activist lore. Yet 
CBS was not the only newscast interrupted that night. The MacNeil/Lehrer 
News Hour also had visitors from ACT UP. Here, Robin MacNeil actively 
participated within the game to advance ACT UP’s message. As Schechner 
explains, part of the play is that sometimes actors do not even know they 
are playing. By responding to the situation on the air, MacNeil advanced 
ACT UP’s primary goal: to speak through the news, not at the news. Mac-
Neil told his audience:

There’s been a demonstration in our studio; it was a group of non-
violent demonstrators from ACT UP who complained that we and the 
media are spending too much time and attention on the war in the 
Middle East, which they say will never kill as many people as are dying 
of AIDS, and I told them that this program has spent a lot of time on 
the AIDS matter and will be covering it more in the future. (quoted in 
ACT UP 1991)

In these situations, play means the unexpected and it extends beyond any 
one set of players. Similarly, it extends queer politics into the very geogra-
phy of the city.

Later in the evening, reporters asked ACT UP members why they chose 
to utilize such a tactic: “Don’t you think this is an immature and silly way 
to get your point across to the country?” Jamie Leo, an ACT UP member, 
responded: “No, we think spending hundreds of billions of dollars bomb-
ing people on another continent is an immoral way to get a point across” 
(quoted in ACT UP 1991). The presumption that some activist activities are 
“immature” and counterproductive is signifi cant. It offers a useful contrast 
to the standard liberal-rational model of how to participate in the public 
sphere: Be rational, be nonemotional, and consider deliberately. It is not 
so easy to do when those on the other team are not interested in playing. 
Members of ACT UP were left with little other resort. Throughout the 
evening, multiple news broadcasts included stories about the disruptions of 
Rather’s and MacNeil’s broadcasts.

The next day, the rest of ACT UP furthered the disruption with the Day of 
Desperation actions. The spectacle began with a banner drop over the train 
schedule board during rush hour in the terminal at Grand Central Station, 
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accompanied by a sit-in that blocked commuters hurrying to catch their 
trains. People literally stepped over those blocking Grand Central, just as 
they had stepped over and ignored the plight of people with AIDS for years. 
Many disapproved of the tactic. “ACT UP at that moment had crossed into 
the realm of art,” Patrick Moore (2004) recalled. “Day of Desperation had 
ceased to be about tangible activist goals: it had become a huge performance, 
a theatrical event designed to express desperation and rage” (142).

The controversial zaps were part of the ACT UP game. For some, the 
challenge became how to push the message further and in more creative 
ways. For others, the media coverage occasionally became an end in itself. 
Mark Harrington explains:

We were trying to speak to as many audiences as possible. And again, 
if there was any one demonstration, there were twenty media zaps and 
creativity and competition for coverage. A lot of people would rush 
home to TV after a demonstration and try to watch TV and see as 
validation how much coverage they got. And that became eventually 
not self-defeating, but distracting. How much media you get does not 
necessarily mean that you made any changes happen.

In other cases, the game became riskier. Some of the more hard-core ACT 
UP affi nity groups have been described as “adrenaline junkies” because 
of their propensity to employ intense tactics. Some of the edgiest tactics 
include the banner drops, where members literally risked their lives to move 
their counterpublic message into the public arena. Meixell recalls one such 
banner drop at City Hall:

Karen and Steve Melvin and Rex Wasserman took a banner up to 
the roof of City Hall. Jamie Leo designed the banner, and they were 
able to get in by being art critics or something. And dressing the part. 
That’s what Action Tours does. We dress like we belong. They dropped 
this banner a day before a major ACT UP demonstration across the 
Brooklyn Bridge, an AIDS demonstration. It said, “AIDS HALL OF 
SHAME.” So that picture was on page B3 of the Times.

Another risky banner drop was the “Pope Drop” action. Here, Meixell 
recalls, Quester and Cypress crawled out a building balcony just as Pope 
John Paul II arrived in New York. Security guards pointed guns straight at 
the two as they dropped a banner that read, “Condoms Save Lives.” “We 
always had adventures, it was so exciting,” Meixell fondly recalls. I noted 
that it sounded like Action Tours was playing spy games. “Yeah, it is,” she 
responded. “It’s just trying to get away with something. We have done so 
many events where we have to case the joint fi rst.” Activism takes on a slap-
stick comic quality in the images Meixell describes of running into another 
activist casing the same place and startling each other.
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A highlight for many Action Tours members involved a banner drop 
at the Statue of Liberty in 1991. Here, child’s play was literally a part 
of the action. Yet, the action was supported by a great deal of research 
and planning. James Wagner reconnoitered the long Statue of Liberty 
tourist route in the weeks ahead of the day of the action itself, including 
going through the lines all the way to the top, and inspecting the win-
dow mechanisms in the crown. “I took a clay mold I’d made there to my 
local hardware store to secure the proper wrench.” Immediately after 
that, another dedicated Action Tourist followed all the way through the 
line once again to confi rm the window wrench worked. “The people 
who went upstairs carried a balloon to go in front of the security cam-
era, bobbing,” Meixell recalls, smiling. When I asked Quester about his 

Figure 3.2 “No Choice, No Liberty.” Photo by Maryl Levin.
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favorite action of all time, he shows me a postcard from 1990 bearing 
the words, “No Choice, No Liberty” over an image of the Statue of 
Liberty, with a banner reading, “Abortion is Healthcare, Healthcare Is 
a Right!” He recalls:

Action Tours decided it needed to make a statement against the global 
gag rule. And we went online and it’s not hard to fi nd the measurements 
for the Statue of Liberty, ‘cause the Parks Service is proud of that. But 
we found out that you needed a banner hanging off the pedestal that 
would be thirty by thirty feet. It was a 900 square foot banner. So if 
you have 900 square feet, you can say a lot. So we decided to have it say, 
“Abortion Is Health Care. Health Care Is a Right!” We painted it in 
Elizabeth’s basement. That was when Elizabeth started answering the 
phone “Church Ladies Sewing Circle and Terrorist Society” because 
she spent just days and days and days sewing the hem on the banner so 
we could sew a chain into the bottom of it so it would hang. What was 
so fun about that one for me was it was all this group work.

For Quester, the best part of the day was how well the affi nity group mem-
bers worked together. He continues:

The morning of the action I went up and bought helium infl atable 
balloons so we could have someone standing up there with balloons 
blocking the surveillance cameras. Those of us who were hanging the 
banner from the pedestal needed cinder blocks to weigh them down. 
We wrapped them in Laura Ashley paper. So I was walking around 
the Statue of Liberty with a cinder block and I looked gorgeous. And 
we were all in Republican drag. I walked around Liberty Plaza not ac-
knowledging the thirty-fi ve or so people I knew there. We had rented 
a helicopter. That’s how we had this picture [on the postcard]. And 
my friend from the Columbia blockade had a foam crown to signal to 
me to drop it. The banner was down long enough to take the picture 
and we took the ferry to get out of there, and the police went through 
these Italian tourists’ bags, not ours, ‘cause we were in Republican 
drag. And we got out and we had runners waiting to take the footage 
to the news stations. And yes, we did get in the paper [see Associated 
Press 1991; Kaufman 1991].

These actions brought group members together. As Action Tours was 
arranging, planning, coordinating, and pulling off all these zaps aimed at 
moving their counterpublic message into the public sphere, a signifi cant by-
product emerged. Meixell notes:

Well, we happened to build a community on the side. When we do a 
“Pope Drop” we have a whole backdrop ready to go into action. We have 
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people taking the pictures and video and transforming it into the stuff 
you can use on the news. We have runners going to all of those places 
and we have a fax calling up the media and sending the press release 
again and again. And we have people ready to stand on the side and talk 
about it. So we all know what we’re doing and we all trust each other. 
And we all have our own lawyers on the site ready to go and we have a 
lot of support and backup. We trust that each other will do this and we 
stick with each other through the court situation. It’s solidarity.

With this trusting, playful solidarity, the group was able to take on a vast 
array of issues. After abortion rights and homophobia, AIDS education 
was the third pillar of the holy trinity of issues for the Action Tours/Church 
Ladies affi nity group. “The body is a battleground,” Quester explains in 
linking the three seemingly disparate issues. Here, the play element moves 
from an instructive to an external goal. The aim was to advance the drama-
turgical ambition combined with practical HIV prevention information, as 
outlined in the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence’s 1982 work, Play Fair!, “the 
fi rst safer sex pamphlet to use plain sex-positive language, practical advice, 
and humor” (Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence, n.d.). Meixell explains how 
she worked with the ACT UP Youth Education Life Line (YELL) to zap the 
New York Board of Education about AIDS prevention:

One of the last demonstrations that we did there was a safety dem-
onstration. It was a regulation that AIDS education must be provided 
every year to kids of all ages. But condom demonstrations were not 
specifi cally required. And we would go and speak at the Board of 
Education, singing Christmas carols written especially for the occa-
sion. You know, like on an airplane you get a safety demonstration, 
this time we all dressed as stewardesses and we each had a banana or 
a cucumber and did a safety demonstration.

The YELL zaps were intended to put an emphasis on healthy sex education 
and AIDS prevention. The aim was not only to educate people about how 
to prevent the spread of the disease, but it was also about preventing the 
criminalization of HIV transmission, which would inevitably become part 
of the discussion of AIDS policy in the coming years (Siplon 2002; Shevory 
2004). To convey their point, the group’s actions resembled invisible theater 
pieces. Action Tours was not the only ACT UP affi nity group to take such 
an approach.

ACT UP AS THEATER

ACT UP’s playful style offered many things to many different people. Rather 
than caregiving or being a Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC) buddy, ACT 
UP offered a way to respond to the AIDS crisis that fi t Ron Goldberg’s 
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dramaturgical sensibilities: “[T]his was a bit theatrical in the streets. Okay, 
this I can do,” he explains. “I think I went to my fi rst demo—it was actu-
ally after Pride, but then I started pretty regularly for a lot of years.” For 
Goldberg, like many others in ACT UP, the loss of playwright Charles Lud-
lam to AIDS in 1987 served as a catalyst to action, inspiring them to bring 
his defi antly queer absurdist theater into the streets and into their struggle 
to halt the epidemic (Kaufmann 2002; Borwotiz 2004).

Ann Northrop outlines why and how theatrical activism works to cre-
ate change:

Well, because it gets people to think in different ways. The general pub-
lic, when they see this stuff, it tends to illuminate issues in a different 
way by putting it in terms that make people pay attention, that aren’t 

Figure 3.3 YELL song lyrics—“Do You Hear What I Hear?” The ACT UP 
Youth Education Life Line (YELL) took place inside of spaces where decisions 
were made, such as the New York Board of Education. The group’s actions 
resembled invisible theater pieces. Direct action included events such as songs 
and performances.
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just predictable sloganeering. So, if it’s theatrical, it’s clever, it’s ironic, 
if it’s colorful, if it’s playful, whatever, it catches people’s attention. 
And if you can then express your thought in a way that is original, you 
can stand a chance of changing people’s minds or illuminating their 
thinking on something. That’s the real goal, because it’s so easy for 
people to get caught up in the standard rhetoric, if you are trying in a 
nice way to shock them into thinking in a different way.

For many years, ACT UP turned most every demonstration it organized into 
a form of theater. This included civil disobedience actions where, as Alisa 
Solomon explains, the group “stretched the form with unbridled theatri-
cal fl air.” Another of ACT UP’s founders, Larry Kramer, elaborates: “Each 
action is like an enormous show. We’re divided into committees doing ban-
ners, logistics, media, just like a producer would hire people for scenery, cos-
tumes, publicity” (quoted in Solomon 1998, 45). In one example, activists 
dressed in drag as “Mario Antoinettes” with big wigs and dresses, throwing 
pieces of cake to protest New York Governor Cuomo, chanting: “Mario 
Cuomo’s policy is let them eat cake.” The point of the spectacle was to dis-
arm the state of its power to withhold services. ACT UP built on the Wob-
blies’ adage, “direct action gets the goods” (Ferrell 2001, 202). ACT UP’s 
insight was the dramaturgical element of political action (Shepard 1997b, 
117–18).

ACT UP also made use of the dramaturgy of the civil rights movement 
(McAdam 1996). The group’s ACT UP strategy was to make themselves 
a news-attracting event, to “speak through, not to” the media. ACT UP’s 
modus operandi was “to go to the furthest extreme in order to get the 
center to take notice” (Cohen-Cruz 1998). For example, one-time member 
Richard Elovich (n.d.) recalled: “When a public bus company refused to 
allow Gran Fury’s panel of ‘Kissing Doesn’t Kill, Corporate Greed and 
Indifference Do’ on the sides of buses, the ensuing controversy provided 
sustained media coverage and public debate about discrimination.”

Yet the question always remained, how to advance fresh tactics into 
organizing that could result in practical shifts in people’s lives. ACT UP 
made use of media, theater, and any other tactic at their disposal to push 
ideas into public consciousness and conversation. For many members, it 
also had to be fun, or else they would not do it. “I don’t understand the 
references to social change. I’m not going for anything besides a good time 
that day,” Meixell explained, a good time and an impact, “perhaps get-
ting a slogan across. That’s in the fact sheet. And that’s why we work on 
them so hard.” So far, the ingredients of a successful action include a good 
time and an argument delivered with a well-researched fact sheet. Yet this 
argument also needed to be advanced in a more immediate manner. This is 
where the theater fi ts in, Meixell explains:

The demonstrations, let’s just talk about me and how I feel. We did 
an anniversary action for ACT UP. This must have been maybe 1991. 
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It was at the World Trade Center on that part of Church Street that is 
closed off. It might have been 1993 after the bombing and the street 
was closed off. And we had our “Faceless Bureaucrat” faces on. We had 
on our business-looking outfi ts. And we had signs around our necks 
saying, “That’s not my job” or “AIDS doesn’t affect my family”—the 
disclaimers of a faceless bureaucrat. So there was a die-in. We hadn’t 
planned what we would do. When the die-in occurred, we started step-
ping over them. And so the next day, there was a whole full two-page 
picture in the Daily News. So doing these activities makes news.

“We went on to use the masks and costumes on several more occasions,” 
James Wagner recalled. “It was an almost perfect, portable theater, and the 
potential targets were infi nite in number.”

When done right, ACT UP’s theatrical approach, which combined 
research, direct action zaps, and effective communications, produced tan-
gible success. Harrington explains that sometimes just publicly using the 
language of scientists against them was the most effective approach they 
could take (S. Epstein 1996, 2000). Yet even then, the drama of grabbing 
the microphone, a little direct action, set the stage for the advance, as Har-
rington describes:

One of the best zaps was a very organized CD zap on Allan Cooper and 
the FDA in February 1989. We brought a whole busload of ACT UP 
people down [to Washington, DC] for a hearing on FDA reform. We 
distributed fact sheets that attacked the NIH and the FDA for DHBG 
[an experimental treatment] and monumental regulatory hypocrisy. 
We grabbed the microphone and got the kind of dialogue we wanted. 
And then three of the activists who were there went out to [Anthony] 
Fauci’s offi ce at the NIH campus and he said yes. And then that same 
day he called up [FDA Commissioner] Frank Young, the next day the 
FDA changed their policy, and later in the month, people with AIDS 
that had CMV retinitis were getting their drug acyclovir.

They were going through all of these bureaucratic hurdles to get spe-
cifi c drugs approved for a specifi c condition. A central component of this 
organizing approach is the view that when activism remains fresh, well 
researched, and creative, it can produce results in peoples’ lives. Har-
rington explains:

All of those different pieces that you do: you stage a festival; you hold a 
demonstration; you go meet policymakers; you get arrested. And even-
tually, down the road, there are some concrete changes that can happen 
very quickly, as with the FDA. We went to demonstrate at a federal 
hearing about acyclovir for CMV retinitis in February 1989. And a 
group went out to Fauci’s offi ce at NIH that same day and he called the 
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FDA Commissioner that same day. And then two weeks later the drug 
was on expanded access for people with CMV retinitis. So we would 
get letters from people that said, “Thank you for saving my eyesight.” 
So that was incredibly powerful feelings of intervention, validation, ac-
complishment, and something good happening right away. Originally 
at the FDA demo, we just thought the drugs are there, we just need to 
get them out. But I think we were wearing lab coats with the biohazard 
warning on them.

The lesson became that well-timed, creative guerilla theater could reshape 
power structures. The dramaturgical lesson follows that good actions had 
to be good theater. ACT UP helped teach us that with good media work, 
sound research, and a coherent message, guerilla theater can play an effec-
tive role in promoting political change. Scenes are staged to be media-
friendly, characters learn their sound bites around particular policies in 
question, and audiences gravitate to good performances. People want to 
write about and interview the cast members, regardless of whether they are 
stars or not. Everyone has his or her lines.

Quester recalls the use of street theater in an action against the Ameri-
can Medical Association (AMA), illustrating how the group used these ele-
ments to convey its support for national health care.

I went to Chicago in 1990, the ACT UP conference. It was called Act 
Now. And we went there and we demonstrated at the AMA. And there 
was a woman there wearing a leather jacket. And on the back of the 
jacket in sequins it said, “Dykes with Guns. That’ll Scare ‘Em.” So I 
pretty much decided I was in love with her. And ACT UP did this big 
die-in in front of the AMA ‘cause they opposed national health insur-
ance. And you know, it was earnest, ‘cause die-ins are. But the folks 
who were getting busted—’cause no one got arrested for dying on the 
streets—they were told to get up, and they got up. But the folks who 
were getting busted, we were lying in the doorway, we called ourselves 
“The Greed Doctors.” We wore white coats. We xeroxed $20 bills. We 
enlarged them, because when you are a clown you need big props. We 
had giant $20 bills with blood all over them. And they were coming out 
of all our pockets and our sleeves. And we were marching around sing-
ing, I think Jamie Leo was behind this, “Oompa, loompa, dippidy dee. 
We are the doctors, where is our fee? Oompa, loompa, doopidy doo? 
There’ll be no health care coverage for you.” It’s from Willy Wonka 
and the Chocolate Factory. And Jamie was walking along and he’d 
say, “Who are you?” And we’d go, “The greedy doctors.” And he’d 
say, “What do you want?” And we’d go, “Blood money.” And throw 
it around. And then we lay down. We did our die-in at the door of the 
AMA. And he went around and went into our pockets and took our 
money ‘cause he was being the AMA. It was great.
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The majority of ACT UP’s playful theatrical pranks were meant to con-
vey a point, as with the AMA street theater pieces Quester describes. For 
Northrop, internal group play contributed to more effective communica-
tions and street theater. “If you label it theater, and there could be both 
comedy and tragedy in that, then I think you are hitting the nail better on 
the head,” she explains. The point of ACT UP’s most dramatic actions was 
tactically speaking to multiple publics:

I certainly think there has been a role for cleverness and play to some 
extent, although more for the entertainment of the activists than as an 
actual communication tool. Certainly, we take into account the pri-
mary goal, which is how to communicate. And a lot of that has to do 
with humor or irony or some twist that helps people understand things 
better. And it certainly can be seen in terms of play. But also one needs 
to be careful not to go too far with play and actually mess up your 
message because it’s important to be serious. One thing that comes to 
mind are the pictures of the fi rst gay rights demonstration right out-
side the White House. People very deliberately chose to dress seriously. 
The men in suits and ties; the women in dresses. But the groups I’ve 
worked with have always taken seriously the need to be conscious of 
the message we’re sending. Sometimes that ends up in adopting a play-
ful message. And sometimes the opposite. There are various ways these 
messages manifest themselves.

Although street theater had to be part of a conscious, deliberate approach 
and communications strategy, it did not have to be bland.

In countless ways, the politics of playful creative protest offered a strik-
ing contrast to conventional protest strategies. “[It was] the politics of 
smashing the closet,” Quester explains. “There’s a bunch of queers here, so 
we’re going to act really, really queer because we’re queers and that’s what 
we do.” Thus, ACT UP, like the Gay Liberation Front before it, rejected 
assimilationist political messaging. “We’re not going to do our ‘Mattachine 
Society Pickets the White House.’ We don’t do that anymore,” Quester 
says. This is not to say that there was not a clear political strategy to the 
tactical use of dramaturgy in ACT UP, however. Quester continues:

Whether we articulated it or not, there was a queer political strategy 
that went into that. What do you want to do? Do you want to frighten 
people? Then do the angry thing. Politically, if that’s what you need 
to do, frighten people. Do you want to stymie people and leave them 
without a response? Then do the high camp thing. It was strategic.

I remember when we were in New Orleans during the Republican 
Convention in 1988 and we had offended everyone because we zapped 
the bishop there. And they were saying, “I think we should all dress in 
white and have a candlelight march because the way that you guys go 
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out there with your black t-shirts and your chanting, you scare people.” 
And I remember Peter Staley, who is not someone I admire politically 
in 2005, who at that time was very articulate and patient with them. 
And he said, “Look, sometimes you want to scare people. We’re trying 
to do that.”

The play element of ACT UP’s work, at least for Northrop, was more about 
“the entertainment of the activists,” but this does not diminish its role. 
McAdam (1996) speaks of multiple publics, including fellow travelers. 
There are times when the play message goes straight to fellow activists. 
Here, play involves a more instrumental role, rather than an external role. 
Northrop and I talked about the propensity to fi nd a space for playfulness 
in good times and bad, where it was part of a community-building project. 
Members of ACT UP continued to have fun and show up and keep on going 
when people were literally dropping like fl ies. Northrop describes another 
instrumental example of the use of play by ACT UP members:

Well, I think of it as a more internal tool than an external tool. A 
lot of people in ACT UP partied together. That was one element of 
it. There were inside jokes to what we did. For instance, at the FDA 
action we’d had a pre-action meeting in New York where we went 
over tactics and techniques. And one of the things we talked about 
were sound bites we would use with the media. So we discussed what 
the issues were and how we would talk about those. And a story I 
know because it involves me, because I was a media specialist, was 
that I was asked to condense information into a sound bite. We were 
talking about something that then-president George Bush, the fi rst 
one, was trying to do, a proposal we suspected he was going to make 
and what was wrong with it. David Barr, a lawyer, went on at some 
length about what was wrong with it. And I said, “Okay I get it: it’s a 
lie; it’s a sham; and it won’t work.” And everyone said, “Okay, that’s 
how we condense it.” And then when we got to Washington the next 
day, someone ran up to me at a pre-action meeting and said, “What 
was that you said—it’s a lie, it’s a sham, what was it?” So I repeated 
it. We went to the action expecting to say that or something like 
that to the press when they said something about the Bush proposal. 
Well, Bush never made his proposal. And we weren’t asked about it. 
But everyone was so taken with that little phrase, which doesn’t even 
rhyme, that all through the action, people were chanting, “It’s a lie; 
it’s a sham; and it won’t work.” And when NBC News did an evening 
news piece on it, all through their piece in the background was this 
chant of, “It’s a lie; it’s a sham; and it won’t work.” And it was simply 
an in joke for us that we laughed about for years and became some-
thing that was amusing to us and had no real meaning to the outside 
world, except that it was adopted in other situations as described.
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For ACT UP, play was a part of a spirit of absurd defi ance. It began with 
the group’s very name: ACT UP, which includes a “playful” set of double 
meanings (Reed 2005, 187). The name indicates an imperative to ACT, to 
struggle for life, to be defi ant, but as Douglas Crimp (2002) points out, 
the group was also clear that it wanted to advance something other than a 
simple macho, heroic image. Instead, the name implied a level of mischief, 
of childish misbehaving, acting up, or acting out, to borrow from Freudian 
parlance. In name and spirit, the group advanced a way of being that con-
veyed a paradoxical sense of performance and pretending, play and even 
ridicule, and sometimes appeared to be the antithesis of more serious politi-
cal organizing (Reed 2005).

RADICAL RIDICULE

In his book, Electoral Guerilla Theatre: Radical Ridicule and Social 
Movements, Lawrence Bogad (2005a, 35) lists examples of marginalized 
groups that have advanced their counterpublic message through the use of 
subversive humor, performance, fun, agitprop, and political theater. What 
unifi es these groups is the use of subversive humor, intelligence, audacity, 
and “ridicule” to highlight the limitations of the electoral process, which 
bars many counterpublic voices from formal political participation. One 
of the case studies in Bogad’s work extends his ridicule by calling for 
radically reformist proposals that seem to function well outside of con-
ventional, albeit obfuscated, “unacknowledged (pro-capitalistic law-and-
order) limits of debate” (35). The point is to shift the terms of what is and 
is not permissible in political debate and democratic engagement. At one 
point, one of Bogad’s prank political candidates is so successful at shift-
ing the terms of the debate that, to his dismay, he was actually elected. 
This individual’s great success was advancing a counterpublic message 
that was so compelling that it successfully supplanted conventional politi-
cal thinking.

ACT UP borrowed from a similar ethos. Much of this sensibility 
involved playful, “better to laugh than cry” defi ant jeers. Goldberg was 
known as the group’s “chant queen” because of his quick and pithy capac-
ity for witty chants, which put a funny face on a diffi cult, often panic-
ridden situation. He describes this approach in his fi rst demonstration 
with the group:

I remember particularly the fi rst demonstration, and the time when 
the cops were arresting them in Washington with the gloves—and the 
“Your gloves don’t match your shoes, we’ll see you in the news!” And I 
was like, “Oh, that’s interesting.” And actually, I went to the center to 
participate, to sign up to hand out leafl ets about the March on Wash-
ington that was going to happen.
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Thus, the silly chants were also a way to offer a counterbalance to the 
hysteria that accompanied the health crisis. They were a part of the radi-
cal ridicule that was the group’s strength. Long-term member John Riley 
explains where this ridicule overlaps with a spirit of adventure, play, and 
movement success within the group:

One of the things that I think is great about ACT UP is the sense of 
humor and the sense of really exposing the enemy in humorous ways as 
well as exposing their viciousness. From kiss-ins to protest AIDS pho-
bia and homophobia to very serious actions where you take over gov-
ernment offi cials’ offi ces. It’s very fulfi lling and you can see the effects. 
You have to look, but if you analyze the news you see that the activism 
has made an impact. . . . If you are going to be in a struggle that may 
take a lifetime, you have to be able to play to keep going.

Members of ACT UP certainly played a lot together. One of the primary 
ways the group made their messages public was through smart, often seri-
ous chants: “People with AIDS Under Attack, What Do We Do—ACT UP, 
Fight Back!” In other cases, playful, festive chants conveyed the group’s 
messages. Harrington explains: “I remember there was like, ‘Pump Up the 
Budget’ [in reference to the 1980s house anthem, ‘Pump up the Volume’]. 
And then, ‘I’ve got a drug right here, it’s called acyclovir.’ A lot of little dit-
ties.” Goldberg recalls one of the chants that fi t better in the radical ridicule 
category. “I mean, it was a bad chant, but it was a lot of fun, which was 
‘City AIDS care is ineffectual, thanks to Koch the heterosexual.’”

The chants fi t into the carnival-like atmosphere of many of ACT UP’s 
early demonstrations, including one called Target City Hall. Harrington 
recalls an extremely silly, camp element that combined with more radical 
ridicule of then-mayor Ed Koch:

Most affi nity groups would do their own mini action within the larger 
action. You know, Graphic United brought signs at the Target City Hall 
rally. One group decided to call itself “CHER.” I don’t really know 
why. It wasn’t like community health education reaction or anything. 
They were just CHER. They were part of the Swim Team, which was 
the hunky boys with Doc Martin shoes. They all wore t-shirts that had 
“CHER” on them. And then there was another group that had signs 
that mocked the Newsday cover which said, “ED KOCH—I’M NOT 
GAY.” And so all the people in that other affi nity group made signs 
that said, “And I’m Marie of Romania,” “And I’m . . .” to mock the 
cover. It was very funny.

Part of the ACT UP approach toward radical ridicule was to punch holes in 
the pretense of those who ignored AIDS, such as Ronald Reagan, who was 
often pictured on political fl yers with his chimp in his 1951 movie Bedtime 
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for Bonzo. The point was to illustrate the buffoonery of those who saw 
AIDS as anything other than a public health issue. For activists, the Bed-
time for Bonzo picture—from a movie in which Reagan tried to teach mor-
als to a chimp—seemed to mirror the push to moralize about an epidemic.

The point, of course, was that ACT UP members, through their personal 
experience with the epidemic, had come to a different understanding, a 
different way of conceptualizing AIDS as a health crisis, not a moral issue. 
Goldberg explains:

[T]here was sort of the realization of, they don’t know any more than 
I do. It was really amazing, because we invest these people with such 
knowledge . . . I mean, they were saying things—well, that’s just gar-
bage. And there were a number of times we did that. The Civil Rights 
Commission [CRC]—the Send in the Clowns demo, was sort of a clas-
sic [example] of that.

As Goldberg notes, the Send in the Clowns demo was a classic case of ACT 
UP’s use of radical ridicule. Meixell recalls:

Steve Quester and some early ACT UP people went to Washington and 
the National AIDS Commission. They all sat there and at a certain mo-
ment all put on fuzzy clown heads. And then they put on the noses and 
just sat there, just sat there until they had an appropriate moment to 
say, “that’s bullshit” or “you’re just clowning around” to the speaker.

Yet within all this clowning around, an important point was being made 
about the nature of knowledge. What many people with HIV/AIDS lacked 
in formal scientifi c training, they made up for in their personal understand-
ing and experience of the epidemic. This personal experience translated 
into profound counterpublic knowledge, and it changed the way policy 
around the epidemic was conducted. Activists learned about HIV/AIDS 
and its treatments so that they were competent in the language of scientists, 
but they could also generate their own ways of doing things (S. Epstein 
1996, 2000).

Before the group could sit at the table, they had to shift the conven-
tional understanding of how the epidemic was conceptualized in the public 
debate. Quester, who attended the Send in the Clowns action as his fi rst 
demonstration with ACT UP recalls:

So my fi rst experience with ACT UP, Andrew Miller invited me to 
come to Washington. He said, “We’re doing this action at the Civil 
Rights Commission.” It was spring of 1988. I had never been to an 
ACT UP meeting. I took the day off of work. I was a K1 teacher at 
a private Jewish school. And we took the bus to Washington and we 
went to the Civil Rights Commission. They were having hearings on 
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like “public health vs. civil rights,” like, shouldn’t we really quarantine 
people with AIDS? Reagan hadn’t gotten the answer he wanted from 
the National Science Foundation and somebody else, so he asked the 
Civil Rights Commission. So we’re like, “I can’t believe these clowns 
are doing this.”

Goldberg continues:

The Civil Rights Commission. . . . They were going to fi nally look into 
AIDS discrimination. . . . Anyway, they were having a hearing, and 
having all these incredible people speaking who were like, “The AIDS 
crisis is over, there is no crisis.” The Myth of Heterosexual AIDS—he 
was the guy who wrote that [Michael Fumento]. “There is no AIDS 
among heterosexuals. Clearly, everyone who has it who is a hetero-
sexual, is really homosexual—if AIDS exists at all.”

ACT UP’s skill was in advancing this counterpublic knowledge into public 
discourse (Brouwer 2001). Playfulness, humor, and performance were vital 
tools in advancing this knowledge: These people are clowns. The question 
was this: How could group members best advance their understanding in a 
way that could shift public debate? Goldberg elaborates:

So, for that commission, the question was, okay, if we go into a reg-
ular demonstration, aren’t we just legitimizing what they’re saying? 
How do you combat that? The whole thing really is just a circus. And 
initially, I think Maria [Maggenti] came up with, oh, we should let 
bugs out, or marbles. And then someone said, “It’s just a circus, isn’t 
it? Why don’t we get clown masks?” So we called it the Send in the 
Clowns demo—or I called it the Send in the Clowns demo, because 
I’m a Theater Queen.

The clowns were part of the strategy of radical ridicule. He recalls:

We showed up at this meeting. We came after lunch, and we heard 
that in the morning there was this horrible testimony going on, and 
then we just sat there. We went to our seats in the audience, and we all 
had these half clown masks on. And we just sat there. The commission 
came in, and they were facing us, and you just saw their faces drop. The 
Civil Rights Commission is facing us. All the Reagan appointees are 
trying to pretend we’re not there. Mary Barry is cracking up. But these 
right-wing maniacs that they have invited to testify have their backs to 
us. And they are facing the CRC. And the press was like, “Oh, clown 
faces! Here’s an image.” We were trying to think of ways to interrupt 
the proceedings. They are testifying and testifying and we get bored. 
So we stand and hold up our watches. This was the fi rst one where 
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we took off our watches to show time’s running out. At one point, we 
chanted, “Tick, tock, tick, tock.”

Goldberg continues:

And then there was another point, I think we all turned our backs, when 
somebody said something about there not really being an AIDS crisis 
or something. The guy, the witness, says, “And you will see here that 
the graph bends over.” And spontaneously, like sixty of us go, “Whooo” 
and bent over and sort of mooned the commission without taking off 
our pants or anything. [Laughing.] So now the witness turns around and 
loses his cookies because there’s like sixty people in clown masks moon-
ing him. Mary Barry was hysterical laughing. The liberal people on the 
committee were having a great time. We were there for like twenty min-
utes, because it started to get tense and the police started to go in, and it 
wasn’t worth taking a bust on. We’d made our point. It’s not about getting 
arrested, why get arrested? But it was incredibly empowering, because we 
completely wrecked it. The committee had no legitimacy. They just sort 
of fi zzled off into nothingness, and we were really able to undercut them 
so severely by doing this—by being funny, be being smart, and not play-
ing into this situation they’d set up.

After the commission meeting was over, Quester recalls, “We came back to 
New York and we walked directly into an ACT UP meeting.” As Huizinga 
points out, such forms of play can be all-consuming.

THE ASCENT OF OPERATION RIDICULOUS

The Send in the Clowns demonstration was by no means the only ACT UP 
action that featured playful radical ridicule or defi ant clowning. This ludic 
energy accompanied one of ACT UP’s most controversial episodes: the 
1989 Stop the Church action, in which ACT UP members disrupted church 
services at St. Patrick’s Cathedral in a protest over the homophobic posi-
tions of the Catholic Church, which ACT UP felt helped spread HIV/AIDS. 
Northrop was put to the test in facilitating the debate about the action:

Take for example, the discussion of St. Patrick’s, which went on for 
weeks, the debate over should we do it, with people very, very emo-
tional on all sides of the issue. People very scared of doing it; very en-
thusiastic about doing it; people wanting to stop it. And it looked like it 
just might be too contentious and too diffi cult to make it happen. In the 
end, by allowing open discussion over a long period of time, meaning 
several weeks, maybe even months in a row, it worked. And I think it 
produced a brilliant action, which of course is still controversial.
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The spirit of radical ridicule was part of much of the preparation and mes-
saging for the action, including the fl yers. “‘Choose your Scumbag,’ with a 
picture of Cardinal O’Connor with an open unrolled condom, was a prime 
example of humor that was very confrontational,” Northrop explains. “It 
was also meant to be humorous. It was certainly meant to be humorous.” 
This dark humor was also part of the street actions planned for Stop the 
Church. Behind the humor, however, lay a signifi cant critique. With Stop the 
Church, ACT UP brought its absurdist approach into the struggle against 
homophobia. An affi nity group called Operation Ridiculous was formed, a 
troupe of ludicrous clowns meant to point out their concern about Cardinal 
John O’Connor’s endorsement of Operation Rescue and its advocacy of 
direct attacks on abortion clinics. Quester explains:

Operation Rescue was just off of their victory in Wichita. And I really 
have to remind us here, if you’ve read What’s the Matter with Kansas, 
Operation Rescue’s victory in Wichita is the reason that W is bombing 
the world. That’s where they learned to drive a wedge between poor 
people and the party that would . . . well, tend to stand up for them [the 
Democrats]. Wichita was their fi rst big splash. That was when they an-
nounced to the country, “We are going to descend on Wichita and we are 
going to save all the babies in Wichita.” And Cardinal O’Connor said, “I 
would join Operation Rescue if I could,” which is one of the reasons we 
went after him. So they really did cause havoc in Wichita. Kansas was a 
Democratic state, and it was the way that the culture war was defi ned and 
leveraged by the Republican Party in the wake of the Wichita strikes by 
Operation Rescue that turned Kansas Republican and then just created 
that whole sea of red states. It all goes back to Wichita.

As stated earlier, many in ACT UP were moved by the death of playwright 
Charles Ludlam from AIDS in 1987 (see Kaufman 2002). With his Theater 
of the Ridiculous in mind, many sought to bring his defi antly queer absurd-
ist form of theater into the streets and the ACT UP struggle (Bordowotiz 
2004). The Theater of the Ridiculous was right down the street from Bob 
Kohler’s home in New York City’s West Village.

With word of O’Connor’s endorsement of Operation Rescue, mem-
bers of ACT UP formed another group of clowns to offer radical ridi-
cule as a response. “We wanted to make it fun,” Meixell recalls. “We 
wanted to embarrass them. Costumes, fl aming fags, brought out that 
stuff. Operation Ridiculous to make fun of Operation Rescue.” Opera-
tion Ridiculous would take radical ridicule another step further.

These members donned makeup, dressed as clowns, blew up balloons, 
performed clown skits, and ran around with little doll babies to high-
light the church’s support for babies over women’s lives. “We are Opera-
tion Ridiculous. We are comprised of members of ACT UP and WHAM. 
Our mission is to diffuse the energy of the fl ag-waving, fetus-loving, 



114 Queer Political Performance and Protest

bible-thumping bigots, we go where no clown has gone before.” The man-
ifesto concluded with the words: “Calling all clowns! Calling all clowns! 
It’s time for Operation Ridiculous to rescue this demonstration from the 
hands of the cops” (quoted in Diva TV, 1990). The antic included their 
own version of the old clown taxi routine, in which Operation Ridicu-
lous members drove a taxi up to St. Patrick’s before moving their routine 
inside the church. “The humor humanizes that person so they are less 
frightening. It somehow changes the messages,” Kohler observed. It puts 
them “off guard”; it is “disarming.”

The rationale for the clown action included a series of church policies 
that the group found distasteful:

It’s ridiculous that inert tissue masses are considered more vital than 
the rights of living women. It’s ridiculous that Operation Rescue—a 
predominantly white group—preaches carrying all pregnancies to 
term, while a majority of them are of color. It’s ridiculous that preg-
nant women are blocked from AIDS clinical treatment groups. (quoted 
in Diva TV, 1990)

Of course, this humor did not prevent the police from chasing down and 
arresting numerous clowns rushing through the streets amid the carnival-
like atmosphere that accompanied the action. “[T]here were all sorts of 
things going on outside,” recalled Northrop, who was eventually arrested 
inside, “including Ray Navarro dressed as Jesus doing color commentary as 
a nice onsite correspondent during the demo.” With microphone in hand, 
Navarro interviewed members of Operation Ridiculous. “We’re doing this 
for you Jesus,” one female clown explained before running through the 
streets to the roars of the crowd and being taken down by a group of fi ve 
policemen.

Spaces where spontaneous play occur, such as the carnival created 
outside St. Patrick’s with Operation Ridiculous, are frequently accompa-
nied by efforts to regain control, rather than allow the play to continue 
unencumbered. After all, such play tends to involve “an erosion or inver-
sion of social status” (Bial 2004, 115). For this reason, authorities often 
seek to close spaces where improvised play takes place. Such play has 
been known to invert social hierarchies. This was certainly the case as 
debate about the Catholic Church and HIV prevention moved from ACT 
UP’s counterpublic into the larger public sphere.

At the time, Northrop “wasn’t too thrilled” with Navarro’s theatrical 
commentary. “But as I think of it now,” she says, “I think it’s one of the 
most brilliant things I ever saw.” Debate about the day’s events would 
go on for weeks after the action. Whereas many members, such as Har-
rington, thought the action alienated more supporters of ACT UP than it 
won, others such as Northrop and Charles King consider the action the 
best thing ACT UP ever did. King points out that after weeks of debate 
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about why ACT UP would do such a thing, debate shifted to why the Cath-
olic Church would infl uence AIDS programming and policies as it did. 
Thus, Stop the Church resulted in a shift in discourse about separation of 
church and state, the infl uence the Catholic Church should have on AIDS 
policies, and what truly constituted effective HIV prevention: abstinence 
or comprehensive sexual education.

DIFFUSING POWER: THE CHURCH LADIES FOR CHOICE

The spirit of rambunctious play, of radical ridicule, certainly did not end 
with Stop the Church. In the years after that action, the adage, “When in 
doubt, make fun of the Religious Right,” would become an abiding prin-
ciple for the Church Ladies for Choice, a spinoff of Action Tours. Like 
Operation Ridiculous, which sought to “diffuse the energy of the fl ag-
waving, fetus-loving, bible-thumping bigots,” the Church Ladies would 
spend the next fi fteen years diffusing the shaming power of antichoice 
activists who targeted abortion clinics. Quester recalls the group’s early 
foundations:

I remember a lot of ACT UP people used to do clinic defense before 
WHAM was even founded. And before the Church Ladies for Choice 
were founded. So I’m outside of this clinic in the Bronx. I think that 
the Psycho Christians have put kryptonite locks around their heads 
and attached them to the doors of this clinic. And there is a crowd 
of them across the street and we’re bellowing at the Psycho Chris-
tians. And we’re bellowing at the cops to please take them away so the 
women can get their services, and me and this other queer guy started 
making out. We just had a brainstorm. The Psycho Christians feed off 
of Satanic queers yelling at them. That works for them. So we started 
making out. And it was good. It was really good. It rattled them.

Thus, early on in the ACT UP experience, members recognized that defi ant 
pleasure was a useful counterresponse to the politics of shame and control. 
The Church Ladies were born of this lesson. Quester continues:

Well, Elizabeth passed out fl yers to all her friends in ACT UP telling 
them to show up at the Cross of Life in Manhattan. The Christians 
made a human cross up and down Fifth Avenue and across 34th street 
in Manhattan with signs that said, “Abortion Kills Children.” So the 
Church Ladies show up. First we decided that we were going to dress 
up as French maids. Don’t ask me why we were going to dress up as 
French maids, I don’t remember. And then we changed our minds. We 
were just going to wear dresses. But poor Jamie showed up with body 
stockings ready for his French maid dress. And Rex Wasserman, may 
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he rest in peace, showed up with his grandmother’s turban on and 
that’s when I named him Phyllis Stein. And we had signs that said, 
“Militarism Kills Children” and “Homophobia Kills Children.” And 
we just stood there and stared down the antis. And I think we went by 
St. Patrick’s Cathedral. So that was our fi rst real action.

As the Church Ladies continued to struggle against the forces of homopho-
bia, bits and pieces of practical wisdom began to develop. Quester recalls 
another action:

It was a Saturday morning and we knew there was going to be an Op-
eration Rescue hit. We were on their mailing list unbeknownst to them. 
But we didn’t know where. We knew there was going to be a hit, so we 
jumped into a car and John Kelly says, “Come on. We’re on a mission 
against God.” We drove from clinic to clinic and we heard they were in 
Long Island, in Nassau somewhere. We drive up there and there’s police 
barricades making a corridor to the door. And the antis are up there 
waiting to be arrested. And they have a huge group of supporters that 
don’t want to get busted on either side of the barricade. They’re pray-
ing. I wade right into the middle of their crowd. And I start blowing a 
whistle. And I keep blowing a whistle and blowing a whistle and blow-
ing a whistle. And this anti (as in antichoice), this Christian, comes up to 
me and he looks at me right in the eye. I was chanting lewd things. And 
he says, “I’m not afraid of you. I think you are funny.” And I realized 
afterward, he was talking to Satan, ‘cause I was obviously possessed.

The lesson became that a simple disruptive approach was easily dismissed 
and misrepresented. What was needed was to shift power, to change hearts 
and minds.

Instead of continuing to scream, the Church Ladies would turn to their 
own form of freedom songs. Quester explains why the Church Ladies 
started to sing during their events:

At another clinic defense, we end up near Dobbs Ferry. We zapped and 
absolutely killed Operation Goliath. So we get up there. The clinic is 
closed. There are locks on the door. The cops are not doing anything 
about it. And there’s, like, Christians running around. I have been up 
all night on ecstasy and I’m wearing a red feather boa. And I had also 
been drinking margaritas. And we’d taken the train up there. And you 
know, on ecstasy, it was fi ne. And so we spend the day just trying to 
swat away the Christians who were in the parking lot because there 
were clients in their cars waiting for appointments. And the Chris-
tians would go up and stick their signs on the windshield, “Don’t Kill 
Your Baby,” blah, blah, blah. So I was hanging around with Ed Ball 
and we’re singing, “I’m Meryl Streep, I had a kid, and Dingo ate my 



Play as Resilience 117

baby, D-I-N-G-O” (to the tune of Bingo), which is the reason why the 
Church Ladies sing. It goes back to that day. There were no Church 
Ladies yet, but Ed and I realized that singing to Psycho Christians was 
politically effective and good for the soul. We would sing “Amazing 
Grace” to them.

Yet instead of dismissing the Church Ladies, Quester recalls a different 
kind of reaction. “They were stymied. They can’t rebuke you. If you are 
angry, they rebuke you. They love rebuking. Rebuking’s good.” Here, 
Quester realized, if he screamed, the “antis” thought the Church Ladies 
were the devil. But when the Church Ladies sang, “They just get kind of 
defl ated.” The “antis” were comfortable disregarding screams, but when 
the Church Ladies sang and performed, the “antis” had a harder time 
handling his energy. Soon after the Dobbs Ferry action, Quester intro-
duced a song he had learned in high school called “God Is a Lesbian,” 
sung to the tune of “God Save the Queen.” The song would become 
an anthem for the group and the movement. “Maybe I knew that one 
from ACT UP,” Quester pondered with a second thought. “And then we 
started writing songs and we got nuts. We got really nuts about it. We 
were very focused on the songs.” In the years to follow, a strategy would 
continue to emerge from the practical wisdom of the Church Ladies’ ver-
sions of freedom songs.

Another component of the satire is the buffoonery of the scene, with 
mostly gay men from ACT UP dressed in drag, the women dressed as 
choir boys, and even a couple of nuns. Thus, gender play adds another 
component to the Church Ladies performance. Here, the combination of 
prochoice anthems and gender play is advanced as a response to social 
control, an antidote to panic. The spectacle becomes a kind of funhouse 
mirror, where people see a distorted image of themselves refl ected back 
at them.

“It’s great play,” Wayne Hoffman, a former Church Lady [in Wash-
ington] recalls. “Drag is such a lightning rod for some people. Before we 
opened our mouths, they were yelling at us.” Hoffman describes the way 
drag altered power dynamics at a Church Ladies action against Opera-
tion Rescue in Washington, D.C., in 1993:

After college, I did a little bit of work with OUT and another March 
on Washington. And I got involved with abortion activism. I was a 
Church Lady for Choice. We would get dressed up in drag and defend 
abortion clinics. I was living in DC and Operation Rescue was coming 
to target Washington. But they don’t tell you which clinic, so we didn’t 
know. And as Church Ladies, our job wasn’t to defend clinics; our job 
was to entertain the troops who were defending the clinic. So we got 
up at 5 a.m. in drag and drove from clinic to clinic. And we had about 
a fi fteen-minute shtick. We go to one, we do our shtick; move on to 
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the next and do our shtick . . . at the fourth, they’re there. We found 
them. We found Operation Rescue and they’re in the middle of a very 
tense screaming match. CNN is there and the local media’s there 
and the prochoice activists are defending the clinic, arms around 
the building. And Operation Rescue’s Randall Terry, who was still 
leading the group, was there. Everyone’s watching and we show up. 
At fi rst we go, “We should leave.” And we go, “No, no, this is the 
point.”

Figure 3.4 Church Ladies’ Song Book 2007. Formed to support those intending to 
use abortion clinics, the Church Ladies have used play and street performance to 
defend reproductive rights for nearly two decades.
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As soon as we show up, Operation Rescue folks—no matter what 
they say, they hate gay people more than they hate abortions—they 
freaked out that men in dresses were there. And they turned away 
from the clinics and clenched their fi sts and screamed that we were 
faggots and were going to get AIDS and were going to hell. And we 
did our whole shtick. And CNN is fi lming the whole thing. And the 
clinic director comes up to us and says, “Keep going.” And we said, 
“We can’t. We only have a few minutes of material.” And she says, 
“You’ve gotta keep going. They are so distracted by you that we are 
getting our clients in the front door.” They totally stopped paying 
attention to the clinic. So we did it again, and talked through some 
of our songs, joked around and improvised for another twenty min-
utes until she came over and said, “We’re done. All of our morning 
appointments are fi nished. You can go.” Operation Rescue came to 
town to shut down an abortion clinic, and they were standing right 
in front of the clinic watching clients go in. They were so angry that 
men were wearing dresses that they forgot their whole politics. That’s 
the power of drag.

Again and again unapologetic displays of pleasure and radical ridicule were 
an effective response to the “antis.” Shortly after this action, the Clinton 
administration passed a law to defend access to such clinics. Sarcasm and 
play were vital components in this struggle.

The New York chapter of the Church Ladies for Choice was formed in 
1992 by two members of WHAM who joined with two male ACT UPers, 
impressed by the Church Ladies’ ability to entertain and defuse tension. 
Over the following years, the group continued clinic defense while making 
a point about the implicit links among women’s health, reproductive rights, 
choice, gay rights, and HIV prevention. They did so with a sophisticated 
politics that linked the lessons of queer theory and feminism in sex-positive 
ways (Cohen-Cruz 1998).

In the years to come, the Church Ladies would become a virtual USO 
of clinic defense. A typical day would involve the Church Ladies arriving 
at 7:30 a.m. in front of an abortion clinic, in say, Brooklyn. On one side, 
a group of prolife activists would stand holding rosaries and a replica 
of a dead bloody fetus on a cross dressed like Jesus, offering diapers to 
women willing to be turned away from clinic services. On the other, the 
Church Ladies would be dressed for a morning of street performance 
and diversion from the guilt mongering. Whereas the Religious Right 
frames its clinic appearances as religious revivals, generating a feeling 
of terror and the need to be saved, the Church Ladies juxtapose that 
energy with a display of irreverence and good humor, thus undermining 
the atmosphere.

Most of the Church Ladies’ songs were riffs—some would say cul-
ture jams—of classic melodies rewritten as prochoice anthems. “This 
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Womb Is My Womb,” sung to the tune of “This Land Is My Land” 
was a crowd-pleaser: “This womb is my womb, it is not your womb, 
and there is no womb, for Wandell Tewwy.” The Church Ladies shook 
their tambourines, and a smile emanated from the crowd. As a prochoice 
counterpart to right-to-lifers who blockade women’s health facilities, the 
Church Ladies’ aim was to defl ect the very real tension and harassment 
of women using clinic services. Between the drag and the prochoice free-
dom songs, the Church Ladies usually succeeded in creating a spectacle 
(Cohen-Cruz 1998).

Another favorite was “Christian-fascio-Nazi-nutso-psycho-right-wing 
bullshit,” written to the tune of “Supercalifragilisticexpealidocious” from 
Mary Poppins. The fi rst verse opens:

Its Christo-fascio-Nazi-nutso-psycho-right-wing bullshit
If you try to talk to them you’ll find they are full of shit!
We will guard our clinics just in case they try to pull shit.
Christo-fascio-Nazi-nutso-psycho-right-wing bullshit!

The second verse situates the right-wing attack within a witty reading of 
U.S. history:

This country’s values are Judeo/Christian, yessiree!
And that requires a very special view of history:
Importing slaves and killing Indians is not a sin,
But give a boy a condom, oy, the trouble you’re in.

The third verse continues the narrative:

Young women in America, their fate must not decide.
An aging Pope in Italy is much more qualified.
If you want an abortion, then you really must be sick:
You can’t think for yourself because you haven’t got a dick.
(Church Ladies Song Book, n.d.)

As the crowd screams, attention is drawn away from the women attempting 
to use the clinic.

At its core, the queer/feminist politics of the Church Ladies is translated 
through a simple series of jokes and jingles, as witnessed in their prochoice 
anthems. An antitemperance impulse propels the group’s creative output 
(see Wagner 1997a). Quester explains:

The songbook is really about the tequila. I think that a twelve-stepper 
would feel very out of place in the Church Ladies for Choice. We like to 
get together in someone’s apartment with a lot of tequila and we write 
lyrics. The music is already written.



Play as Resilience 121

A typical example of this creative output is the group’s take on “Kumbaya,” 
written during another trip to Washington, D.C.:

There are bigots, girls, Kumbaya
At this rally, sisters, Kumbaya
We will mobilize, Kumbaya
Get your dresses, Kumbaya
Tease your wigs, women, Kumbaya
Paint your nails, ladies Kumbaya
We’ll demand our rights, Kumbaya
Time to redress, Kumbaya
(Church Ladies Song Book, n.d.)

The same biting humor was also useful in challenging left-wing orthodoxy. 
When ACT UP was gaining many new members and political power in 
the late 1980s, it drew members of the Worker’s World Party (WWP), the 
International Socialist Organization (ISO), and the Revolutionary Com-
munist Party (RCP) to its meetings. At one point, the sectarians attempted 
to stack fl oor votes and called for ACT UP to endorse their agenda and 
political analysis. The sectarians succeeded in causing a rift that would lead 
to the breakup of the San Francisco ACT UP chapter (Braverman 2003). 
The same problem did not happen in New York City. There are many rea-
sons why the sectarians failed to shift ACT UP’s agenda, yet one of them 
might have been the biting humor and satirical approach of the ACT UP 
New York group. The Church Ladies song, “I’m a Homophobic Leftist,” 
sung to the tune of “I’m a Yankee Doodle Dandy” was inspired by those 
battles, with words that mock the world of the ideological left:

Oh I’m a homophobic leftist
Homophobic through and through.
A real live leftist like my uncle Karl.
He was a homophobe too.
We want to crash your meeting,
and claim your issues as our own.
Acronym acronym acronym
I am a homophobic drone
(Church Ladies Song Book, n.d., 12).

“I’m a Homophobic Leftist” was also a response to the behavior of the 
Pro-Choice Coalition, which was an RCP front group. The Coalition con-
fronted the “Psycho Christians” at Eastern Women’s Clinic on East 33rd 
Street during the July 1992 Operation Rescue campaign, with little regard 
for clinic clients. Coalition members angrily ignored pleas from clinic staff 
to leave. The Church Ladies had seen the same behavior at other clinics at 
other times.
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“Music is the food of love” became a core Church Ladies theme. Over 
the years, the pleasure of singing, rather than fi ghting helped keep the affi n-
ity group moving forward. “Well, it’s certainly pleasurable to put on a dress 
and a wig. It’s certainly pleasurable to sing and to make music. It’s certainly 
pleasurable to laugh,” Quester explained. This pleasure helped keep the 
group from falling into the dourness that is often said to have over taken 
other leftist groups such as the ISO. Howard Zinn (2002) used to play music 
for his students in class to keep them from letting politics make them sour. 
Over the years, ACT UP members played with countless ways of engaging 
in the range of feelings that accompanied the AIDS struggle.

PLAY AS A TRANSITORY FANTASY SPACE

An intermediate dimension of the battle between Eros and Thanatos 
involved the arena of fantasy. In many ways, riots and other highly con-
frontational direct actions represent a form of lived struggle—some real, 
some symbolic. It is widely known that one of the sparks that turned the 
1969 police raid on the Stonewall Inn into a riot was a confrontation 
between a lesbian and her arresting offi cer. Once she was taken into 
the police van, she fought her way back out, screaming for help from 
the onlookers. This was repeated two or three times before she escaped 
for good. As she did, onlookers saw that the raid and the expected 
inevitable police detention to follow were anything but inevitable. With 
Stonewall, the rules of the game changed when the queers fought back 
(Carter 2004). A similar struggle between a right to a space, the shift-
ing rules of that space, and a fantastical struggle where rules of engage-
ment changed unfolded during ACT UP’s October 1988 Seize the FDA 
demonstrations.

 Shortly after Vito Russo spoke outside the Health and Human Resources 
building in Washington, ACT UP members held an impromptu Mon-
day meeting. Rumor had it that the FDA would be closed when ACT UP 
planned to demonstrate there. Members debated the effi cacy of such an 
action. They decided the action was on. The meeting came to an end “with 
a kiss-in that devolved into a virtual feeding frenzy of lips,” unoffi cial ACT 
UP scribe David Feinberg (1994, 41) recalled.

By this point, members were struggling with how to make sense of 
what was going on in front of them. Reactions varied, from Vito’s impas-
sioned speech, to the kiss-in, to ACT UP members actually assaulting a 
couple of police offi cers—reminiscent of the lesbian fi ghting the police at 
Stonewall. David Barr, the Director of the Forum for HIV Research, for 
example, recalls watching Stephen Genden “running with a banner at the 
FDA in his leather jacket (and knocking a policeman off his motorcycle 
in the process—a felony arrest charge, later dropped)” (quoted in Poz 
2000). “If you could document some of those fantasies [during the FDA 
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action] that would be great,” explained Walter Armstrong, one of the 
participants, who worked with Gendin at Poz magazine. “The AIDS quilt 
was fi rst displayed that day, so much of our emotional response vacillated 
from grief to anger,” he recalled.

Throughout the day, the rules of the game twisted from laissez faire 
into far darker manifestations. Members of the group hung a sign pro-
claiming “Federal Death Administration,” as well as ACT UP’s slogan, 
“Silence = Death,” on the walls of the building. Staley lit colored smoke 
bombs, creating an even more ominous air. The police refused to play: No 
one could get arrested. “People were arrest queens and they were media 
queers,” Harrington says. “They wanted to be arrested and they wanted 
to be in the media.” Feinberg (1994) recalled asking his friend, ACT UP 
videographer Jim Hubbard, “Who do you have to fuck in this town to get 
arrested?” (47). Despite the lack of a key ingredient of political theater—
the bust—ACT UP did make the nightly news that evening. “That night, 
Peter Staley was on Nightline or Crossfi re or something with Pat Buch-
anan,” Harrington says. “He was talking about condoms. And you know, 
we were all in our twenties.” What’s more, the group ultimately largely 
succeeded in achieving its goal of changing the FDA’s drug approval rules 
(S. Epstein 1996).

Yet for many the day was rather messy. Interviewees recall vacillating 
between the grief of witnessing the AIDS quilt display for the fi rst time 
and anger at the FDA bureaucracy they were targeting. These confl icting 
emotions found expression through both tears and acts of anger. Although 
the aim of dark play is to subvert the regular order of things, there remains 
a double-edged quality to this type of game. As dark play subverts and 
inverts, sometimes breaking its own rules, the line between what is per-
missible and impermissible shifts; here, the creativity of play overlaps with 
a darker, more destructive force (Schechner 2002, 107). In recalling the 
Seize the FDA action, Armstrong says, “There were things that were just so 
extraordinary.” He continues:

At Seize the FDA, me and my affi nity group, we were passing ourselves 
as . . . because we had been through the boot camp of the Republican 
Convention (in 1988), we were passing ourselves as the fi ercest. And it 
was a little competition among a few groups of who could do the most 
outrageous thing. So we were going to start attacking the front doors 
of the FDA. And we had this whole elaborate choreography of like 
kneeling, squatting, standing; kneeling, squatting, standing in different 
cycles of things. We moved forward. And we were sure we were going 
to get the shit beaten out of us and it was going to be fantastic. So we 
were very quickly subdued and just pushed aside while other groups did 
other things with smoke and tombstones and all this other stuff. And 
we spent the rest of the day, to our great shame, trying to get arrested. 
And not being able to get arrested.
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Another affi nity group set up a billboard listing the number of AIDS deaths 
in the United States every thirty minutes. They would blow air horns on the 
half-hour (D. Feinberg 1994).

As the day continued, the Delta Queens escalated their tactics. Arm-
strong continues:

So meanwhile, PWAs [people with AIDS] who were on their last breaths 
were climbing on top of the police buses and lying down and getting ar-
rested. We weren’t doing anything. A day that, like, started at 5 a.m. And 
it was now like 4 p.m. There were very few people left. I remember seeing 
someone set fi re to a Reagan or Bush effi gy. And even that didn’t get her 
arrested. Toward the end, my two friends Randy and Heidi grabbed this 
banner and they just started marching. [There were] a few cops who were 
just walking around patrolling in front of the FDA, these cops and just a 
few people left. And this one cop on a motorbike comes, not speeding, but 
just riding at them. And they looked at each other and they looked at each 
other and they started laughing and they moved apart and they pulled the 
banner really, really tight. And he sped up and it was this pointless con-
frontation. All I could think of was his head is going to be sliced off. This 
is going to be it. I mean, I was convinced of it. Of course, the only thing 
that really happened was he ran into the banner. He fell over. And Heidi 
and Randy ran away laughing. And there I was looking at him.

For Armstrong, who had been brought up as a Quaker, the scene was hard 
to watch. “I thought, I never could have done that because I was so afraid 
of what the consequences would be. And yet they knew, and they felt very 
secure. In a certain way, they were playing around.” If they were playing 
around, certainly it was a form of dark play.

Yet the specter of violence brings up a messy point about power and 
oppression in political action. For many on the left who work with notions 
of prefi gurative politics, part of the goal is to make sure their work embodies 
the change one wants to see in the world. Many are conscious about prevent-
ing themselves from becoming another left-wing movement that takes over 
and becomes more repressive than the last. I asked Armstrong what was 
going on in people’s minds that day. Why did so many people want to get 
arrested that day? What was the relationship with the cops at that moment? 
It sounds like SM in some ways, role play, game playing. He replied:

I think that in one way, I mean certainly for people in ACT UP and 
going through CD training and all that, is you want to minimize the 
violence as much as possible. And we always claimed to be a non-
violent organization, whatever that means. And yet, underneath it, 
really there’s incredible fantasies going on. And I think you feel like, 
as someone who is HIV-negative, the most I can ever do is be a mar-
tyr. And there is some desire to elicit from the cops as much violence 
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as you can. In part because you are very, very angry and you need to 
be able to express that, even though that’s not the point of the dem-
onstration. And I think, where does all that anger go? As part of a 
movement, you are getting closer and closer to your anger at the same 
time that you are also fi nding community and all this other stuff. But 
what are the right moments to express that? And if they are not in 
confrontational rituals, then where are they? The problem is in those 
situations, you are going to get carried away. And no one is going to 
really look out for you. And partly with the lesbians, there may have 
been a dynamic of “We need to prove ourselves as courageous as pos-
sible and we need to risk physical assault.” I felt that myself. There 
was a time when we talked about assassinating Jesse Helms. I mean, 
how can we stop here? How can we stop with nonviolence when our 
friends are dying? It’s not enough.

Thus, the Seize the FDA actions involved a complex range of emotions: love 
of comrades and lovers dying, anger, “and also a lot of guilt,” Armstrong 
confesses. “As sophisticated as ACT UP was, we didn’t have the tools or 
the time to unpack all of that at all. . . . There is a lot there that is worth 
examining. It’s all very layered.” Maria Maggenti (2003), who worked with 
Walter Armstrong, recognized that there was a lot of grief, a lot of loss 
among members of the group. Yet, the ethos of the group was not to talk 
about it. Many had already been through sad periods around AIDS and 
wanted nothing more to do with those feelings. “We drank a lot, but we 
partied a lot; we stayed up late; worked really hard, we danced all the 
time,” Maggenti (2003) refl ected. There were two images of defi ance: one 
play and one anger. The demo started with a preaction kiss-in and ended 
with police being assaulted.

Much of the play that took place within ACT UP served as a means 
of expression. The politics of play took many forms, not the least of 

Figure 3.5 Group material—“Call Jesse Helms.” Group Mate-
rial was one of the many arts groups that helped cultivate a 
distinctly queer disposition in regards to the AIDS epidemic.
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which was the paradoxical struggle among dark play, subversive humor, 
violence, pleasure, tension, and release. Play thus represented the libera-
tory counterresponse, the fl ip side of repression. “To be running down 
the street and laughing ‘cause you got away with something stupid,” as 
Meixell describes it, laughing. That is the politics of play. Part of the 
rules—the risk—is the realization that actors do not always get away. 
She continues:

But then there are the times when people don’t get away with it. You 
know that drug company at 17th Street and 8th Avenue that they plas-
tered the slogans on, someone called the cops and they were in jail for 
two days. And when they were in court, the lawyer brought the full-
page ad from the drug company [announcing] lowering the price of 
the drug. It’s immediate. They wheat-pasted the whole store with big 
posters. It must have been 1993. They were just held until they got to 
court. They weren’t sentenced. But the judge said, “Okay, you’re free 
to go” as soon as he saw the big full-page ad from the drug company 
lowering their price.

Thus, even getting caught could be part of the strategy.
Within ACT UP, play functioned as an effective response to social con-

trols. “Certainly we’ve seen it during the mass arrests,” Quester recalls, 
alluding to one occasion when ACT UP members conducted a sort of gay 
“water ballet” when they were in jail in South Carolina. He continues:

We were arrested in Columbia, South Carolina. They put us in a pen 
after we blocked the street in front of the state house. They knew we 
were coming and they set up pens in, like, a high school gymnasium. So 
they put the girls in a pen and they put the boys in a pen. And we did 
“water ballet.” We lay down on our backs in a circle and we did water 
ballet, feet facing in, in our boys’ enclosure in the school gymnasium. 
We all lifted our right leg, then our left leg, then kicked in unison, then 
moved our arms to make fl ower shapes . . . very Esther Williams/Busby 
Berkeley. How did that affect police procedure? I don’t really know, but 
it presented them with a novel situation.

I remember being told sternly, “Being in jail is not supposed to be fun,” 
Meixell continued. When ACT UP members get out of jail, part of the 
affi nity group is typically there to meet them. No one gets out of jail with-
out a greeting from a crowd. Meixell explains:

After working hard on demonstrations for weeks, out in the streets, 
and it’s over, it’s like the postmortem after a party. You talk about 
who came. The postmortems are really mortems, ‘cause people are 
still gonna die. There’s no cure. It’s pretty depressing. You go to a lot 
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of trouble and there’s a video of it. But nobody’s life has been saved. 
Nothing has really been done that you can see.

It was only in 1996 that things really changed and after ACT UP’s success-
ful work at pushing new drugs through the approval pipeline. Yet, before 
then things could feel very desperate. There’s a moment in the demo when 
you believe you are going to end this thing, to put an end to it all, and then 
you come home and the epidemic is still going. G’dali Braverman describes 
that feeling as “the crash” (Shepard 1997b): “But I was able to become an 
activist in ACT UP when I could never be one before, because people stuck 
with you through all that.”

AN ALL-ENCOMPASSING FESTIVAL OF ACTIVISM

As the years went on, ACT UP members continued to work hard and play 
hard. “So, like I said before, it became this all-encompassing festival of 
activism, a lifestyle. It was really all-engrossing,” Harrington explained. 
Others such as Charles King and Kendall Thomas, report similar senti-
ments. Keith Cylar, another early member, also recalls a similar feeling. As 
his voice as an activist was awakened, this overlapped with aspects of his 
life as an African American man who was into leather and an active part of 
the underground leather scene. Cylar (2002) recalls:

Slowly, one day at the large meeting, I raised my hand and all of a sud-
den people realized that I had something to say. And then the next thing 
I know, we were doing the next Wall Street action. So I go, and I’d never 
been to a demonstration in my life. And the television cameras picked up 
on me being there. They walked up to me. They stuck the microphone in 
front of my face and said, “What is this all about?” And all of a sudden 
I knew all this stuff about AIDS and HIV. And I was very much into the 
leather scene. And I was a drug dealer and people in the gay bar scene, the 
leather scene. And they began to ask me questions. So I was at after-hours 
[bars] dealing with safer sex issues and helping people deal with loss.

Armstrong concurs: “For two or three years [ACT UP] was the air I 
breathed, and in that sense it was life. And it was play, even if it was drama 
and heartbreak and a lot of ugly feelings.” Yet there were limitations of 
such a way of being. There were aspects of play that were not explored. “I 
defi nitely feel like there was an aspect of reliving high school in that room 
with all of the unfortunate and absurd things about high school.”

Despite all this, for a number of years, ACT UP’s approach worked very 
well and still continues to a lesser degree (although as social conditions change 
so does the need for different repertoires). Part of that success, of course, was 
due to the talent of so many people, the capacity to deal with tough policy 



128 Queer Political Performance and Protest

minutiae and political differences in an open way. Another part was the qual-
ity of prefi gurative community building, of building the world in which one 
wants to live within the organizing process, and having the community activ-
ists are seeking to create embodied in their protest tactics. That was part of 
the ACT UP process. For ACT UP, the intelligence, the meetings as theater, 
and play prevented that ugly side from taking over. Northrop explains:

Well, certainly one of the reasons I felt myself comfortable in ACT UP 
and at home was that I felt that it was a room that in spite of being so 
predominantly male was very feminist oriented and was one of the few 
rooms of men that I could imagine, let alone be in, where I could speak in 
feminist terms and principles. And that was a very important factor for 
me and I think for a number of other women in the room. Now there are 
also people who would say ultimately that didn’t work. And there were 
wars between some of the men and the women in the room. For a long 
time, I think it did work and there was a hunger among a lot of the men 
to learn that stuff.

In this respect, ACT UP’s work seemed to offer a contrast to so many other 
left-wing movements. Armstrong ruminated about this: “What’s going 
through my mind is the history of revolutions. People take themselves so 
seriously. And they replicate or even outdo the terrible authority relation-
ships which existed and exist.” Although Armstrong acknowledges that 
play was offered as a way to switch that around, he also saw an ambiva-
lence to the commitment within ACT UP’s work. For many, however, the 
commitment was total. They fought until they died. For others, it was use-
ful just to come to a meeting and share of themselves in that experience. Bill 
Dobbs explains, “ACT UP collectively has lots of accomplishments. To its 
members—even those who only went to one meeting—seeing a group like 
that in action is a great gift” (Dobbs, n.d.).

For many, including Armstrong, Quester, and Northrop, one of the impor-
tant things about ACT UP was that it offered members an outlet, a means for 
self-expression. Virtually all the interviewees responded that the community 
they were seeking to create was embodied in their protest tactics. When asked, 
“Are you fi ghting to build community or create external changes? Are these 
aims mutually exclusive?” virtually all the members suggested that the means 
and the ends were linked. Here, expression, affect, and play were recognized 
as vital parts of the group’s work. Quester explains:

Jan Cohen-Cruz, you’ve read her essay on the Church Ladies [Cohen-
Cruz 1998]. She’s Simone de Boudoir, by the way. She talked about 
how the individual members used the Church Ladies to create an alter 
ego who is part of us, like an expression. Felicity Buncake and Belle 
Bottom are expressions of who I am and not parts of me that get ex-
pressed in my day-to-day life. Belle especially, I love being Belle. Then 
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it’s like, why should I get up at 5 a.m. to go defend a clinic, because 
then I can become the real me, the me that nobody ever sees. That’s re-
ally, really, really important.

When asked how she defi ned success and found meaning in this work, 
Northrop elaborated on the theme of expression:

To me, I fi nd it satisfying to be able to express myself by being part of 
a group that goes out and does direct action. No matter whether it ac-
complishes anything or not, just being able to express myself is a great 
thrill and extremely satisfying. The fact that we then accomplish things 
on a case-by-case basis—whether it’s changing the FDA drug approval 
regulations or creating an international AIDS movement or promoting 
the creation of drugs that might actually save lives—is gravy, wonder-
ful gravy and certainly what I’m out there to do. I’d love to change the 
world. And the older I get, the more cynical I get about that. But I think 
it’s well worth trying every single day, any way anyone cares to. People 
ask me what they should do to get involved. Should they do this and 
should they do that and people apologize for not doing direct action. I 
say to people, “I don’t care what you do. Do whatever you want. Just 
do something.”

The ever-present Bob Kohler turned down marching with the Stonewall 
Veterans or any of the establishment groups to march with ACT UP at the 
2005 Gay Pride march. Kohler describes how ACT UP engaged the crowd 
with a bit of their play on Eros and its struggle with Thanatos: “We had 
a van that said, ‘Fuck Bush!’ The crowd went crazy. They loved it. They 
laughed and screamed. They went crazy. ‘Fuck Bush!’” The chant was part 
of a simple paradox: anti plus pleasure. “With the old ACT UP, it wouldn’t 
have worked,” Kohler explained. “Because then they needed the die-ins.”

THE ACT UP MODEL: A HOLISTIC APPROACH

In summing up a very long chapter on play in ACT UP, it is useful to 
consider and articulate what made the group’s approach work and 
where play fi t into this. Many have acknowledged that ACT UP had an 
impact on city, state, and federal AIDS policy. As the stories herein have 
illustrated, play served an affective as well as instructive function for 
the group. Yet few suggested that ACT UP’s play, the clowning, and 
the chants, could achieve policy ends by themselves. “It’s only to bring 
attention to the issue. And to keep us going. To keep us cohesive. And 
to allow us to relate to each other and know we can trust each other,” 
Meixell explains. Although there were some occasions⎯such as Opera-
tion Ridiculous, the Bring in the Clowns demonstration, or the Church 



130 Queer Political Performance and Protest

Ladies for Choice—when play was an explicit part of the external mes-
saging for an issue, more often it seems the play element was part of the 
work of creating solidarity, developing community, and making the very 
diffi cult task of fi ghting a large system of neglect bearable for more than 
a short period of time.

Play in ACT UP also served a seductive dimension, as an invitation to a 
pleasing and joyous rather than dour approach to the aesthetics of social 
change. For Quester, it’s all about the party:

The playful style will hold people in the movement. There is a core of 
earnest boring leftists who will go to every single demo. And they will 
wear a lot of buttons and they will sing, “Free, Free Palestine” (chants 
in monotone). But they are not going to recruit anyone new because 
why would anyone want to do that? But if you’ve got the WAC [Wom-
en’s Action Coalition] drum corps and the Mary Magdalene Liberation 
Front, it’s a reason to join in because it’s a fucking party.

That’s intoxicating and seductive, participating in world-changing possibil-
ities. ACT UP’s playful style created a new style of protest that merged the 
joyous, ecstatic spirit of exhilarating entertainment with a political agenda 
aimed at progressive political change. Within this festive revolutionary the-
ater, progressive elements of political change would be linked with notions 
of social renewal, moving spectators to join the fun, to become part of the 
concrete action of social change. Spectacle is linked to practical shifts in 
people’s lives (Ornstein 1998, xiv–xv, 6–9). Party as protest thus becomes 
an invitation to a possibility. “Not to mention that we’re just gorgeous and 
irresistible,” Quester adds.

Along the road, the work—and the play that supported it—translated 
this into policy changes. The playful piece works well when it functions 
as part of a coherent, organizing strategy that includes a clear goal, direct 
action, and legal counsel, as well as a media and communications strategy, 
as Harrington explained with regard to fast-track drug approval from the 
FDA. The strategy included a number of components, starting with the 
kind of “party” Quester refers to, the politics of seduction. Harrington 
explains: “All of those different pieces that you do: you stage a festival; 
you demonstrate; you go meet policymakers; you get arrested. And even-
tually, down the road, there are some concrete changes that can happen 
very quickly, as with the FDA.” Adds Meixell: “Yeah, I think the Food 
and Drug Administration now allows people with terminal illnesses to test 
drugs. That never happened before.”

Meixell goes on to explain how the street actions and pranks were part 
of the escalation, part of putting the issue on the table:

Well, if you’ve got an issue, you gotta ask. You write a letter, you 
write another letter. You get your friends to write letters. You show 
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up, you show up with your friends. You go and you do something. 
Charles (King) and Keith (Cylar) go and sit down. And then every-
body else shows up. And then you make it happen as legally as pos-
sible. And this is just part of escalation. If they won’t let you in, 
everybody’s there leaning on the door. And the door opens. But there 
is the problem of you can make them too mad. But the issues some-
how come out.

As far as strengths versus the limitations of the playful, creative protest 
model described earlier, Meixell suggests it worked best with a recognition 
that everyone has a set of skills and can contribute something:

The thing is, we had our specialties and we just trusted each other and 
we believed in each other. But that’s the way we had to work. There 
was nobody who knew it all. Just like at demonstrations. You know. 
Nobody is in charge. And [when] the cops come over to me, I’m just 
about as stupid as a blond can be.

Figure 3.6 ACT UP Paris, 2003.
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Rather than a leader, there was collective will. It was more about a collec-
tive process of skills development. The social change drama requires many 
forms of performance, which include elements of improvisation built on 
practical wisdom.

Play is affective and emotive as well as cerebral, yet for ACT UP mem-
bers, it was quite often about storytelling and community building. The 
play was the storytelling. As James Wagner explains, “It was always a part 
of ACT UP. Celebrating, laughing, storytelling was also part of it and get-
ting together.” If anything, he confesses, “We were guilty we were having 
so much fun.” “It’s all about stories,” Meixell explained after our interview 
was completed. In qualitative research, you always get the best rap after 
you turn off the tape recorder. “I ain’t got no answers. I just got good sto-
ries,” Meixell said before I asked if we could go back on tape. “But we all 
get together and we talk about ‘the time that. . . .’ We’ve been together long 
enough that that’s what we do. We talk about the time that. . . .”

There are worse things to do than remember some stories. John 
McNight’s (1987) point follows: “In communities, people know by sto-
ries.” As such, the stories presented here, the narratives, offer a glimpse 
of the changing nature and conditions of the communities that supported 
the work of ACT UP. As with all interviewees, I asked Northrop, “Are you 
fi ghting to build community or create external changes? Are these aims 
mutually exclusive?” Her answer provided a striking insight about current 
activism. “Not at all,” she replied. “In fact, I would say they are pretty 
interdependent. In fact, one of the reasons that one could say there isn’t so 
much of an ACT UP anymore is that the community dispersed.” Certainly, 
this phenomenon is not isolated to ACT UP. “That is true of many social 
movements,” Northrop explained.

When the play receded, many felt less comfortable staying involved with 
the group. For Harrington, as the chants became less creative, the group 
lost its vitality. “As the chants diminished, the bloom was off the rose as far 
as creativity was concerned,” he says. Instead, many members of the group 
became more specialized—in various areas such as public health, housing, 
syringe exchange, HIV prevention, and medical treatment—as the enor-
mity of the task ahead sunk in. Harrington explains:

So once people started getting more strategic about working around 
certain policy areas, like needle exchange, housing, condoms, educa-
tion, prevention, and treatment and stuff, I think each group’s work 
had to evolve and adapt. And ultimately, most of those split off and 
became autonomous organizations, like Housing Works, and Lower 
East Side Needle Exchange, and TAG.

ACT UP’s assumption “Silence = Death” and “Action = Life” propelled a 
generation of actors (Crimp and Rolston 1990). As Russo’s 1988 speech at 
DHHS conveyed, a system of silences allowed business as usual (racism, 
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sexism, homophobia, classism, and countless other regimes of the normal) 
to create conditions for a deadly epidemic to progress unchecked.

However, the evolution of ACT UP into specialized successor groups 
was not without its diffi culties. “In the case of treatment in ACT UP, 
there was a lot of tension around strategy and tactics that got to be really 
destructive,” Harrington recalls. Many in the group assumed that par-
ticipation within the system was tantamount to complicity (Aronowitz 
1996). To work with the drug companies was to change the rules of the 
game. For others, this adherence to what Marcuse called “pure refusal” 
smacked of social purity, a luxury the group could not afford (Kauffman 
2002). Whereas members of the Treatment and Data Committee (which 
later evolved into TAG) advocated “drugs into bodies” regardless of the 
means, others suggested that negotiating access to experimental drugs for 
some but not all created another form of social and cultural apartheid.

Long before the global justice movement called for respect for “a 
diversity of tactics,” ACT UP members went their separate ways over 
compromises with drug companies (Medley 1996; S. Epstein 2000). The 
decision marked a Rubicon for the group (Schulman 2002). After that, 
much of the old camaraderie of ACT UP was lost. “And so the old play-
fulness and joyfulness of yore [was lost], in the old days people would 
not have criticized each others’ strategies. They would have just tried 
the other strategy and seen which one was more effective,” Harrington 
explained.

Over the years, different cohorts of friends and leadership passed 
through the groups, each seeking to reinvent what was vital about the 
group’s work, and this was work. For years, members of ACT UP did 
just that. The group and its movement continued, with some staying in 
the streets and others fi nding places at the negotiating table.

Members of the Treatment and Data Committee rejected the notion 
that the scientifi c establishment should be viewed simply as enemies (S. 
Epstein 2000). Rather than cower or scream, Harrington’s Treatment 
Action Group (TAG) split off from the Treatment and Data Committee 
in 1992 and sought common ground with representatives of big science. 
The result was more rapprochement and dialogue. Given the urgent need 
for results, many favored a pragmatic compromise rather than ideologi-
cal purity. “But then I guess you could say some people got closer to 
power,” Harrington refl ects. “And that itself is like getting closer to 
money. That itself raises issues for groups.”

Yet the work continued. Radical historian L. A. Kauffman (2002) sug-
gests that ACT UP played an essential role in the radical renewal that 
propelled the global justice movement in the late 1990s. Simultaneously, 
countless ACT UP spinoff groups and former members dominated the 
AIDS policy landscape for the next decade. The next chapter considers 
where play fi t into the organizing that propelled the work of some of 
these groups.



4 Playing by Different Rules
DIY Experiments in Harm Reduction

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 alterna-
tive culture. DiY is not just complaining about what is, but actually 
doing something different.

—Stephen Duncombe (1997, 117)

Unlike other more straightforwardly cultural movements of resis-
tance, such as, say, 1970’s punk and 1980’s anarchopunk, there is 
a tremendous emphasis in DiY culture laid on actually doing some-
thing in the social and political realm and rarely is that something as 
banal as traditional forms of mobilization like marching on a demo 
and shouting. . . .

—George McKay (1998, 4)

In a recent ethnographic study, Susan Bernstein (1991) used the metaphor 
of “playing the game” to describe the task of managing service contracts 
in nonprofi t agencies. By the early 1990s, ACT UP affi nity groups, includ-
ing the Treatment and Data, Housing, and Syringe Exchange committees 
recognized that to achieve their stated aims, they needed to work more 
closely with government and industry. For some, the next step in direct 
action involved service delivery. Some evolved into nonprofi t organizations. 
In the years that followed, they were faced with the question of how to 
play within the system. For those involved in harm reduction—the hous-
ing and syringe exchange groups—this meant playing the game in a way 
that included socially vulnerable populations: homeless people suffering 
from chemical dependence, injection drug users, and others who had tradi-
tionally been excluded. Including these populations would require the new 
organizations to radically alter traditional paradigms of service delivery.

In Man, Play and Games, anthropologist Roger Caillois ([1958] 1979) 
suggests that games in a culture can be conceptualized within a continuum 
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from paidia—active, wild, exuberant, highly engaged, spontaneous play—to 
ludus, where the play takes on a subversive dimension, including calcu-
lated subversion of standard rules and protocols. As AIDS activists became 
involved in service provision for people with HIV/AIDS, they borrowed 
from the do-it-yourself (DIY)—“not just complaining about what is, but 
actually doing something different”—approach to playing the game.

Not only did this highly creative ethos involve a spirited, aesthetic approach 
to organizational development, but it also involved rejecting rules that cre-
ated barriers for people with HIV/AIDS. “AIDS service organizations kept 
telling us that they couldn’t take our clients, and all of the agencies had these 
stupid rules that said you had to be clean and sober. You had to be this, 
you had to be that,” explained Keith Cylar (2002, 357), the co-president 
of Housing Works, which grew out of ACT UP/New York’s Housing Com-
mittee. “At the end of the day, the truth of the matter is that AIDS housing 
providers did not want drug users,” Cylar’s ACT UP buddy and Housing 
Works co-president Charles King concurred. So Housing Works took a DIY 
approach, building their own housing for people with HIV/AIDS, and they 
were not alone. This chapter considers how the ACT UP Housing Commit-
tee, Housing Works, the Lower East Side Harm Reduction Center, and the 
Harm Reduction Coalition borrowed from the DIY ethos and learned to 
play by a different set of rules to advance their activist aims.

Figure 4.1 Keith Cylar leading the parade. ACT UP veteran, social worker, leather-
man, and cofounder of Housing Works Keith Cylar used his presence as a street 
activist to defend spaces for homeless people with HIV/AIDS. He also had a festive 
side that accompanied his activism. Photo from housingworks.org
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THE ACT UP HOUSING COMMITTEE

Few cultural spaces better embodied the DIY ethos than the commit-
tees that provided the pulse of ACT UP. Through this creativity, ACT UP 
spurned a process of post-1960s social movement renewal with a “punk-
infl ected style of outrageous and mediagenic direct action” that produced 
results, radical historian L. A. Kauffman explains (2002, 38). Allan Clear, 
who moved to New York from Britain in the early 1980s, also appreciates 
ACT UP’s punk aesthetics:

I really liked the stuff that they did because it was just like punk was 
in Britain in the 1970s, where people were really upset about language; 
they were people who were upset about images; and people would 
smash their TVs in England because they were upset about something 
someone said on television [Marcus 1989, 3–4]. And people were being 
beaten up because they had safety pins in their clothes.

An urgency propelled this anger and activism. The provocative style and 
histrionics that accompanied this work—Walter Armstrong’s “Legalize 
Butt-Fucking” sign, sequins on a jacket spelling out “Dykes with Guns. 
That’ll Scare ‘Em,” a t-shirt that said “Desperate dying hopeless people 
with nothing to lose are dangerous and unpredictable,” a roomful of guys 
in black leather jackets attending a meeting with facilitators in drag—were 
incredibly exciting for those observing and participating. “The way ACT 
UP used theater to make change and also to create media interest was 
really, really creative. So I was in admiration of ACT UP at that point,” 
Clear explains.

Theatricality was certainly part of the ACT UP DIY ethos. ACT UP 
cofounder and former Housing Committee member Eric Sawyer (2002, 
91) explains:

We realized early in our ACT UP experience the importance of street 
theater, witty chants, slick graphics, and sound bites. Often the cover-
age we received was limited to fi fteen seconds on the TV news. Report-
ers seldom covered our issues accurately. We learned that witty chants 
and slick graphics were a better way to make sure that the media re-
ported the facts correctly.

This theatrical fl air translated directly into the work of the rambunctious 
Housing Committee, which formed after the demonstrations accompany-
ing the Republican National Convention in New Orleans in 1988. King 
explains:

You know, there were several of us in ACT UP, somewhat separately, 
who had been passing homeless people in the streets. And the late 
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eighties was when you started seeing the cardboard signs that said, 
“Homeless with AIDS—Please Help.” I was a poor student, so when 
I passed someone who was homeless on the street, I would give them 
a quarter. When I passed someone and they had a sign that said they 
had AIDS, I gave them a buck. But really hadn’t fi gured what to do 
with that. And it sort of crystallized when we attended the Repub-
lican Convention in New Orleans. Those of us that went spent the 
week hell-raising there and organized a New Orleans ACT UP while 
we were there. And some of the [local] folks who were there became 
very, very involved in what we were doing, who were demonstrating 
with us all day every day, as it turns out were two homeless men. 
When we got ready to leave, they asked if they could come back with 
us. And we were very cavalier about, yeah, things were better in New 
York. When we got back here and tried to help these guys get things 
together, we realized that things were much better for people with 
AIDS who were housed, but if you were undomiciled, you might as 
well still be in Louisiana. And so we organized the Housing Com-
mittee of ACT UP. We spent the next year and a half very aggres-
sively challenging the city around homelessness and AIDS and its 
responsibility.

Shortly after the committee was formed, King worked with Ginny Shubert, 
a lawyer with the Coalition for the Homeless, to fi le a lawsuit—Mixon v. 
Grinker—to establish the right to housing for people with HIV/AIDS. King 
and Shubert worked on the suit for years, pushing it up to the state court of 
appeals. “We lost it there, but basically it forced the production of almost all 
of the AIDS housing that now exists in New York City,” King explains.

Part of the early success of the ACT UP Housing Committee involved 
a savvy awareness that policy advances were made possible by having an 
effective communications strategy, a great deal of research about an issue, 
and a clear policy alternative to accompany any direct action—no matter 
how silly it might get. Sawyer (2002, 90–91) explains:

ACT UP also quickly learned that doing our homework was crucial to 
the success of an action. We taught ourselves to become experts, both 
to enable us to answer reporters’ questions and to successfully debate 
government and scientifi c offi cials. We learned that it helped to ad-
vance our cause when we were able to suggest workable solutions to the 
problems we were protesting about. Some problems were not the result 
of ill will, but rather occurred because no one had yet found workable 
solutions. We found that when we suggested solutions, they were often 
adopted. This was especially true if an elected offi cial or prominent 
public fi gure was suffi ciently embarrassed in the media. Thus, ACT UP 
always prepares fact sheets that include a list of demands that summa-
rize workable solutions.
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The result of this approach was a series of innovative calls for the city 
to house homeless people with HIV/AIDS. G’Dali Braverman (2003), 
another Housing Committee member, recalls how direct action moved 
issues, services, and funding that had otherwise been off the radar screen 
into play.

So, what we began doing was targeting the [Mayor David] Dinkins 
Administration and targeting Housing Preservation and Development 
[HPD]. The director [commissioner] of the city’s Housing Authority 
then was a Hasidic Jewish man—[Abraham] Biderman. He was very un-
approachable. So, we of course stormed his offi ces, demanded meetings 
and came up with a series of proposals for scattered-site housing. And 
within the fi rst six months, we were able to get the Housing Authority 
to earmark—I think it was fi ve or six hundred units and we had demon-
strations that were very creative. We set up a house outside HPD offi ces 
building, where we had beds, sofas, desks. You know, we just brought in 
furniture and set ourselves up in front of the building, until we embar-
rassed Biderman suffi ciently that we were able to get meetings.

King laughingly recalls the 1989 action:

Our HPD action was another amazing one. On Gold Street they have re-
volving doors. We went around on a Sunday night and picked up a bunch 
of abandoned furniture on the Lower East Side and Monday morning 
took it down to Gold Street and stuffed the revolving doors with furni-
ture trying to deliver it to furnish housing for people living with AIDS.

For Eric Sawyer (2002, 91), those actions against the HPD were some of 
the most creative moments he had with Housing Works. He explains:

[W]e were pushing for the development of housing for homeless people 
living with AIDS. We collected old furniture, loaded it into my pickup 
truck, and placed the furniture in the middle of the street in front of 
the New York City housing commissioner’s offi ce. We hung a big ban-
ner between two streetlights that read “Squatters Camp for Homeless 
People with AIDS.” Then we sat on the furniture while rush-hour traf-
fi c tried to drive around us, until we were arrested. The police had to 
cart our old furniture away in garbage trucks and tow my old pickup 
truck to the police vehicle pound; the demonstration kept city employ-
ees busy for more than an hour. This gave reporters time to ask suf-
fi cient questions to understand the dangers of homelessness for people 
with AIDS and to communicate these dangers to the public. The next 
month the housing commissioner announced that the city was budget-
ing 25 million dollars for new AIDS housing programs. It seems the 
demonstration was a success.
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ACT UP was not alone. Squatters, anarchists, and artists from Harlem to 
the Lower East Side found themselves involved with this housing strug-
gle. Some, such as artist Seth Tobocman, specifi cally got involved with 
the Housing Committee to push for concessions from the city HPD. King 
continues:

What was actually cool about it was we had been pestering Abe Bider-
man, who was the commissioner who had sworn that no HPD units 
were going to go to people with AIDS. He was very conservative. So 
we had been pestering him and we did that action. That very afternoon 
he issued a press release announcing that he’d established a commis-
sion to study whether or not they could identify housing for people 
with AIDS. That was in June [1989]. We waited until late August, early 
September, until right before the Dinkins/Koch [mayoral] primary. We 
sent Biderman a fax saying we had another load of furniture to furnish 
housing for people with AIDS. “Where would you like it delivered?” 
That afternoon he issued a press release announcing that they had iden-
tifi ed sixty units of housing for people with AIDS. Of course, they were 
going to turn the units over, twenty units per year, over the course of 
three years. They were going to do the pilot project to see if people with 
AIDS could live in their housing.

There were certainly countless obstacles and impediments, but the Housing 
Committee successfully pushed through them. With each success, the com-
mittee garnered more momentum and attention.

The tasks of the Housing Committee dovetailed with the close eye on 
research, advocacy, and effective communication that characterized ACT 
UP in general. Here, the unsexy task of fi nding housing for poor people 
found a frame for expression, narrative, and messaging. “What would have, 
otherwise, seemed to be peripheral issues at the time were media-worthy. 
So that gave us a lot of confi dence,” G’dali Braverman (2003) recalled. The 
ACT UP trademark of substantive research buttressed the Housing Com-
mittee’s work. “I think the other thing was that some of the people were 
beginning to do cost analyses around HIV and AIDS, and it was clear 
that the cost of hospitalization was so high,” Braverman explained. “[W]e 
were also beginning to see tuberculosis cases, predominantly among home-
less people. [Housing] would help keep people healthier longer, you could 
keep them out of hospitals and more expensive facilities like skilled nursing 
facilities, for a longer period.”

Sawyer (2004) elaborates, “All these tactics—part civil disobedience, 
part street theater—succeeded in getting ACT UP’s message into the public 
eye and played an important role in the group’s many accomplishments,” 
including housing for people with HIV/AIDS. Here the counterpublic 
narrative of the population the Housing Committee spoke for—homeless 
people with HIV—propelled itself into the larger public sphere with ACT 
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UP’s help. These victories overlapped with ACT UP’s larger long-term 
successes including expedited drug approval from the FDA, establishing a 
seat at the policy table for people with HIV/AIDS, increased protections 
for the civil liberties of people living with HIV/AIDS, and increased mon-
ies for AIDS services and research around education, prevention, treat-
ment, and housing.

Yet to achieve these successes, the group had to confront a series of 
social inequalities that accompany health care delivery in the United 
States, particularly for communities of color (Kaiser 2002; Smedley, 
Stith, and Nelson 2003). In the face of obstacles typical of the task of 
poverty alleviation in the United States, the group occasionally fl irted 
with despair. In order to cope with these feelings, members of the group 
looked to activism as a source of possibility and innovation. Over the 
years, the group’s actions built on Martin Luther King’s dramaturgical 
approach to non-violent civil disobedience to highlight its grievances and 
aspirations (McAdam 1996). I asked to what extent a rambunctious cre-
ativity was part of the spirit in which this group was born and part of its 
strategy. King replied:

Well to start off with, the Housing Committee of ACT UP was amaz-
ing fun. I remember when we were trying to get HASA [HIV/AIDS 
Services Administration] working, back then it was called the Divi-
sion of AIDS Services. And they had a bunch of new hires, like sixty 
new employees but hadn’t given them any desks or workspace. So 
they were just spending their days sitting in a classroom. And so we 
organized this action. The union was picketing. Eric [Sawyer] actu-
ally drove the truck where we brought a bunch of desks and chairs 
and phones into the middle of Church Street in front of HRA [Hu-
man Resources Administration] and handcuffed ourselves to them. I 
loved the chant. The chant was probably one of the best that we ever 
created. It was: “The check is in the desk and the desk is in the mail.” 
[Laughs.]

As the work of the Housing Committee churned forward, members became 
increasingly aware of the structural barriers to housing homeless people 
with HIV/AIDS who had chemical dependence issues. Dealing with AIDS 
involved addressing endemic social problems of racism, income inequality, 
and discrimination faced by the truly disadvantaged in America (Alder et 
al. 1993; R. Moore et al. 1994). Sawyer (2002) recalled seeing a different 
picture of AIDS in Harlem, where he worked:

I knew a couple of people in the neighborhood who were home-
less, who didn’t have housing. . . . I just started reading a lot about 
it and, because of the connection with drug use, started learning 
that there’s this whole other AIDS plague, tied to drug use, that is 
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very prevalent in homeless communities, and it’s a whole area where 
there are no services.

The activists recognized that the demographics of the AIDS pandemic 
would continue to shift toward underserved high-risk groups such as low-
income women and people of color. They pushed for the government to do 
its job. King continues:

So, the actions were fun. The actions were creative. We saw success at 
the margins. But at the end of the day, the truth of the matter is that 
AIDS housing providers did not want drug users. Homeless providers 
didn’t want people with AIDS. And so even if government had been 
willing to take on its part of the responsibility, there probably wouldn’t 
have been providers who were willing to do it with people who we were 
trying to get housed.

In the face of such obstacles, it began to dawn on Housing Committee 
members that they would probably have to start housing these people 
themselves.

HOUSING WORKS: A DIY APPROACH TO 
HARM REDUCTION HOUSING

Housing Works was born of this frustration and ambition. With the 
exception of Virginia Shubert, almost all of its founders—Cylar, King, 
and Sawyer—had been active with ACT UP. Throughout the 1990s, 
ACT UP evolved with the elusive nature of the virus, staying together 
longer than anyone could have expected. Leadership changed, activists 
died, and Monday night meetings continued. With each new level of 
carnage, the task of halting the epidemic’s progress became more daunt-
ing. AIDS was fully entwined within the mosaic of poverty. Within this 
context, the group struggled to maintain its focus (see Minkowitz 1990; 
Pepper 1990; Hardy 1991; Levy 1991; Nealon 1991; S. Epstein 1996, 
290, 294).

Sawyer (2004) described the fl oor debate over creating a different orga-
nization, outside of ACT UP, to address these needs:

ACT UP didn’t want to do housing. They didn’t want paid staff. They 
wanted to do activism. They didn’t want to do housing or provide ser-
vices. We would come to the fl oor and tell people about our search for 
buildings or whatever, and there was a huge outcry of, “You can’t have 
paid staff, you can’t get governmental contracts. That’s going to limit 
what we can say. It’s going to compromise our voice.” And we were 
like, “Hell—that’s bullshit. We’ll not only bite the hand that feeds us, 
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we’ll chew it off, if it’s trying to slap us.” And we kind of took that 
motto to Housing Works.

“The strategy was to push, push, push,” Cylar (2002, 356) said in describ-
ing the approach of the early Housing Works years. “It wasn’t different 
than the general ACT UP strategy about inclusion. But it was always to 
get those [other] populations also included. It was easy for the world to 
deal with gay white men. People of color were so far off the Richter scale, 
and it was also to hold people-of-color organizations accountable.” This 
meant creating an organization in which aggressive advocacy for unpopu-
lar causes coincided with the group’s unique institutional needs. “Hous-
ing Works started when, after demonstrating, fi ghting, and working in the 
AIDS community, the people that I cared the most about were the people 
least likely to get served,” Cylar continued.

So we decided we had to do it ourselves. All of a sudden, we got this 
arrogant streak. Fuck it⎯nobody else can do this. We’re gonna do it. 
So we started writing about it and talking about it. We talked our way 
out of depression and into action.

From there Cylar explains:

And we started a process that involved actually twenty to thirty 
people. And we talked about what kind of bylaws and organization 
it would be that was a shared responsibility and would empower 
clients. Then we recruited a whole lot of people who were in this 
group, AIDA—AIDS into Direct Action. It was made up of homeless 
and formerly homeless people, many people of color who did direct 
action around these issues. We included them in all of the discus-
sions because it was important to design something that they had 
insight into. It was important for their voices to be heard through-
out. We got a lot of them on the board so that if push came to shove, 
they could stop it [the growth of Housing Works, if necessary]. We 
wanted to be different than AIDS, Inc.

The creation of Housing Works was not a comfortable situation for some 
advocates who had come of age with ACT UP, or even with Students for 
a Democratic Society years earlier. Many in ACT UP were familiar with 
social theorist Herbert Marcuse’s idea of “pure refusal,” a position that 
held that participation in a problematic system is tantamount to complic-
ity (Aronowitz 1996). Although few social movements are able to remain 
entirely outside of the framework of service provision, ACT UP maintained 
this position and the group persevered, although not without diffi culties. 
Fissures refl ective of the larger society pressed the group, as demands 
around specifi c populations become more and more urgent. The group split 
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into different organizations. Braverman (2003) feels something was lost 
during this period:

There were certainly periods where, I think, there were some fac-
tional elements of the organization that felt that maybe we were miss-
ing issues around women, or issues around minority communities, or 
around drug use, and that we, as predominantly gay white men, are 
not addressing these concerns. I don’t really think that we failed in 
those respects, because I think all those issues [had a] role and that 
very capable people created service organizations that took many of 
those issues where they needed to go. I think where we missed was 
the implosion that happened. I think that there came a time when we 
really needed to have, maybe some sort of hierarchical kind of ad-
ministration to hold the organization together as it grew and started 
spreading and people began feeling maybe a sense of competition 
around their issues. . . . I think it would have been in our best interest 
to have formulated some sort of a structure that would have allowed 
ACT UP to continue existing in ways that would have made it more 
functional through the mid-1990s. I think that’s where we missed.

Despite its rocky start, in the years to follow, Housing Works would take 
a lead in addressing much of the U.S. AIDS activist agenda. Although its 
orientation toward service provision was novel, much of the DIY approach 
that had proven so successful for ACT UP found its way into Housing 
Works. King describes how Housing Works played with the rules of the 
game of contracted services (S. Bernstein 1991):

I think the way we brought that spirit of creative action into Housing 
Works was in how we designed the programs. Take our fi rst scattered 
site program. Our housing contract had some preclusion about drug 
use, requirements around being clean and sober. And we demanded 
and demonstrated for a contract that would require us to take people 
who were still using drugs. What everybody else in the country was 
precluding, we decided we would fi ght for.

Housing Works always displayed this audacious quality of doing all the 
things they were told they were not supposed to do. While other service 
providers and social workers were talking about collecting data and mak-
ing arguments, Housing Works was protesting its funders and challenging 
them to do the right thing. There seemed to be a real liberatory quality to 
the group’s work. This rambunctious approach also found expression in the 
group’s programming, as King explains:

I want to emphasize that it also played completely into program 
development. So, for example, our Independent Living Program 
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started out as a total scam on the system. The way the system op-
erated, the state rental assistance program was in place. The way 
New York City interpreted the regs, you had to have an apartment 
and be at risk of an eviction to be entitled to the rental assistance. 
So there was no way somebody who was homeless could get ac-
cess to it. So we started looking at ways to get around that. We 
started renting apartments on the open market. We would do a le-
gal sublet with the client. We would move them in with a written 
promise from them to pay their broker’s fee, security deposit, and 
fi rst month’s rent within thirty days of moving into the apartment. 
We would wait until thirty days passed; we’d serve them with an 
eviction notice; and they were now rent stabilized so they could go 
down to HASA and apply for rental enhancement. And we did this 
like fi fteen or twenty times. And that’s when the city caught on to 
what we were doing and confronted us. There was nothing illegal 
about what we were doing. Our response was, “We’re not the ones 
who are acting illegally, you’re the ones who are acting illegally. 
Set up a system so homeless people can prequalify and we’ll stop 
doing this.”

And the city did exactly what Housing Works had asked for.
In other cases, the group would set up “justice squads” of case man-

agers who would lock themselves to chairs in the offi ces of the Human 
Resources Administration (HRA) until benefi ts and housing were pro-
vided for their clients. Here, Housing Works borrowed directly from 
the tactics of the ACT UP Housing Committee, which had been so suc-
cessful using the technique that the city would house people as soon as 
their lawyers got an injunction. The strategy of pushing the rules until 
the bureaucrats broke down and served clients was a cornerstone of the 
group’s approach.

King describes how Housing Works drew the attention of the Depart-
ment of Investigation (DOI) after the city started funding its scattered-site 
program: “Even then, in the scattered site, the city-funded apartments, 
people would get up to a certain amount of rent and utilities were folded 
into the apartment’s rent. So we started renting our apartments with 
utilities included. . . . That got us our fi rst DOI investigation.”

Part of what made Housing Works so successful was actually listening 
and building programs designed around clients’ stated needs. Here again, 
the group was not afraid to bend the rules if that would get their clients 
what they needed. King tells the story of the Housing Works job training 
program:

The job training program started off as a scam. We wanted our cli-
ents, and most of them were active users, to have some safe space, 
and so providing them with stipend work around the offi ce was a 



Playing by Different Rules 145

way to do that. But most of them, because it was so hard to get an 
AIDS diagnosis, were still on public assistance. Under the public as-
sistance regs, there was a dollar for dollar offset against your ben-
efi ts. And Ginny Shubert was actually the one who researched the 
regs and came up with the fact that expenses related to a job training 
program were exempt from this offset. So we called it a job training 
program. And our clients did not understand. We explained to them 
what we were doing and why we were doing it, but they were the ones 
who then turned around and said, “But we want a real job training 
program.” And again, there we went to every possible job training 
program, public or private, and what we heard pretty universally; 
some were polite in how they phrased it; some said it just this way: 
“Why would you spend money for people with AIDS to work when 
they are just going to die anyway?” And so, going back to despair 
into the arrogance that allows you to take action, that solidifi ed it for 
us. We were going to create a job training program that worked for 
homeless people with AIDS, even if we didn’t get a dime from any-
body to put it in place. We were going to make it into place because 
the whole fucking world had said “You can’t do this.”

With Housing Works, everything was on the table; that was the interesting, 
rambunctious thing about the way the group played. King remembers the 
basement desk where those playful meetings fi rst took place:

Actually, when we started out we opened an offi ce with one desk, one 
phone, and fi ve chairs. It was kind of an interesting thing. Now that 
desk, the reason we had that desk was it was too big for the tenant 
that preceded us to get it out of the space. So, it was this huge monster 
desk. It became our conference table. And I remember we used to sit 
around that table every morning for problem solving. Then we’d have 
these weekly staff meetings. We were small enough to sit around this 
desk and do these weekly brainstorming things. And it did sort of 
help us break out of the box and we’d think of wild and crazy ideas. 
And sure enough, one of these wild and crazy ideas would work. So, 
yeah, being creative in the actions is important, but it was also really 
important that we brought that same spirit of can-do playfulness, 
creativity to thinking about what programs would look like.

Over the next fi fteen years, Housing Works would remain true to its found-
ing ethos, even as the organization grew and straddled the divide between 
direct action and direct services. The organization would create spaces for 
socially vulnerable populations to call home while fi ghting the industry 
that would grow and profi t from the epidemic. Walking through the Lin-
coln Tunnel during the fi rst day of Housing Works’s 2005 Campaign to 
End AIDS, Sawyer refl ected on Housing Works’s fi rst fi fteen years:
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When we founded Housing Works, our whole mission was to speak 
truth to power and to help those people who were getting no help from 
anyone else. And I think as long as Housing Works continues to fi ght 
the good fi ght and to do God’s work, it’s going to survive. And that’s 
what it does. Housing Works speaks truth to power. It bites the hand 
that feeds it. And it tries to bring a reality to the world while it cares for 
the most disenfranchised people in our community.

SYRINGE EXCHANGE AND HARM REDUCTION: FROM 
THE LOWER EAST SIDE TO SOUTH SAN FRANCISCO

In the days shortly after the death of seminal New York punk rocker Joey 
Ramone in April 2001 (Kaye 2001), Allan Clear gave a speech in which he 
compared the punk DIY approach to that of the harm reduction movement, 
which had built a fresh new approach to service delivery that was reach-
ing the hardest to reach of socially vulnerable populations. It was not an 
unusual argument from the former drug user and ACT UP member, who 
now had the ear of the New York City Department of Health as well as the 
city’s drug users and syringe exchange advocates (Richardson 2004).

Clear has been Executive Director of the Harm Reduction Coalition 
(HRC) since October 1995. HRC is a national organization committed to 
reducing drug-related harm among individuals and communities by initiat-
ing and promoting local, regional, and national harm reduction education 
and training, community organizing, and advocacy. Before joining HRC, 
Clear was cofounder and Executive Director of the Lower East Side Harm 
Reduction Center, an innovative community-based organization serving 
drug users that developed out of the Lower East Side Needle Exchange, 
which began as a project of ACT UP and became one of the fi ve original 
state-authorized programs. He is a leading national spokesperson on issues 
related to harm reduction, needle exchange, and the rights of drug users.

Like many involved in New York’s harm reduction movement, Clear got 
his start organizing with ACT UP. He recounts:

Living in New York City in the mid-eighties, it was the epicenter of 
the HIV and AIDS epidemic. And I guess the fi rst time I heard about 
AIDS, it was 1985. And I was using a whole bunch of drugs at that 
point, from the end of the 1970s through the end of the 1980s. And I 
started going to twelve-step meetings . . . and every other person, liter-
ally, had HIV. So at that point, friends of mine started going to ACT 
UP. And then as now, people thought of it as a gay organization. And I 
wondered what my role was.

That role would become more obvious as Clear became more familiar with 
the omnipresent ACT UP committees:
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Actually I fi rst heard Richard [Elovich] speak at a meeting and he was 
talking about needle exchange. And I thought, I ought to go and do 
that because that’s where I fi t in. No one does anything for drug users 
and I’ll go and do stuff around needle exchange.

Once involved with the syringe exchange committee, Clear would encoun-
ter the tools that would become the cornerstone of the evidence-based 
approach propelling the harm reduction movement. Empirical testing, 
observation, assessment, and reassessment became central elements in 
the late 1980s when ACT UP recognized that injection drug users were 
dying from AIDS because they did not have clean needles. Members of 
the group got arrested for distributing clean needles on New York’s Lower 
East Side, brought data to court showing that clean needles save lives 
without increasing drug use, argued for the medical necessity of syringe 
exchange, got their charges thrown out, and changed public policy. It is 
one of countless examples of the use of experimentation, testing, and a 
new approach toward praxis that helped make ACT UP and its successors. 
For an account of the advocacy used to advance syringe exchange in New 
York see Elovich (n.d.).

Despite a federal ban on funding syringe exchange and other frank 
approaches to HIV prevention, over the following decade needle exchange 
became an established approach to HIV prevention work (Crimp 2002; 
Siplon 2002), embraced by health professionals and even many politicians, 
(including New York’s Mayor Michael Bloomberg). On the West Coast, 
syringe exchange supporters did not even need to get arrested to see this 
radical DIY public health approach fi nd support. Global justice activ-
ist Starhawk considers her involvement with San Francisco’s Prevention 
Point one of the high points of her long career as an activist:

One of the actions I’ve been involved in where I can clearly say every 
time we did it, “Okay, this is saving someone’s life,” was the needle 
exchange program that was done in the 1990s in San Francisco by 
Prevention Point. There were a number of my close friends who were 
more involved in setting it up, who also worked in the fi eld of urban 
health and planning and sociology and they’d been doing studies, 
surveys on drug use and AIDS. And they felt like a needle exchange 
would be one way of addressing the spread to the drug-using pop-
ulation. And of course, that was entirely illegal in California. So 
we decided to do it as a direct action. It worked beautifully. The 
fi rst week when we went out and did it we thought we were going 
to get arrested. And we exchanged about eighteen needles and we 
didn’t get arrested. And then we started going out every week. And 
it just grew and grew. We kept not getting arrested. And within a 
few months we were exchanging hundreds and then thousands of 
needles every day. And fi nally, after about three months, the San 
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Francisco Chronicle ran a story on us. And they interviewed the po-
lice chief who said, “Yeah, we know they are out there, but they are 
doing something that needs to be done.” And so it sort of halfway 
turned into a social service program. And eventually we were able 
to get the mayor to declare a state of public health emergency and 
do an end-run around the state laws. And actually fund and legalize 
the programs.

Allan Clear’s fi rst ACT UP action was Stop the Church in 1989. “I went 
to the fi rst meeting for syringe exchange,” he explained, and he found his 
niche. 

Clear had already encountered DIY culture when he was growing up 
in England. He even had his own band. “And it really was about DIY. 
The possibilities were endless. We put out our own record. We met John 
Peel outside the BBC. And he played our record on the radio. It was called 
Zeitgeist,” he recalled. Once involved with punk, Clear was connected 
with a culture-building trajectory of ever-expanding tribes connected 
through the music and the DIY ethos.

“Every Thursday, my friends and I would listen to the DJ John Peel at 
two o’ clock in the morning on our transistor radios,” former East German 
punk Michael Böhlke—otherwise known as Pankow—refl ected in 2005. 
“Punk was a cross-cultural phenomenon in the east,” he explained. “The 
‘tristesse’ of the GDR unleashed a huge creative potential, and the minute 
you were on the margins of society you tapped into a network of other 
artistic activity” (quoted in Paulick 2005). That network would support 
Clear’s life and work.

Once Clear got involved with public health activism, he brought much 
of the same creative ethos, to his work with ACT UP and harm reduc-
tion. He recalls:

I left England with that approach. Someone like Henry Miller was a big 
infl uence on how you live your whole life. If you look at harm reduc-
tion, it’s a whole bunch of old punks. I think it was not only the an-
archist thing to add input to the conversation. It’s not that you should 
disobey authority, but that authority really does not count. It has no 
legitimacy. And be there to challenge things.

In her oral history interview with G’Dali Braverman (2003) Sarah Schul-
man noted that most people are taught that “no means no” when they 
are brought up. Yet for Clear, Braverman, and many others involved, their 
experience with ACT UP helped change their view of such understandings. 
It was part of changing the rules of the game. This thinking was part of a 
larger activist approach to questioning the basic tenets of scientifi c knowl-
edge and notions of medical expertise (Murray and Paine 1988; S. Epstein 
2000; K. Moore 2008).
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For Clear, the call to question authority was based on an assumption 
that it had no legitimacy anyway. This thinking was part of his upbringing, 
he says:

The place I come from is a real working-class place. I talk about 
that in 6.57. I’ve been in a book about soccer fans in Portsmouth 
[Pennant and Sylvester 2004]. And there is something ingrained in 
me that comes from that. I mean, where I come from is real working-
class, never having anything. And I think that that produces a kind 
of tenacity and determination. And Portsmouth fans are very proud 
of their sixteen titles, which isn’t exactly do-it-yourself, but it is a 
kind of anarchy.

Part of this anarchy, of course, was building something yourself when nothing 
else was available. For the Portsmouth soccer fans, Clear was also aware that 
there was a need for a harm reduction approach:

Interesting thing on that in this book I just read, 6.57, which was the 
train that fans used to take to get out of Portsmouth to go to away 
games. By the end of the 1980s, they’d all gotten into drugs. What you 
had in those days were fi rms. And you’d go and fi ght the other fi rms. It 
wasn’t really random violence, it was part of the game. And that’s what 
you look forward to.

The play for the Portsmouth fans included the carnivalesque passion to 
push the limits of the line between spectator and participant. “Yeah, but 
no one would actually watch the game. You went there for the violence. But 
what they ended up doing was ecstasy and stuff with the other fi rms in the 
clubs and stuff.” Clear was too young growing up to have been a part of it. 
“I was, like, ten when I was going to football games. But I knew what the 
experience was. You were aware of the violence. It’d be going off all around 
you, which is sort of exciting,” he recalls.

In many ways, the contact high Clear speaks of with his peripheral con-
nection to soccer violence was like what punk was about: a highly embod-
ied approach to risk and play. Clear explains, “It wasn’t so much violence 
as much as an edge. There was a buzz. I don’t remember that night fi ght-
ing. But there was lots of spitting. It was sporadic. All that kind of thing 
happened but it wasn’t widespread.” Listening to Clear, I was reminded 
of the fi rst punk shows I attended. I remember my brother jumping off 
the stage onto the crowd. And then I jumped, waiting for the crowd to 
hold me up. It was a risky, amazing form of edgy, high-adrenaline play: 
one part high-octane experience, another part trust, a third lack of self. 

Those DIY aesthetics, the punk ethos, was an abiding part of Clear’s 
work, art, and memories: “The Do-It-Yourself stuff. . . . It wasn’t until 
about 1978 that people started putting out their own stuff on their own 
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record label. And that was what was exciting too.” Clear reveled in know-
ing and having a relationship with those making the music. “Everyone was 
available and accessible. But you could just see all these weird impresarios. 
They were just there in clubs.” Clear continued. And this DIY ethos of cul-
tural production spread from New York to London to Berlin and around 
the world.

In many ways, the impulse behind syringe exchange—people are dying 
and this is something I know I can do—builds on this DIY ethos. The 
idea is about not waiting until somebody tells you whether you should 
do this: Here is your clean needle. Clear describes his early days doing 
syringe exchange:

It’s really simple. There is not even any counseling with it. For me, I got 
into it because I thought, why do you have to go into recovery? People 
could walk up to me and get a needle and go in [to the 12-step meeting 
where Clear was standing]. That clearly wasn’t what people wanted. 
Actually, I ran the needle exchange. We did it two days a week. I did 
the Wednesday exchange when it was underground in the Lower East 
Side back in the end of 1990. I did very little needle exchange. I did a lot 
of talking to people. It was like being a bartender, which I always think 
is a creative job. You are talking about all sorts of things and develop-
ing relationships ‘cause you want people to come back. I remember 
people would talk about public health and I didn’t know what public 
health was. There was no history of harm reduction. There was no road 
map for this. And I think that’s what made it very liberating. You could 
actually do whatever you wanted because there were no rules. We re-
ally did do whatever we thought was entertaining for people.

Playfulness was part of this spirit. Clear talked about how those elements 
informed his work with the syringe exchange. “I’ve often thought that if 
there was a show made about syringe exchange, it should be a comedy 
because it’s very entertaining,” he says. Certainly, a great deal of this any-
thing but playful. There are community struggles and there is ongoing ill-
ness but there is also an engaging quality to the work. “When you work 
with drug users, it was really entertaining,” Clear explains. For him, much 
of the play of syringe exchange takes on a paradoxical quality:

Just endless stories. Just tragicomic kind of stuff. A friend of mine 
was going to go rob a gas station ‘cause he was so desperate. But he 
was on crutches. And he had a gun that didn’t work. And he was 
going to go rob a gas station. That doesn’t really work. I was in the 
offi ce with someone from the Offi ce of AIDS Policy from the White 
House. And someone comes running in and says “I’ve just been strip-
ping cars all day.” That indicates a level of trust, that someone who’s 
been ripping off cars all day is going to come in and tell you about 
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it. But they would come in, in front of complete strangers, and tell 
you what they’d been doing. You get a level of trust and then you 
continue building that level of trust. It’s also the network-building 
stuff. I mean, committed drug users are extremely creative. That’s 
how they get by on a day-to-day basis. They have to.

As much as anything, resourcefulness propelled the early syringe exchange 
programs, Clear says:

So around the early 1990s, there were some great programs like the Santa 
Cruz Needle Exchange . . . and Clean Needles Now in Los Angeles. Both 
of them were youth programs doing all this amazing stuff. Basically the 
drug users were doing it themselves.

The Santa Cruz Syringe Exchange produced colorful cartoons to illustrate 
their point, and they created something very exciting. “And so we would 
feed off that and they would feed off our stuff,” Clear recalls.

At its best, harm reduction feeds off the work of a range of public health 
and activist movements, including feminist health clinics, WHAM, ACT 
UP, and even the Young Lords, with their takeover of a public hospital to 
better services for their community. Yet harm reduction is primarily built 
on the insights of drug users, as Clear explains:

The way we started acupuncture—now everyone does acupuncture 
and needle exchange, it was Ryan White Funding. No one had actu-
ally done acupuncture before. But one of the volunteers said, “Let’s 
do acupuncture.” She actually suggested we put a gym together. I 
thought, well we could probably do acupuncture, but probably 
couldn’t do the gym. So we started the acupuncture program, which 
is kind of mainstream now. But at that point, no one was doing it 
except Lincoln.

Lincoln, of course, was the hospital the Young Lords took over in 1970. 
Vicente “Panama” Alba explains:

We recognized there was a massive heroin epidemic in the South 
Bronx. . . . We recognized there was a need not just for detox, but to 
fi ght the society that created this epidemic. We used consciousness-
raising to help people become aware of the racism, sexism, and chau-
vinism in their lives. We borrowed from the successful program of 
treatment of the Nation of Islam, which borrowed from the idea of 
love of self. We tried to integrate that love into a new consciousness. 
We read Franz Fanon, held fi lm sessions, discussions, and created 
spaces where people could open up. The consciousness-raising in-
volved ways of thinking about how people had been hurt and how 
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that formed who they were. It also helped people understand their 
personal path toward heroin.

A DIY approach to program development was part of the Young Lords’ 
work as well. Alba continues:

We borrowed from Chinese ideas about acupuncture when we realized 
it helped with withdrawal. We were doing it ourselves. We actually 
taught people to use methadone to reduce their dosages, we developed 
our own long term detox—several months, as well as one- or two-day 
detoxes. We did this with education about the relationship between 
heroin and its relationship to the war in Southeastern Asia.

Adds Richie Perez, another Young Lords veteran:

After hundreds of angry police surrounded the hospital, the Lords 
slipped out; and only two people were arrested. The publicity about the 
terrible conditions in the old Lincoln Hospital accelerated the building 
of the new hospital that exists today . . . Lincoln Detox. During the oc-
cupation of the old Lincoln Hospital, a preventive medicine community 
clinic was set up in the auditorium. Afterwards, another demand was 
met; and the historic acupuncture-detoxifi cation program was estab-
lished, with licensed doctors, acupuncturists, and staff members hired 
from the community (including from the YLP and BPP). Ahead of its 
time, for years the Lincoln Hospital Detox Program served as an interna-
tional model of treating heroin and alcohol addiction with acupuncture 
instead of substituting methadone, another addicting chemical—before 
it was closed down by Mayor Koch in the ’70s. (Perez 2000)

At its most vital, the early harm reduction movement in New York City was 
about community building. Clear describes the early programming at the 
Lower East Side Harm Reduction Center on Avenue A:

[O]nce we had that money to create this space, it became this holistic 
thing. So, as well as being fun, it was this sense of exploration. We 
had Reiki in there; we had chi gung; we had massage; we had herbal 
stuff going on; we created this alternative, holistic thing for drug users, 
which had never been done before.

Part of the community building was done with stories, listening, sharing, and 
culture tales. “And stuff like the Love Exchange,” Clear elaborates: “We had 
to completely reorganize our offi ce once a month. We’d rearrange it so we had 
a stage. People would just get up. They would do poetry. They would perform. 
They would sing.” The syringe exchange offi ce was located on the Lower 
East Side just down the street from the Nuyorican Poets’ Cafe. A favorite 
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poem at the Love Exchange was by Miguel Pinero, one of the founders of the 
Nuyorican Poetry Movement. His poem, “The Book of Genesis According to 
St. Miguelito,” offers a small glimpse of the tragicomic paradoxical play that 
accompanied those evenings and the harm reduction movement in general:

Before the beginning 
God Created God
In the beginning
God created the ghettos and slums
and God saw this was good.
so god said,
“let there be more ghettos and slums”
and there were more ghettos and slums.
god saw this was plain
but so
to decorate it
god created lead-based paint . . .
(Algarin and Pinero, 1975)

For Clear, the poetry and the community took on a healing dimension:

We were basically a community center and an arts space. John Kelly 
took glow sticks. For some of the poetry, there was one woman who 
was reading about domestic violence. And I realized this was very 
therapeutic. It was a way of letting people express secrets they hadn’t 
expressed before.

The poetry thus took on a tragicomic dimension that people responded to 
in creative, fantastic ways. The dark humor, the play can be seen as a resil-
iency. Users created a distinct culture with this gallows humor. Yet, Clear 
acknowledges, it is often a space with a great deal of pain:

We might talk about the tragicomic elements of drug use. But I don’t 
think that either one of us wants to be switching places with the people 
we are working with. And so if you don’t look at it in a way in which you 
can appreciate what’s going on, then it’s really tough to do. I don’t think 
that anyone is going to minimize the negative effects of drug use. People 
are just nodding in and dealing with pain and causing more pain at the 
same time.

Within such a context, many have started using the term “vicarious trau-
matization” to describe staff members who work with clients dealing with 
trauma. Here, the play element becomes a primary source of creative inspi-
ration and resilience for staff and clients alike. Kirk Read, a writer and staff 
member at the St. James Infi rmary in San Francisco, explains:
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The group that I work with the most right now is the St. James Infi r-
mary, which is a free clinic out here for sex workers, a free medical 
clinic. And I run a men’s group, a discussion group. Last year I did 
volunteer coordination. And now I do HIV counseling and testing. I 

Figure 4.2 Love exchange photo from Lower East Side Harm Reduction. During 
readings and events at the Lower East Side Harm Reduction Center, participants 
create the feeling of a Nuyorican poetry jam. Such events and rituals are a distinct 
part of the harm reduction movement ethos, which borrows from local social and 
cultural trends as well as approaches to care.
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always start our clinic with a circle of all the staff and volunteers. And 
we always do some sort of dance or song or sometimes the hokey-pokey 
to start off the clinic. There’s always the sense of bringing the child into 
the space. And welcoming that sense of creative energy. People who are 
doing grating nonprofi t work on a shoestring have to be creative. We 
rely on volunteers, a doctor who knows three people who are going 
to clean out a closet, so we can have a free clothing closet. We rely on 
people to think really creatively to continue what we’re doing.

The play not only helps the free clinic continue its work, which is rooted 
in a profound historic trajectory (Danto 2005), but it helps build a sense of 
community.

The notion of building a healing community is not exclusive to the 
Lower East Side Harm Reduction Center or the St. James Infi rmary. It has 
become a part of innovative programming from coast to coast. Cylar, King, 
and the rest of the Housing Works staff spent a great deal of time address-
ing this issue. “I think that the community-building work is kind of at the 
core,” King explains. “And I think sometimes we lose our focus on how 
central that is to what we do.” Thus, the movement aims to build a space 
for people who were not supposed to have a space, literally build them a 
home. A home is more than bricks and mortar. “Our theory on that here 
at Housing Works has always been building a healing community—and it 
took me a while to persuade Keith [Cylar] that this was the right theory, 
he thought it was a little bit too religious, but he fi nally got there,” King 
explains, laughing.

SACRED CLOWNS

If the previous stories suggest anything, it is that creativity cultivates 
a generative spirit that helped create programs and keep them rolling. 
With the stories of Housing Works, the Lower East Side Harm Reduc-
tion Center, and HRC, alternative narratives of community renewal 
emerge. The stories of the people who created and used these spaces 
is characterized by combinations of pain born of abject poverty and 
oppression, combined with alienation-crushing networks of mutual 
aid in which users with little else supported each other, shared a meal, 
shared a subway token, watched a movie, told a story, shared a hit, or 
clowned around.

The spirit of the clown offers another way of being in the world. As 
clowns are not afraid of being seen as foolish, clowning offers a route 
toward openly questioning conventional ways of seeing the world. Long-
time ACT UP member Ann Northrop has suggested that although ACT 
UP members might not have had the money or access that other advocates 
had, their success was often determined by a willingness to endure public 
humiliation, if that was necessary to get a point across. The result was a 
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series of very public performances that transformed the way AIDS policy 
was conceptualized. Beyond simply appearing foolish, explicit clowning 
was also a part of ACT UP’s work. As highlighted in Chapter 3, a squad-
ron of clowns dubbed Operation Ridiculous ran to and fro diverting the 
crowd and contributing to the spectacle during one of ACT UP’s most 
famous protests, the Stop the Church action of 1989. For many, this spirit 
of carnival and clowning is compelling because of its expressive, emanci-
patory qualities.

In the spring of 2004, I attended a funeral for Keith Cylar, who had 
lived with HIV for some twenty years. Like many in ACT UP, Cylar was 
a man who was willing to advance an agenda for homeless people living 
with HIV/AIDS in countless brash and innovative ways. He used to talk 
a great deal about the need for a joyous defi ance of conventional wisdom. 
Although the status quo suggested things should remain the same, that 
nothing could be done, Cylar helped create programs, housing, and fund-
ing streams for homeless communities of drug users with HIV/AIDS. At 
his funeral, friends read from one of his favorite passages of The Color 
of Light, a work of meditations for people living with HIV/AIDS. This 
passage highlights a daring and caring spirituality of clowning, capable 
of challenging social controls and panic:

There is an old native North American Indian tradition called Heyoe-
hkah. The Heyoehkahs, or sacred clowns, were people within the tribe 
who “did things differently,” challenged people’s thinking, shook them 
up. Their function was to keep their people from getting stuck in rigid 
ways of thinking and living. They were also known as “contraries” 
because they lived backwards. They walked backward, danced back-
ward, everything they did was contrary to the norm. By their living, 
they symbolized the shadow of the Creator God, reminding people of 
their spiritual center.

For gay people, the role of sacred clown is especially important: not 
only are sacred clowns often gay, the role of contrary is a sacred symbol 
of the role we play among society as a whole.

There has been a sacred clown response to AIDS. When the normal 
response was to react with fear and panic, there were people dancing 
backward, responding with love and confi dence.

When, every day, the world began repeating a death mantra, our 
sacred clowns danced the dance of life. They talked about living with 
AIDS, surviving, healing, recovering. When normal reaction to a diag-
nosis was isolation, our sacred clowns dragged us into a community. 
When the world wanted us to be victims, they drew circles of light 
around themselves and stood in their power.

Whenever it got dark, they turned toward the light. Whenever 
people said there is no hope, they said there is always hope. When-
ever people said this isn’t about us, they stood up and said, “This 
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is about you. This is about us all. Our planet is sick. Earth has 
acquired an immune dysfunction. We are all living with AIDS.” 
(Tilleras, 1988)

Dario Fo once wrote, “Clowns always speak of the same thing, they speak 
of hunger; hunger for food, hunger for sex, but also hunger for dignity, 
hunger for identity, hunger for power. In fact, they introduce questions 
about who commands, who protests” (quoted in CIRCA, n.d.).

IN MEMORIUM: KEITH CYLAR

The last time I spent any time with Cylar, we met for dinner and went out 
to the Rawhide bar in Chelsea. Keith was exhausted, but excited about the 
resilience that Housing Works has shown through the years. That day, he’d 
gone to Yale University to give a talk, but he had forgotten his carefully 
prepared PowerPoint presentation. Cylar lived and functioned for years 
as copresident of a multimillion-dollar organization while simultaneously 
managing the diffi culties of living with dyslexia, HIV, and the onset of 
AIDS-related dementia. Still, he knew what to talk about; he reminded 
everyone there that if they were going to engage in social change practice 
within a clinical setting, they needed to stop asking their clients to fi t into 
little boxes. They needed to stop asking clients to comply and fi t into a 
screwed up system. Instead the job for social workers, for activists, was to 
take the system apart and change those structures that sought to control 
and marginalize the poor (Gill 1998).

With or without notes, Cylar’s message was the same: As long as he 
was alive, he was motivated by the same thing—the compelling fi xation 
on shifting the terms of the game. As an African American man who loved 
men—strong men—and who created services for the most marginalized of 
populations—homeless, active drug users with HIV/AIDS—Cylar’s whole 
life had been about shifting the contours of power relationships. Love of 
men in leather, with whom play had involved power, was a fi xation for him. 
Here, he became intricately familiar with the transformative possibilities of 
personal and political seduction.

At Cylar’s funeral, one speaker after another—including Sandy Thur-
man, the head of Bill Clinton’s offi ce of AIDS policy—talked about his abil-
ity to disrupt a meeting or lock himself down to a desk to angrily make a 
case for AIDS services one minute, only to change course midstream. Thur-
man recalled Cylar inviting her out for drinks even as he was being carried 
off by the police after taking over her offi ce. As King (2004c) explained at 
the funeral:

He delighted, he absolutely delighted in taking over your offi ce, handcuff-
ing himself to your desk, shouting you down at a meeting, and then after 
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he had gotten out of jail, inviting you out, insisting that you come with him 
for dinner or a drink so he could explain to you why he was right. I see 
people in this congregation who were the victim of that kind of attack.

Cylar’s charm was irresistible. Thurman accepted his invitation. They 
had dinner and drinks and AIDS policy under Clinton churned for-
ward in a reasonable, rational, and progressive, albeit fl awed, manner. 
Play was a cornerstone of Cylar’s personal style. For him, things were 
just too serious not to ACT UP or poke a hole in the pretensions and 
hypocrisy of those who muddled the progress of programs that could 
keep people with HIV/AIDS out of harm’s way. “When the normal 
response was to react with fear and panic, there were people dancing 

Figure 4.3 Keith Cylar bust at Ashcroft confi rmation. In one of his fi nal busts before 
his death from AIDS-related complications in 2004, Keith Cylar single-handedly 
disrupted the Ashcroft confi rmation hearings in Washington, D.C., in 2001. Photo 
from housingworks.org.
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backward, responding with love and confi dence.” Cylar was one of those 
people.

As King (2004c) began the eulogy at Cylar’s funeral, he turned to the 
gospel choir that had been performing between speakers. Addressing the 
choir, he gushed:

I have to tell you why I wanted so much for you to be here today. You 
see, Keith and I were different in a lot of ways, he loved dance music 
and I loved gospel and still do. A year or so ago, I bribed him with 
brunch at Sugar Hill Bistro to go with me on a Sunday afternoon to 
hear you all sing. He fell in love with you all.

King talked about how much Cylar would have loved seeing all the dignitar-
ies, his friends, the Housing Works staff, who were present, but more than 
that, he would have been glad to see the clients of Housing Works, who 
had helped create the body politic that made the AIDS and harm reduction 
struggle happen. As King explained:

If you were at all involved in the struggle against AIDS, he considered 
you a blood relative. And, boy, did he love a family squabble. He loved 
both the fi ght and the making up after. If you were homeless, if you had 
been incarcerated, if you were an addict, if you were living with AIDS, 
and especially if you were gay or lesbian, any of these things—and 
particularly transgender—Keith considered you to be his people, and 
he would lay down his life to protect you.

In many respects, King was left on his own after the death of Cylar, his life 
partner and copresident, fellow activist, and former ACT UP jail buddy. 
Here, the play aspect of activism comes closest to its limitations. In the face 
of the death of a friend, it’s hard to smile. Yet for King, who loves the work 
of Victor Frankl (1963), there is also the space for agency, connection, and 
meaning creation:

I was in a counseling session with somebody whose daughter just died 
of AIDS. She had come to me because she knew Keith and I. And my 
counseling was around choosing joy. Yeah, there’s grief. But even in 
grief, you can choose joy. And you have the option of either spending 
your time lamenting your loss or spending your time being grateful for 
what you have. Those are the two options. And we have the power to 
make that choice.

As King was concluding his eulogy for Cylar, he alluded to a struggle that 
had dominated much of the eight years from 1993 to 2001. Mayor Rudolph 
Giuliani had fought Housing Works, just as he had many of the groups that 
organized against his image of urban life. King said:
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[Y]ou need to know that in Housing Works’s darkest hours, when the 
Giuliani administration was doing everything it possibly could to drive 
us out of existence, and when colleagues were suggesting that we tone 
it down and not be so aggressive, Keith insisted that we continue to 
boldly speak truth to power.

Housing Works survived, but other organizations and meeting spaces did 
not. During the Giuliani years, the struggle for a place to play became a 
primary point of activist engagement.



5 Play and Panic in the 
Neoliberal City
The AIDS Prevention Action 
League and SexPanic!

Puritanical thinking reduces joy. . . . [It] seeks to inhibit it.
Joy doesn’t betray but sustains activism.

—Rebecca Solnit (2004, p. 17–19)

Puritan ecology could as logically argue that fags and sex don’t mix 
at all. The human impulse to sexual activity is not less ingrained than 
its impulse to play, and both will survive the Puritans.

—Jim Eigo (1997a)

“Desire and sex are just an expression of an almost willful insistence on 
constant play,” Daniel Mendelsohn (1999) writes (quoted in Rauch, 1999). 
This playfulness is what is said to differentiate distinctly queer aesthetics 
from “straight” sensibilites (Rauch 1999). As the previous chapters sug-
gest, play is an intrinsic part of queer aesthetics and organizing. Faced with 
a panic over the AIDS crisis, ACT UP advanced a holistic approach to 
queer activism in which play offered a useful counterresponse to the poli-
tics of social control. Queer theorist Douglas Crimp suggests play was a 
distinct part of this politics: “ACT UP made engagement possible for many 
who were not comfortable with the typical protest aesthetics. They did 
this by queering activist heroism and machismo, with a jigger of play” 
(Takemoto 2003).Yet every time the panic started to wane and the public 
health response to the AIDS crisis gained ground, panic structures seemed 
to reemerge. Whereas play is best understood as a politics of freedom (Mar-
cuse 1955), panic is recognized as a politics of shame and control. Yet, the 
question remains: Can play be a counterbalance to the politics of panic?

By 1997, countless panics raged as yet another ACT UP spinoff group, 
ironically calling itself SexPanic!, dropped off fl yers at the Gay Pride parade. 
They announced:

WE’RE IN DANGER!
Queer New York Is Being Shut Down!
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PADLOCKED!
Mayor Giuliani has harassed and padlocked . . .

Gay and Lesbian bars including Cake, Crowbar, Edelweiss, Rome, 
Rounds, Limelight, Sound Factory, Tunnel and Vinyl,

Sex Clubs including He’s Gotta Have It, the Vault, and Zone DK,
Theaters including the Adonis, the Capri, the Hollywood Twin, 

King, Naked City, the New David and the Prince.

SHUT UP!
Public discussion is curtailed. Tune in to the media
and all you hear are conservative gay male voices

calling for assimilation. They say Gay Liberation is
undignified, and marriage is all we need. Other

opinions, including lesbian opinions, are shut out.

FENCED OFF!
The piers where we have played for years are
being torn down, fenced off and patrolled to

keep us from
each other.

ZONED OUT!
Mayor Giuliani has zoned 85 percent of adult
businesses into oblivion, taking Times Square
away from us and giving it to Mickey Mouse.

Adult book stores, video booths, strip clubs and
even bars with go-go dancers will have to close

all over the city.

ARRESTED!
In the past six months entrapments and arrests of gay men on 

charges of public lewdness have increased . . .
Men have been arrested by the NYPD, Port Authority cops, parks 

police, Metro North and LIRR cops,
Over 60 men have been arrested in the World Trade Center men’s 

room alone,
Men of color are routinely treated more harshly than white men.

By many accounts, New York City was in the midst of a sex panic (Crimp 
et al. 1997). Radical historian Allan Bérubé suggested the panic over public 
sexual space targeted gay men because of where they choose to play; it:

demonizes gay men . . . for stealing moments of sexual semi-privacy 
with other men in places such as public parks; public toilets in subways, 
bus and train stations, libraries and department stores . . . trucks, 
docks, ships and piers; booths in porn shops; gay bars, sex clubs and 
bathhouses; SM dungeons and other sex play spaces, and, recently, 
cyberspace. (quoted in Wockner 1997, 1)
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The logical culmination of such panic is a less tolerant approach to play. 
For the purposes of this study, panic serves as a description of a frenzied 
drive to support conservative politics favoring a better business climate for 
progrowth economic policies poised to privatize, control, and profi t from 
everything from water to public space to social welfare services.

Figure 5.1a SexPanic! fl yer 1997, version one. Throughout the summer of 1997, 
members of SexPanic! placed these fl yers inside of the works of authors Michelan-
gelo Signorile, Gabriel Rotello, and Andrew Sullivan, and the other “turdz,” as they 
characterized members of the new “we’re just like them” gay right.
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Factors contributing to the panic of the late 1990s included right-
wing use of sex as a wedge issue to divide liberals and leftists, income 
inequality and concentration of wealth, an increasing awareness that 
HIV infections continued among gay men, and a push by mainstream 
gay groups to sacrifi ce the civil liberties of those on the margins for 
increased social acceptance (Rofes 1997). In New York, battle lines 
were drawn over a XXX zoning law, the cornerstone of a Comstock-like 

Figure 5.1b SexPanic! fl yer 1997, version two.
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“quality of life” campaign imposed by a new mayor, Rudolph Giuliani. 
Similar battles raged in the areas of HIV policy, welfare reform, public 
health, and public sexual culture (Shepard 2007b). Members of Sex-
Panic! felt that the debate involved core issues of self-determination and 
principles of democratic citizenship. In response to a politics of control 
and regulation, the group called for queers to push back.

Whereas the ACT UP spinoff groups introduced in chapter 4 sought to 
translate ACT UP’s aims into social service programs, the groups consid-
ered here—SexPanic! and the AIDS Prevention Action League (APAL)—
sought to build on ACT UP’s roots in the gay liberation movement to put 
sexuality back at the center of gay politics. Throughout the 1990s, the 
GLBT movement had been dominated by debates about gays in the mili-
tary, same-sex marriage, and adoption—heteronormative institutions 
that had nothing to do with gay liberation notions of queer sexuality 
as a radical critique of “straight” identity. After years of debates about 
sexuality within the context of culture wars and HIV politics, SexPanic! 
suggested that the politics of pleasure and play had a rightful place at 
the top of an organizing agenda. Although play may have taken both 
affective and instructive dimensions with earlier waves of AIDS activ-
ism, SexPanic! suggested the defense of this form of expression was a 
valid goal in and of itself. This chapter considers the use of and defense 
of play as a response to the politics of urban renewal, social control, and 
sexual panic. More than any other, Chapter 5 suggests that the struggle 
to fi nd a place to play overlaps with core questions about the nature 
of democracy and urban life—including the use of public space, under-
standings of cultural difference, land use, zoning, moralism and even 
public health.

NARRATIVE PERSPECTIVES

At the second SexPanic! summit—a forum held in conjunction with the 
1998 Creating Change conference in Pittsburgh—Reverend Jim Mitulski 
(1998) of San Francisco’s Metropolitan Community Church noted: “In 
my career, I’ve performed 800 marriages and 500 funerals. I’ve heard 
many men’s stories. Moral stories are being rewritten by gay men.” Phi-
losopher Richard Rorty (1979, 1982) has demonstrated how questions of 
knowing in the second half of the twentieth century have shifted from 
notions of truth to notions of signifi cance and meaning. No one has a 
monopoly on the truth. Instead, humans tend to rely on stories to help us 
interpret and create meaning within a rapidly changing world (McAdams 
1985; Bruner 1990; Howard 1991).

Given Clifford Geertz’s (1973) contention that all ethnography is part 
confession, my voice plays more of a role in this story than in the previous 
chapters. I worked closely with SexPanic! for two years, disseminating 
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materials for the group, planning rallies, doing outreach, conducting 
research, and observing the group at work. “SexPanic! requires a lot of 
knowledge,” a buddy once refl ected after one of the meetings. My efforts 
to understand inspired this method and the larger study itself. As such 
an observing participant perspective (Butters 1975; Lichterman 2002; 
Tedlock 1991) informs this discussion of the ways members of SexPanic! 
played, told stories, fought, and created meaning of their lives. Herein 
the reader may observe the SexPanic! story emerge as a refl exive process 
and story (Myerhoff and Ruby 1982/1992, p. 312). Yet, more than any-
thing, this case study is best understood as a series of competing narra-
tives of self and community, play and panic.

COMPETING NARRATIVES OF A PANIC

I use a narrative perspective to consider SexPanic! as a social movement 
(Cohler 1982; Fine 1995). Here, the assumption is that we live through 
our stories (Mair 1988), and that these stories inform social movement 
action. Whole communities exist within such stories (Plummer 1995). 
Social movements can be understood as cultural movements under-
scored by discursive practices (Fair 1995, 127–44). SexPanic! could be 
viewed as a bundle of narratives rhetorically constructing a liberatory 
queer culture. Slogans such as “Remember: Condoms Work,” “We’re 
all in this Panic Together,” “Free your ass and your mind will follow,” 
and “More Booty, Less Rudy!” (referring to Giuliani) typify the group’s 
approach to activism. SexPanic!’s emancipating narratives would com-
pete with an assimilationist rhetorical construction of gay life disen-
gaged from its radical roots (Shepard 2001). I conceptualize these two 
approaches as competing narratives, symbolizing different worldviews. 
If we inhabit the great stories of our time, the SexPanic! debate reframed 
the plotlines for urban gay culture some fi fteen years into the HIV/AIDS 
epidemic.

Assimilationist gay writers Michelangelo Signorile (1997), Larry 
Kramer (1978, 1997a, 1997b), Andrew Sullivan (1996a, 1996b), and 
Gabriel Rotello (1997) came to be known as the “Gang of Four” of the 
late 1990s panic within the GLBT community. In a series of books and 
articles, they narrated gay life from an apologist perspective, describ-
ing AIDS as a punishment for queer sexuality and asking good gays to 
divorce themselves from their alter ego, “the promiscuous queer” (Warner 
1997c, 7). Their storylines favored gay marriage, the prolife movement; 
Sullivan favored military service, tax cuts, and law-and-order policies. By 
contrast, SexPanic! rejected the notion that queers must give up diverse 
sexual cultures to gain acceptance. In response, Sullivan (1996a) labeled 
queer activism as “a strange confl uence of political abdication and psy-
chological violence” (193). The new sex wars were upon us.
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The SexPanic! point was that without pleasure, there can be no justice. 
Whereas the gay groups such as the Human Rights Commission choose 
to disavow GLBT linkages to human rights and civil rights movements, 
SexPanic! sought to relink the queer and social justice movements with the 
transformative narratives of the gay liberation and women’s movements. 
The point was that hierarchies dividing deviant and privileged sexuality 
and play propagate cultural oppression. Sexual stigma scars people from a 
vast cross-section of our culture. As one observer pointed out, “Not all of 
us wish to become an ‘insider’ if the inside is the same repressive, sex nega-
tive culture we grew up with and have attempted to change with our lives” 
(Griffi th 1998, 6). The goal of sexual civil liberties activism was to free 
everyone from such restrictions. When justice re-enters the fray, pleasure is 
usually not far behind. 

Questions of social and economic justice sharply divided an assimilating 
gay movement whose leaders suggest they are “virtually normal” (Sullivan 
1996a) from queers who connect gay liberation with battles for human 
rights and resistance to “regimes of the normal” (Warner 1993, xxvii). 
Many rejected the notion that queers and cultural outsiders shared similar 
struggles. The split between “good gays” and “bad gays” began here (Rubin 
1991, 1997). Yet, this is where members of SexPanic! aspired to play.

PANICS AS DISTRACTIONS

For members of SexPanic! the politics of panic was best recognized as a dis-
traction (Hall 1978). A number of researchers (Chambliss 1995; Shepard 
2007c) have suggested that moral panic over race helped legitimize the shift 
in public expenditures from health, prevention, and supportive services 
toward policies aimed at punishment, criminalization, and social control. 
Moralism justifi es “get-tough” policing and other regressive policies that 
favor increased social controls of public space and those who occupy it.

In the fi nal years of Bill Clinton’s presidency, talk of the Monica 
Lewinsky scandal, with its innuendo about extramarital and cross-gen-
erational sex and the very real threat to our system of government domi-
nated the scene, even leading to Clinton’s impeachment by the House of 
Representatives (Berlant and Duggan 2001). Economic historian John 
Kenneth Galbraith (1998) speculated that in the years to come, histori-
ans would recall offi cial Washington as “supremely indifferent. Both pol-
iticians and Washington commentators were overwhelmingly, some will 
say exclusively, concerned with sex.” It seemed that the whole country 
was in the midst of a sex panic. Surveillance and intrusions into private 
sexual spaces had spread from those on the margins to the center of our 
national life. The president was experiencing the type of scrutiny sexual 
outsiders have endured for ages (Duberman 1991). As the panic spread, 
it overwhelmed media coverage of key domestic and foreign issues. The 
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sex panic debate dramatized some of our culture’s deepest moral and 
political disagreements.

SEX PANICS AND DEMOCRACY

Central principles of democracy in America lay at the core of the sex 
panic debate; for example, can you lose your job for deviating from con-
ventional sexual norms? For many, the answer is affi rmative. Like so 
much else within our democracy, what one person enjoys, another will 
inevitably fi nd offensive (Rofes 1998b). Variation is a core component of 
social life. Notions of sexual democracy are selective. Talk about diver-
sity is easy until you meet someone truly different. Currently, sex acts 
are divided within a hierarchical system of social values. Here “Good, 
Normal, Natural, Blessed Sexuality” where normative sex takes place is 
differentiated from commercial exchanges—to say nothing of sex outside 
the home—which takes place within “the Outer Limits” of “Bad, Unnat-
ural, Damned Sexuality” (Rubin [1984] 1997b, 110). Lines dividing the 
circles are arbitrary, yet powerful. A wide range of value judgments are 
at play within the cultural formation of these two circles. Acts within 
the damned circle are generally viewed with contempt. In the late 1940s, 
Herbert Hoover helped formalize the practice of criminalizing sexual dif-
ference by screening homosexuals and “sex perverts” from jobs in the 
federal government. Independent prosecutor Kenneth Starr’s investiga-
tion into Clinton’s private life continued this process of making private 
acts public information (Bumiller 1998, B7).

THE PRO-SEX ARGUMENT

For members of the group, the need for a group to fi ght the panic—to fi ght 
for sexual self-determination—became imperative by the mid-1990s. For 
SexPanic!, the goal was to bring people together to formulate a pro-sex 
organizing agenda. The idea was that if joy returned to the fray, progres-
sive politics just might have a chance. The underlying problem SexPanic! 
attempted to address was that, on the whole, the American left has no pro-
sex argument or organizational model. Although many of America’s deep-
est social ills, from teenage pregnancy to the AIDS epidemic, are related 
to sexuality, progressives have failed to develop an overarching theory to 
integrate sexuality into their politics.

“No freedom is more basic to gay men and women than the freedom 
to make our own sexual choices,” APAL and SexPanic!’s Jim Eigo (1998) 
argued on a draft of a group fl yer. “When queers are denied venue for 
sexual expression, others freedoms are also suspect.” The struggle involved 
defending spaces for both social eros and personal freedom.
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Susan Wright, the media director for National Coalition for Sexual 
Expression (NCSE), who worked with SexPanic! to defend public sexual 
spaces, explains, “It just seemed like there was a lot of organized resistance 
from religious groups. They managed to push through laws, like the 60/40 
[XXX zoning] law here in New York City.” And these laws were affecting 
the ability of people to get together and play. She continues:

We had always been getting all these anecdotal stories of this per-
son getting fi red, of this party was supposed to happen but this hotel 
backed out. We had always had this anecdotal evidence, but there was 
nobody ever correlating it. . . . From 1992 to 1997, I was organizing 
around the S/M issue, and then in the gay community around the 
SexPanic! issue. And kind of linked the two. It was defi nitely a need 
to fi ght against the religious communities. We can fi ght back by using 
the Internet, by writing letters, by educating local offi cials, by just 
standing up, by doing some of the research that hadn’t been done. 
How much persecution really is there? How much of this are we really 
fi ghting? It was a really young movement. . . . We had to create tools 
to defend play. We had to have the tools to get across what we were 
doing in our own language.

More than anything, Wright was organizing to defend “the rights of people 
to get together and play and educate each other about SM.” To develop 
those tools, the left would need to develop a new vocabulary that linked 
pleasure and democratic participation.

Much of the impulse to defend play was fi rst articulated during the 
gay liberation years when gays and lesbians fought panic-like accusa-
tions and social anxieties. This meant unapologetically speaking out. “I 
think the most important thing is that in addition to all the protesting 
and combating laws that are being drafted and all that stuff that we have 
to do, the most signifi cant piece of activism that you can do as a gay 
man is to come out,” Wayne Hoffman, who was involved with SexPanic! 
explains. “The most important thing that you can do around pleasure is 
talk about it openly.”

As one of the editors of Policing Public Sex, a collected volume on 
the new sex wars, Wayne Hoffman would play a key role in articulating 
a pro sex argument during the mid-1990’s sex panic. “There are so few 
people who are out because they have kids or they have a job. We can’t 
form picket lines very easily. It’s hard to get a mass of people together,” 
Wright elaborated. Yet with SexPanic!, people outed themselves. “The 
people, perverted, will never be converted!” was one of the most popular 
chants. “I did that at one of these protests,” Wright recalls. “I said, ‘I love 
porn. What, are you going to make me go to a dark industrial area to get 
my porn?’ A guy looked at me like I was insane,” she confessed, laugh-
ing. Yet very few people were willing to speak out or organize themselves 
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around notions of pleasure. “In America, pleasure is considered either 
wrong or self-indulgent,” Wright explained. “So people think they can’t 
stand up for pleasure.”

Others, such as Marla Stevens, the policy director for GLBT Fairness 
Indiana, got involved with national advocacy around the sex panic debate 
for many of the same reasons:

I came to the fi rst [SexPanic!] meeting. I had been doing issues around 
that for years. I knew that it was really important that someone like me 
[get involved]. I had just come out of being the public policy director 
for the task force [NGLTF], and I had come off doing the March on 
Washington organizing, that had come out of being the largest lobby-
ing effort in the history of the U.S. Capitol, so my street cred was pretty 
strong. And I thought that it was very important at that gathering of 
activists to have somebody who had that street cred stand up and say 
this is legitimate work and part of the work that all of us, including 
mainstream activists [should be doing].

For Stevens, the link between play and sex-positive organizing was a simple 
part of organizing to create social change. “Especially strong public play, 
like the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival, where people dance, that are 
open to everybody that wants to come. It’s the equivalent of street theater. 
It’s by example.” Thus, part of her job is getting people to think through 
issues of sexuality. “There are a lot of people who are afraid of organizing 
around issues like public sex because they are afraid that it will get in the 
way of other larger issues they are working on, like marriage and family,” 
she explained. “Part of my job is helping people see that they are not uncon-
nected. That it’s necessary to work on all of it, even if they don’t want to 
do public play, the right to do it is real.” Yet, over time, Stevens witnessed 
many of these people become more sex-positive people, “which has made 
them better people and makes better community.”

Much of this activism required a specifi c form of political recognition. 
For many New Yorkers, this began when they attended their fi rst political 
meeting at the Gay and Lesbian Community Services Center in Green-
wich Village. For many years, Keith Haring’s homage to Bosch’s Garden 
of Earthly Delights, depicting a panorama of pre-AIDS public sexual 
culture, covered the center’s second fl oor men’s bathroom (although that 
bathroom was recently converted into a meeting room). Kendall Thomas 
describes the impulse behind the space where ACT UP, SexPanic!, and 
many other pro-sex groups met:

The service model of the Gay and Lesbian Community Services Center 
was obviously more closely allied to a political understanding of gay 
and lesbian identity, than was the life of the bars, the baths, etc. But I 
think that the bars, the baths, the clubs experientially made it possible 
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for people to have an understanding, an understanding that they may 
not have been able to articulate, of pleasure, sexual and otherwise, as 
a political issue.

For years before SexPanic!, queers were playing and organizing at the Cen-
ter. “There was an ACT UP slumber party once at the Community Center,” 
ACT UP and SexPanic! member Steven Genden recalled. “I don’t know if 
there was any particular point to it other than a social thing, but there were 
like a hundred people, and it turned into an all night orgy” (P. Cohen 1998, 
133). Slogans such as “Let’s have an orgy or activism” would be a part of 
SexPanic!’s ethos.

Many of the meetings for those involved in organizing against the XXX 
zoning law took place at the Center. Here, the struggle against the politics 
of panic took on both practical and idealistic dimensions. Cindra Feuer, 
who was working as an exotic dancer at a club that faced being shut down 
at the time of the SexPanic! efforts, explained:

Yeah, there was the jobs issue. But in my heart, it was a pro-sex is-
sue. It was a sex panic issue. If you look at what is happening in this 
country today, that was just a foreshadowing of it, this forced modesty, 
this moralistic behavior hoisted by the government to get back to these 
Christian values. And I feel like Giuliani was exploiting that. I mean, 
look at Times Square now. It’s emphasizing families.

William Dobbs, a lawyer and a key organizer with SexPanic!, further 
described the struggle in a 1999 radio interview: “I think we should go 
back to the roots of gay and lesbian liberation and recognize that sexual 
liberation is a key demand and front-and-center issue,” Dobbs explained. 
“Over the years, I think we have seen many groups, as they’ve gotten 
more bureaucratic and more attached to the political structure, running 
away from those kinds of issues.” Yet, in the face of New York’s crack-
down on public sexual culture, Dobbs noted: “Interestingly, some of 
the front opposition, some of the people leading the opposition to this 
were queers, because many of us understand that if you take our right 
to choose what kind of videotape, in effect you are repressing sexuality.” 
From here, it becomes, “all that much more diffi cult for people to live in 
a world where sex is not some forbidden, shameful thing.” Many in the 
group felt that this shame both fueled the panic and inhibited organizing 
efforts around the issue.

In the spring of 1998, during the organizing against the XXX zoning 
law, SexPanic! organizer Cindra Feuer was invited to participate in a radio 
show to debate Walter McCaffrey, a New York City councilman and a 
primary sponsor of the XXX zoning law SexPanic! was fi ghting. The DJ 
asked her, “Have you ever met someone and not told them you do what you 
do?” She replied:
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Obviously, there is a stigma around it. When you have a climate like 
we have now, where there is all of this repression and this panic, of 
course, you’re going to have some sort of behavior where you have 
these internal checks, where you’re not immediately going to want 
to come out.

Such “internal checks” support increased repression and self censorship. 
According to Wilhelm Reich (1970), these inhibiting functions run con-
trary to movements for social change. Eric Rofes (1997), a SexPanic! sup-
porter, suggested:

[E]ven a cursory look at the histories of our movement will show 
that sexual liberation has been inextricably bound together with gay 
liberation, the women’s movement, and the emancipation of youth. 
Among the most effective ways of oppressing a people is through the 
colonization of their bodies, the stigmatizing of their desires, and the 
repression of their erotic energies. We believe continuing work on 
sexual liberation is crucial to social justice efforts.

Members of the group would contend that there is little language that ade-
quately challenges the culture’s Byzantine attitudes towards sexual diver-
sity. SexPanic!’s Chris Farrell spoke to the problem:

I joined SexPanic! because there’s no group making the same con-
nections between the renewed sexual repression of the past several 
decades. . . . The failure of the left to identify pleasure as a political 
principle worth fi ghting for does a lot to explain the moribund state 
of progressive politics these days. The failure of the gay movement 
to point out this fatal fl aw and return sexual pleasure to the progres-
sive agenda is unforgivable. . . . Until the left learns the function 
of the orgasm, our fi ght against repression is doomed. (Shepard, 
1998b)

Rather, the group would suggest the failure of the political left to articulate 
a pro-sex argument leaves a huge void to be occupied by moralists (Beau-
champ 1991, 409; Osbourne 1991, 367).

BEYOND SHAME

Members of SexPanic! suggested that a vast cultural amnesia had erased 
much of the cultural memory and the legacy of the signifi cant contri-
butions of queer artists and activists from the 1970s through the early 
1980s. Together this cohort of bath club owners, writers, porn fi lm-
makers, and activists created a queer public. Their work and play, their 
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passions and play spaces all deserved recognition. Without such a recog-
nition, a culture of sexual shame gathered strength and a defi ant queer 
public dwindled (Moore 2004). This is why activists fought to defend 
these world making spaces and the ideas they generated. Their point 
of course was that queer life offers a route outside of imposed ideologi-
cal structures and expectations about gender and culture—queer spaces 
allowing for personal and social transformation. Such practices of self 
are essential themes of Foucault’s (1978) histories of sexuality, which 
informed both ACT UP and SexPanic!’s work. For Foucault, the search 
for another way to live within the culture could be a work of art in itself. 
Here sex could inspire this high level of creativity. Conversely, panic 
could restrict such creative ways of approaching social and sexual life 
and community building; hence, the ongoing imperative of sexual civil 
liberties activism. While ACT UP rejected right-wing discourses linking 
social and sexual liberation with social decline, the core point of AIDS 
activism became that pleasure and creativity were the only ways to halt 
the epidemic. The most effective way to fi ght a culture of sexual shame 
was through a “vision of sex as liberation and joy” (Bronski 2004, XX). 
Yet the years between the gay liberation narrative—gay sex is good—
and the narrative of the AIDS crisis—gay sex equals death—witnessed a 
powerful shift in storylines of queer life. By the mid-1990s, these ques-
tions fl amed into a sex war over the meaning of HIV prevention, public 
sex, and queer sexuality.

SEX WARS

The setting was Cooper Union, New York in 1993. During the Monday 
ACT UP meeting, Michelangelo Signorile spoke about the rise in unsafe 
sex among gay men. What surprised everyone most was his proposed 
solution. He called for the city to monitor spaces where gay men had sex. 
Signorile was uniformly shouted down. Yet, Signorile was not alone in 
his concern.

In February 1995, Gabriel Rotello was alarmed about the opening of the 
West Side Club, the fi rst new bathhouse in New York City since St. Mark’s 
Baths closed in 1985. “It’s a bathhouse like the legendary bathhouses of 
old,” he vented in his column in New York Newsday.

Combined, Signorile and Rotello’s calls for state intervention into queer 
spaces helped ignite a new round of sex wars over the relationship between 
public sex and AIDS prevention, gay liberation, and queer activism. Their 
recommendation to change the focus of AIDS activism from external ene-
mies (such as government and drug companies) toward gay culture and 
sexuality would transform queer/AIDS activism for the rest of the decade. 
More than ten years after the publication of the seminal AIDS preven-
tion guide, How to Have Sex in an Epidemic, 60 percent of gay men in a 
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typical cohort still reported having unsafe sex (Henriksson and Mansson 
1995,159; Berkowitz 2003; Highleyman 2003a). And no one seemed to 
know what to do about it.

A SHIFTING LANDSCAPE

Bill Dobbs (1995) described the situation in the mid-1990s. “In 1995, 26 
years after we pushed the police back at Stonewall, gay men now spark the 
raids on queer gathering places,” Dobbs explained. “Freedom means the 
ability to make choices, whether wise or stupid. Plenty can and should be 
done to improve AIDS prevention, but get the sex cops—those with and 
without badges—out of our lives.” By this time, many of the icons of AIDS 
activism had long passed. Dobbs recalled the ghosts in the room at ACT UP 
meetings: Marty Robinson, Vito Russo, Bob Rafsky, and David Wojnaro-
wicz. Dobbs was not the only member to feel this way. Yet, there were few 
outlets for these feelings.

Instead the work continued and frustration built. Maria Maggenti 
(2003) reiterates the old ACT UP mantra: “[D]on’t cry. Instead, it was—the 
understanding was that you would take your grief and turn it into rage, 
and you would take that rage and do something with it” (45). That was the 
theory. Yet, it was running into diminishing returns. Building a movement 
on anger can only take a group so far ACT UP veteran Keith Cylar (2002) 
suggested. By the mid-1990s, death-based attrition (Shepard 1997b), lack 
of progress around treatment (Pollack 1994), and new infections caused 
schisms within the movement (Ford 1995; Rofes 1996).

An air of desperation had emerged within AIDS activism. Prevention slo-
gans designed as a stopgap measure in the 1980s were no longer producing 
desirable results (C. Patton 1996). In 1993, the New York Times ran a front-
page headline: “Second Wave of AIDS Feared by Offi cials in San Francisco” 
(Gross 1993). Walt Odets’s (1995) San Francisco Bay Times essay, “The 
Fatal Mistakes of AIDS Education”—based on his then-upcoming book, 
In the Shadow of the Epidemic: Being HIV Negative in the Age of AIDS 
(Odets 1996)—followed. Odets questioned the assumptions of ad cam-
paigns run by agencies around San Francisco. He contended that the “100 
Percent Safe All the Time” message of AIDS education was ill-conceived 
and needed to be reconsidered. When you tell people “Thou shalt not,” as 
any parent or teacher could tell you, they do the opposite—especially when 
it comes to sex. Unlike social marketing, Odets suggested queers needed to 
engage in an expansive dialogue on sex and health. Devoid of moralism, 
this conversation would need to address the complex meanings of queer 
sexuality as part of a more nuanced HIV prevention strategy (C. Patton 
1996; Rofes 1996, 1998a; Shepard 1997a). While safer sex was thought to 
save queer sexuality (Crimp 1988; Berkowitz 2003), others called for new 
approaches to safe play.
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SIGNORILE VS. WARNER: TWO APPROACHES TO RISK

Signorile would begin to outline some of the dynamics in his column in 
Out magazine, an offshoot of Outweek in which he had fi rst written about 
“outing.” In an essay entitled “Unsafe Like Me,” Signorile (1994) described 
an unsafe sexual encounter he’d had with a sailor in Hawaii. Following this 
experience, Signorile explained, he’d suffered an anxiety attack as he con-
templated why he had put himself at risk. Over the next few weeks, Signorile 
refl ected on what he felt was wrong with his commnuity. Gay liberation had 
failed, he concluded. Queers had created a culture that is “more oppressive 
than anything that straight people ever hash up” (1994, 128). The enemy 
was no longer straights or governmental indifference: Gay culture was the 
problem, “and we must change it,” he concluded (128). Signorile would 
cast the “circuit boys”—a group of highly stylized young gay men who go 
to lots of parties—as the dangerous sex demons of the next generation of 
the epidemic. Gay culture had caused him to have unsafe sex, and it had to 
be stopped (Rofes 1998). Public sexual culture would need to be curtailed 
(Signorile 1994, 128).

With his essay, “Why Gay Men are Having Unsafe Sex Again,” 
Michael Warner (1995) took a far different approach. He suggested that 
a great deal more was going on with unsafe sex. It was clear that people 
who had been educated about safer sex were having unsafe sex anyway, 
but why? Like heterosexuals, a signifi cant number of queers were simply 
ignoring prevention messages that said no degree of risk was accept-
able. Instead, they had set a goal of safer, as opposed to 100 percent 
safe, sex.

But something else was going on. Warner recalled cruising a man, 
going back to his apartment, and, given the risky charge of the moment, 
forgoing use of condoms. But why? Something deep inside him found 
profound joy in the act. At the same time, it terrifi ed him. “I recoiled 
so much from what I had done that it seemed to be not my choice at all. 
A mystery, I thought. A monster did it.” But, despite the fear, he had 
unsafe sex again with the man. “I could tell by the heady thrill that my 
monster was in charge,” he wrote (Warner 1995, 32). Warner faced the 
realization that fear and shame were not enough to prevent him from 
being unsafe. Danger was part of the excitement of the scene, yet so was 
Dionysian impulse, “of play and ‘display,’ of healthy embodiment, of 
being in the world of sensuous pleasure and in one’s own body without 
shame,” (Moore and Gillette 1990, 121–22). Within such a space, the 
self is connected with the physical world in all its splendor, attached to a 
vast collective body, with memories, impulses, and feelings. Such sex has 
to do with pleasure, fantasy, and memory, or “play[ing] the ’70s game,” 
as Warner (1995, 33) wrote.

For some, the pleasure and excitement of sexuality is used as a 
response to personal depletion. Active sexuality may be part of an effort 
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to grasp some sense of vitality in an otherwise psychologically barren, 
often homophobic world (Cohler 1999). It is part of a hope of participat-
ing in the world of sensual experience in its totality—to be touched by 
everything, recognizing no boundaries. “The appeal of queer sex, for 
many, lies in its ability to violate the responsibilitizing frames of good, 
right thinking people,” Warner (1995, 33) wrote. There is an inherent 
queerness in the sublime interrelation of Eros and Thanatos. Some are at 
their happiest and feel most alive staring into the abyss. These are inher-
ent dynamics of play. Some like to jump out of planes; others like to jump 
off bridges hanging by little more than a bungee chord; still others like to 
“play the ’70s game,” Warner described. “[W]e have to include a discus-
sion of risk in this ‘cause to me risk is pleasure and risk is meaning,” Eric 
Rofes explained in our interview.

The question of unsafe sex has to do with questions about what makes 
life worthwhile, which is different for everyone. “Call me cautious, but I’ve 
always thought that play should be responsible,” Wayne Hoffman notes, 
while differing with Rofes and Warner. Yet, he was not calling for crack-
downs for those with such interests. For many, risky play brings them close 
to their fi ery creative potential, a place where people have little interest in 
stopping at socially created, constructed boundaries. Few aspire for the 
gray, normal, or bland (R. Moore and Gillette 1990, 125,129). Rather, risk 
represents an outlet, a way to really live. For HIV prevention activists, the 
question was how to channel the creative potential of Eros in a healthy man-
ner. Such questions would become a central tension of the sex war.

GALHPA VS. APAL

In February 1995, a new study was released stating that HIV infection rates 
among gay men were on the increase. In Chelsea, in New York City, GMHC 
held a community forum to address the news. Some sixty people, including 
many of the key players in the sex wars, came to the event. Gabriel Rotello 
was one of the panelists. Armed with the new data, he clumsily attempted 
to summarize the alarmist study predicting 100 percent death rates for 
gay men by the year 2000. On one side of the room sat Michael Warner, 
a professor at Rutgers University, and Columbia’s Kendall Thomas, the 
cognoscenti of the movement. On the other sat Signorile. The battle lines 
were drawn for a vast new round of sex wars.

Questions about unsafe sex ignited strong feelings. “People go mental 
over this stuff,” one community activist refl ected. In the following months, 
gay journalists battled queer theorists and community activists over the 
appropriate direction for the new prevention movement.

Meanwhile, the implications of Signorile and Rotello’s calls for the 
destruction of the city’s public sexual culture rippled through queer New 
York. Bill Dobbs (1995) situated the debate:
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Michelangelo Signorile, a gay writer, gets fucked without a rubber in a 
hotel room in Hawaii. Back in New York, he writes about the episode 
and uses it as a springboard for a campaign to attack HIV-positive gay 
men and destroy the keystone of sound HIV prevention policy: indi-
vidual responsibility. Signorile and a small group which includes other 
gay journalists write op-ed pieces attacking commercial spaces where 
gay men meet to have sex. The group helps trigger editorials calling for 
the padlocking of sex clubs. Signorile has asked for laws to smash the 
doors on bathhouse cubicles.

By March 1995, ACT UP veteran and columnist Stephen Gendin was fret-
ting. He had put out a call for more activists to address the future of HIV 
prevention work in the city. With the meeting scheduled for the same night 
as the Academy Awards, he worried no one would make it. As it turns out, 
more than fi fty people came, including Warner and Thomas. Within three 
weeks, the group that came together that night would be talking about 
what to call itself. Gendin wanted to call the group PAT, for Prevention 
Action Team. AIDS Prevention Action League stuck, and APAL was born. 
The name conveyed the group’s message about friendship and HIV preven-
tion: it was all about friendship and protection, “having an APAL pal” 
Gendin explained.

In the meantime, Rotello and Signorile formed Gay and Lesbian HIV 
Prevention Activists (GALHPA). Their goal was to end HIV transmission 
in commercial sex establishments. According to GALHPA, HIV transmis-
sion among gay men was “becoming epidemic again.” Their view was that 
the only way to end HIV transmission at sex clubs, bathhouses, or back 
rooms was to get gay men to follow a series of guidelines. GALHPA offered 
to work with sex establishments to help them comply with these guidelines. 
“Those that do not should be closed,” their mission stated. Those who 
enjoy the baths should make them safe, GALPHA urged. But if they don’t, 
“the city will shut them down.” “They were kind of like the House Un-
American Activities Committee for gay people,” one early APAL member 
recalled. “Signorile was like Ronald Reagan.” GALHPA knew what was 
best for queers, even if the queers did not agree.

GALHPA’s guidelines to end unsafe sex in commercial sex establish-
ments emphasized social control. Mirroring the law enforcement ethos of 
the new Giuliani administration, their approach marked a stark departure 
from the previous decade of HIV prevention (Berkowitz 2003; Shevnory 
2004). Many were disenchanted with this push to enforce the Department 
of Public Health codes. They argued public health codes did not make for 
effective prevention strategies (Dangerous Bedfellows 1996). During the 
fi rst round of San Francisco bathhouse closures in the early 1980s, Allan 
Bérubé (1996) pointed out that when legal sexual spaces are closed, more 
people are driven underground to have sex in spaces such as the streets 
and parks. The message still rang true.
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In addition to calling for clubs to kick out those who might be having 
unsafe sex, GALPHA called for clubs to “comply with NY Department 
of Health code regulations.” In addition, “Clubs must be able to moni-
tor the sexual goings-on in clubs. As such, there must be proper light-
ing and cubicles cannot have doors.” These guidelines included a list of 
“Endorsers,” including Rotello and Signorile, and “Non-Gay Endors-
ers,” that included one additional name. Following the guidelines was a 
call: “Meetings are open to those who sign on to these principles.”

Yet by linking increased rates of HIV infection with commercial sex estab-
lishments, the group disregarded the core principle of a decade of prevention 
activism: practices—not places—cause HIV transmission. This was the cor-
nerstone of the safer sex project. Monogamy and abstinence were unsafe 
alternatives because they are unworkable. Few actually remain abstinent. 
Telling people to “just say no,” with no other alternatives, was just going to 
push people to have unsafe sex.

APAL viewed GALHPA’s proposal as an attack on those who made use 
of public sexual space, sexual outsiders. GALHPA’s strategy was developed 
simultaneously with a massive gentrifi cation plan implemented by the Giu-
liani administration. The new mayor had proposed a new XXX zoning law 
to rid the city of adult businesses, gay or straight. Shutting down sex clubs 
played well to the outer-borough constituencies that had elected Giuliani. 
At the same time it furthered his real estate development plans. Ignoring 
the infi nite revenues of sex tourism, the mayor felt that he had to create a 
“pro-family” image of the city to increase tourism (Gendin 1996, Pendle-
ton 1997).

In March 1995, Steven Gendin (1996) called his old ACT UP col-
league Michelangelo Signorile to ask him what he was doing. Given their 
years together in ACT UP New York, Gendin thought he could help 
Signorile rethink the implications of his actions. Instead, Signorile just 
ranted about getting the clubs closed. Gendin felt depressed after the 
conversation.

APAL aimed to come up with a fresh, coherent prevention strategy that 
avoided GALHPA’s regulatory approach. As venues where men had long 
been free to be queer without reprisal for over a century, bathhouses had 
been an integral part of New York gay culture (Chauncey 1994). APAL 
sought to emphasize the importance of public sex venues as part of queer 
history and culture, hoping to utilize these spaces for education and HIV 
prevention, an approach long respected among educators and scholars alike 
(Dangerous Bedfellows 1996; Cohler 2004).

APAL hoped to get people thinking creatively about how to enjoy safer 
sex play, including nonpenetrative acts, instead of denying the need for 
sexual contact (Dangerous Bedfellows 1996). The group used basic social 
science data to debunk the myth that there are causal links between pro-
miscuous sex, public sex, and the second wave of HIV infections. For 
years, peer-reviewed reports (C. Patton 1985, 1990; Henricksson and 
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Murray 1995; Mansson 1996) had verifi ed the fundamental principle 
that there is no relation between the number of sexual partners a per-
son has and HIV infection. By the mid-1990s, this knowledge was fur-
ther refl ected in a number of ethnographies (Bolton 1992, 1996; Bolton, 
Vince, and Mak 1994; Hendricksson and Mansson 1995; Cohler 2004). 
Most confi rmed the position advanced by Bérubé (1996) during the fi rst 
round of bathhouse closures, in San Francisco and New York in 1984 
and 1985 that the baths—as venues where prevention education takes 
place and norms of risk reduction are reinforced—can actually promote 
safer sex.

Warner outlined and drafted the group’s mission statement (APAL 1996). 
Unlike GALHPA, APAL was an open organization, without a litmus test for 
membership. Dedicated to HIV prevention through advocacy, action, and 
education, APAL held open meetings every Thursday at the Gay and Lesbian 
Community Services Center. The group sought to support queers in reducing 
the spread of HIV and “sustaining a sexual culture in which we can survive.” 
Its principles for HIV prevention suggested:

Prevention activism is intended to give people the tools to make their • 
own choices. Activists should not seek to coerce others.
Prevention activism must be designed for the long term.• 
Prevention activism is not the government, a social service agency, or • 
anyone else’s job or responsibility.
Empowerment and education are essential components for sustain-• 
able solutions to reduce HIV infections. State regulations and policing 
are not.
Solidarity among gay men is essential. The gay public world is a nec-• 
essary resource for survival. We must fi ght to protect it.
HIV transmission, not promiscuity, should be the target of prevention • 
activism.
Prevention activism must seek to meet those having unsafe sex where • 
they are at, without condemnation.
Negative men cannot expect positives to protect them and vice versa. • 
Positive and negative men should be encouraged and supported to • 
have sexual lives.
Shame and guilt will not prevent new infections, open discussion • 
will.
Prevention goals must be realistic or they will not work. Those requir-• 
ing absolute safety that impede pleasure cannot be sustained.
Prevention strategies must incorporate holistic approaches incorpo-• 
rating multiple aspects of people’s lives, not just “behaviors.”
The state must assist and respect gay men in their work to keep • 
another generation from getting sick. AIDS must not be used as 
an opportunity to impose erotophobic and homophobic policies 
onto us.
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ACT UP veterans Gregg Gonsalves and Mark Harrington helped 
draft the group’s nine principles of HIV prevention.

 1.  No self-appointed community activists should purport to 
speak or act as police for the many communities of queer New 
York. Proposals to close sex clubs do not represent effective HIV 
prevention.

 2. Regulations designed to control sexuality without acknowledging 
degrees of risk are counterproductive.

 3. Bathhouse closures will not stop queers from having anonymous or 
public sex. Gay men have incorporated anonymous sex into their 
lives for centuries. Value judgments will not stop this practice, 
which queers of all ages and walks of life have embraced as mean-
ingful. Shutting down legal venues for public sex will only push the 
activity out into the piers, streets, parks, and hallways, and other 
dangerous places where it is diffi cult to disseminate HIV education 
and prevention materials.

 4. Bathhouse closures stigmatize behavior, impeding frank commu-
nication. This creates obstacles to promoting behavior change, 
a cornerstone of prevention efforts. Discussion about feelings 
and attitudes about the sex queers have in the face of an epi-
demic is the most productive tool in preventing increasing rates 
of infection.

 5. It is the type of sex, not its location, which creates the risk of HIV 
infection. A wealth of data shows that a substantial portion of 
high-risk behavior takes place in the bedroom. Bathhouse closures, 
as a prevention policy, fail to address the vexing dilemma of sexual 
safety in relationships which can be sustained for a lifetime.

 6.  Prohibition of queer public sex without consideration of risk 
factors does not amount to a sensible public health solution to curb 
further infection.

 7. Bathhouse owners must be more responsible for AIDS prevention.
 8.  Do not demonize queers because of the locations we choose to 

have sex. Do not take away our choices or characterize us as out-
of-control victims unable to take care of ourselves.

 9.  We are all responsible to stop the spread of HIV, to fi ght for 
workable prevention strategies, and to have sex safely, well, and 
often.

A “who’s who” of queer New York writers, activists, authors, and health 
care providers signed onto the nine principles. Signatories included 
Bérubé, Gendin, former ACT UP member and executive director of 
Housing Works Charles King, Joseph Sonnabend, MD, Michael War-
ner, Lisa Duggan, and many others.
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THE DEBATE HITS THE MAINSTREAM

By late April 1995, the bathhouse debate was in full swing. On April 20, 
1995, the New York Post ran an editorial calling for the city—in the bold 
words of the headline—to “Padlock the Sex Dens.” In so doing, the Post 
relinked gay culture and AIDS. Innocent New Yorkers had to be protected 
from “the public-health threat posed by promiscuous, unprotected homo-
sexual sex.” The debate overlapped with ongoing discussion in the national 
news media about a second wave of HIV and general attacks on people being 
sexual. A nationwide conversation about pleasure, prevention, queer play 
spaces, and public sex followed. “The horrible part of it to me was that, yes, 
that debate was happening in public, in the New York Times and the Village 
Voice. It was a debate that was instigated by gay people,” Wayne Hoffman 
recalls. “‘Oh my god, people are having unsafe sex! Gay people are reckless! 
The second wave, it’s coming any second!!! Gay men are suicidal and they 
are murderous!!!’ That was gay people writing. They were the ones going to 
the mayor.”

Signorile went so far as to publicly call for GMHC to allow undercover 
cops into their Morning Party fundraiser to arrest queers using drugs (Rofes 
1998a). APAL viewed these calls for government intervention as a patent 
betrayal of the legacy of Stonewall and queer/AIDS activism (Eigo 1997d).

“In the debate over AIDS in the 1980s, it was gay people vs. straight 
people,” Hoffman elaborated. “By the 1990s, you have almost the identi-
cal argument ten years later, except this time, its gay men that are writing 
that gay men should be locked up. The publications have learned that if you 
let straight people say those things, you appear homophobic, but if you let 
gay people say those things it’s fi ne.” Hoffman specifi cally called out the 
The Nation. “They were writing these vaguely proto-fascist articles about 
sex until someone sat down with them and said, ‘You realize this is really 
not a liberal position at all. Can you tell where the left is on this?’ And 
they couldn’t.” The Nation told Hoffman it was their policy to let gay men 
speak. “‘But they are gay, so they must be liberal.’ I’m like, ‘No, some gay 
men are really conservative,’” Hoffman concluded.

AIDS activists had been here before. Twelve years earlier, a New York 
Post journalist wrote an exposé on gay sex clubs. In response, Governor 
Cuomo instituted a new health code banning oral, vaginal, and anal sex, 
with or without condoms, in commercial establishments. Police used this 
code to close countless clubs in 1985 (Bérubé 1997).

So when Rotello (1995) wrote a column in New York Newsday describ-
ing the unsafe anal sex he witnessed in a club as a “sex murder/suicide,” 
activists cried foul. HIV prevention cannot be reduced to shock and sound 
bites, they argued. For all anyone knew, these two men had already dis-
cussed their health status. This type of journalism accomplished little 
but fanning fl ames and selling newspapers. Yet, instead of embracing the 
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complexities of public sex, Rotello and Signorile had taken the most intri-
cate of ethical questions about public sex and fl attened them into general-
izations and simple sound bites (Leap 1999). Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu 
(1996) notes that such journalists put a premium on presenting their posi-
tions in “uncomplicated, clear, and striking terms.” To do this, “they must 
avoid the quagmire of intellectual complexity” (3).

APAL PALS, PLAY, AND DANGER

On the other hand, members of APAL embraced the nuanced decisions 
gay men were making about their own lives and needs, without con-
demning anyone. Instead the group sought to create spaces where men 
could actually refl ect on and make sense of their decisions. Given the 
human propensity toward irrational behaviors, it is more useful to strive 
to fi nd meaning within such acts than condemn them (Lear 1998). If 
irrational acts are not open for discussion, then lessons cannot be gained 
from them. If such acts are to be prevented, they must be discussed and 
understood (Freud 1914). Recognizing there was not as much openness 
for these kinds of conversations, APAL organized to create a space for 
gay men to tell stories and refl ect on their sexual experiences.

“I discovered Walt Odets’s book, In the Shadow of the Epidemic. That 
was a very revelatory experience for me and that was when APAL sort 
of took off,” recalls Walter Armstrong, who was active with APAL. “I 
wanted to operationalize what I saw as his theoretical points.” In order 
to consider the experiences of unsafe sex outside the context of shame 
and guilt, Armstrong asked those in his community to share their sexual 
stories of safety and risk. He would compile these narratives in a small 
APAL zine called the APAL Pen Pal project. It called for queers to “Think 
about the types of sex you are having, speak honestly about your life. 
Understand your desires. These are the fi rst steps of HIV prevention.” It 
continued:

The stories contained in this envelope are true. APAL has collected 
them as a wake-up call to our community: a lot of unsafe sex is going 
on among gay men, for various reasons. . . . We must face up to this 
fact. But we must also go beyond painting a picture of what is happen-
ing. We must struggle to understand why.

The message ended with an invitation. “Join us to help us develop strategies to 
keep ourselves safe.” Inside the package was a call for stories. “Please write a 
sexual experience you’ve had. Tell us what happened, how you felt at the time, 
how you feel now. . . . Submissions may be anonymous. APAL will add stories 
to this campaign and will display them at some public event.” Some of the 
printed narratives involved dominance; others involved calculated risk, and 
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still others involved care within the context of fantasies such as “playing the 
1970s game” Michael Warner (1995) described. One APAL Pen Pal wrote:

I was in love with a man named Martin. We never discussed safer sex. 
We simply avoided what we thought to be unsafe sex. We mutually mas-
turbated and had no anal sex of any kind. One night, as we were making 
love, he brushed his cock up against my anus. I spread my legs wider, 
as he teased the opening. He looked at me, and I looked at him. I knew 
at that moment that I would let him fuck me. Without a condom. And 
he saw that. He smiled, and bent down to kiss me. He didn’t penetrate 
me that night, nor any other night of our short-lived romance. I loved 
him just enough that I would have allowed him to do it. And maybe just 
maybe he loved me enough that he didn’t take advantage of that.

While it is easy to demonize barebacking (intentional sex without a con-
dom), APAL opened a space for honest discourse about dangerous play, 
risk, and love. “I also became fascinated with the idea that you could feel 
like you should have sex and you should die at the same time you wanted 
to have unsafe sex,” Armstrong refl ected. There were few venues for people 
to talk about this struggle between Eros and Thanatos. “There were just 
all these paradoxes and it was all coming out through sex and through 
condoms,” Armstrong elaborates. He was really happy to be in a place with 
his community to explore such feelings and ideas. “Plus, it was words, and 
I always liked playing around with words.”

For APAL, word play and storytelling were part of the new AIDS 
prevention activism. Over the years, this approach has gained currency 
(Mutchler, Ayala, and Neith 2005). “In the second decade of AIDS, it is 
no longer enough to get out information on unsafe sex, even though we 
know about condoms. Prevention activism must enable gay men to think 
through our reasons and desires for being safe or unsafe,” the front page 
of the APAL Pen Pal package announced. “We must fi nd a way to live for 
an infi nite future, helping both negative and positive men to keep unin-
fected.” To do so, APAL tried to support frank discourse, discussion, 
story telling and community- building.

Rather than condemn, APAL built on the lessons of the harm reduc-
tion approach (Springer 1991) to acknolwedge that humans are messy, com-
plex creatures. “One of the things I really liked about it was it was pretty 
non-judgmental. We weren’t telling people to have unsafe sex,” Armstrong 
refl ects. “But we certainly were not telling people not to have it. And it 
was in that gray area.” Part of this was allowing people to reminisce, enjoy 
fl ights of fantasy, or even regret the lost possibilities of not experiencing Gay 
Liberation years in the 1970s (Hoffman 1996). Many in the group came 
into sexuality before AIDS was part of a sexual landscape. Those memories 
were and are important. It’s not that anyone was arguing that AIDS was not 
here; they couldn’t. Sexuality before AIDS was also important, however. 
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Many felt a need to acknowledge that (Crimp 2002). “And it wasn’t one or 
the other,” Armstrong says. “And there is so much grief over the loss of it 
that I think people’s hearts would break if they had to experience that con-
sciously. The price of not experiencing it was taking really stupid risks.” Yet, 
Armstrong was painfully aware, “none of that has been worked out.”

Part of what the Pen Pal project acknowledged was a desire for many gay 
men to communicate about the authentic struggles and experiences that 
were not being captured or addressed in the commodifi ed images of queer 
life. “It’s our messy acts we’re out here defending. We don’t want to be sani-
tized,” Michael Warner suggested (1997b). That messiness often results in 
a lot of creativity. “I’m so bored with social marketing and clear messages 
and just the attempt to completely eradicate poetry from our lives,” related 
Kirk Read, a young gay activist also involved with the sex panic debate.

Part of the messiness in question involved the authentic possibilities of 
unregulated experience, including play. Here, sexual play and its related 
meanings included both caring affect as well as destructive Dionysian frenzy 
(Maffesoli 1993). Just as the impulse to create can be a destructive force, play 
invokes a complicated interplay of dangerous and generative expressions.

Shortly after his book, The Trouble with Normal, was published, queer 
theorist Annamarie Jagose (2000) asked Warner about the work’s “fl urry 
of contradictory energies that animate sex.” Jagose noted the author’s rec-
ognition of both the regulation of sex as well the view of sex as “a loss of 
control.” Although good citizens are expected to keep sex under control, it 
is rarely so simple. “How does this divided experience or characterization 
of sex play itself out in the struggle for what we might still refer to as sexual 
liberation?” Jagose asked. “There are some who see sex as authentic expres-
sion, and would like to integrate sex more with identity, to be fully out of 
the closet and to have sex lives that we can affi rm in the broad daylight of 
moral discourse,” Warner noted. “On the other hand, there are people who 
think that the only suffi ciently honest and radical move is to acknowledge 
all the ways that sex can never be assimilated to identity, pride, or perhaps 
even politics at all.” For Warner, such practices included “loss of control” 
(Jagose 2000).

For many in APAL, the point was to create a politics that acknowledged 
such complex aspects of authentic play. “HIV prevention requires taking into 
account the diversity of people’s sex lives, that prevention should be grounded 
in people’s desires and pleasures,” Warner argued (Smith 1998, p. B11).

At its heart, discussion of public sexuality and pleasure had everything to 
do with a hunger for authentic experience and play. As Eric Rofes explains:

People get their needs met or book. For example, I think that recent 
research in San Francisco around gay men and serosorting is really 
interesting in this way. I’ve long suspected that rank-and-fi le gay men 
are getting what they want sexually and doing it as safe as they can, 
even though prevention and research has told them to do something 
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else. And the research is showing that, in fact, these people at UCSF 
have done this research looking at why is there an increase in syphilis 
and gonorrhea but there is not an increase in HIV among gay men. It’s 
because gay men who are getting fucked without condoms are gener-
ally fucking with people of the same antibody status. To me, this is 
revolutionary. In an era when being fucked without a condom is seen as 
unsafe regardless, rank-and-fi le gay men by the thousands have found 
a way to get their needs met, have their fun, get their sexual meaning 
despite it. The lesson is that in fact people will get their meaning, and 
their fun, and their play and they go to sites where it’s provided.

Here, play can be recognized as both an expressive desire and practice, as 
well as a part of movement organizing.

Regardless of what Signorile, Rotello, and company had to say, people were 
still going to pursue pleasure, and for many that meant risky play. For Rofes, 
the question remained: “Is there play with no risk?” It’s a point he’d written 
about frequently. “For many, the forbidden becomes desired; taboo produces 
cravings; the return of the repressed is made corporeal and is experienced as 
an enormous hunger” (Rofes 1995). Play and risk are intricately connected 
(Bateson 1972, 181).

APAL built on Rofes’s contention that the rank-and-fi le have to get their 
needs met or they will bolt. The group organized a number of events cen-
tered around the notion of safe play, as APAL member Jim Eigo (2002, 189) 
explains: “APAL decided that the generation of pleasure in the name of 
community would be a worthy end in itself.” So in September 1995, APAL 
organized an event called the Save Our Sex Party at Zone DK. The event 
was also “AIDS prevention work.” Eigo described the scene, “The fucking 
onstage, in defi ance of a health code, was an education, and it spread its 
energy to the party-at-large: 450 men coming together in a model of sup-
portive, safer public sex in the face of city harassment.” Although this strat-
egy—expressive play and community building—became a central focus for 
APAL, others such as Hoffman were more focused on the pure politics of 
the attacks on these spaces. “I’d rather make sure that the venue that they 
are in is staying open. APAL’s focus was what people do together,” Hoff-
man noted.

The APAL versus GALHPA debates wound down without much reso-
lution in 1995. Everyone collected their thoughts. Hoffman worked with 
a group of New York University graduate students to edit a volume that 
encapsulated many of the issues within the ongoing prevention wars. This 
well-received volume, Policing Public Sex: Queer Politics and the Future of 
AIDS Activism, included essays by Odets, Bérubé, and Gendin, an inter-
view of Lidell Jackson by Kendall Thomas, and essays by Hoffman and the 
other editors (Dangerous Bedfellows 1996; Monteagudo 1997). The vol-
ume successfully captured the debates about civil liberties, public health, 
and activism at the core of the APAL/GALHPA schism. Rofes (1998a) and 
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Michael Bronski (1998) would build on this work to suggest that the sex 
wars over public play spaces raise core questions about what it means to 
live in a pluralistic democracy.

Others involved in the activism of the APAL period were motivated to 
continue to build spaces that honored APAL’S call for “the generation of 
pleasure in the name of community.” When people build spaces to play 
the result is often a utopian image of a more caring world. “I think that 
I can help change the world within the boundaries of the walls where I do 
my own thing,” Party organizer Abby Ehmann explains. “The events that I 
produce, like I just did one of my sex parties/anything goes events Saturday 
night. I wish there were some way to bottle it, a perfect alchemy.” With the 
right mix of ingredients, a certain alchemy takes hold. “They do come and 
play and interact. But I never know if they are going to. I try to create what I 
consider the perfect world in what I do.”

“A lot of the same guys kept coming, and a lot of the same guys started 
to know each other and started to trust each other and hang out and play 
with each other,” sex club organizer Lidell Jackson explains, describing the 
sentiment at his Jacks of Color parties. “There was a level of camaraderie 
that developed and then, not to sound schmaltzy, a brotherhood” (quoted 
in Merritt 1992). What takes shape is an image of a community. In contrast 
to the cold, isolated formalities of the outer world, Jackson’s partner Kobi 
adds: “There’s defi nitely more of a bonding here. . . . People say hello or smile 
at you, and even with the sex play, things can go more into a group thing” 
(quoted in Merritt 1992).

Such events allow those in attendance to discover new parts of them-
selves through their play. Abby Ehmann explains:

The party that I was just at, there were guys giving guys blow jobs. 
There were women giving guys blow jobs. There were women with 
women. There were men with men. There were dominatrices with sub-
missive guys. There was this guy getting fi sted and then all sorts of 
sundry constellations of people on the beds and stuff. So I do think 
people are exploring. . . . I do tend to attract a lot of people who have 
never been to an event like that. I guess in a way, I am helping people 
put on the training wheels, where people really are exploring and they 
are doing things that they have never done before by virtue of being 
there, even if all they do is stand around and talk and the sex is in the 
next room. . . . To me, that’s doing my best to create my perfect world. 
Last week was pretty happy.

THE SEX WARS FLARE UP AGAIN

The parties Jackson and Ehmann organize are semiprivate and by invita-
tion. They tended to elude the eye of the Health Department or the morals 
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police. It was harder to keep public, accessible clubs or spaces such as bath 
houses open for all. For much of the rest of the decade, debate would rage 
over public sexual spaces such as T-rooms, clubs, and bath houses.

Activists would argue bathhouses are spaces for more than sex—they are 
integral parts of New York’s queer culture (Chauncey 1994). Gay activists 
have traditionally fought closure of their spaces on these terms. Gay bath-
houses were shut down in New York in 1985 because of the threat of AIDS. 
Yet the demand for community spaces continued, and other commercial sex 
establishments for men reopened in the following years (Bérubé 1996). Hoff-
man explains:

San Francisco and New York had very similar discussions and arrived at 
opposite conclusions. San Francisco’s was that public sex was allowed. It 
was private sex in public that was outlawed. You couldn’t have a cubicle 
that didn’t have windows. You couldn’t have any doors that locked. You 
couldn’t do anything that couldn’t be monitored. That was San Francisco. 
New York was the opposite. Anything in public was outlawed, anything. 
What that meant in New York was a conscious deceit. As long as you 
could wink at the police and the city and say there’s nothing going on 
here, then you could stay open.

Kirk Read, who worked in a number of San Francisco clubs, notes, “Basically 
the idea is that gay men will not use condoms in privacy. You know, it’s true. 
Left alone, if I didn’t go through there with a fl ashlight, that’s what would 
happen.” Still, many favor the openness of the San Francisco approach.

By the end of 1995, APAL had started to reach a point of diminish-
ing returns. Jim Eigo (2002, 190) situates this discussion within a broader 
assessment of queer politics:

ACT UP in its fi rst several years had been notably effective on three fronts: 
articulating issues, generating corresponding public actions and using the 
media. APAL had been good at the fi rst but spotty on the others. In the 
wake of APAL’s enormously popular Save Our Sex Party I’d hoped that 
AIDS activism had ripened into its sensual phase, where every action was 
a carnival, a gumbo of sex and play and politics, in defi ance of a disease 
and a regime that would throttle all pleasure. But it was not to be. The 
overwhelming effort it took to fi ght off a city that was bent on closing all 
gay sex spaces siphoned off most of the energy of the few dozen activ-
ists who remained working with the group by late fall 1995. Just before 
Christmas the group held one last (successful) community forum (plus a 
porn-swap that doubled as civil disobedience since the sale of sexual ma-
terial took place in defi ance of rezoning) and packed it in.

The following summer of 1996 witnessed perhaps the greatest shift in 
the HIV/AIDS policy environment in the history of the epidemic. The 
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XI International Conference on AIDS, held in July 1996 in Vancouver, 
brought news of the fi rst signifi cant progress in treating people with HIV/
AIDS. While no cure was announced, the breakthroughs of 1996 helped 
push HIV disease that much closer to becoming a chronic, manageable 
condition. After fi fteen brutal years and a previous international AIDS con-
ference in 1994 that had produced little more than a call for reassessment, 
Vancouver offered real hope and a new set of policy questions and ethical 
challenges.

That fall, the New York Times Magazine ran Andrew Sullivan’s (1996b) 
essay, “The End of AIDS.” While elaborately detailing the resurgence of 
circuit parties, Sullivan minimized the plight of those currently hardest 
hit by AIDS, the urban poor, drug users, and minority women. He failed 
to acknowledge these populations until the fourth paragraph of the essay. 
Implicit was the message that AIDS was in a “twilight” now that it no 
longer disproportionately affected economically privileged gay men. Many 
from ACT UP and APAL felt that Sullivan had jeopardized the work ACT 
UP had been doing for a decade.

After the historic 1996 international AIDS conference in Vancou-
ver, journalists began to write about a new set of AIDS drugs, protease 
inhibitors, and medication “cocktails” that fi nally were producing results. 
Although the drugs did not work for everyone and the primary health care 
required to make use of the new treatment regimens was not accessible to 
all (Moore, et. al 1994), many people with HIV were now able to live lon-
ger, healthier lives. 

AIDS had changed, and so had the cultural landscape surrounding 
it. The new drugs allowed assimilationists to distance themselves from 
the radicalism of AIDS activism and its links with other social justice 
movements.

Sullivan’s essay spoke to a problem of history and memory. What 
would be the lessons of the AIDS crisis years? Sullivan (1996b) openly 
worried about a return to “post-AIDS gay lifestyle” and “a new burst of 
promiscuity” (55). For Sullivan, gay liberation years had permitted gays 
to live without responsibility. Only with AIDS did gays gain respectabil-
ity, despite the “irresponsible outrages of Act-Up” (60).

Sullivan saw assimilation, marriage, and military service—rather than 
sexual freedom⎯as the rightful heirs of a post-AIDS gay agenda. Would 
the notion that “queer sexuality equals contagion” and “everyone needs 
to get married” be the legacy of the crisis years? AIDS had changed and 
so had the culture around it. Following the Vancouver conference, activ-
ists battled over how to decode the signifi cance of each new scientifi c 
breakthrough. Like so much with HIV, these interpretations were medi-
ated through competing narratives. In a typical example, reports from 
Vancouver suggested that combinations of antiretroviral drugs, includ-
ing protease inhibitors, could reduce HIV to undetectable levels in the 
blood. The New York Times reported the breakthrough as a challenge to 
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HIV prevention efforts (Dunlap 1996). It was an argument fraught with 
misconceptions.

To confi rm its position, the Times—which seemed to have only four 
gay people, all exceedingly conservative, in its Rolodex—called the reliably 
histrionic AIDS advocate Larry Kramer for a quote. “If you test low on the 
PCR [a test that measures HIV levels in the blood], some people are using 
this as an excuse to literally go out and have unsafe sex again,” Kramer 
lashed out. “A very effective way to reduce the contact rate is to make rela-
tionships more attractive.” Gabriel Rotello followed: “One of the best ways 
to do that is to show people how they can exist as couples safely” (Dunlap 
1996, 9).

Some fi fteen years into the epidemic, few continued to embrace a cri-
sis ethos (Rofes 1998a). Nonetheless, AIDS had not gone away. Early in 
1997, the New England Journal of Medicine reported that 26 percent of 
HIV-negative men were less concerned about HIV risk in light of treat-
ment advances, 13 percent were willing to take more chances, and 15 
percent conceded they had already done so (LGNY 1998). The idea that 
gay sex was responsible for a new wave of infections inspired Signorile, 
Rotello, Kramer, and Sullivan to embrace the conservative contention that 
gay sexuality is not only dangerous for homosexuals, but for society at 
large (Goldstein 1997a). They sought to turn AIDS prevention back into 
unquestionable dogma buttressed with shame. Others dubbed these jour-
nalists “the Gang of Four,” a reference to the Chinese leaders who sought 
to replace critical thought with dogma during the Chinese Cultural Revolu-
tion (Thurston 1988).

In 1997, Rotello, Signorile, and Kramer revisited the APAL/GALHPA 
debate in print. Rotello’s (1997) Sexual Ecology attacked the “condom 
code” used to prevent HIV and allow for gay liberation’s sexual possibili-
ties, while scorning queer sexual permissiveness. In May, Signorile’s (1997) 
new work, Life Outside, hit the stores; in it, he argued gay culture, espe-
cially the party circuit, was to blame for the continuing spread of AIDS. 
The same month Kramer attacked gay community building in The Advo-
cate, a gay national news magazine, saying, “That culture has killed us” 
(1997b, 59).

ENTER SEXPANIC!

By the mid-1990s, Bill Dobbs was miserable. The ACT UP years from 
1987 to 1993 had been a dynamic period in queer activism. The follow-
ing years, however, were beset by one political loss after another. Rudy 
Giuliani had been elected in late 1993; the following year, celebrations of 
the twenty-fi fth anniversary of the Stonewall riots witnessed a huge split 
in the GLBT movement; and in 1995 the XXX zoning law was passed. By 
1997, the books by Signorile and Rotello only added to Dobbs’s woes.
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In the spring of 1997, Dobbs called his old ACT UP and APAL buddy, 
Jim Eigo, demanding that he do something. Eigo was one of the city’s 
more thoughtful and tenacious activists. Almost a decade earlier, Eigo 
worked with Mark Harrington to orchestrate the group’s “Surrender 
Dorothy” campaign against Stephen Joseph, the head of the New York 
City Department of Health, who was pushing for HIV name reporting, 
mandatory testing, and heavy crackdowns on prostitutes. In response, 
Eigo organized an ACT UP affi nity group to picket all of Joseph’s appear-
ances. When every AIDS and GLBT organization in the city opposed 
name reporting, then-mayor Ed Koch, worried about politics, pulled the 
proposal (Crimp and Rolston 1990, 72–76). A cofounder of ACT UP’s 
Treatment and Data Committee, Eigo was perhaps most famous for his 
work helping win expanded access to experimental HIV drugs. In July 
1989, Eigo testifi ed before Congress—stating that “people whose only 
alternative is death or deterioration cannot ethically be asked to wait for 
bureaucratic niceties”—and wrote the fi rst draft of the federal policy to 
create expedited drug approval (Eigo et al. 1988; S. Epstein 1996; Brou-
wer 2001).

Following Dobbs’s challenge, Eigo (1997a) spent the next three weeks 
drafting an “Activist’s Critique” of Rotello’s Sexual Ecology. In it, Eigo 
outlined the claim that AIDS activism and community building were 
intricately linked with a need to create and enjoy places for people to 
play and build kinship networks. Refl ecting on the lessons of a decade 
of community-based HIV activism, Eigo wrote, “I now play to promote 
personal, partner and group pleasure and health, and persist in believing 
that the best long-range prevention, supporting habits to be maintained 
over a lifetime, will be fueled by desire rather than fear.”

In this “Activist Critique,” one can see the same conviction of authen-
tic care for the queer body politic that Eigo had brought to the fi ght 
for expedited drug access. Justice, pleasure, play, and care accompanied 
much of Eigo’s work. During one of the takeovers of Stephen Joseph’s 
offi ce, Eigo sat locked down with a gentleman in a fl oral print spring 
dress. As activists were being led out of Joseph’s offi ce, Mark Har-
rington remembers, “the cops asked how many of us were HIV positive. 
And Jim Eigo said, ‘We all are.’ And Jim is HIV negative. But he didn’t 
think he should be drawing any distinctions between any of us, at least 
as far as the cops were concerned.” For Eigo, everyone lived with HIV, 
regardless of serostatus. They all needed to be able to take care of the 
community body.

As far as he was concerned, Rotello missed the point that many gay 
men actually do “play safe.” “For some of us,” Eigo (1997a) explained, 
“multipartnerism has not been a threat to our safety, but its source; and 
semi-private and commercial sex clubs the platform for that safety, a 
platform that Rotello and his fellows would, in the name of unproved 
theory, deny us.” Dobbs and Eigo sent the review all over the country.
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In the meantime, the queer academics Douglas Crimp and Michael 
Warner were having a similar conversation. Much of it began at ACT UP 
veteran Gregg Gonsalves’s regular HIV-positive support group, which 
Warner attended. Gonsalves recalls, “We had one of our regular support 
groups and at the end, it moved to talking about Gabriel Rotello’s new 
book, and we all got sort of exercised about it.” “We were just sitting 
around talking about how depressing it was that we kept hearing these 
stories about bars being closed,” Warner explains. “And then we kept 
turning to the gay press, and instead of seeing coverage about this or 
resistance to it, we would see these reactionary screeds by Rotello and 
Signorile,” (quoted in Crain, 1997, 32).

“People were not happy with the sex negative rhetoric,” Gonsalves 
explained to me when I interviewed him. So, he suggested they do some-
thing about it, and Warner agreed. Gonsalves reached out to the grass-
roots, while Warner and Crimp did outreach to academic circles (Crain 
1997, 32).

Warner and Crimp were enormously infl uential thinkers. Over the pre-
vious decade, Crimp had helped inject a scholarly analysis into ACT UP’s 
response to the health crisis. The works in his seminal anthology AIDS 
Cultural Analysis/Cultural Activism and AIDS Demographics (Crimp 
and Rolston 1990) served as some of the fi rst and best extant examples of 
queer theory applied to the epidemic. Crimp even had his own groupies, 
or “Crimpettes,” at ACT UP meetings. Warner’s (1993) anthology, Fear 
of a Queer Planet, helped propel queer theory onto academic reading lists 
nationwide.

Warner envisioned the group as more queer than gay: “We’re not 
simply advocating a redemptive gay identity and its acceptance by the 
mainstream” (Crain 1997, p. 33). The point was to create a vast, new 
queer politics, capable of challenging the repressive vision of the Gang 
of Four. Such a politics would be fully invested in respect for sexual 
diversity and the use of pleasure as a political principle. Sexual outsiders 
across the social and political spectrum were being persecuted out of a 
vast cultural erotophobia. Refocusing sexual liberation from gay iden-
tity issues, “queer” was thought to represent a broader vision. This was 
a queer activism positioned for anyone who rejected repressive sexual 
norms (Crain 1997; Goldstein 1997b).

Their outreach produced a dynamic coalition of sex workers, anticen-
sorship feminists, trans people, and even a few “straights.” Remnants 
of the brain trusts remaining from APAL, ACT UP, Queer Nation, and 
Prostitutes of New York (PONY), as well as many of the region’s lead-
ing queer theorists and prevention activists, met in May to discuss the 
strange state of affairs. An A-list of gay and lesbian New York attended 
these meetings, professing a fear for the future and a desire to articulate 
a response to the repressive politics of Giuliani and the Gang of Four. 
The “antigay/antisex” message of the Gang of Four was understood as 
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a classic American sex panic. With a tinge of irony, the group would 
call itself SexPanic! Like APAL before it, this new group began regular 
Thursday meetings at the Gay and Lesbian Community Services Center 
in the West Village.

Until SexPanic!, there had never really been such a “queer,” as opposed 
to strictly gay and lesbian, grouping. Queer Nation, an ACT UP spinoff of 
the early 1990s, had conceived of “queer” as a decidedly separatist notion 
(Duggan 1992/1995). “I Hate Straights” had been one of its mantras (Ber-
lant and Freeman 1993). Unlike other gay and lesbian groups, SexPanic! 
was a queer organization that sought to protect sexual self-determination 
for everyone. SexPanic!’s conception of queer could be understood as both 
anti-assimilationist and antiseparatist. SexPanic! tried to exist in those gray 
spaces that do not conform to sound bites and are rarely organized into 
political work. By its very nature, the group rejected the specter of accusa-
tion, turning the stigmatizing charges of “pervert” and “whore” on their 
heads. Notions of “queer” served as a cultural aesthetic critique. SexPanic! 
had as much to do with the sexual citizenship of exotic dancers and other 
sexual outsiders as it had to do with gays and lesbians. Sexual liberation 
would benefi t everyone.

SexPanic!’s coalition presented a unique opportunity. Could such an 
experiment work in the laboratory of urban politics? No one really knew. 
Queer theory had found widespread success in the academy; the same could 
not be said for the gay press or grassroots activism. The gay press was not 
that interested. Crimp notes: “People who do this work are engaged with 
thought that’s advanced and diffi cult because it’s trying to advance new 
ideas” (Goldstein 1997b, 41).

For many, the notion of postidentitarian politics in which social iden-
tities are deemed unnecessary, felt like a stretch. Social constructionists 
had spent a generation debating this very question. Although certainly 
notions of “race” and cultural categories such as “gay” or “straight” may 
be better viewed as historic productions than as biological realities, when 
it came to questions of public policy—of affi rmative action or gay antidis-
crimination laws that depend on these very social categories—many of the 
same theorists and activists recognized the value of a strategic essential-
ism favoring fi xed social identities (see Gamson 1998). SexPanic! never 
aimed to advance such a compromise, and some of the group’s ideas, like 
queer theory itself, were not well received. Crimp acknowledges, “The 
result is that even some intelligent gay people ritualistically reject queer 
theory. . . . We need to take on the task of conveying our work to a larger 
audience” (Goldstein 1997b, 41). Part of SexPanic!’s work was to advance 
this new way of looking at culture and politics. By fortifying its rich intel-
lectual base with activism, SexPanic! was creating a new way of conceiv-
ing of gay and lesbian politics.

The group’s core task was to shift public discourse from condemnation 
toward recognition of the complexities and possibilities of public sexuality. 
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Building on APAL’s work, SexPanic! formed to challenge this line of ret-
rospective judgments. In one forum, SexPanic!’s Kendall Thomas, argued 
against a reactionary view. “I simply reject the narrative about disco balls 
and loud dance music providing the undercurrent for this almost Dionysian 
story of infection because it suggests to me that gay men, rather than a 
virus, led to this epidemic” (LGNY 1998).

A TEACH-IN . . . AND MORE INK

Over the next few weeks, the group members began a vast conversation. 
Many SexPanic! meetings took on the feeling of a French salon. One night 
they would discuss marriage, another the psychodynamic underpinnings 
of unsafe sex. The group’s fi rst effort was a teach-in at the gay community 
center in the heart of New York’s Greenwich Village. Thomas and Gon-
salves opened the event, their presence implicitly promising a dynamic link 
between the academy and grassroots activism.

Various SexPanic! members gave presentations. Allan Bérubé presented a 
history of sex panics. Bérubé had been a member of the San Francisco Gay 
and Lesbian History Project in the early 1980s, and had argued against the 
1984 bathhouse closures. Dobbs spoke about the citywide zoning law and 
the court battle preventing the law from being enacted. Warner and NYU 
professors Phillip Brian Harper and Lisa Duggan presented on the underpin-
nings of the new queer politics as they related to the current panic. Implicit 
in the teach-in was the notion that there was another way of looking at what 
was happening to queer New York. Contrary to the mayor’s public relations 
“decay” narrative, Manhattan’s character—its public sexual culture—did not 
need to be eroded to make New York friendly to business. The overarching 
theme of the evening was that something very precious would be lost if New 
Yorkers did not take action.

Crimp, Harvard’s Anne Pellegrini, and Carole Vance sat in the audience 
at the teach-in. Vance (1984) had edited Pleasure and Danger, a collection 
of papers presented at the 1982 Barnard conference, “Towards a Politics 
of Sexuality,” where modern queer theory began. Duggan and Vance were 
two of the founders of the 1980’s Feminist Anti-Censorship Task Force 
(FACT). Their presence was not lost on anyone. FACT had been formed 
in 1984 to articulate a feminist response to Katharine MacKinnon and 
Andrea Dworkin’s ordinance to defi ne pornography as a civil rights viola-
tion against women. The brief that FACT fi led was persuasive enough that 
the Supreme Court struck down the proposed law (Hunter 1986). Common 
sense prevailed against censorship in 1986. Hopes ran high that the same 
thing could happen with this sex panic. Could similar arguments create 
enough opposition to the city zoning law to halt club and store closures?

Jim Eigo (2007) spoke as well. “For me its zenith was its fi rst public 
forum, at the Center, during Gay Pride Week that year,” Eigo recalled.
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We fi lled the fi rst-fl oor auditorium to the gills, in a way that no activ-
ist group had since ACT UP at its zenith. I was one of the presenters 
that night and I can say that the amount of good will and fi erce energy 

Figure 5.2 SexPanic! talk and rally “On the Gay Waterfront.” In Summer 1997, Sex-
Panic! member Allan Bérubé gave a talk on the history of queers at New York’s water-
front. Later the group led a rally to the piers, a queer space in danger of being wiped 
out. Play often takes place within the context of just these public spaces. Many suggest 
this is why such spaces are constantly targeted.
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that fi lled the room that night was of hurricane force. I had never in my 
life received such a huge response from any presentation I ever gave in 
my life—people roaring at practically every line. I think other presenters 
found a similar level of responsiveness. I honestly thought we were on the 
brink of a new era of activism, one that championed difference, sexual 
and other, not assimilation.

Momentum only grew from there. Several reports credited SexPanic! with 
renewing activism in New York again (Simmons 1997; Pendleton and 
Goldschmidt 1998).

Throughout the summer, the group formalized an agenda that everyone 
might agree on. It included the following:

 1.  Condemnation of assimilationist rhetoric among GLBT “leaders.”
 2. Commitment to fi ght the loss of queer clubs in Manhattan.
 3. Condemnation of the increased entrapments and arrests.
 4. A renewed call for respect for sexual diversity.
 5.  A harm reduction approach to HIV prevention (Crimp et al. 1997).

A new vitality fi lled the air of the West Village in the summer of 1997. 
Over a series of nights, SexPanic! members placed the “Turdz” fl yers inside 
copies of books by members of the Gang of Four in bookstores all over the 
city. That July, Lesbian Gay New York (LGNY), a local gay paper, panned 
SexPanic! for this prank. Others noted the misspelled “Turdz” on the fl yer. 
Kramer (quoted in LGNY, 1997, p. 17) took his fi rst stab at SexPanic! in 
LGNY, castigating the group, “I did not fi ght all those hideous battles, and 
watch all those people die, so you young kids could go out there and make 
the same fucking mistakes.” 

“I am so fucking tired of Larry Kramer’s tirades about gay men and 
gay culture,” George De Stephano, a gay writer, responded the follow-
ing week. “His latest space-wasting screed recycles his usual demeaning 
horseshit about gay men ‘thinking with their cocks,’ a penchant which 
purportedly ‘annoys’ lesbians. Who are these dick-brained men he’s con-
stantly berating? Not anyone I know, that’s for sure” (quoted in LGNY 
1997, 17). The battle lines were drawn. SexPanic! spent the rest of the 
summer meeting, fl eshing out an agenda, drafting essays, sending let-
ters to editors nationwide, and challenging the prohibitive politics of the 
Gang of Four as the “new sex wars” raged.

By August, several SexPanic! members had published articles and letters 
in response to Kramer’s July “How Can We Be Gay Now?” article. Eigo 
(1997c) responded both to Kramer and to the attacks on the group for 
leafl eting Signorile’s and Rotello’s books:

Get used to it: SexPanic! has just begun. Over the brief six weeks of 
our group’s existence, several hundred savvy and passionate fags and 
dykes have participated in its fl edgling activities. Unlike the coterie of 
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media deadwood that fuels LGNY, we do not believe that AIDS is 
Nature’s revenge, and we do not believe that mimicking white hetero-
sexual America is a cure-all. SexPanic! is beginning to articulate a vi-
sion of Queer America that stands in marked contrast to the great gray 
suburbia that LGNY and its staff of fundamentalists would have us all 
check into. Stay tuned; it could make being gay fun again.

SexPanic!’s fl yer at the Gay Pride parade in June and subsequent zaps drew 
attention to a major group of issues. That was a short-term response.

“For me there was a lot of frivolity and creativity compared to what 
I have done since,” recalled Dean Spade, one of the primary younger 
organizers for SexPanic!. Play was practiced as well as theorized. “We 
were putting on political parties and making posters and stickers. And 
we were doing fl yers,” Spade remembered. “[T]here was a part of it, the 
initial stuff like the fi rst fl yer that Kendall did with the ‘turdz’. That was 
really fun.”

That fall, Spade worked with a small affi nity group to organize an 
event called “Should Dancing Be Illegal? Fuck No!!” at a Lower East 
Side dyke bar called Meow Mix (see Figure 5.3). “The event was to pro-
test the use of cabaret laws to harass and close down queer bars,” Spade 
recalled. Throughout the event, play intermingled with a serious mes-
sage. “Allan Bérubé got up and did his presentation about sex panics 
where people played various roles like ‘hidden agenda’ and ‘media,’” 
Spade explained. In addition, performance artist and drag king Murray 
Hill stood up to give a concession speech after his campaign to unseat 
incumbent New York City mayor Rudolph Giuliani in his race for reelec-
tion. Inside a lesbian bar in the midst of the Giuliani crackdown on the 
city’s public sexual culture, Hill’s address felt starkly subversive and 
poignant.

Within spaces such as the Meow Mix, participants and performers, 
played and experimented with new identities, genders and theatrical pos-
sibilities (Butler 1993). “I think that the people doing the most interest-
ing performance right now are butch tranny boys and punk rock dykes. 
I wish that they had public sex spaces,” San Francisco activist Kirk Read 
explained. “I think that what they are doing with their gender and their 
masculinity and their sexuality is riveting.”

As Murray Hill performed at the Meow Mix that night, it felt like 
public space itself was under attack. The owner of the now-defunct les-
bian bar on the Lower East Side of Manhattan had actually been fi ned 
for advertising her events, such as the SexPanic! benefi t, on billboards 
throughout the neighborhood. Hill’s performance electrifi ed the crowd, 
in a testament to the value of a thriving public sphere. He celebrated both 
the 341 write-in votes he’d earned, as well as the civil society his drag 
act helped bring together. Although many might not have felt optimis-
tic on that dark night when Giuliani won his second term in offi ce, the 
public commons of New York City felt alive and well, if even only on the 
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margins. After the defeat, Hill was asked which political party he ran 
under. “The Murray Hill Party. And, as you can see, I’ve got a nice party 
going on here,” he explained. “I didn’t do so bad . . . I came in third 
place,” (Dyxploitation n.d.). His performance in democracy helped light 

Figure 5.3 SexPanic! Fundraiser, front; SexPanic! Fundraiser, back. A spirit of play 
helped propel events like this one held at the Meow Mix, a dyke bar on the Lower 
East Side held in the fall of 1997. The event highlighted elements of political com-
mentary, performance, and cabaret.



198 Queer Political Performance and Protest

up the cabaret culture across the city. The theatre in which Hill⎯“the 
hardest working man in show business”⎯performed represented just the 
sort of gathering thought to be essential to cultivate debate and demo-
cratic interaction. Here play and performance offered up an image of a 
new world. “There is a sense of unpredictability in what these folks are 
doing with gender,” Kirk Read observed, referring to drag king perform-
ers, such as Hill. “When gay men do masculinity it’s as if we’re following 
this predetermined trajectory. When dykes and trannies do it, there’s a 
sense of danger and coolness. That’s the ultimate sense of the thing that 
you can’t put language on.” Yet, Meow Mix, where such performances 
in world-making take place, was under attack.

NEW YORK’S NEW COMSTOCK

SexPanic! members recognized a distinct temperance era logic (Wagner 
1997a) in the policies that accompanied the election of Rudolph Giuliani 
as mayor in 1993. His efforts seemed to parallel the thinking of the Gang 
of Four. In a radio interview, Bill Dobbs (1999) described the scene in New 
York City:

There have been crackdowns and legal uses so as to strangle free expres-
sion, specifi cally erotica, XXX material . . . New York City certainly 
has an extensive amount of sexual culture as I will call it—everything 
from foot fetish parties, dungeons, to XXX video stores, peep shows, 
strip clubs. And when the current mayor came in, some scattered 
protests against adult businesses picked up steam, and he proposed a 
legislative solution, which for the fi rst time defi ned adult businesses. 
Meaning in the old days, if you wanted to open a bookstore, you could 
open a bookstore no matter what it sold as long as what it was selling 
was not obscene, which is prohibited by federal law.

All that changed with the XXX Zoning Law, which Dobbs suggested 
would turn New York into a “censorship zone.” Its roots can be located 
in a real estate greed, antisex feminism, and a morality crusade. With 
Giuliani’s ascent, a new Comstockery took hold in the city. George 
Bernard Shaw coined the term for Anthony Comstock, the social and 
moral crusader from the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice. 
The Oxford English Dictionary defi nes the term as “excessive opposi-
tion to supposed immorality in the arts; prudery.”From the Reconstruc-
tion years through WWI, Comstock (1844–1915) tracked anything he 
considered obscene—from busy fl ea sex shows, to Julius Schmidt’s con-
dom bootlegging business, to reproductive rights literature (Gilfoyle 
1992; Kendrick 1996; museumofsex, 2002). The federal law that bore 
his name specifi cally defi ned ‘obscenity’ according to criteria defi ned 
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by Comstock himself. Some days he specifi cally tracked the move-
ments of male patrons in private clubs, such as those targeted by Gui-
laini in the mid-1990s (Gilfoyle 1992, p. 161, 214; Kendrick 1996, 
p. 125–68). On other days, he focused his attention on the movement of 
birth control advocates, such as Margaret Sanger, who sought to dissemi-
nate literature on birth control through the US mail, which fell into Com-
stock’s defi nition of obscenity. The lesson of the Comstock era becomes 
that campaigns to suppress materials deemed “obscene” generally func-
tion as state sanctioned efforts at social control of the masses (Luker 1996. 
p 45–7). Giuliani followed Comstock’s lead. “I would say the biggest limi-
tation we ever ran into was a mayor named Rudolph Giuliani, he would 
arrest you for cracking a joke,” Dana Beal, one of the still active Yippies 
explained when discussing the temperance-like obstacles he faced when 
organizing his marijuana marches throughout New York City. “Giuliani 
was such a grim man.” “Giuliani just wanted to fuck with anybody who 
wasn’t just like him,” refl ected Abby Ehmann, who attended several of the 
SexPanic! rallies.

The theme of Giuliani’s attack on difference runs throughout the 
interviews. The result was a push toward hypercontrol of movement in 
public space. New York writer Linda Stasi (1999) lists the unprecedented 
restrictions of the Giuliani years: “Don’t drive a cab. Don’t sell a dog. 
Don’t dance without your clothes on in a club. . . . The don’ts go on 
and on.” Sociologist Susan Christopher (1994, 419) notes, “The need 
for control leads to a homogenized, administratively segregated urban 
environment.”

Soon after his election, Giuliani initiated a series of efforts to institute 
and enforce “quality of life” policies that facilitated middle-class renewal 
of New York neighborhoods. The mayor’s efforts were largely a response to 
the politics of fear (Didion 1992), which had overwhelmed how New York-
ers viewed public space during the early 1990s. The mayor skillfully played 
on these anxieties as he deployed a series of narratives of moral panic (S. 
Cohen 2002) related to classic panic themes of crime (Hall 1978), race 
(Chambliss 1995), and sex (Crimp et al. 1998) to justify hitherto unprec-
edented encroachments into public space in the name of redevelopment. 
Giuliani’s tactical manipulation of social anxieties was consistent with a 
dominant theme of urban political thinking. Geographer Neil Smith (1996) 
describes this logic as “revanchism.” By that he explains: “It portends a 
vicious reaction against minorities, the working class, homeless people, the 
unemployed, women, gays and lesbians, immigrants” (211).

This politics found its genesis in the years before and just after New York’s 
fi scal crisis of the mid-1970s. Narratives of decline (Beauregard 2002) were 
easily manipulated into a politics of blame and resentment of those who uti-
lized public assistance, those who used public space (Sites 2003).

By 1993, Giuliani rode this resentment of crime, the homeless, those 
on public assistance, and social outsiders into election as mayor. Over the 
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next eight years, he played on a “prurience” of decay of public spaces, 
stirring anxieties about urban decline to justify shifting public resources 
from service provision toward urban policing (Katz 1986; N. Smith 1996; 
Sites 2003). These policies favored renewed social control of public space in 
an effort to generate support for redevelopment (Garland 2001). Giuliani 
efforts incorporated a pro-growth approach to running the city in a way 
that improved its image as well as its property values. He proposed wip-
ing signs of decline—including homeless people—off the streets and out 
of the neighborhoods (Mele 2000, 10). The underside of this “quality of 
life” campaign was increased police brutality and social control, and the 
“blandifi cation” of urban space as the mayor set his sights on locations of 
difference (Sites 2003, 60). Places where people play became targets.

“You must hunt these men as you hunt rats, without mercy,” Comstock 
boasted in 1876. He was referring to his crusade against those who supported 
vice, reproductive rights, and women’s rights (G. Turner 2002, 33). With the 
advent of his “quality of life” campaign, Giuliani took his place in a long line 
of “moral crusaders,” from Comstock to New York mayors Fiorello Laguar-
dia and John Lindsay, who used sexual prohibition as a political tool.

JUST WHAT EXACTLY IS A SEX PANIC?

Sex panics are generally the product of cultural backlash. In the 1930s, 
panic emerged in Germany as high civilization contrasted with an underly-
ing menace (Willet 1987, 7). Cultural pressures of pleasure and retribution, 
decadence and purity triggered the process. New York’s sex panic began as 
Giuliani set off a similar backlash against individual freedoms. The result 
was a “quality of life” campaign to recivilize New York (Burr 1998). To 
stabilize the city, the mayor argued civil liberties would have to be sac-
rifi ced. Welfare moms, promiscuous queers, street people, strippers, and 
artists became targets of this class cleansing. To the extent that undesir-
able communities embodied the city’s decline, they were driven from public 
view as chain stores took their place.

“During a sex panic, a wide array of free-fl oating cultural fears are mapped 
onto specifi c populations who are then ostracized, victimized, and punished,” 
Eric Rofes (1998a) explained. Allan Bérubé defi nes a sex panic as “a moral 
crusade that leads to crackdowns on sexual outsiders” (Wockner 1997a). 
Stereotyping used as a political tool turns prostitutes into “fallen women.” 
Inconsequential threats, such as public sex, are translated into calls for abso-
lutist positions, moral barricades, quick fi xes, and imaginary solutions. Fear 
of difference lies at the core of a generated panic (Weeks 1985, 45). The panic 
taking place in New York scapegoated kinky queers, strippers, and poor peo-
ple. Morality crusades always require their targets (Crimp et al. 1997).

From Savanarola to Salem, sex panics are nothing new. Prohibition, 
which only built the desire to violate a taboo, demonstrated the general 
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danger of outlawing vice. The Society for the Suppression of Vice sponsored 
book burnings in 1935. Mayor Lindsay sponsored a series of raids on adult 
bookstores as he planned for a presidential run, resulting in a crackdown on 
vice that led to 529 arrests in 1973 (museumofsex 2002). Yet demand rarely 
receded.

Sex panics organize anxieties around stigmatized groups, from witches 
to immigrants to queers. These scapegoats come to personify cultural 
anxieties. The 1990’s panic stemmed from a series of sex wars over the 
previous 25 years, from the Great Kiddy Porn Panic of 1977 to the Meese 
Commission Report on Pornography of 1986 (Nobile and Nadler 1986; 
Vance 1986). Child seduction scares create mass hysteria to generate sup-
port for “otherwise unacceptable” restrictions on civil liberties (Jenkens 
1998).

The sex monster schema achieves its maximum political potency when 
used to invoke fears for the safety of children. Almost all politicians make 
use of it. Giuliani’s explanation for why he withheld funds from the Brook-
lyn Museum of Art’s 1999 exhibition “Sensation” is a textbook example. 
Sounding very much like Comstock, he explained: “These are displays of 
signifi cant psychological problems that should take place someplace other 
than a museum designed for children. . . . You should not be having pub-
lic taxpayers contribute to pedophiles on parade” (Devine and Haberman 
1999). (Courts would later rule in favor of the museum.)

In many ways, the history of sex in New York City is a confl ict between 
sex spaces and antivice crusades, a dance over open sexual expression, 
shifting hierarchies, and media hysterics, followed by panics, calls for 
crackdowns, cooling-down periods, reopenings, restructuring, and inev-
itable relocations to comply with new laws. The Giuliani administra-
tion’s effective battle against New York’s sex businesses is the most recent 
chapter in this long struggle. XXX zoning was the cornerstone of the 
mayor’s “quality of life” campaign to clean up, privatize, and regulate 
New York’s public spaces. It was part of a multipronged attack on public 
sexual culture in New York: one part zoning laws, two parts zealous 
enforcement of the health and sanitary codes and a building moratorium 
on new adult businesses. For many (Eigo 2002), the war on sex resulted 
in drastic restrictions in sexual terrain for New Yorkers. Much of the 
transformation of the space began in an effort to make way for a new 
tenant in the neighborhood.

MICKEY MOUSE ENTERS THE FRAY

In March 1992, Disney Corporation Chairman Michael Eisner paid a visit to 
the New Amsterdam Theater on 42nd Street in Manhattan’s Times Square. 
Eisner agreed to a deal in which Disney would invest $8 million to refur-
bish the old theatre (of which Disney only ended up spending $3 million). In 
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exchange, New York City and State would assist Disney with another $26 
million for the project. But there was a signifi cant condition for Disney’s 
investment. Eisner required that the city spend another $35 million to buy 
out the remaining XXX-rated theatres in exchange for Disney’s investment 
in the city (Goldstein 1998). Then-Mayor David Dinkins accepted. Fol-
low-up would be the responsibility of the next mayor, who also took credit 
(Gopnik 2004).

When Times Square was renovated in the mid-1990’s, “a power greater 
than the imagination took over that space,” wrote Bruce Benderson (2007), 
who famously patronized the hustler bars of Times Square (p.73). More 
than real estate speculation, he suggested:

Behind the greed of the investors and the expansion of the Disney Cor-
poration, behind the call to law and order of citizens outraged by the 
pornography, drugs, and violence, was a deep disillusionment with free 
play, with the pleasures of chaos as it used to play out in the urban 
scene (p. 73).

This “free play” would remain a subtext of the debate over Times Square 
which would last the rest of the decade. The following considers the social 
and cultural subtexts of the policy debates over refurbishment of the space 
and what SexPanic! did about them.

On September 10, 1994, Giuliani announced plans to rid Times Square 
and other areas of New York of clusters of sex-oriented adult shops, the-
aters, and strip clubs. The mayor’s goal was to clear the way for busi-
nesses such as Disney and family-oriented tourists to come to Manhattan. 
Giuliani hoped to shut down nearly every business in New York that 
dealt with sexual materials—strip clubs, bookstores, video stores, movie 
houses, and sex clubs. To marshal support for the proposal, the mayor 
would need to generate the smoking gun that neither the Johnson nor 
Meese Commission was ever able to establish: a clear link between crime 
and pornography (Vance 1986; Nobile and Nadler 1986; Kendrick 1996). 
If that did not work, the mayor would generate enough hysteria to erode 
public support for adult businesses in New York. The mayor’s argument 
was that commercial sex establishments hurt business and public moral-
ity in the city. Civil libertarians immediately opposed the law (American 
Civil Liberties Union 1995).

Guiliani’s XXX zoning proposal was not the only policy option on the 
table. Manhattan Borough President Ruth Messinger, a Giuliani critic, sug-
gested the city could take a different route to deal with the problem without 
subverting constitutional protections. Messinger explained:

I strongly believe that adult-use establishments warrant further regu-
lation. I also believe that the proposal now before the City Planning 
Commission offers false hope to troubled neighborhood residents and 
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businesses throughout the city. It will essentially push these establish-
ments from one neighborhood where people live and work to other neigh-
borhoods—including our waterfront—where people live and work.

There are other options, such as enforcing and strengthening exist-
ing signage laws, implementing a registration process for owners and 
managers of these businesses and enforcing public nuisance laws. (New 
York Times 1995a, C7)

Messinger had spent the previous two years formulating a public policy 
with which to address the problem of the concentrations of adult busi-
nesses in New York. On April 15, 1993, the Task Force on the Regulation 
of Sex-Related Businesses (TFRSRB) was formed to better consider the 
issue. The TFRSRB included those with expertise in zoning and the First 
Amendment, in addition to real estate. Manhattan City Council and Com-
munity Board chairpersons were also invited to participate. After over a 
year of meetings, research, data collection, and community input, a dozen 
of the most active members of the TFRSRB approved the body’s report and 
recommendations by consensus. In August 1994, the Manhattan Borough 
offi ce released “Sex-Related Businesses in Manhattan: A Report to the Bor-
ough President of Manhattan, Ruth W. Messinger” (TFRSRB 1994, 2). The 
report, containing a series of policy recommendations, represented a far 
more moderate strategy toward the problem of clusters of adult businesses 
than the mayor’s XXX zoning policy. The TFRSRB argued additional rules 
and regulations for the city’s business owners should be avoided.

The opposition to the zoning law had consistently argued there was no 
need for XXX zoning, if secondary harmful effects were truly the reason 
for the closures. They argued that if businesses bring double parking, public 
urination, unruly crowds, and related problems, there are plenty of existing 
ordinances and laws to deal with such impacts. Messinger’s plan listed a 
dozen nuisance laws on the books that could be used to prevent secondary 
harmful effects (TFRSRB 1994).

The core point of contention within the zoning debate involved aesthet-
ics. SexPanic! and other zoning opponents pointed out that neither the city’s 
“Adult Entertainment Study” nor the Times Square Business Improvement 
District (BID) “Report on the Secondary Effects of the Concentration of 
Adult Use Establishments in the Times Square Area” could document evi-
dence of secondary harmful effects of adult businesses (Department of 
City Planning 1994; Insight Associates 1994). Like the Johnson and Meese 
Commission Reports (Kendrick 1996), the BID study stated that it could 
not draw a causal relationship between crime and adult businesses. The 
very report of the zoning advocates failed to make the case that continued 
economic growth in NYC could not happen without the eradication of adult 
businesses in Times Square. The Times Square 1990s resurgence occurred 
while adult businesses increased within the neighborhood. Opposition to 
adult-use businesses was based more on aesthetics—on taste—than on 
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documentable harmful effects. Rather, much of the Quality of Life Cam-
paign seemed to be designed to move certain populations out of the city, 
along with the XXX merchandise being re-zoned.

A racial subtext propelled much of the debate about XXX zoning, the 
Times Square clean-up, and the mayor’s Quality of Life Campaign overall. 
Many viewed the Quality of Life Campaign as an effort to rid the streets of 
New York of visible signs of poverty or poor people in general (Flynn and 
Smith, 2004). XXX zoning was but a part of this campaign, which utilized 
an “order maintenance” approach to crime described as “broken windows” 
theory (Harcourt 2001). The Giuliani regime justifi ed its aggressive “stop 
and frisk” police policies as a necessary component of the application of 
“broken windows” crime reduction theory. Critics would charge that “stop 
and frisk” and the aggressive crime prevention policies it justifi ed came dan-
gerously close to illegal racial profi ling (Harcourt 2001; Horowitz 1999; M. 
Johnson 2003).

In September 1995, the New York City Planning Commission voted to 
support rezoning by a vote of seven to six. The year before, without opposi-
tion, it had passed a moratorium on all sex-related businesses. Opponents had 
managed to sway several commission votes. In speeches delivered on the day 
of the vote, many commissioners credited gay opposition with changing their 
opinions. With the support of the planning commission, the bill to rezone 
New York easily passed the City Council on October 25, 1995 (Eigo 2002).

The amendments dictated that no adult businesses could be located within 
“at least 500 feet from a church, a school, a Residence District.” They must 
also be located at least 500 feet from each other and may “not exceed 10,000 
square feet of fl oor area and cellar space” (New York City Planning Com-
mission 1995). Adult use businesses were restricted to allowing only 40 per-
cent of their store space to include adult entertainment; the other 60 percent 
of fl oor space would have to include other materials. The colorful mix that 
had made life in New York City such a rich smorgasbord felt like it was now 
being restricted to the lowest common denominator inoffensive. According 
to Giuliani, either you were for the zoning law or you were for public decay. 
(Burr 1998).

The mayor’s plan would restrict all “adult establishments” to a few 
areas on the edges of Manhattan and the outer boroughs. The law stated 
that “adult establishments” represent “objectionable non-conforming uses 
which are detrimental to the character of the districts in which [they] are 
located.” It defi ned “adult establishment[s]” as any business that has “a 
substantial portion of its stock-in-trade” in “materials which are character-
ized by an emphasis upon the depiction or description of ‘specifi ed sexual 
activities’ or ‘specifi ed anatomical areas.’” Specifi ed anatomical areas listed 
included: “(1) less than completely and opaquely concealed: (i) human geni-
tals, pubic region, (ii) human buttock, anus, or (iii) female breast below a 
point immediately above the top of the areola; or (2) human male genitals 
in a discernibly turgid state, even if completely and opaquely concealed” 
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(New York City Planning Commission 1995). Discernibly turgid? Activists 
cried foul. With the zoning law, the very nature of space to play and con-
nect had become subject to state administration.

Bill Dobbs noted that the law allowed the city “to make what was legal, 
illegal” (IES 1995). Immediately after the law’s passage, Hustler publisher 
Larry Flynt’s former lawyer, Harold Price Ferringer, fi led suit over the con-
stitutionality of the law. For the next three years the law would be locked 
in court battles. Many of the same interpretations of “obscene” that earlier 
resulted in the persecution of Margaret Sanger and created the legal prec-
edent for outlawing queer materials in the fi rst place were reestablished 
through the zoning law. “Until a generation ago, all explicit gay writing 
and images were legally pornography,” Jim Eigo (2002) explained. “30 
years ago, New York City offi cials routinely closed down screenings of 
such classic gay fi lms as Jean Genet’s Un Chant d’Amour and Jack Smith’s 
Flaming Creatures.” Today both fi lms are regularly shown at the Museum 
of Modern Art. With XXX zoning city inspectors would have license to 
determine what businesses stayed open and which were closed.

MORE BOOTY, LESS RUDY: MOBILIZING 
THE SEX WORKERS

By the spring of 1998, decisions about the future of the zoning law—long 
logjammed in the Court of Appeals—began to unfold. SexPanic! stacked 
the courtrooms for the major hearings. 

The future of sexual culture in New York City was on the line. Former 
SexPanic! member Eva Pendleton (1998), one of the authors of some of 
SexPanic!’s fi rst documents, wrote a fi rst-person account of her experiences 
as a worker in one of the clubs threatened with extinction by the zoning 
law. “Some of the best sex I ever had was on stage at the Harmony Bur-
lesque Theatre,” she recalled, describing her experiences as a stripper, mak-
ing a living by exposing herself and her desires in public. “I’ve never had 
another job with such great fringe benefi ts” (20).

For many involved, a politics of play was part of the organizing and the 
work. “There were defi nitely a core group of people who I enjoyed working 
with, who got the politics of play,” Melissa Hope, another dancer turned 
organizer, remembered. She explains:

A lot of the club owners, really went to bat for that. I was surprised 
how much they went to bat. They owned those buildings and they had 
nothing to lose with the gentrifi cation of the area. They really used 
this. Some of them were people who had gotten into this business for 
one reason or another, whether it was a fast buck, a good business op-
portunity, or a predilection of their own. But I had the sense that some 
of them did see it in the libertarian sense as well. They were, like most 
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libertarians, going where the money was for them, but they had this 
politics of pleasure ideal. . . . For some, it was “the state should just 
stay out of my underwear” sort of sentiment. For others, it was very 
much more cerebral than “don’t tell me what I can and can’t do.” Oth-
ers were very philosophical about this.

Cindra Feuer, who worked with Eva Pendleton at the Harmony Burlesque, 
fi rst started working with SexPanic! in the spring of 1998. She described 
getting involved in organizing:

I was looking to do activism around the shutting down of the XXX 
industry in New York. I was just going to do it on my own. With myself 
and Rachel Walsh, we were going to start organizing the women. And 
someone said something about SexPanic!, an offshoot of ACT UP and 
I was working in those circles for years. I wanted to organize at the 
club where I was working and beyond that. At that point, SexPanic! 
lent its infrastructure—people who had worked on these issues, people 
who were willing to mobilize, and it wasn’t confi ned to just the women 
at the club, so I was really excited about that. And I felt like it was a 
perfect match for what we were doing.

Melissa Hope talked about organizing around the issue. “I had been 
working in some of the clubs. I was someone who was articulate so 
the club owners encouraged everyone to go to the hearings and the 
demonstrations.”

Feuer had a similar experience, although at fi rst she was concerned about 
organizing within the clubs.

These workers are really mostly transient and really replaceable. It is 
hard to get them to fi ght this. If we organized and went on strike, there 
would be women to replace us. It’s something I thought about because 
the way we were treated in the club was really bad. So I wanted to or-
ganize the workers in the club. Then when the owner found out I was 
organizing to keep the club open, she was really kind to me. That was 
a really strange switching of allegiances. Then they were like, we’ll give 
you the day off to go and protest. . . . But I may have been unique in 
being able to say accurately that the anti-temperance part was more 
important to me because I have other work.

Not only was the zoning law about freedom, it was also about jobs and 
an increasing emphasis on urban neoliberalism. The zoning law seemed to 
accommodate business interests at the expense of the lives of the workers 
who had few other options for work. Single parents, who made up the larg-
est percentage of those employed as exotic dancers, were the most vulner-
able. “With the people that I worked with, for most of them this was a job,” 
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Cydra Feuer recalled. “And for people making the ends meet, it was the 
best they had at the time.” Although the economy was growing, there were 
few jobs for those without technical skills or formal education. And those 
who worked in adult businesses were treated like outsiders. “As long as 
society is based on competitiveness and sexual repression,” Dennis Altman 
(1972) explains, “there will be a need to demarcate it into categories, to 
maintain repressions by stigmatizing all those who fall outside the norm,” 
(p. 219). In Giuliani’s New York, the plight of exotic dancers was not worth 
addressing.

Even as Giuliani (1998) called for work—rather than welfare—to 
become the center of life for all New Yorkers, the cornerstone of the cru-
sade called for zoning changes that would close adult businesses where 
women and men performed work that he found distasteful. Thus, by 
pushing to shut down adult-related businesses where many made their 
living, the mayor simultaneously contributed to unemployment in New 
York City (Warner 1999).

“In my heart, I defi nitely felt for the women who were losing the jobs 
and didn’t have an option. But really it felt like a puritanical crusade to get 
rid of any adult business,” recalls Cindra Feuer. “These women were like 
mothers, the primary single breadwinners.”

Feuer refl ected on what happened to the workers after the clubs closed. 
“Some did other dancing. They went to the outskirts where there was 
this allocated zone to be able to dance. Others were driven underground 
to more illegal sex work activity. I don’t know what happened to those 
mothers.”

Whether it was ideal or not, without this work, Hope explained, these 
workers, “wouldn’t have jobs. Three hundred women would be unem-
ployed from one club and that’s just one club. If you have fi fty people on 
and two shifts a day, 300 women is actually an underestimate for one 
large club.”

Throughout the Spring of 1998, SexPanic! organized street rallies 
as the law made its way through the fi nal chapters of the court bat-
tle. Two rallies were held downtown near the courts, and a third was 
held in Times Square. The plan was for a jazz funeral, bringing joy 
and unabashed sex-positive bodies back to Times Square, if only for 
a day. The theme of the rally would be “March from Show World to 
Disney World to Stop Censorship, Save Jobs, and Squash Rudy’s XXX 
Zoning Law.”

On May 13, 1998, members of the group met at the corner of Show 
World, a porno theater at the heart of the lost district. I had only joined 
the group eight turbulent months earlier. The group had not done much 
outreach for this rally. When I got to the corner, only two activists had 
arrived ahead of me. It looked a little bleak. Slowly but surely, the whole 
corner fi lled with strippers, club owners, and more members of SexPanic! 
Along with a drum corps led by some former Lesbian Avengers, the chant 
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“More Booty, Less Rudy, Keep New York Sexy!!!” pulsed through the 
sleepy streets. The rest of the core activists arrived and we began to move. 
We marched west down 42nd Street to the Disney Store where the mati-
nee lines waited to get into The Lion King. The chant took a rhythm of its 
own. People smiled, laughed, and enjoyed the spirit of play which fi lled 
the air. The entire matinee crowd even chanted with us: “No strippers, 
no peace!”

On April 21, 1998, the group organized a rally before one of the court 
hearings on the zoning law. Everyone brought their own signs. One 
gentleman brought a sign that declared, “Set My People Free.” Amidst 
the “More Booty! Less Rudy!!!” signs. Toward the end of the rally, Bill 
Dobbs, who had played an instrumental role in bringing together the 
business owners, activists, and dancers, stood up with a bullhorn and 
pronounced:

There is something we hold very dearly in this country. It’s called the 
freedom to choose what we want to read, not to have the mayor tell 
us what we can read. We all have the right to go down to Christopher 
Street to buy the XXX cassette of our choice and not to have the mayor 
take that away from us.

The crowd responded with joy, approval, and a few screams. Dobbs went 
on to offer a hypothetical scenario: “What are sailors on shore leave going 
to do when they go to Times Square and fi nd it like a suburban shopping 
mall? They are going to slit their wrists.” The applause continued, but the 
point was real.

THE SEXUALIZED GEOGRAPHY OF TIMES SQUARE

For many involved within the advocacy against the zoning law, the strug-
gle was also about losing a community. For some this included a view 
of city life, Ferdinand Tönnies’s idea of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft. 
Gemeinschaft refers to a notion of urban life as a village in which people 
live and work in their community. Gesellschaft, on the other hand, refers 
to the lack of involvement people experience in their community because 
of industrialization. Forced to work far from home, people lose any 
connection with the people of their neighborhoods. Sociologist Philip 
Selznick (1992) outlines the problems that occur when these connections 
dissipate: “People lose the benefi ts of community when they are stripped 
of their group attachments and left naked before an impersonal or cen-
tral authority.” Those charming elements of city life, which make its 
residents feel part of something, were being lost.

Many looked at the battles over Giuliani’s war on sex as a struggle 
for the future of the queer movement itself. Discussions about Times 
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Square stirred a series of debates on core questions about the history and 
function of the gay liberation movement and its role in fi ghting cultural 
oppression. The Times Square redevelopment reached a crescendo just as 
the gay liberation movement was celebrating the twenty-fi fth anniversary 
of Stonewall (Nichols 1999). Before 1994, the gay liberation movement, 
like Times Square, maintained a unique cultural position. As Times 
Square’s rough edges were cleaned away, sanitized like a medical offi ce, 
activists feared that the same fate was in store for the countercultural 
impulse driving queer activism.

Back in 1980, John D’Emilio (1992) argued that efforts to clean 
up Times Square were part and parcel of an antisex movement, a new 
social purity campaign that threatened the queer movement. Ideas of 
impurity and defi lement are closely linked with systems of racism, clas-
sism, stigma, gentrifi cation, and social exclusion (Hollibaugh 2000). 
SexPanic!’s challenge was to help people connect the dots. When norms 
of purity are presented as a standard, sooner or later we all lose that 
test the group argued in its mission (Crimp et al., 1997). As such, the 
group fought to defend Times Square and its historic function as a place 
for cross-class and cross-race contact (Delany 1999). New York writer 
Bruce Benderson (1997, 56) described his rounds through pre-Giuliani 
Times Square:

During my Times Square vigils of several years ago, I followed a fairly 
sexy itinerary that began with a happy hour drink at a hustler bar, 
moved to a bar that was a Manhattan hangout for the Latin Kings, 
took in a Blarney Stone favored by gay blacks, sampled a drag club 
called La Fiesta, and ended up a little further east in the 40s at an after-
hours club in a building that still had the original interior staircase 
from the times it was a private home.

Times Square was a place where cultures intersected—both high culture 
and low brow. The result was part of New York City’s lore. Given, inter-
racial contact has been known to stir our greatest cultural anxieties, and it 
was also a geography where social taboos were broken down. Instead, Sex-
Panic! sought to defend an urban geography built on extremes from high 
culture to low. “I think there is an attempt to cleanse,” Rofes noted, refl ect-
ing on a cultural propensity to sanitize away the messy edges of urban and 
cultural space. “I think that that is problematic. I think that it’s like trying 
to create sex spaces now that are cleansed of barebacking and risk.”

For many, the fear was that they were witnessing the McDonald-ization 
of both Manhattan and the queer imagination (Goldberger 2001). To the 
extent that the gay critics echoed with the mayor’s vision of a Disney-fi ed 
Manhattan, SexPanic! argued it was all part of a vast homogenizing pro-
cess. “As a nation, the U.S. is living McLife,” John Fall notes: “There’s a 
Starbucks, a Gap and a Borders on every corner and a corporate sponsor for 
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everything from gay pride celebrations . . . to the Creating Change confer-
ence” (quoted in Wockner 1997, 1).

Between the push for a cleaner, less complex city and the closure of 
public play spaces, queer New York was beginning to look like just another 
town (Hammett and Hammett 2007). Abby Ehmann explains:

That’s not the New York City that a lot of us moved here for. It has 
become the New York City that new people are moving here for, 
which is unfortunate because now along with all the play spaces, 
people are expecting Manhattan to be like suburbia. They want their 
stores; they want their Banana Republics, their Dunkin Donuts, and 
they want quiet. I didn’t move here for silence. I moved here for the 
noise.

Melissa Hope continues:

As New York caters to more and more outside money and interests, 
it becomes more amenable to tourists than New Yorkers. However 
there are more play places, they just seem to be more private and 
quiet and closed. Maybe that is a response to the Disney-fi cation of 
Times Square, ‘cause these are not things that tourists tend to be 
able to fi nd. And that is who the new Times Square is for. It’s not as 
egalitarian.

The result of this trend is a more class-bound sexual culture.
Simultaneous with the loss of public sexual space was the emergence 

of cybersex and culture, which grew concurrently with the zoning law. 
The problem with cybersexual culture is that it is class bound. Those 
who do not have close, personal access to computers are excluded from 
the conversation. With the passage of the zoning law, public sexual space 
receded while a cyber sexual culture of chat rooms became the context 
in which people hook up, fi nd pleasure, and play. Many use the game 
metaphor for this form of social interaction. “Like all kinds of games, 
much of online interaction can be found to be playfully serious” Dennis 
Waskul (2003, 50) explains. Here, online chat takes shape as a meaning-
ful form of play. “[I]nstead of embarking on attempts to impose binary 
play versus serious or real versus fake distinctions on the processes of 
online interaction, analytical attention should focus on the production 
of meaning” Waskul (50).

Along the way, the play was becoming a little more class bound and 
less visceral. “You can go to bars and pick someone up. You can have 
sex after connecting with partners on internet chat rooms; you can fi nd 
someone on the phone lines, whatever.” Wayne Hoffman notes that many 
had no problem with losing physical spaces, as long as the cyberspace 
remained. Yet, he continues:
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That’s really not the point. I’m not worried about me not being able to 
fi nd a place to have sex. I’m pretty sure I can, but what about the people 
who aren’t already on the guest list? I live here and I’m pretty out about 
it, but the whole point is that people should be able to do things spon-
taneously that they decide they want to do. Not have to know where to 
go and know the secret code and have a letter of reference.

Yet, Hoffman worried about what was being lost. “You can’t go to the 
corner and get a blow job anymore. But now you can go online. That’s not 
a trade-off. . . . I want to keep the choices I already have and add to them. 
Not, ‘Okay, take away what I have.’” Hoffman admits that he has had sex 
on the Internet.

But it can never replace what was lost. Sometimes it’s better and some-
times it’s worse. Does it mean I don’t have to go out in the rain? It 
means I’m limited in what I can do. Sometimes it works and sometimes 
it doesn’t. I didn’t want to give up the Christopher Street Bookstore but 
now I have no choice, it’s closed.

What is missing in this form of play is the context of a distinct neighbor-
hood space. Bob Kohler recalled the fi rst days running his bathhouse on 
Avenue A in the East Village of the 1970s:

There are trees on First Avenue and Second Street that we planted in 
an effort to spruce up the surroundings and make nice with our new 
neighbors. And I’m talking the East Village in the early 1970s—tough. 
We never, ever had a problem. We had a sun deck where people could 
look at the high rises. We tried to keep a little decorum up there. But 
good luck. It worked. . . . People needed the spaces. . . . Students could 
come in for four dollars a night. And homeless people. But $4.75 you 
got a locker and a hotel. I think the deluxe room was $12.00. Where 
are you going to go [for that price] and have a steam room, a sauna, a 
bed, and a shower?

Samuel Delany (1999) wrote a well-received memoir on the thirty years of 
friendships and connections he found in the gay movie houses of the pre-
sanitized Times Square. For Delany, the experience involved the possibil-
ity of cross-class contact. “Yeah, I did some of that too,” Hoffman notes. 
“There are people I’ve known for a decade who I met through public sex. 
One of my best friends was a guy I met in a park in Boston. He’s one of my 
best friends in the world. He’s a friend I never again saw in a sex setting.”

Others, such as Buzz Bense, suggested to me that public sexual spaces 
are places to revel in human connections and kindness. I interviewed him 
years ago in San Francisco. Walking through Eros, a San Francisco sex club 
he managed, he explained:
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Blanche DuBois says in A Streetcar Named Desire, “I am depen-
dent upon the kindness of strangers.” I think that kind of blessing 
happens here. In other words, there is no obligation for me to treat 
you particularly well in this environment. We might never see each 
other again. But in that context, there can be extraordinary moments 
where people have heartfelt connections, where people feel like they 
are the recipients of random acts of kindness, where the beauty and 
humanity of people is evident because they are treating each other 
so well.

Hoffman described a similar circumstance:

Sometimes there are really nice moments of random connections that 
are kind of wonderful. Like I remember once there was a guy I met 
at the Christopher Street Bookstore which is now closed after thirty-
fi ve years. I remember I used to go there. It was always okay. But it 
was two blocks from my house so it was very convenient. I had met 
this guy; he was in his fi fties; he was visiting; and we had a great 
time for a couple of hours. And we’re getting ready to leave and he 
reaches into his pocket and he pulls out a gift and it’s wrapped. I 
said, “How do you have a gift wrapped already?” It was homemade 
peanut brittle. He said, “It was for a friend I was supposed to meet 
tonight and he blew me off so I came here. And you deserve it.” And 
we corresponded for years. So yeah, there are nice little random mo-
ments like that—moments of connection, moments of seeing com-
munity in action.

Critics would charge Giuliani exclusively catered to moneyed interests. 
This narrow vision of the urban experience wipes out the eccentricities that 
make city life so vital (Christopherson 1994). Spaces where communities 
of difference converged felt like they were being specifi cally targeted. Abby 
Ehmann explains:

Well, a lot of the dungeons are being threatened. They’re being ha-
rassed. . . . The cops come just to make sure that nothing illegal is 
going on. And it does tend to put a damper on things when the cops 
show up. They are not doing anything illegal, but the powers that 
be are letting them know that they are watching. And they’ve been 
shutting down escort services that advertise. I don’t think it’s a good 
way to spend our tax dollars. There’s a lot of other worse things 
going.

Yet, the whitewashing continued. Everyone has heard the joke Orson Welles 
tells about Switzerland and Italy in The Third Man. After a long history of 
stable government, organization, and homogeneity, what does Switzerland 
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have to show for its culture? The cuckoo clock. Two thousand years of polit-
ical corruption, instability, and backstabbing later, Italy has Michelangelo, 
Dante, and Leonardo Da Vinci to show for its creative chaos. Without the 
low, you don’t get the high culture. It is hard to imagine Cole Porter being 
inspired to write “Love for Sale” without prostitutes walking the streets 
of Harlem. Robert Mapplethorpe, Stuart Davis, and countless other New 
Yorkers fed off the Broadway boogie-woogie involved in walking through 
a street with one foot in the gutter and the other in the sublime.

In his essay, “Paris: the Capital of the 19th Century,” Walter Benjamin 
wrote: “It is the unique provision of Baudelaire’s poetry that the image of 
the woman and the image of death intermingle with a third: that of Paris” 
([1935] 1999, 10). The images and pulse of the city—the commerce, the 
prostitutes, “the seller and the sold one”—become an essence of images, 
poetry, and aesthetics of a city, a “collective unconscious” (11). In a reading 
of Benjamin some forty years later, Marshall Berman (1982) placed a keen 
eye on his paradoxes:

His heart and his sensibility draw him irresistibly toward the city’s bright 
lights, beautiful women, fashion, luxury, its play of dazzling surfaces and 
radiant scenes; meanwhile his Marxist conscience wrenches him in-
sistently away from these temptations, instructs him that this whole 
glittering world is decadent, hollow, vicious, spiritually empty, oppres-
sive to the proletariat, condemned by history. He makes repeated ideo-
logical resolutions to forsake the Parisian temptation—and to forbear 
leading his readers into temptation—but he cannot resist one last look 
down the boulevard or under the arcade; he wants to be saved, but not 
yet. (146)

Such is the pulse of an urban geography such as Paris or New York, built 
on extremes from high culture to low. This brings the question: What hap-
pens to culture when the low is sacrifi ced for the sake of order? Without 
the extremes, what is the city left with—a bland middle? In the essay Rules 
for the Distinction of the Normal from the Pathological, Emile Durkheim 
argued that rather than being oppressive, a healthy society should tolerate 
enough freedom for the criminal to act in ways that may hurt it to cre-
ate space for the “genius” to behave in ways that will benefi t this society. 
Such a logic allows for new, often progressive ways of thinking and living. 
A society without such tolerance will inevitably stagnate (Merton 1949, 
136–37).

As the late “quality of life” years progressed in New York, the feeling 
increased that something was being sacrifi ced as the city became more and 
more amenable to a better business climate (Gopnik 2004). As commu-
nity gardens were bulldozed and parks and public spaces were increasingly 
regulated (Hu 1999), a subtle shift occurred. Civil life was sacrifi ced for 
shopping life. “Shopping spaces not only delineate a corporate landscape of 
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power. They also discipline our bodies and minds.” Whether virtual or real, 
stores are a “totalizing institution,” Sharon Zukin (2004, 28) observes.

Many, including SexPanic! and the burgeoning do-it-yourself consumer 
activist and global justice movement that followed, suggested that New 
York was increasingly dictated by the rules of commerce, with citizenship 
treated as a subtle set of shopping protocols. The struggle was against more 
than stores and the products they sold made in sweatshops, activists argued. 
The struggle was against the idea of the sovereign right of the city to cater 
to shoppers and civic propensity to treat urban geographies as a consumer 
space. While the process already felt like a forgone conclusion, this did not 
mean that regular citizens needed to capitulate to this “totalizing power.” 
“Once we accept its values, we are its captives,” Sharon Zukin (2004, 28) 
would argue. Activists were particularly aware that to do so meant tacitly 
accepting the functions of racial profi ling, social inequality, and regres-
sive social policies, which had become popular during the Giuliani years. 
Their aim seemed to be to wipe symbols of urban decay from public spaces 
(Beauregard 2002).

The Giuliani years witnessed a radical reorganization of urban space. 
Much of the struggle over XXX zoning and sex club closures was 
supported by a policy of intimidation and fear. Abby Ehmann explained:

I think they went into Remote one night and the guy at the door hit the 
panic button. And so I turned all the music off, the people stopped danc-
ing, and the cops knew it and they were ticketing them. Everybody was 
getting tickets for stupid stuff like one fruit fl y in one bottle of vodka. 
You know when you see people come in with fl ashlights. . . . It was ha-
rassment. And the whole thing was the cabaret license and people being 
shut down for dancing or ticketed for dancing. . . . I believe the motive 
for going in and harassing those people was not a safe sex concern, it 
was a let’s harass the gay bars. Because Giuliani just wanted to fuck with 
anybody who wasn’t just like him.

Giuliani-ism, as an urban policy developed to zone out and control poor 
people, had a vast impact on the geography of New York. (Wagner 1997b; 
Harcourt 2001; McArdle and Erzen 2001). Along with aggressive, zero tol-
erance policing of public space, cameras arose, looming over Manhattan’s 
public and private spaces (Parenti 2003). The social, cultural, political, and 
economic implications of the “quality of life” years have yet to be assessed. 
“I loved SexPanic! SexPanic! was doomed from the get-go. It was smart 
and doomed to fail, because they were right,” Hoffman noted, refl ecting 
on the group.

It is never easy to fi ght a panic. Historically, these red scare periods 
cast wounds and scars across the cultural landscape. Melissa Hope, one 
of the organizers who struggled to keep the clubs open and later studied 
panics observed:
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For me historically, people look at these panics and ten years later say, 
“Oh, my god. That was so stupid.” But at the time, everything gets re-
ally wrapped up in it. It’s very easy to get support against something. 
But it’s very diffi cult to get support for something that might be a little 
bit out of the mainstream or deemed undesirable by anyone. It’s really 
hard to get support for that. New York has become, in some ways it 
feels like it has become more open because everyone in the world wants 
to come here for a visit. But in other ways, some of the things that I 
enjoyed before are gone.

Eric Rofes (1997) described such periods of social hysteria as “scoundrel 
time” during his comments at the November 16, 1997 Creating Change 
conference.

When full moral panics fl are history has shown, in Lillian Hellman’s 
words, it’s “scoundrel time” and there are limited roles from which so-
cial actors can choose. There are the scoundrels who blow the whistle, 
point the fi nger, name the names. There are the resistors who take the 
risk, go out on the limb, take the fall, and get trampled in the mind-
less, outraged stampede. . . . When the panic is over and attention has 
shifted to other issues, when we all shake our heads and say “How 
did we ever let it get to that stage?,” these people are complicit in the 
destruction. There is no neutral here.

Melissa Hope elaborates:

I am not optimistic about ways to confront a panic. And at that time I 
think I was more optimistic than I am now because of the things that 
I have been focusing on like antitraffi cking and the New White Slave 
Panic, just to echo the one of a hundred years ago. It is exactly the 
same. It echoes the one in the 1970s. And the one in the 1950s. And 
it really does echo it every step of the way. And ten years later nobody 
thinks, oh right, that was then and wasn’t that a pity and maybe we 
were stupid. And that’s it.

People are not always easy going or genial in a moment of panic. For Sex-
Panic! some of what was lost was a feeling of lightness. And panic ate into 
the group itself.

PIERCED NOSES, RACISM, AND SEXISM IN SEXPANIC!

At the peak of the late 1990s crackdown, fear caught fi re. “Well, to be 
honest I think there was a lot more fear than there was actual harass-
ment. For every one place that got harassed, ten more places would freak 
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out.” Abby Ehmann explained, “The word would get around. Within the 
whole nightlife community everyone would have heard that so and so got 
shut down, padlocked, or picketed or that the (Nightlife) Taskforce came 
in and hassled someone.” Panic seemed to take over. Although many 
aspired to create a transformative queer politics that would push back 
the moralist attack, SexPanic! became subject to its own panic.

Certainly the group was driven by a politics which supported play. Yet, 
pleasure was not part of the activism or much part of the group’s process. 
As a “pro-queer, pro-feminist, anti-racist direct action group,” SexPanic! 
laid out a broad range of goals. The challenge was to fi gure out what came 
fi rst—queer agenda items, or race agenda items or women’s agenda items. 
The strategy of achieving this agenda was anything but simple. I attended my 
fi rst SexPanic! meeting in October of 1997 after reading about the group in 
Lingua Franca (Crain 1997). The Lingua Franca story talked about triumph 
of universalizing human rights discourses preceding the limited minoritizing 
identity politics in a new broadly defi ned queer politics. I was intrigued. Yet, 
little of this lofty thinking could be found in the meeting. There seemed to 
be a gap between queer academic theory and activist practice much less an 
interest in play in SexPanic! meetings.

“Did you hear what happened last week . . . ?” that was what one per-
son asked me after my fi rst meeting with the group. The meeting itself 
had involved little more than a review of agenda items. With the excep-
tion of Stephen Gendin’s leopard patterned pink and green died hair, 
the meeting felt rather hum drum. He and two or three others sat on the 
fl oor of the room with the other ten attendees sitting in chairs in a circle. 
Nothing much else happened. Yet, the elephant in the room that I did 
not know about was the week before one of the group’s veterans—Jim 
Eigo—had walked out after what I surmised was a loud shouting match. 
Different people had different memories of what happened. Bob Kohler 
and I talked about the event over and over again through the years—
including on one occsasion in which it got us through a full afternoon in 
jail together during a Spring 2003 protest over city AIDS cuts. For many, 
the fi ght anticipated the group’s demise. But no one wanted to comment 
on it during formal interviews. Apparently the week before, Eigo showed 
up with a proposal to start a prevention campaign involving outreach to 
gay men where they had sex. Some of the younger activists asked if they 
could speak about group dynamics, specifi cally that women were having 
a hard time fi nding a voice to speak in the room. According to Kohler, a 
number of the younger activists in the group told Eigo the group was not 
just a gay male organization. They were concerned that SexPanic! was not 
doing enough to reach out beyond its gay white male base toward women 
or communities of color. Others thought that reaching out to a popula-
tion one knows well was a fi ne strategy. Younger activists screamed; 
frustrated Eigo left announcing he was done. Some of the academics 
asked everyone to keep their heads and maintain some unity. Yet little 
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was to be found. Different people take differing views of what happened. 
A decade after the incident, Eigo responded to an email asking what 
happened.

While the narrative contours of the group’s internal confl icts may feel 
outside of the analytical scope of this project, they refl ect a core point 
about the politics of play. At its most vital, play helps sustain group 
development. Without it, many groups cease to remain vital. It is very 
diffi cult to defend spaces to play, if this spirit is absent from organiza-
tional practices. It is diffi cult to imagine creating a democratic queer 
public if a group’s practices betray such ambitions. While SexPanic! 
sought to defend a space for eros and play, the foundation on which it 
supported itself crumbled as the ludic energy dissipated. Play felt con-
spicuously absent. Bitter anguish fi lled much of the void.

“SexPanic! remained a vital organization for only a few months,” Jim 
Eigo (2007) explained. He recounts his departure from the group and 
the activist model it represented:

I found the decline very painful personally, because it meant I had to let 
go of my fondest hopes. Gradually, the people that founded the group, 
most of them involved in academia, stopped coming to meetings by the 
time the school year began again. I myself left the group that fall—I 
believe it was 1997. Here, in brief, are the circumstances that led to my 
departure from the group. For several weeks before that fall meeting, 
the group had agreed to slate for discussion at the meeting, fi rst item on 
the agenda, a small task force that Dr. Joe Sonnabend [one of the origi-
nal inventors of safer sex; see Berkowitz 2003] and I were trying to or-
ganize. Joe and I and those we’d recruited wanted to carry on with, and 
extend, one of the projects that APAL had started when members of 
that group ventured out into the places that men in the city were having 
sex with other men and doing hands-on sex-friendly AIDS prevention 
work. I had talked about the task force often before within SexPanic! 
extensively, and several group members had expressed interest in being 
a part of it. I expected that the general membership that night would 
simply bestow a formal imprimatur on the task force, since there had 
been general agreement about its value at earlier meetings.

However, that is not what happened at that meeting. As I remem-
ber it, one regular member of SexPanic! and one fi rst-timer took 
exception to the proposal and dismantled it with a degree of petty 
vindictiveness and personal insult that, all these years later, still 
leave me winded. Their intellectual argument with the project we 
proposed was that it didn’t have a lesbian component or a woman’s 
component at all. And that’s true. But the great strength of activist 
organizations when they fl ourish, as it had been during ACT UP’s 
most productive period, is that the umbrella organization gives its 
blessing to a myriad of projects, that individual members want to give 
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their time and effort to, provided those projects honor the umbrella 
organization’s general mission. (I would not have been qualifi ed to 
organize an outreach program to lesbian sex spaces, but would have 
welcomed such a program organized by SexPanic! members that 
were so qualifi ed.)

At the meeting at which I made the presentation for this sex place 
task force, no other member, even those that had signed on to work 
for it, defended it to any signifi cant degree when it was under attack. 
As he sat there under the merciless, senseless barrage of criticism, 
Joe Sonnabend looked shell-shocked. I know I was. Given the negli-
gible (perhaps non-existent) risk for HIV transmission as the result 
of woman-to-woman sex, and the absence of public lesbian hook-up 
spaces in the city, we’d have been guilty of creating a needless sex 
panic of our own if we had included a signifi cant lesbian component 
to a sex space outreach program aimed at curtailing HIV transmis-
sion. But nothing that happened that evening made sense to me. I 
didn’t even try to defend the program myself, because I couldn’t see 
how I could counter so much snarling unreason with the very good 
reasons that there were to start such a program given the climate of 
the city at that time.

Three SexPanic! members that were there that night e-mailed me 
within a few hours after the meeting ended and wrote pretty much 
the same thing. They regretted their lack of courage in speaking up to 
defend the program that Joe and I had proposed and they supported. 
But it was already too late for that proposal, and for me. I knew as I 
sat there at the meeting that night that I would never return to a Sex-
Panic! meeting, and that I had likely attended the last activist meeting 
of my life. As much as I cherish the notion of a strong public sphere, 
I am not naturally a social butterfl y. Under usual circumstances I’m 
painfully shy. The work I did in ACT UP, when I was routinely giving 
public presentations before such audiences as congressional subcom-
mittees and rooms full of health care professionals, I did at a certain 
personal cost. I knew I couldn’t do that kind of work any more in the 
name of an organization unless that organization pretty wholeheart-
edly backed what I was doing. I attended future SexPanic! demonstra-
tions, as you know from your involvement with the group. But never 
another meeting.

Two years ago, after he retired from his pioneering and life-saving 
AIDS practice and shortly before he returned to his native England 
for good, Joe Sonnabend invited me out to dinner. We had not had 
a long conversation in the nearly nine years that had passed since 
that SexPanic! meeting. When Joe brought that meeting up all those 
years later, he was still sputtering his incomprehension at what had 
happened that night. That meeting had been a concentrated dose of 
all that is the worst about grassroots organizations and none of what 
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makes them, at their most generous, so vital for society in general 
and nurturing and fulfi lling for the membership. As painful as it was 
for me to see in Joe’s tired old eyes his enduring hurt and baffl ement, 
it at least told me that I had not been utterly alone that night. But 
substantially enough alone that it still stings me.

Another activist who witnessed the meeting recalled:

Yeah I was there the fateful night that Jim left, but there wasn’t that 
much hoopla at the time—the thing was very “in the know”—like I 
didn’t really connect the two but there is a connection between him 
leaving and the group stagnating. Basically it’s the same story—he 
came in with a prevention project that was like a safer sex project, 
but had a really white/gay/male orientation, which started the anti-
racist, anti-sexist discussion, and I think Jim basically felt like he’s 
someone really serious about addressing a particular audience—like 
himself—and that wasn’t good enough. I think it gets back to the 
whole “there are certain people you can’t argue against without be-
ing accused of shutting people down/being racist/sexist.” . . . I think 
people are struggling to get away from identity politics, but haven’t 
moved toward anything else, so have become very inward and fac-
tionalized. The unity is gone.

There are lots and lots of ways of unpacking the dynamics of the room 
during those meetings. Mattilda, who worked with ACT UP San Fran-
cisco in her years prior to moving to New York in the mid-1990s, recalled 
that those meetings were often wracked with tensions over identity politics, 
social knowledge, and any number of other dynamics.

That was a very identity politics moment. Like if someone said some-
thing about people with AIDS and they were not HIV-positive they 
were like torn to shreds. “How can you say something about some-
one with AIDS?!?!!” or if someone said something about women with 
AIDS and they were not a woman, someone would say something. And 
of course it wasn’t about someone needing to agree with them but it 
was played out within that fi eld.

Many of these tensions carried on through the years, even into SexPanic! 
meetings. The tensions involved long standing grievances about which 
issues were left in or out of direct action strategies. They also involved 
disputes between postmodernism and essentialism, identity and class. 
While ACT UP and later SexPanic! theoretically rejected essentialism, 
this rejection was quite often forced to contend with a very real impulse 
to favor the primacy of social identity. Such a politics is informed by 
Women’s and Black Liberation movements of the 1970s with their slogans 
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“sisterhood is powerful,” “black is beautiful,” (Dornovsky et al, 1995). 
As organizing evolved throughout the 1990s, groups such as SexPanic! 
sought a path which rejected such a politics of identity. “Like queer the-
ory, SexPanic!’s activism pushes the limits of identitarian politics and 
allows for a broader pro-sex agenda by seeking alliances based not on 
‘gayness,’ but on stigmatized sexual practices,” Eva Pendleton and Dean 
Spade explained in an article written during the group’s growing pains. 
“In a time when gay political agendas are becoming more complex and 
multiple, seeking alliance only with other ‘gays’ is no longer strategic for 
people on the margins, whose sexual practices may be most threatened 
by the moral claims of gay conservatives,” (Pendleton and Goldschmidt 
1998, p. 30). Yet, not everyone understood how to translate such an 
ambition into practical politics. That was up to the activists.

Although highly combustible, the feeling in the dark corners of the gay 
community center where the group met was thrilling. Between the palace 
intrigue and a quest for a different kind of politics of pleasure, any number 
of issues intermingled. Some attendees had colored hair; others crunched 
numbers on outreach efforts; still others talked about different kinds of 
creative projects they were involved in. The fundraisers brought a feeling 
of the bawdy, and the debate was inspiring. SexPanic! cultivated a con-
text in which questions about Eros and Thanatos, and toward risky play, 
sometimes became more compelling than the instinct toward care. At one 
of the early meetings I compared the Sirens’ tantalizing and deadly call to 
Odysseus’s sailors in The Odyssey to the risks of unprotected contact in 
the age of AIDS. As the meeting ended, one of the academics, someone 
I had been a bit intimidated by, came up to me, put his arm around my 
shoulder and said, “We want you to be around. Be careful. Don’t drive 
so fast.” The gesture was an embodiment of much of what the group had 
been addressing—a non-judgmental respectful approach to working with 
people without condemning them.

On December 11, 1997, I wrote a fi eld note in my fi eld journal on the 
questions about the pleasure principle which the group inspired in me. I had 
been reading about Freud and his view that the root of neuroses is based 
in sexuality. “In a strange way, we are all seeing his view of life in 19th 
century Vienna come full circle today in New York. Sexual repression and 
expression has become a central battleground in New York’s culture wars.” 
Between the writings and discussions, it felt like members of the group were 
taking on big age old questions about pleasure, repression, self determina-
tion and what kinds of citizen one could choose to be.

Just a couple of weeks earlier, members of SexPanic! helped inspire a 
national debate about expression, repression and the pleasure principle 
during the fi rst SexPanic! summit held in conjunction with the National 
Gay and Lesbian Task Force’s Creating Change conference in San Diego. 
Kendall Thomas was sick. He had been scheduled to speak, but things 
did not work out as planned. Instead of the formidable African American 
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legal scholar who had made a name for himself as a pioneer of critical 
race theory, in walked a young local activist named Tony Valenzuela, 
who assumed a major role. SexPanic! would never be viewed quite the 
same way again. Valenzuela proceeded to address the greatest “thou 
shalt” not in the book: unsafe sex (although he never advocated it). He 
spoke of the meanings he found within the intimacy of intercourse with-
out condoms:

Many gay men do, in fact, on their own, forgo condom use by creating 
personalized guidelines that specify these situations in which they feel 
comfortable barebacking (i.e., both men are HIV-negative, both men 
are HIV-positive, etc.). These are informed decisions where gay men 
address the risks they’re willing to make.

Valenzuela’s small bit of honesty met with an outpouring of hyperbole and 
moralizing. He was uniformly panned for acknowledging something that 
many were already doing. Yet GLBT newspapers from coast to coast edito-
rialized about the danger of Valenzuela’s candor. Linking Valenzuela with 
SexPanic!, Larry Kramer (1997a) wrote in the New York Times that “this 
group is an advocate of unsafe sex.” LGNY panned the group on the very 
same page on which the group had placed an ad with its mission statement, 
which clearly states that SexPanic! is “committed to HIV prevention through 
safer sex, to sexual self determination for all people and democratic urban 
space.” Many members of the group wrote letters to the New York Times 
asking for a fair hearing, yet none was published (although Crimp extended 
his letter into an essay in 2002). The Times also ran a weekend story on the 
SexPanic! debate in the “Week in Review” section of the paper under the 
byline, “Gay Culture Weighs Sense and Sexuality” (Stolberg 1997). Yet, no 
one really knew how to respond. While the group developed a national iden-
tity, its local face had little to do with national meetings.

During meetings, we debated group messages and strategies (see Figure 
5.4). Others included “Pro-Porn Feminists” and “End Poverty, Not Wel-
fare.” One group of young women wanted to put a series of stickers and 
posters up all over town with slogans such as “Remember, we’re all in this 
panic together,” and “Gay Heteronormativity: Don’t Fall into the Trap” 
a parody, or culture jam, of the old Gap jeans ads, with the slogan “Fall 
into the Gap.” While the poster thoughtfully framed a critique of the com-
mercialization of much of urban gay culture, one of the older gay men in 
the group, an ACT UP veteran, thought better of using the SexPanic! name 
to advance such a message and blocked approval to put the name on the 
poster. Fights and screaming once again broke out. As facilitator, I was too 
busy trying to make sense of the increasing decibel levels. “You’re more 
interested in taking notes,” someone scolded me for failing to do more. Yet, 
the fi ght seemed much, much deeper than anything I had the capacity to 
mediate. “The SexPanic! meetings eventually weren’t very fun because of 
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the power dynamic,” recalled Dean Spade, who had been making the post-
ers. “I felt like we were fi ghting with the older white gay men. . . . And then 
it got really bogged down.” Instead of serving as a vehicle for expression 
and critique, the SexPanic! fl oor had become a space where activists needed 
to go to get approval. Tensions over gender and cohort simmered. Play felt 
absent from the room.

As queer theory was interjected into politics, competing impulses tended 
to unfold. While queerness was thought to be organized around practices, 
rather than identities, concerns lingered that what was distinct about social 
identity was being obscured within such thinking (Gamson 1998). The 
result was an often ambiguous, emotionally volatile set of social relations 
(Shepard 1997; Gould 2002). Walter Armstrong was quick to note that ACT 
UP was able to do a lot of things well, but what it was not as good at was 
unpacking all that was going on in the meetings. His Delta Queens affi nity 

Figure 5.4 SexPanic! ad; SexPanic! sticker—“End Poverty Not Welfare.” These Sex-
Panic! stickers and ads were the source of no small amount of controversy. The 
context and extent of the defi nitions for queer community organizing continue to be 
a source of heated debate.
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group member Maria Maggenti (2003) recalled the mixed-up emotions she 
began to feel as the AIDS years continued. The lingering emotional legacy 
of these confl icts seemed to rub off on ACT UP’s spinoff groups, such as 
SexPanic!.

On January 22, 1998, a small group passed out an open letter to Sex-
Panic! They suggested that members read the letter after the meeting, think 
about it, and try to improve their behavior. One old SexPanic! member 
walked out. When I got home, I pulled out the memo, signed by some 
ten women and three men (one of whom had only been to one previous 
meeting). The document was entitled, “Racism, Classism, and Sexism in 
SexPanic!”

We are writing out of concern about the racism and sexism in the group 
dynamics of SexPanic!, forces which both obstruct action and drain 
the energy of members who must continually confront invisibility, dis-
missal and silencing. Women and people of color have been active 
members of SexPanic! since its conception. We believe that SexPanic!’s 
failure to address the power relations which erase and tokenize women 
and people of color constitutes the greatest threat to our success as a 
“direct action group with a multi-issue agenda” dedicated to sexual 
self-determination. We come to this work with the belief that any 
project dedicated to issues of sexual freedom that fails to centralize 
critiques of gender and race relations undermines itself. . . .

The letter went on to discuss problems of “gay white men” dominating the 
group’s agenda. Tempers fl ared at SexPanic! meetings over the following 
weeks as fragmentation overwhelmed the group.

As the novelty of the group wore off, the task of organizing became more 
urgent and diffi cult. In September, SexPanic! sponsored a rally against the 
purge of public sexual culture from the Christopher Street piers (Nichols 
1997). Susan Wright, who was actively involved with organizing that rally, 
recalls her involvement with the group:

Also I think that what happened was that SexPanic! was run by a few 
men, quite frankly. They didn’t want to listen to the women. It really 
became a problem because I would try to talk to them and I was not 
taken seriously. I had only been involved in this for a few years and 
I was from a different community with different viewpoints. That 
viewpoint was not taken into account. I think that a lot of the rank 
and fi le were disempowered. I was so excited because it looked like 
anybody could come in here and join in and be a part of this. I mean, 
for example one of the marches I was the one who went and talked to 
the police and got the permits for the march. That was the one that 
went down Christopher Street [to the piers]. And I did all that leg-
work and I still was like shoved to the side. And when I had opinions 
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about what we should be doing [sigh] well then it kind of left you with 
a [feeling of] “why bother, obviously somebody has some idea of what 
they are doing and I have no idea what they are doing.” I just kind of 
drifted away from it.

While the group advanced a progressive model of respect for self determina-
tion and democracy, it did not always match its lofty rhetoric with activist 
praxis. Some in the group wanted a more focused approach to organizing 
around race; others wanted to focus more explicitly on HIV prevention 
and sexual freedom issues. “Many activists fi nd the challenge to identity 
politics too threatening to the way they view the world,” Michael Warner 
recalled. “The fl uidity of sexual desire can be unsealing to anyone” (quoted 
in Bull, 1998).

Occasionally, essentialist discussions developed with insults and invec-
tive hurled across the meeting rooms at the Gay Community Center and 
over the Internet. The group’s ad hoc nature lent little structure to these 
discussions. As SexPanic! began to fi ght itself, a siege mentality developed 
in which people took care of their own individual interests instead of look-
ing at the larger picture of the future of the group. Others would quietly 
complain of being frustrated that SexPanic! lost its momentum. “All our 
nitpicking over gender, race, etc., has alienated enough of the membership 
to bury the organization,” one member would gripe. “What’s worse is that 
most of those on the fateful letter never even attend. It’s as if it’s our job 
to meet their expectations while they sit back and knowingly approve or 
disapprove.”

Others suggested it was more about the diffi culty of actually operation-
alizing an antiracist, feminist, queer direct action activist agenda. Yet, few 
arrived with a concrete strategy to advance this agenda beyond the confer-
ences and newspaper articles being written. What seemed to be missing was 
a clear affi rmative step to take. “You have to offer an alternative,” Kirk 
Read, another organizer involved with the SexPanic! debate, explained. 
“I’m so done with anti this and anti that. I’m really more interested in 
people showing others how to do something different.”

Within this context, I asked Cindra Feuer, who helped organize the rallies 
against the zoning law, about the extent to which process counts within the 
organizing. She replied, “That’s a really interesting question, too, because 
often I fi nd that when you are working really well together, it doesn’t matter 
who’s calling the shots and it’s usually an organic process.” Yet, when it is 
not going well, tensions rise. She explained:

Here is the interesting thing is that I fi nd that actions go really well 
when there is not too much concern for process. Like when you pay 
too much concern to the process and how the decisions get made, shit 
doesn’t get done and people get upset. Feelings get hurt. I’ve worked in 
situations where I realized decisions were getting made by one person. 
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And I just bite my tongue and I remember, bigger picture is we want 
to get this done. We want this action to happen. I don’t care about the 
process as much as I do about the end product. There’ve been situations 
where I didn’t like the process, so I removed myself.

Many did remove themselves from SexPanic! Within the void, a dearth 
of leadership threatened the group’s very existence. Persistent infi ghting 
and arguments about democratic process turned many away. One observer 
explained, “I went to one meeting and it was like a fi ght. I had to drink 
three more drinks than I usually do to relax after it was over.”

In the months after this period, SexPanic! members went their separate 
ways. The academics soon left as the translation of queer theory into activism 
stopped working as smoothly. Bill Dobbs argued that the fi xation on theoret-
ical work did not lend itself to the long-term struggle necessary for organiz-
ing. “Activism is about information and knowledge,” he explained. “And the 
scholars who in many cases are in a great position to convey it are the least 
willing to put the time in on the streets necessary to create change. . . . Their 
institutional affi liation is just too great” (quoted in Bull 1998). In e-mail cor-
respondence with a couple of the academics about the issue, neither Warner 
nor Crimp suggested there was any one decision for everyone to leave. Crimp 
(personal communication, August 1, 2007) elaborates:

No, there was no decision to stop going. I think we all went back to 
teaching and other usual demands on our time and SexPanic! seemed 
to have made a bit of a splash and then just died a sort of natural 
death. I’ve come to accept that activist groups have some sort of un-
predictable natural life spans, after which they end up on some sort of 
terrible unnatural life support, as it were. I kept going to ACT UP for 
about a year after it had lost its dynamism. What had been one of the 
most exciting experiences of my life suddenly turned into one of the 
most depressing. Activism migrates elsewhere I think. And we have to 
keep reinventing it.

The activists left behind countered that the academics left once things 
started to get muddy and queer theory stopped feeling as relevant. “It was a 
lot of word play without other forms of action,” Gregg Gonsalves refl ected. 
“I remember going and thinking these people are smart and I like what 
they are saying but I don’t see it,” Mattilda refl ected. “I was looking for the 
more embodied side.”

Yet, the tension within the group also spoke to an ongoing confl ict between 
theory and activism. By late 1990s, many activists came to reject the van-
guardism of academics claiming the privileged mantle of queer theory:

This “top down” model of intellectuals refi ning ideas and then gener-
ously sharing them with the nonintellectuals needs further complication. 
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It ignores the fact that important intellectual work and activist struggles 
over processes of change take place all of the time and among many who 
do not hold PhDs. “Queer” as a sophisticated and energizing concept 
came from activists and was appropriated by academics, not the other 
way around. (Hall 2003, 80)

At its worst, queer theory had become another technocracy of complicated, 
esoteric language and jargon accessible to mainly those with university edu-
cation. Still, there remains a place for its lessons and forms of engagement 
(Hall 2003). For many years, the cross-pollination between activism and 
theory helped keep queer theory fresh. “In other words, there was theoreti-
cal input into the activist movement and activist input into the theoretical 
development of queer theory,” Douglas Crimp would later explain. “In the 
1980s queer theory did not exist as such” (quoted in Takemoto 2003). The 
point of SexPanic! was to help build on many historic lessons of queer activ-
ism. “Academic queer theory draws its insights from the long history of gay 
organizing, not the other way around,” Michael Warner explained after he 
left the group. “People are forgetting the political principles of the 1960s and 
1970s, and we are trying to remind them of them” (quoted in Bull, 1998).

Yet, there has to be a give and take. Sedgwick’s (1990) Epistemology of the 
Closet specifi cally discusses two ways of viewing the world: from a minoritiz-
ing discourse, which favors identity politics, and another universalizing dis-
course, which rejects identity in favor of a broad politics based in social justice. 
Yet, some argued there was also a place for identity in queer politics, a strategic 
essentialism that recognizes until the playing fi eld is more equal, social catego-
ries are still necessary. Throughout the SexPanic! years, the group faced what 
Joshua Gamson (1998) describes as “the queer dilemma.” The queer theorists 
assumed activists could still benefi t from the lessons of queer theory and vice 
versa (Bull 1998). Yet, this give and take rarely found a place within the fi ghts 
that ensued in the fall of 1997. Instead the academics were viewed as members 
of a vanguard and many of the younger activists fought over identity politics. 
“One of the fundamental axioms of queer theory is that people don’t con-
form to singular identities,” Michael Warner explained. “That has important 
applications for AIDS activism, for example,” (quoted in Bull, 1998). Yet, not 
everyone was buying it. Queer theory was fi ne for those in the academy, but 
Alinski like “us vs them” identity politics tends to be what motivates activists. 
Where one camp supported a model of sexual civil liberties framed around 
notions of sexual democracy and difference—core aspects of queer theory—
another camp felt they were ignoring a mission statement that suggested the 
group needed to take on an anti-racist approach to advocacy. While one camp 
supported advocacy around a broad view of solidarity among sexual outsid-
ers, “the people perverted will never be converted”, others in the group hoped 
for a more explicit approach targeting specifi c identity groups.

Others continued fi ghting the commercialization and commodifi ca-
tion of queer space and the criminalization of HIV transmission (Shepard 
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1998; Sheveroy 2004) in coalition with ACT UP. By Spring 1998, many 
left SexPanic! to form an affi nity group that would eventually be called 
Fed Up Queers (see Chapter 6). Others stayed on to fi ght the zoning battle 
in the campaign described earlier. Still another faction—those blocked 
from putting the SexPanic! logo on their posters—formed an affi nity 
group called the Fuck the Mayor Collective. “All the work that the split-
off group I was part of, the Fuck the Mayor Collective, that did the Gay 
Shame and most of the fl yers and stickers and the Swallow Your Pride 
‘zine, was much more exciting and involved fun meetings and creative col-
laboration,” Dean Spade recalled. The new collective left with a parting 
shot at SexPanic! in their ‘zine, “Swallow Your Pride: A Hands on Tool 
for Do-It-Yourself Activism” distributed during the fi rst Gay Shame Fes-
tival in Brooklyn. The ‘zine begins with a discussion of how the collective 
met and the satisfaction they found from wheat-pasting 8'' × 11'' posters 
around the city without asking anyone for permission or trying to get their 
letters published in the newspapers. “[W]e all found it really rewarding to 
. . . work with graphics and do a project that’s really creative, especially 
those of us who’ve spent a lot of our activist lives doing offi ce work for 
older activists at bigger organizations.” Jane and Ananda, the authors of 
the unsigned introduction to Swallow Your Pride, addressed the tensions 
of the SexPanic! experience:

[M]ost of us met through Sex Panic! NY. Many of us had worked with 
SP! since it began in the summer of 1997, but we had become increas-
ingly displeased with the group’s inability to confront racist, sexist, 
ageist dynamics in its meetings and projects. So we split off in January 
to pursue a public art campaign that was being stalled in SP! because 
of the fucked up shit going on in there.

SexPanic! has a really cool mission statement: “SexPanic! is a pro-
queer, pro-feminist, anti-racist direct action group. Our multi-issue 
agenda aims to defend public sexual culture and safer sex in NYC from 
police crackdowns, public stigma and morality crusades. We are com-
mitted to HIV prevention through safer sex, to sexual self-determina-
tion for all people and democratic urban space.”

Despite the fact that some fucked up shit has gone on in SexPanic!, 
shit that’s reminiscent of experiences and stories we’ve had with tons of 
other groups (in which the ideas and input of women, people of color, 
and the youngest and oldest members of the group get continually ig-
nored and in which the people who speak up get called “divisive” and 
“demoralizing”), their mission statement is a real keeper. It is a really 
good description of the kind of work our group has been doing too. 
(Swallow Your Pride. 1998)

“[W]hat we were doing outside of those meetings, and after we split off, 
was more urgent and energetic for me,” Spade explained. “And I did learn 
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a lot from the mentorship of older activists during that time. Not everyone 
was engaging in power dynamics that undermined the work.”

In the years that followed, Spade built on these lessons. By 2002, he 
formed the Sylvia Rivera Law Project (Spade 2004). The life course of direct 
action groups is often short; some members stay involved; other groups 
shift and morph into other projects. The struggles SexPanic! faced were 
not unique. Years after he left New York for San Francisco, ACT UP vet-
eran G’dali Braverman looked back on what happens when a group begins 
to fi ght itself: “I think that within the history of all political movements 
there are divisions and subdivisions.” Yet, Braverman explains, “sometimes 
splits happen and confl icts within an organization are almost like a disease 
itself; the body begins fi ghting itself. That’s what happens within organiza-
tions. Friends turn enemies and people turn against each other and divi-
sions become blurred,” (Shepard 1997b, 217–8).

In some ways, SexPanic!’s fi ghts echo the diffi culties Don Teal (1971/1995) 
documents from the early days of the Gay Liberation Front, as men and 
women in the group battled against male chauvinism and the group strug-
gled with a similar multi-issue organizing agenda, including campaigns 
against homophobia, sexism, racism, and capitalism. It was no simple task. 
Women in the group would break off to work on their own; men would 
break off to work with the Gay Activist Alliance (Kantrowitz, 1977/1996; 
Kennedy, 1994). 

Bob Kohler, who had been with Gay Liberation Front as it went 
through its early 1970’s heights and contortions, notes that much of 
SexPanic!’s work was limited. “SexPanic! did not work. You had women 
who came to their activism with no experience. And that’s always bad. 
It’s always rah rah.” This inexperience was combined with tensions over 
gender and structure. In addition, “you had people who were rigid. And 
they didn’t move.”

Discussion of SexPanic!’s internal confl icts is informed by the central 
question of the study: what about play? This became a central theme of my 
conversations with Kohler. We spent hours talking about ways to stay effec-
tive, involved, and engaged. Notions of conviction, passion, and humor 
were these conversations. So was the idea of camp. More than just humor 
or even play, camp has long been viewed as a resource, a way to cope 
with some often diffi cult circumstances, especially for queers (Crimp 1993; 
Newton 1972). This was of course missing from SexPanic! “There wasn’t 
playfulness,” Kohler recalled. “We were defending the idea of play, but we 
didn’t have it in the group.” Yet the problem was not exclusive to SexPanic! 
While play was part of ACT UP’s peak years, Kohler suggests it was miss-
ing in most of the spin-off groups, including SexPanic! “There isn’t much 
playfulness in any of those groups. TAG didn’t have any playfulness. Any 
of those offshoots, it just wasn’t there.”

Yet this spirit seems so necessary, particularly for queer activism. “It 
is, absolutely,” Kohler concurred. “For me, it’s where I have functioned 
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best. I’m not a dress-up person. I have no problem with it. But I don’t get 
around to it. But I want the visuals. I want the acting out.” Many groups 
had been able to work with such sensibilities. I talked about Vito Russo. 
Kohler talked about Sylvia Rivera. Some of the greats were able to do it. 
“We had people back in those days. We don’t have the crazies anymore. 
We need them,” Kohler would note. He went on to recall a moment when 
an activist colleague asked if he could get a drag queen he knew to per-
form at a benefi t. Kohler was hesitant. She is, “such a pain in the ass, 
a good friend, a pain in the ass. Probably she might but I don’t think it 
would be worth it,” Kohler explained. The story alluded to a larger issue. 
“Those are the only drag queens we have. And they’re not the fun drag 
queens. I mean they are funny, but they are not fun. And we don’t have 
them in the movement.” For Kohler, the campy, humorous drag queens 
have been replaced by entertainers. When an action ceases to be a free 
activity, it is no longer play, Roger Callois (1958/1979) notes. “They’re 
not fun people. People either are not angry at all or they’re too angry,” 
Kohler sighed.

Cindra Feuer concurs:

Ultimately, if you are not having fun or enjoying it, just don’t do it. Yet 
there is defi nitely a role for play. It’s an integral part of any work. If you 
are not enjoying what you are doing, take another tactic or don’t do it. 
And also people won’t come back. They can’t sustain it. You can only 
go so far in your anger and then you really need to be getting enjoyment 
and fulfi llment. So it’s essential.

And SexPanic! had a great deal to try to sustain. A fi eld note of mine from 
May 1998 reads:

Monday we held a scheduling pre-demo meeting. I’m not quite sure 
what happened. We’ve had so many demos lately. Three in the last 
month. Everyone’s wiped out. One member observed, “It’s something 
like what happened with the Lesbian Avengers. We had some great 
actions. But in the end nothing in the environment changed. That’s 
demoralizing.” Another noted that given the attrition, only fi ve or six 
people coming, that, “It hasn’t been that fun around here. There are 
not enough of us. They poisoned the well.”

Nevertheless, the work continued well into the following year.

FINDING PLACES TO PLAY IN THE GLOBAL CITY

SexPanic!’s struggle was a battle to preserve public space in an era of global-
ization. New York City’s landscape was vastly transformed during the panic. 
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As the summer turned to fall in 1998, the city tightened the screws on its van-
ishing queer spaces and antiqueer violence followed. By this time, SexPanic! 
had been vastly reduced to the status of an affi nity group. In 1985 during the 
fi rst round of bathhouse closures, Allan Bérubé (1996) suggested that baths 
were closed, queers would fl ock to far more dangerous places, such as parks 
and other less legal or protected places to cruise. These places were being 
heavily policed, as part of the Giuliani administration’s emphasis on control 
of public space. In response, SexPanic! did outreach to Central Park’s Ram-
ble, Prospect Park, the Chelsea Piers, and other public places where queers 
were being harassed. The group did outreach, held “queer-ins,” and negoti-
ated with police at parks throughout the crackdown. Although crime in the 
city was down in the aggregate, queers were being attacked at unprecedented 
levels. According to the Anti-Violence Project, antiqueer violence was up 81 
percent from the previous year. From coast to coast, law enforcement agencies 
seemed to have declared “open season” on men seeking sex with other men 
(Lewine 1998; Serra 1998).

In the fall of 1998, Bill Dobbs talked with a reporter for the New York 
Times about the situation in the Ramble. “The atmosphere has changed.” 
(quoted in Lewine 1998, CY8). Throughout 1998 and 1999, the group out-
reached to those facing harassment. Dobbs (1999) described SexPanic!’s 
response:

[T]hose of us in SexPanic! have been going up to the Ramble in Central 
Park and we’ve been listening to the gay men up there who go up there 
to cruise or simply to hang out because its a beautiful place and discov-
ering that the police have been . . . ejecting people. . . . So we’ve been 
doing an educational effort in there to make sure that people know 
there is no law that requires you to carry ID in a park and no they 
don’t have a legitimate police purpose in recording names, addresses, 
and phone numbers.

A number of men who used the park recalled experiences of harassment 
from the police.“Put your hands up,” an undercover policeman was said to 
have told one of the cruisers that winter, as he fl ashed his light in his eye. 
“I haven’t thrown you to the ground but I’ve got a gun here.” The cop then 
took the man’s ID. “Why are you doing this?” the man asked. “There is 
prostitution comin’ from up the hill and I saw you coming from up the hill. 
Have a good time John,” the cop retorted. Stories of harassment were com-
mon—of cops stopping men for “loitering”, asking for IDs, taking down 
their names, telling cruisers to leave the park, and arresting people for stay-
ing after the park closes at 1 a.m.

Others reported cases of entrapment. “Hey, can I watch?” one under-
cover cop asked a couple of men who had been arrested earlier that winter. 
“You wanna go get a groove on?” another cop asked a cruiser. Other men 
noted they had been arrested in the Central Park bathroom or for simply 
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“looking gay,” for responding to questions or advances. Others reported 
that some police actually engaged in sexual contact before arresting those 
participating. Such forms of harrassment are anything but new (Duber-
man 1991).

For as long as anyone can remember, the Ramble had been a play-
ground for gay men. Hikers, birdwatchers, gays and dog-lovers had 
worked out an informal system in which each group was able to enjoy 
the thirty-seven acre park without interfering with each other. Many in 
the group felt the increased police presence threatened to destroy this 
playground.

The infl ux to the Ramble of new patrons who had been pushed out of 
other public sex venues had changed the space, throwing off its ecological 
and aesthetic balance. 

In the fall of 1998 SexPanic! adopted a set of points Queer Nation had 
outlined in the early 1990s when a sniper shot several gay men in the Ram-
ble. They demanded the following:

More emergency call boxes in the ramble.• 
That call boxes function properly.• 
That all call boxes be well lit and painted in bright colors.• 

Without wanting to disturb anyone, SexPanic! members silently fl yered 
at the park. While some ignored the literature, others came to talk with 
those members of the group to provide reports. Others cruisers called 
seeking help after they had been harassed. Like the Christopher Street 
Piers, those doing outreach started to see an informal network of park 
enthusiasts.

In December, the group held a “Queer In” in the park. That night, a 
group of supporters met at dusk, circled, held hands and shared stories—
some about the fun and others the recent problems. Before long, a group of 
cops walked up to the group and asked if we knew where the demonstra-
tion was being held. “This is it, why are you here?” one of the organizers 
asked. “To protect you,” the cop noted. “Well, if you want to protect us, 
install phone boxes which do not have busy signals and which actually call 
the police. Please stop entrapping gay men and turn out that light in the 
distance.” The lieutenant of the Central Park Police, who was talking with 
the group, explained, “We only try to entrap prostitutes. We never try to 
entrap gay men. We’ve seen perverts jerking off in the woods and arrested 
them but not gay men. There are even times when men have pulled down 
their pants in front of our offi cers and they’ve had to swallow it!!” “Swal-
low what?” one of the supporters asked. Everyone roared with laughter. “I 
have been stopped by cops for sitting here smoking a cigarette. This is our 
back yard,” another noted. The cops left soon afterward.

As I was walking out of the park, a friend passed a fl yer to two gentle-
men sitting at a park bench. “At last someone is doing something about the 
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cops,” one of the guys stated. “[T]he police should be protecting people not 
harassing, hurting, and hunting down gay men,” Dobbs (1999) noted.

In many respects, the struggle was about competing views of play. Many 
police involved did not appreciate what was going on in the Ramble. “I 
used to play in that park,” one policeman explained after a similar sting in 
Michigan (quoted in Hentoff 1991).

Simultaneous with the attack on cruising was the lynching of Matthew 
Shepard in the fall of 1998. Some 10,000 New Yorkers rioted in Manhattan 
after the police tried to stifl e a political funeral for Shepard (see L. Feinberg 
2002). Dobbs led Queer Watch and SexPanic! to oppose calls for the death 
penalty for Shepard’s murderers. “[I]t’s a cruel and unusual punishment and 
the way that it’s been applied is very uneven,” Dobbs (1999) explained. “But 
irrespective of that I don’t want an equal opportunity death penalty. I’d like a 
world in which we stop talking about law and order and start talking about 
other ways in which we enable people to realize their lives and potential.” 
Without justice, after all, there can be no pleasure. 

Many SexPanic! members were arrested the night of the political funeral 
for Matthew Shepard (see Chapter 6 for a full account), and we told stories. 
Would there ever be a true sexual democracy? None of us knew. We were 
all part of a grand story of queer life in a fi n de siècle sex panic.

SEXUAL STORIES AS RESISTANCE

In order to articulate what was being lost with the demise of New York’s 
sexual commons, many in SexPanic! refl ected on their experiences of pub-
lic sexual spaces and what they meant to their lives, friends, and communi-
ties (Munoz 1996; Crimp 2002). In so doing, they retraced the steps of their 
own sexual stories (Plummer 1995).

A central component of the resistance to the panic involved activists cre-
ating community by sharing stories in meetings, in jail, in bars, in burlesque 
shows. Notions of a search for values, for tenderness, and caring could 
be found within these narratives. Such stories involved teaching, sharing, 
and building collective spaces. These stories also helped a cohort remember 
what the city’s public sexual spaces had meant. “In communities, people 
know by stories,” John McNight (1987) explains. For some New Yorkers, 
the very lines of the city—from the Ramble to the Stonewall—were drawn 
along the contours of such stories.

For SexPanic! the notion of defending play spaces began with a simple 
recognition that an idea that cannot be explained can rarely be defended, 
mobilized, or organized. That process was already happening with the ret-
rospective proselytizing narratives advanced by the Gang of Four, which 
relinked stigma with queer sexuality. Just as queers had successfully fought 
the American Psychological Association to renounce the association between 
gayness and pathology in 1973, so SexPanic! fought names-reporting 
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and HIV criminalization laws that equated queer sexuality with criminal-
ity. Much of the process began with trying to advance a more compelling 
story of difference and democracy rather than stigma.

SexPanic! sought to shift storylines in a debate about the meanings of 
public sexuality for a new generation of actors that had not benefi ted from 
the lessons of gay liberation. Kirk Read (1998) wrote about listening to a 
different set of sexual stories:

Last Tuesday night I attended a workshop by Eric Rofes on gay men’s 
sexual culture in the 70s. I heard dozens of stories told by men who 
enjoyed San Francisco bathhouses and sex spaces before they were shut 
down in 1985. Remembering this history is essential for our elders; 
hearing this history is essential for our young. I caught a glimpse of the 
liberation that these brave pioneers envisioned. Sex was central to that 
liberation. Pleasure was a political act.

Yet Read lamented, “The predominant strategy in national gay politics has 
been to deny this, to desexualize us. . . . If the 70s gave us hanky codes and 
Sylvester, why the hell do we keep settling for rainbow fl ags and Ellen?”

If the SexPanic! debate over public sexual play was about anything, it was 
about a conversation among diverse cohorts about the meanings of queer 
social and cultural history. Whereas the Gang of Four described forms of 
kinship outside of marriage in terms of pathology, SexPanic! described the 
importance of public sexual space in terms of a democratic right to sexual self-
determination. To win this debate, activists came to realize they would need to 
fi nd more creative language to describe the importance of public sexual space 
to queer world-making. To the extent that such narratives conjured up notions 
of a sacred community full of rites, rituals, and meanings, such stories allowed 
social actors to trace the lines of their own sexual identities, they served as 
resistance to a script of domination.

Many of these insights became central organizing points during the sec-
ond SexPanic! summit held in Pittsburgh in 1998. Throughout the sessions, 
activists shared stories. Panels were organized around storytelling. Stephen 
Gendin and I were assigned to draft an advocacy document called “Ten 
Things You Can do to Make Your Community Less Sex-Hostile,” which 
was posted on the SexPanic! Web site. The ninth point on the list called for 
sexual outsiders to:

TALK UNASHAMEDLY ABOUT YOUR DESIRES AND SEXUAL 
PRACTICES. Sex is not secret, shameful, or destructive to society. It 
needn’t be privatized and kept out of public discussion. Discuss sex 
thoughtfully but unabashedly. Feel no shame!

The wisdom of the practice dated back to the days of gay liberation and 
continued with ACT UP, with members who passed the time in jail by 
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defi antly telling stories. During ACT UP/Atlanta’s fi rst demonstration, 
Steve Quester participated in a civil disobedience action over sodomy 
laws. After the bust, those who were arrested talked about their favorite 
things about sex. 

Storytelling is also an essential form of play and performance. “I think 
storytelling is my main thing right now,” Kirk Read explained. “That is my 
main method for engaging. Because when you tell a story it creates negative 
space for other people to tell their stories.” Read elaborated on the ways 
storytelling and performance are part of his organizing: “Now I organize 
a monthly open mic in a gay men’s STD clinic called Magnet. The space 
is very Chelsea. I do it with Larry-Bob Roberts from Holy Titclamps Boys 
Club, so there’s always a sense of fun.” Part of Read’s approach involves 
theatrical forms of thoughtful rather than dour direct action. “Like there 
is this racist bar across the street.” Read led the crowd in a satanic ritual, 
sending group energy over to the bar. “And people have fun with it and they 
are aware of what’s going on. It’s not in a punishing leftist screed kind of 
way.” These performances are connected to play and community building 
and joyful defi ance.

Political activism is about “doing”—marching, protesting, teaching, 
organizing—but it is also about “talking”—persuading, seducing, convinc-
ing, demonstrating, and even telling stories. Narratives play an important 
role in political activism, constructing and maintaining individual and com-
munity identities (Fine 1995; Vanderford n.d.). These stories help actors 
remember and participate in who they truly are. Not only do they help 
players advance their cause and generate support, they buttress the troops. 
Further, they help players fi nd and create meaning (Bruner 1990). Yet these 
stories also overlap as performances, and stories connect past storylines 
with future strategies (Vanderford n.d.).

And this performative turn certainly found its expression with SexPanic! 
“More Booty, Less Rudy” chants could be heard as the crowd roared its 
approval of the group’s 1970s hot-rod, a blue squad car—dubbed “Rudy’s Sex 
Police”—with a papier mache Rudy Giuliani puppet head and a sign reading 
“Because we hate you.” It was Gay Pride day, June 27, 1999. Muscle bound 
hustlers and Go-Go boys in thongs danced on a fl at top truck behind the squad 
car. Rentboy.com sent its members to dance on a fl atbed truck in front of the 
sex mobile. The late Dean Johnson led the crowd in “More Booty, Less Rudy” 
chants. Stephen Gendin and Jim Eigo shot squirt guns at each other and the 
crowd. Two women sat making out on the hood of the Sex Police car. With 
its Rudy’s Sex Mobile fl oat, SexPanic! advanced its own narrative of joy and 
irreverence. Eros fi lled the air. Melissa Hope recalls the scene:

A friend of mine was dressed for work. This is a woman who I had met 
and was being arrested (theatrically on the front of sex mobile) with 
someone else I knew. I was there with a camera taking pictures of it. It 
was actually a really fun, expressive day. It felt like the one time where 
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you could be really public about this in a very overt public, graphic way 
without worrying about the sort of stigma.

In a way, the ride down the parade route in Rudy’s Sex Mobile mirrored 
much of the larger SexPanic! experience. For most of the day, the SexPanic! 
activists played with the crowd, chanted, and enjoyed the social Eros of 
the moment, only to run into regulatory barriers. Shortly after passing the 
Stonewall Bar on Christopher Street, the group was told to leave the parade. 
“The cop just said it was ‘inappropriate,’” Bill Dobbs, who was also in the 
car, recalled. “There’s nothing illegal here and you don’t have a right to 
decide who marches,” Dobbs explained. The police were not hearing it, 
and once again insisted the car exit the parade. “The implicit threat was 
if we pushed it any further we’d be arrested,” Dobbs said (quoted in The 
Guide 1999). The next day, the New York Times ran a cover story on the 
parade, and mentioned SexPanic!’s experience. “I think that it encouraged 
the people that were still willing to work on the issues,” Melissa Hope, who 
was at the action, refl ected. “I think the people on the fl oat all had a great 
time. It was really hot. It was ultimately really great in that people were 
really encouraged . . . help[ing] them feel like they could do this.” Yet, the 
fl oat was also part of something new. “The crackdown seemed to coincide 
with the burlesque revival, which is fun and sexy and humorous and cre-
ative,” Hope noted. ss

As the SexPanic! story unfolded, it dovetailed with a global justice model 
of protest that rode ACT UP’s rejection of the hair-shirt left with a joyous 
spirit of performance in public space. Despite the diffi culties, many did have 
festive experiences with organizing and participating and bringing fun into 
protests to fi ght the zoning law. “Because it isn’t just meet at City Hall, carry 
a picket sign around, and chant,” Ehmann explained. She would suggest the 
politics of play offers a stark contrast to other models of organizing: “It mobi-
lizes in a different way. It allows people to feel like being active and showing 
their displeasure with the current political situation by showing up and having 
a good time rather than just yelling. That doesn’t always work.”

FINAL ACT: TAKING A BUST AT THE DISNEY STORE

In August 1999, SexPanic! looked to organize a topless march through Times 
Square to mark the anniversary of Ruth Bader Ginsberg’s rejection of Fer-
ringer’s appeal of the XXX zoning law as a day of infamy. As outreach, I 
took the idea to the Lower East Side Collective (LESC), a convergence of 
activists who had done excellent work around public space issues in the city. It 
was suggested I contact Reverend Billy and the Church of Stop Shopping. An 
affi nity group from LESC, SexPanic!, Reclaim the Streets, and the Church of 
Stop Shopping staged a sit-in at the Disney store on November 15, 1999. Our 
goal was to bring attention to a series of Disney’s offenses in the new Times 
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Square. We listed reasons for the sit-in on a fl yer. Among other things, the 
group argued: “We’re here to protest the inauthentic . . . the use of entertain-
ment as ideology . . . the celebration of the bland . . . Disney eradicates differ-
ence.” The group called for an end to Disney’s support for the mayor’s policies 
and requested that the company admit its homoerotic cartoon star, Hercules, 
was gay, concluding: “Whose world do we want it to be—Disney’s or ours?” 
(Barber 1995, A13).

After weeks of planning, two or three activists at a time trickled into the 
store. Once inside, the group performed a small play about the neighborhood, 
after which we sat down, locked arms, and blocked traffi c to the cash register. 
We distributed lyric sheets to everyone in the store before leading the crowd 
in a resounding rendition of Disney’s classic, “Whistle While You Work . . . 
for fi fteen cents an hour,” in homage to Disney’s Haitian and Indonesian 
sweatshops. The song was the cue for Reverend Billy to begin a nonshopping 
sermon that further disrupted the somewhat excited shoppers and befuddled 
staff. Chants of “No Strippers!, No Peace!” “Put down the mouse!!!” and 
“Hercules is Gay!!!” fi lled the store before police were able to move in, arrest-
ing six of us. “It is my civil right not to live in a shopping mall,” I screamed 
before being arrested and hauled out of the store. For a moment, the sterilized 
private space had been transformed into a public theater, once again a place 
where stories begin.

Talen wrote an e-mail to the group the day after the action. In it, he situ-
ated our play and performance in the Disney store as part of a series of rever-
berating stories that echoed for resistance throughout the streets of the city 
that day and week:

I am so grateful for yesterday’s adventure. I think that if I can just 
recount what happened yesterday, well, that’s my new play for the St. 
Clement’s Playhouse in February. It is such a complete story, yesterday. 
I created a community there.

We created in miniature with our action what we want to take place 
on a larger scale as a result of our politics. I had this wonderful view 
from up there, of you the church, and behind you our supporters, and 
then a surprising number of people who seemed to be there to attend 
this theater event (as if this was a downtown performance that just hap-
pened to take place at this store) and then beyond—the shoppers. And 
then in the corners of my vision were the screaming store manager and 
the cops, the people looking in from the street. Our violation of the 
order there, stopping the shopping, created this layered group, a com-
munity that was refl ecting on the possibility of change, looking hard at 
our comic right-thinking. I’ll never forget the thoughtful expressions 
within the grinning and laughing.

Bob Kohler, who was part of the action, looks back on it as part of a model 
for an approach to activism. “I want it to be fun, like sitting on the fl oor 
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of the Disney Store and singing that song. That was a pretty terrible song 
about people chopping fi ngers off but the message got out.” Within two 
weeks, protestors involved with the Disney action would take fl ights out 
to Seattle to participate in some protests against the trade meetings going 
on there, and the struggle to regain the commons would take on far larger 
dimensions and storylines.

PLAY, PANIC, AND GOODBYE: 
STEPHEN GENDIN’S FUNERAL

The last time I ever corresponded with Stephen Gendin, he responded to 
an e-mail inviting people over to a preaction meeting for the Disney action 
at my apartment in the fall in 1999. A year earlier, Gendin had opened 
up his fi les, which helped form this chapter, at his offi ce at Poz and pho-
tocopied them for me. The following spring, Gendin passed away. He’d 
tested positive for HIV during his sophomore year in college at Brown in 
the mid 1980s. Many Monday nights he’d taken the train in from Provi-
dence just to be with the nascent ACT UP during the early years (Lugliani 
2000). “Because of AIDS, he learned early that his life was going to have 
an unfamiliar shape,” Michael Warner eulogized. “Experience for him 
was not going to be made familiar by cliché. It would not fi t standard 
moral wisdom,” (quoted in POZ 2000, p. 37). Most of the original Sex-
Panic! members attending the funeral were in the same room for the fi rst 
time in years.

The themes of the struggle between Eros and Thanatos run throughout 
the story of play and community organizing from ACT UP to SexPanic! Gen-
din’s life comprised much of the ACT UP propensity for research, as well as 
its impulse toward Eros, linear Apollo versus destructive, ecstatic Dionysus. 
“Stephen loved kissing. Stephen loved fucking. Stephen loved cuddling and 
embracing,” his lover “Hush” recalled. Yet, Stephen’s friends and lovers were 
quick to recognize the destructive dynamics that accompanied Gendin’s life 
work, which included his activism and his personal life. His lover Hush sero-
converted while the two were together. Gendin famously embraced and wrote 
about Tony Valenzuela during the SexPanic! barebacking controversy.

Julie Boler, a lesbian activist and writer, recalled a mischievous streak 
that belied a number of contradictions when she met Gendin. “I found him 
embracing his contradictions for the next six years. He picked and chose 
pursuits and priorities based simply on what he found real.” She continued: 
“For Stephen, if more and different HIV meant he would die sooner, and 
exposure to it meant he would live more meaningfully, Stephen chose with 
clarity. If Ecstasy meant joy followed by days of hell, Stephen measured 
clear-eyed. Called reckless, impulsive and dangerous, Stephen confounded 
many by choosing pleasure over safety, glory over longevity” (quoted in 
POZ 2000, p. 37).
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Yet Gendin was also very spiritual. In conversations, he talked about 
the transcendent possibility of ecstatic play. That was why he entered the 
seminary. At his funeral service, David Barr, Director of the Forum for 
Collaborative HIV Research, recalled in Gendin’s energy the ethos of 
ACT UP, in which Thanatos and Eros inspired a powerful combination 
of motivations:

Being a part of ACT UP in New York in the late ’80s was like being 
inside the eye of a hurricane. The storm was raging all around us, but 
inside that eye of activism was a place that felt safe. ACT UP was a sexy 
place, too. The sexual energy that ran through the room at Monday 
night meetings is legendary. No one personifi ed that energy for me 
more than Stephen.

Although SexPanic! had stopped meeting before Gendin died, his pass-
ing marked the end of a period of sex-positive, community-based preven-
tion activism. For many, it was hard to continue without Gendin. At his 
funeral, his old ACT UP colleague Sean Strub said, “I have never met a man 
I admired more.” Within the context of his death, the struggle for a more 
caring set of AIDS policies for both HIV prevention and treatment became 
that much more diffi cult. Recognizing that Gendin was one of the few 
activists who could both fi ght the panic over HIV prevention and offer a 
serious argument about the importance of HIV treatment, Strub explained, 
“Continued AIDS activism, in the absence of Stephen’s integrity, excruciat-
ing honesty, and deep drive for meaning, at the moment, feels impossible” 
(quoted in Lugliani 2000).

“Stephen was one of the sweetest people I ever knew,” longtime ACT UP 
meeting facilitator Ann Northrop recalled. For Northrop, Gendin personi-
fi ed an activism of caring connection. Northrop explains:

He embodied such joy and peace, and that is what his activism and 
writing came out of, a fundamental joy. And I think Stephen was about 
love. He had the greatest smile in the world. And every time I saw him, 
his face would light up with that smile, and mine would light up in re-
sponse automatically. There was just no alternative when running into 
Stephen. And I will miss that smile and that joy.

For Northrop, this caring affect served as a strategy for future engagement:

I think continuing on in activism is less about being angry than about 
fi nding that core of peace and joy. I don’t have the slightest doubt that 
Stephen felt the peace of doing what he knew was right every single 
day. And that’s what I’d like all of us to do.

This care could be part of a life of thoughtful actions and resistance, 
Northrop concluded: “I do the activism I do out of my own joy in doing 
it on a daily basis. I think it’s a way to live a life, and I think that’s the life 
Stephen lived” (quoted in POZ 2000, p. 38).



6 Activism as Circus
From Street Carnival to Direct Action

“Play may involve an erosion or inversion of social status” 

—Henry Bial (2004, 115)

As with the fi rst of this book, this fi nal chapter is based primarily on inter-
views with a smaller group of key informants—Jennifer Miller of Cir-
cus Amok, Mattilda a.k.a. Matt Bernstein Sycamore of ACT UP, Fed Up 
Queers (FUQ), and Gay Shame, and a few other observers. Like José Sarria, 
their stories connect with broader movement narratives and voices. They 
contend with the possibilities and limitations of differing forms of radical 
street performance—Miller as a member of a circus and Mattilda as an 
organizer, writer and performer. Their narratives grapple with the struggle 
to get the process right, while contending with the struggle to fi nd a place 
to play in public space as it is fl attened out and gentrifi ed. Their forms of 
intervention—direct action and political performance—make tactical use 
of play as a tool to engage and intrigue. Such forms of performance situ-
ate play as a form of free expression, a liberatory impulse contending with 
a stark cold realm of necessity (Marcuse 1955). Throughout their stories, 
play and direct action overlap with a search for more authentic, embodied 
forms of political participation. Theirs is a politics of refusal; yet, it includes 
an abundant affi rmative view of a lustier, richer experience of urban living. 
For Miller and Mattilda, play involves a core struggle to shift social mores 
through a wide range of performative strategies, including direct action, 
street performance, and even carnival.

LET’S KICK OUT THE CLOWN

I fi rst became familiar with both Circus Amok and Fed Up Queers (FUQ) 
in March 1999, fortuitously, after a meeting organized by FUQ that called 
for the formation of a coalition of the groups that had been targeted by 
Rudy Giuliani—to be called the “Stop the Mayor Coalition.” Invitees 
ranged from teachers to green- gardeners and activists citywide who had 
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organized to give Giuliani a black eye over his defense of the four plain-
clothes police offi cers who fi red forty-one shots into an unarmed African 
immigrant named Amadou Diallo. Civil disobedience occurred on a daily 
basis after the event. “Silly,” the mayor would complain, suggesting the 
actions were just contributing to anti-police sentiment. He described the 
organizers as the, “worst elements of society,” (Horowitz 1999, p. 28). 
Yet, the damage was done to Giuliani’s image. The protests would draw 
city, state, and national attention to the problem (Lewis 1999). 

On March 31, 1999, I attended my fi rst meeting with the Stop the 
Mayor Coalition as an unaffi liated participant with others from ACT UP, 
the Church Ladies for Choice, Youth Education Life Line (YELL), Sex-
Panic!, FUQ, NOW/NYC, three members of the Lower East Side Collective 
(LESC), and one member of Circus Amok, New York’s queer circus.

Of all the activists at the meeting, the Circus Amok representative 
probably had the most experience with such a project. Such knowledge 
would be necessary to meet the new coalition’s aim “to liberate New 
York, a city under siege from Giuliani’s ‘boredom police.’” The press 
release for the action stated: “Community activists proclaim: New York 
is Our Carnival!! Let’s Kick Out the Clown.” Clowning would be the key 
ingredient. “These are old clown bits, hundreds of years old, but done 
by gay people in fl amboyant costumes,” Jennifer Miller, the famously 
amiable, bearded leader of Circus Amok, explained in an interview on 
the meanings of this kind of clowning around (see Figure 6.1). “It allows 
the audience almost unknowingly to embrace gay culture. You have to 
have a playfulness in order to be serious” (quoted in D. Smith 1995). 
Those organizing the event hoped that playfulness would help “reener-
gize public space which has been blandifi ed through the mayor’s reign 
of homogenization.” The coalition aimed to “Take Back New York,” by 
bringing back what had been lost in the “quality of life” years, namely, 
play. The carnival would include an ice cream truck, music, and an effort 
by members of FUQ to cut a hole in the fence that the mayor had erected 
to separate City Hall from the citizenry. Although the Take Back New 
York action was rained out, it succeeded in connecting wildly divergent 
groups of activists through an amicable coalition building process. Much 
of the ambition behind the planning was to bring elements of the circus 
back into urban life. For many, the closest thing approaching such a feel-
ing was the Circus Amok performances, which run throughout the sum-
mer each year.

“I think in terms of the humor or the play, there are two things,” Miller 
explained in our interview. “One is, how does it open something up 
around gayness? Times have changed since we started, but I think we just 
reframe the relation of gayness to the rest of the American mainstream 
in a way that is very open.” The process is about a kind of tenderness. “I 
think I evoke something very honest by saying are you okay? Is everybody 
great? I think everybody really wants to be cared for and thought of.”
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Raised as a Quaker, Miller grew up protesting the Vietnam War. 
Activism was part of her childhood in and around Los Angeles. “My 
fi rst theater that I got into outside of high school was with people who 
were doing Brecht, and Bread and Puppet pageantry.”

It was not long before Miller started working at the circus, doing tight 
rope routines. “I worked in the Theatre for the New City in their politi-
cal street theater thing, and so I lived for that—bopping back and forth 
between post-modern dance, street activism with ACT UP, and Seneca 
(Women’s Peace Initiative).”

“I think I fi rst got busted at Seabrook Nuclear power plant,” she recalled, 
referring to the the nuclear power plant in Seabrook, New Hampshire. 
There Barbara Epstein (1991), another veteran of the Seabrook block-
ade, writes: “A Spirit of Euphoric community developed quickly,” (68). 
Arrestees would spend weeks in jail after the blockade. “That was the fi rst 
CD [civil disobedience]-oriented thing that I went on alone without my 
parents,” Miller recalled. Other actions included the Women’s Pentagon 
action. “There was lots of consensus stuff and weaving, that was very per-
formative, weaving webs on a weapon for example,” Miller explained.

During these actions, Miller learned one of her most important les-
sons as a performer and activist: “I was always the one juggling in the 
pack, it’s so humiliating. But you know, you develop the tools,” she 
noted. “When I see a juggler at a peace action now, I’m not too excited. 
Like in Amok, we’re always making fun of these creatures. You gotta 
keep it fresh.”

Figure 6.1 Circus Amok Citizen-Ship. Jennifer Miller performs with Circus Amok. 
For Jennifer and Circus Amok, much of queer politics and political performance is 
about challenging “the insurmountable.” Photo by brian@newyorkdailyphoto.com.
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The street actions Miller describes are part of a long lineage of queer 
political performance. “I think an important part of this lineage is all the 
feminist lesbian stuff. It’s important to remember that time in performa-
tive activism.” Throughout this period, groups experimented with differ-
ing forms of political performance and ritual. “But part of it is defi nitely 
[about using] powerful imagery. I would defi nitely juggle torches at Take 
Back the Night marches. So it was that performative spectacle.” 

“I was the playful one,” Miller explained. While others were involved 
in “a deep process of consensus,” Miller felt her role was to help keep 
organizing process creative, thought provoking, and spontaneous. “We 
worked on that with whatever people could do—singing at the begin-
ning and jumping around at the end. . . . I would come to the meeting 
in a wacky outfi t . . . and do wacky interventions. We’d plan things, like 
running through (the regularly serious meeting space).” Miller’s stories 
echo the experiences of Maria Maggenti’s (2003) recollections of mem-
bers of ACT UP goofi ng around—driving without their clothes—and 
playing games on the road to the Republican National Convention in 
New Orleans in 1988. The point was that gestures of improvisational 
play help keep a sense of pleasure and purpose in otherwise dreary activ-
ist tasks.

Throughout these mid-1980s, Miller helped start a women’s circus, 
which she took on the road to Nicaragua. There the troupe performed for 
the Sandinistas. The reception for many of the shows was mixed. “Con-
text, we had to remember the context. But we would sing a song about 
solidarity and they would be happy to hear that, too.” The experience 
provided a vital lesson. “What we were learning was what it was like to 
be in Nicaragua at that time, which was so hot,” Miller noted, in a line 
which could have been out of Woody Allen’s fi lm Bananas. “It was like, 
how can anyone make a revolution in this heat? An amazing time.”

Miller was also involved with ACT UP. “I got arrested [along with 
ACT UP] a few times but mostly I was in the infantry.”

Between her journeys to Nicaragua street actions with ACT UP, Miller 
started her own queer circus. Circus Amok would become, “a New York 
City-based circus-theater company whose mission is to provide free pub-
lic art addressing contemporary issues of social justice to the people of 
New York City” (Circus Amok n.d.).

“First we started indoors in P.S. 122, in ’89,” Miller explained. “It 
wasn’t called Circus Amok then. That was when I fi nally put together the 
postmodern dance, the circus, the political stuff for myself.” Throughout 
the years that followed, the group combined traditional circus techniques 
with “dance, life-sized puppetry, music old and new, and dramatic mono-
logues creating new meanings for circus while continuing to entertain the 
crowds” (Circus Amok n.d.). Throughout the performances, Circus Amok 
built shows around both antigentrifi cation and activist narratives gripping 
the city. Capturing the social drama of the New York City landscape, as it 
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was taking shape, the shows throughout the late 1990s were aptly named, 
“Quality of Life” and “Quality of Life II.” “Pleasure pranksters and apoca-
lypse seekers alike, close your eyes, hold on tight, ‘cause the Quality of your 
Life is about to take a remarkable turn, hovering on the edge of reason, 
dissolving at the tips of your fi ngers”—each show artfully articulated the 
anguish, exhilaration and desperation of those years. “It’s Amazing! It’s 
Out-a-Sight! It’s AMOK!!!! CIRCUS CIRCUS HELP HELP!!!!” (Circus 
Amok, n.d.).

“It’s always situated in this queer landscape. But there is the obvious, 
more surface-layer issue. There is always another issue. The ones that 
feel maybe the strongest are the ones that feel the most local,” Miller 
explained. “One really has to think in those moments . . . Circus Amok 
performances prove that diverse audiences can join us in envisioning a 
more empowered life of community interaction while enjoying a queer 
celebratory spectacle.” While engaging and asking questions, the Circus 
Amok also invites spectators to take part in a bountiful queer public. 
“Most of all, Circus Amok brings a seventeen-act-in-59-minutes of joyful 
. . . good old-fashioned circus fun.” (Circus Amok, n.d.). 

Through performances in gardens, parks and other public spaces, free 
of charge, Circus Amok opens itself and its audiences to the possibilities of 
the city’s public commons. “Or they are invited in with us to try it out,” 
Miller suggests. And to actually care. “To try out taking things really seri-
ously and not having to be cynical.” Yet, they do not have to be told what to 
think. “There is an openness there . . . it’s a non-judgmental quality. I think 
as much as people know what side we’re on. . . . plus the music, a spiritual 
uplifter, and comedy opens you right up. Laughter opens you up,” Miller 
suggests. Cooperative, improvisational thinking and acting generally fi nd 
their foundation in such spaces (Bial 2004; Huizinga 1938). 

Over the years, countless observers have been drawn to Circus Amok’s 
queer circus. For much of the show, they experience a lusty, sexy, and 
bountiful sentiment, combined with a yearning for connection and jus-
tice. “All of them mix together.” Miller was initially reticent about tak-
ing the show out of the secluded theatre into the public commons almost 
twenty years ago. “It turned out that people were much less homophobic 
than we thought. People wanted to be part of it.” Circus Amok per-
formances create a topsy-turvy carnival like spectacle as performance 
overlaps with social struggle. “The point is to turn generate some heat,” 
Miller explains.

“It’s an alternative media,” she continues. Here, the performances func-
tion as a distinct means of protest and communication. She explains:

It gets out information and opinions in the same way that the TV and 
the media should be doing. But it’s doing it through our mouthpiece. 
It’s a public gathering so it gets people empowered. And it’s political 
in every sense. We teach and we bring up activist heroes so people 
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can look up and remember our histories, and things change, and 
remember people who change them. We then encourage. Then hope-
fully the issue of the topic can be something that organizers at the 
time are working on. We get the spirit going. We get the hope going. 
We get the information out. We get the energy roused. Or you get 
directed to something, where people are plugged in. And every circus 
is like a demonstration.

Much of the utility of play as a community-building strategy involves its 
capacity to create open spaces where new sets of rules and social relations 
take shape. Here social actors feel compelled to participate in a broader social 
change drama.

“Last year we invited everyone to call the mayor during the show and it felt 
great. People practiced calling and they didn’t get shut down. In a (Augusto) 
Boalian sense of standing up to authorities, that happened in the show.”

Yet, there are obvious limitations of the model. “The carnival question 
is, is it a release valve or an activating valve? That’s the whole “challenge,” 
Miller elaborated. “How to send them out jazzed or relaxed. And to have 
people think, ‘Yea man, I shouldn’t take that shit.’” In New York City’s 
queer direct action circles, this is not too much of a concern.

FROM ACT UP TO FUQ

The continually evolving lineage of queer direct action and performance 
groups whose members, at one time or another, sat in on an ACT UP meet-
ing, developed knowledge, or participated in an action in one of the chap-
ters that popped up around the world after 1987 is quite telling. Jennifer 
Miller’s story includes direct action at the Seabrook nuclear power plant, 
performances for the Sandinistas, a few busts with ACT UP—in addition 
to the creation of Circus Amok. In the case of author and activist Mattilda 
(a.k.a. Matt Bernstein Sycamore), her story as an activist begins with ACT 
UP in San Francisco. Yet, like Miller, throughout the years she worked 
closely with any number of groups, including Fed Up Queers (FUQ) and 
Gay Shame. With David Wojnarowicz as sage, Mattilda’s life story vacil-
lates through the interplay between pain and possibility, decimation and 
survival, exhaustion and exhilaration.

Play meanders through Mattilda’s narrative in any number of ways: as 
public sex, direct action, even anti-capitalist spectacle; from here, such 
ludic activity fi nds expression as rule breaking, tension, release, and of 
course, social eros. Yet, more than anything, her play involves a free-
dom of the body and mind. She was one of the fi rst of 1,200 arrests in 
protest of the police shooting of Amadou Diallo in 1999. In many ways, 
such forms of direct action can be understood as a performance in libera-
tory play, as a defi ance of convention. “CD—that was our performance,” 
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Mattilda refl ected on her time with the short-lived New York direct action 
group FUQ. “Play can subvert the powers-that-be, as in the parody or 
carnival, or it can be cruel, absolute power,” Richard Schechner (2002, 
79) writes. It can be dangerous or violent—like a festive Punch and Judy 
performance in which children laugh at the violent clashes between pup-
pets. The observation that there is a destructive energy to the carnival 
is certainly not new. Conversely, this impetus to destroy can certainly 
take on creative dimensions, yet often at a profound risk (Bakhtin 1984; 
Ferrell 2001). Play is afterall the verb used to describe the game Rus-
sian roulette. The return of the repressed is easily recognized as an act 
of force, Mihai Spariosu writes in Dionysus Reborn. “Whenever pre-
rational values attempt to regain cultural supremacy,” Spariosu explains, 
“what has been repressed under the name of ‘literature’ or ‘art’ as mere 
play as illusion also reasserts its claim to knowledge and truth, that is, its 
claim to power” (quoted in Schechner 2002, 80). Such an impulse propels 
Mattilda’s narrative. Over three phone interviews, she shared some of her 
life story with me.

As a teenager in the early 1990s, three factors provided for Mattilda’s 
political awakening: the fi rst Gulf War, the Rodney King verdict, and the 
Bay Area activism that provided a counterresponse. Out of these experi-
ences, Mattilda found herself drawn to ACT UP San Francisco. “I was 
looking for a radical queer outsider culture. And that was where it was.” 
There Mattilda found a radical assertion of the right to pleasure, a sense 
of self-determination, and a defi ant recognition of the interplay between 
struggles for sexual freedom, antiracist politics, and feminism.

I was in ACT UP in San Francisco around ’92. And ACT UP San Fran-
cisco at that point was very centered around universal health care, 
needle exchange, women with HIV, and prison issues. That ACT UP 
chapter was really incredible for me in terms of connecting race, class, 
gender, and sexuality in a way that they could not be separated. The 
politic of that specifi c ACT UP at that point was very much that we can’t 
fi ght AIDS unless we fi ght racism and sexism and homophobia. And we 
can’t fi ght any one of those things without fi ghting all of them.

The interplay of issues helped craft an activist understanding of what queer 
politics could be. “That was when I was like eighteen. That was a really 
incredible and formative politics. . . . Being queer at that moment, that was 
the politicization of queer identity for me. That was the central thing that 
made me queer.”

Although the goal of the group was to take on HIV, the right to sexual 
self-determination was the subtext. “I think pleasure was defi nitely part 
of the conversation in the San Francisco sex radical moment, without a 
question.” It was part of the very fabric of ACT UP culture. “There was 
certainly a liberatory conversation about the many kinds of sex you could 
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have. Some people were very SM,” Mattilda recalled. “There was one 
person who was very much, he wanted to talk in every meeting about 
someone who had pissed on him. That was sort of celebrated and part of 
the conversation.” Sex was not seen as a sidebar within struggles for social 
justice, it was at the center. “There wasn’t like a don’t talk about that, we 
have to talk about universal health care, it was like how do we talk about 
universal health care and also talk about how many people pissed on me 
last night.”

Throughout these years, pleasure overlapped with a painful awareness 
of Thanatos. “I think especially public sexual culture in terms of creating 
as many possible options not just for getting off but for transforming ideas 
about beauty and oppression and pleasure, and even sort of like annihila-
tion.” The reek of illness and death teemed through the streets during those 
pre-protease years before the HIV/AIDS treatment (Shepard 1997). Obitu-
aries lined the gay papers, just pages from the sex ads.

It was not always easy to negotiate these tensions. The culture of the 
meetings occasionally felt the duress. “There were also people who would 
get up and they would tear each other to shreds. I mean tear, like someone 
would say something that someone didn’t agree with and they would just 
rip them up,” Mattilda recalled. It was part of the culture. “‘Oh, that’s 
fi ne,’” Mattilda thought. “‘I know that that other person doesn’t actually 
hate me.’ I would stand up and someone would just rip me to shreds. It 
didn’t even have anything to do with what I said. . . . It was also a culture 
of fear.”

Feelings of loss lingered within a tense struggle to create a different 
kind of space. People needed a space to come together. “I think what 
drove people to ACT UP, and this was not the high point of ACT UP—it 
brought together people who were desperate for some kind of cultural, 
social, political change, like now. Not tomorrow, but right now.”

It was a place where a new generation of activists found their voices. 
An exchange of knowledge and resources was part of the mix. Mattilda 
reveled within the “intergenerational learning.” Here, queer community 
building took shape, both in terms of building something around you and 
in terms of communities of care. It was part of the world-making activism. 
“In terms of queer outsider culture, there was absolutely nowhere else to 
get the kind of knowledge that I wanted. It’s not something you would ever 
learn in a book or a class.”

There, Mattilda fi rst experimented with running actions herself even 
though she was years younger than many in the group. “There was one 
moment when Clinton came to town to speak at a conference. And I remem-
ber speaking, and making the fl yer, and spearheading it [the action].” A Punch 
and Judy quality became part of the action, as did laughter and violence. 
“We had this altercation with the cops where someone would sort of get in 
fi ghts with the cops.” Someone pushed a police motorcycle to the ground. 
“And this cop came running at me and I spit in his face and I was, like, what 
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did I just do, and I was running. [Laughing.] I remember running. And I 
actually got away with it.” Tension and release is a constant interplay within 
the world of play. They were also about Mattilda’s sense that she could do 
this on her own. 

Throughout this period, many activists involved with ACT UP helped cul-
tivate a distinct culture of activism. “I think it was defi nitely within an affi nity 
group, there was also that sort of tenderness, us against the world, including 
within ACT UP,” Mattilda explained. “I felt more of that tenderness within 
the universal health care working group, within the affi nity groups specifi -
cally. There were people there where that was their entire support system.” In 
some cases, the entire task of an affi nity group was taking care of someone 
who was dying. “I think that was also something I learned—that you can be 
inspired at the same time as someone is dying. But you can also just carry 
that rage with you to the grave, that rage and inspiration.”

Mattilda was also drawn to the consensus-based organizing model 
used by ACT UP San Francisco. “After being in a group that had a really 
successful consensus model, I have never been able to be in groups that 
don’t,” Mattilda said. Throughout those years, Mattilda also worked with 
a Bay Area group organizing against the attacks on homeless people in 
San Francisco, specifi cally against the MATRIX program. “Pre-Giuliani 
quality-of-life politics,” Mattilda explained. They targeted San Francisco 
mayor Frank Jordan’s MATRIX program to rid the streets of homeless 
people. “We had a sleep-out in front of the Mayor’s house, Frank Jordan’s 
house.” Everyone was arrested. “I was never torn to shreds in ACT UP 
San Francisco,” Mattilda noted. “I think my politics actually worked for 
ACT UP San Francisco. Like maybe I was passing or something,” Mattilda 
explained in reference to her book, Nobody Passes. Yet, when she proposed 
the homeless group she’d worked with during the action at Frank Jordan’s 
house adapt a consensus model, they balked at the proposal. And the scene 
degenerated into an ugly fi ght. “I said that we had consensus because we 
hadn’t agreed not to have consensus.” And Mattilda left not only the group 
but a chapter of her activist career.

“Consensus has a complex history, and has been widely viewed by people 
in the direct action and anti-authoritarian wings of progressive social move-
ments as an intrinsically more democratic form of decision-making than vot-
ing or representative democracy,” radical historian L. A. Kauffman (personal 
communication 2007), who was also in the Bay Area at this time, explains. 
However, critics have long seen shortcomings within the consensus model—
from the immense amount of time it takes, often effectively putting decisions 
in the hands of those with the ability to devote hours upon hours to meetings, 
to its tendency to privilege process over outcome. Consensus has its roots 
in Quaker decision making. As Jennifer Miller notes, antinuclear activists 
involved with the Seabrook nuclear power occupation used it during their 
1977 occupation, which lead to 1,401 arrests. Quakers believe that groups 
will, with adequate patience and careful listening, eventually reach consensus 
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because the will of God is working through them; some see the legacy of 
this theological origin in a tendency among some consensus-oriented activ-
ist groups toward piety and self-righteousness. It is part of the history of the 
practice. The list of the model’s limitations is not short. Activists frequently 
fail to achieve it’s promise; feelings are often hurt. Barbara Epstein notes that 
at Seabrook, “the informal leadership ‘circumvent[ed] the consensus process’ 
violating the coalition’s ‘basic principles.’ The organization fell apart, leav-
ing hostilities and raising the question of whether the radical egalitarianism 
of the consensus process and . . . direct action were viable bases for political 
engagement” (59). The absence of a spirit of a levity, the sort Miller sought 
to create, can often be devastating for a group. Those who play together stay 
together. Without such a spirit, activist alchemy often diminishes.

Mattilda took a break from direct action organizing after this experi-
ence in San Francisco. “I did the same things in organizing which was 
supposed to be really liberatory and radical politics that I would do with 
him [her abusing father].” Something would have to change for her to stay 
involved in activism. “I had to fi gure out a way to do organizing and do 
that in a way that is loving.”

Over the next few years, Mattilda would struggle to fi nd a queer politics 
where care was part of the process. “Consensus is actually a loving model, 
but it doesn’t mean that people act in a loving way,” Mattilda refl ected. 
There had to be another model of organizing that was not going to lead 
to burnout, rehab, or the hospital. “I think if you are going to do effective 
organizing, you have to have ways to not just take care of yourself but take 
care of other people in the group,” so those involved can learn to speak out, 
be supported, treated well, and not torn to shreds. “People burn out doing 
activism so quickly. And then they discontinue it for generations. . . . And I 
was thinking I can’t do that. There are so many things I want to do with my 
life.” The challenge was to engage in such struggles via activism. “I want 
the activism to be my creative energy, my everything.”

The problem is that direct action organizing can turn anger in any 
number of directions. “You can have a critique without tearing someone 
to shreds,” Mattilda explains. “I think a lot of it ends up being queers 
or outsiders all their lives and then they get a taste of inside and then 
they act like the people who beat them up all their lives.” This is how 
power dynamics are replicated. “Activism is about acknowledging power 
dynamics and making use of that knowledge.”Over the next few years, 
Mattilda would work to connect such knowledge with any number of dif-
ferent activist practices.

FROM SAN FRANCISCO TO DIALLO

Mattilda zigged and zagged from San Francisco to Boston, and Seattle before 
settling in New York. “When I was a kid I wanted to live in a commune in 
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the East Village, as if they existed then, but in my mind they existed.” Mat-
tilda settled into NYC in 1996, and, the search for a queer public commons 
continued. “New York didn’t have that at that point. It had the people, but not 
that place. . . . That history of New York has been gentrifi ed out.” This did 
not keep Mattilda from looking. “I went to a few SexPanic! meetings but they 
weren’t inspiring to me. They felt too academic . . . kind of distant. I wasn’t 
at the meeting where they broke up.” Yet, it was not a futile effort. “I became 
friends with people who were part of that clique” There she found “a home in 
terms of activism.”

In October 1998, Fed Up Queers (FUQ) put out a call for a political 
funeral for Matthew Shepard, a gay college student who was killed on 
October 6th, 1998.

Two people were moved by the murder. And agreed we have to do 
something now. And called the people who they respected, a few oth-
ers they knew. There was a meeting with like thirty people, most of 
them were our generation. I was like twenty-fi ve. We organized this 
demo in like a week. We went out with 10,000 fl yers we passed out in 
like one night. It was insane. We went bar to bar.

FUQ anticipated maybe a thousand people; ten times that showed up. Full 
disclosure, it was this writer’s fi rst arrest. All of queer New York seemed 
to be there. “It captured the imagination of people, of queers,” Mattilda 
remembered.

“We had one person in charge of front-to-back communication. The 
marshal’s job is to put themselves at risk of arrest. I was in charge of com-
munications, not to get arrested. Basically I would run,” Mattilda con-
fessed. “All they had to do was to let us in the streets and that would have 
stopped. If you have 10,000 you can’t all stay on the sidewalk. There was 
this moment of solidarity after like 120 people were arrested.”

Eventually everyone at the protest was pushed into the sidewalk. The 
cat-and-mouse game between police and protesters went on all night. 
In jail, each new wave of arrestees to arrive regaled the group with new 
details from the scene unfolding on the streets. We played charades, 
told more stories, and commiserated with Matthew Shepard. A Pulit-
zer Prize–winning author, the directors of Housing Works, Charles and 
Keith, transgender icons Sylvia Rivera and Leslie Feinberg, old members 
of ACT UP, and members of the newly organized FUQ had all been 
arrested.

The following night activists, arrestees, and concerned community 
members met for a meeting at the Lure, a leather bar in the Meatpacking 
district. It was a heady time. “A lot of people got up who were famous,” 
Mattilda noted. “They were doing the intergenerational torch-passing 
thing. I think Leslie Feinberg (2002) said this reminded her of Stone-
wall.” Yet, FUQ was also criticized.
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Over the next few months, activists held meeting after meeting about 
the event. They tried to form a new group and planned a couple more 
actions. Yet the coalition could not hold. No working organization 
would come out of the meetings. Many in the FUQ had grown weary 
of provocateurs from the International Socialist Organization (ISO) and 
“we’re just like them” homosexuals, and they stopped having open meet-
ings (Flynn and Smith 2004). For FUQ, it was hard to tell which group 
was more tedious: the assimilationists, who renounced the use of direct 
action, or the ISO, which demanded that the group adapt a political 
ideology that rejected use of the term queer. “That was the last thing 
Matthew Shepard heard when he was alive,” one ISO member screamed 
at one of the interminable meetings.

Still, this action opened the doors for a quintessentially queer direct 
action moment. “The Matthew Shepard political funeral was organized 
by people who eventually became Fed Up Queers. But it wasn’t offi cially 
Fed Up Queers,” Mattilda explained. By March the following year, the 
group started organizing for another action when an unarmed African 
immigrant named Amadou Diallo was shot by the NYPD. By linking the 
police brutality queers face with those which social outsiders endure on 
a daily basis, the group staged a distinct form of queer political perfor-
mance. Mattilda explained:

There was a demonstration that was organized by Calvin Butts and 
we had talked to them and said we want to do an affi nity group ac-
tion. Are you comfortable with that? People will be getting arrested. 
And they said, “Yes.” And we thought okay, here is something we 
can do. That was a standard demo, permit, talk to the cops. And 
we knew nothing was going to happen from that. So what can we 
do? We can up the stakes. We had nine people who were willing and 
able to get arrested, fuck it. We’re going to blockade the Brooklyn 
Bridge. [Laughs.] We bought chains, very big chains. We fi gured out 
exactly where we were going to go on the bridge. And we got there 
and there were cops in the exact same spots where we had entered 
the bridge. Obviously we had been infi ltrated. Luckily we had Plan 
B. And that didn’t work either. And we were like, fuck it, we’re going 
to block Broadway. We have the chains. We’ll chain ourselves across 
Broadway at rush hour. And that’s what we did. And I remember 
lying there in the street. It was like 20 degrees. There was a lot of 
press looking for something. Even Calvin Butts came over. And was 
like, who are you? And we were like, we’re Fed up Queers. And the 
press was like, why are you here? And what she meant was, why are 
you—a white person—why do you care about this black person be-
ing gunned down? And I said, because unarmed people of color are 
being gunned down in the streets of New York City, and we need to 
take action.
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Activists around the city attended the action. Many watched the action 
in awe of the combination of smarts and leadership that drove FUQ. 
Brooke Lehman, who had worked with the Lower East Side Collective 
and helped organize the New York City Direct Action Network the fol-
lowing year, would list the action as the most creative use of direct action 
she had ever seen:

That was one of the most creative protests because they were clearly 
making a statement in support of Diallo but what they were doing 
was pushing the envelope so that the mostly black and Muslim lead-
ers on the stage had to call for solidarity in return. Not that it was 
tit for tat. Maybe understand that the Fed Up Queers were not the 
only people that were seeing a united front. It was pretty brilliant, 
especially that it was timed when all the other religious leaders were 
on stage.

As with the ACT UP zap of Dan Rather, actions such as these involved 
bringing people into the game without them even realizing it. During 
the rally after the arrests, Calvin Butts actually said, “Thank you to the 
queers.” “And they didn’t have to say a damn thing,” Lehman noted. “And 
then all these religious fi gures had to talk about their queer brothers and 
sisters.” The action involved any number of social meanings. On one 
level, it suggested that the oppression extends in many directions—to-
ward immigrants, people of color, queers, social outsiders. The gay lib-
eration movement started after a police raid. Yet, there was more to it. 
“An identity politic would say queers are oppressed, too. And we were not 
engaging that at all,” Mattilda would explain. “We are not being gunned 
down on the streets of New York City. We are well aware of that. The fact 
that unarmed people of color are being gunned down is an emergency that 
we have to address as queers.”

Yet, their gesture was a catalyst for a wave of direct actions. Immediately 
after the FUQ direct action, Al Sharpton called on people around the city 
to commit mass civil disobedience, and 1,200 people followed FUQ’s lead. 
Longtime civil rights hero John Lewis (1999), who had endured being 
beaten up at a segregated lunch counter during the peak of the civil rights 
years (Payne 1995), praised the action. He suggested that the wave of 
direct actions after the Diallo killing fi t into a long tradition of non-vio-
lent civil disobedience.

Over the months which followed, FUQ issued press release after press 
release stating, “D.A. REFUSES TO DROP CHARGES AGAINST FIRST 
DIALLO ARRESTEES.” FUQ faced charges of disorderly conduct and 
resisting arrest, which could lead to misdemeanor convictions and up to 
a year in jail, $1,000 fi ne, and/or three years probation (ACT UP web-
site, 1999). Even after the charges were dropped against the 1,200 New 
Yorkers who followed FUQ’s lead and got arrested, the case did not go 



252 Queer Political Performance and Protest

away. Mattilda explained: “We had to pressure him (Sharpton) to speak up 
when our charges were not dropped. ’Cause everyone else had their charges 
dropped, and we as people who had chained ourselves across the street, our 
charges were not dropped.”

At the peak of the fi ght with the DA offi ce, Al Sharpton would declare 
at one of the press conferences, “I am a fed up queer.” “I think that’s like 
a moment of actually making connections,” Mattilda noted. There were 
lots of those during that period. “Like in the Matthew Shepard political 
funeral when the people actually disobeyed the cops. That’s a moment and 
a connection.” It seemed everyone in New York was playing by a different 
set of rules that winter. Charges were eventually dropped against the fi rst 
Diallo arrestees.

The action highlighted why Mattilda was involved with activism. “I think 
it’s easy to get discouraged about a lot of things, especially with groups—with 
Fed Up Queers, with ACT UP.” The limits of direct action organizing are 
many. Immediate successes are rare and the sacrifi ces are many. Yet, as Fran-
ces Fox Piven (2006) notes, fi ghting authority can be an exhilarating process. 
“The activism was geared toward having a specifi c result, even if that result 
wasn’t possible. When you don’t get that result, you can think, what did we 
actually do? And I think activism has to go beyond that,” Mattilda would 
note. Such activism has to be about shifting norms, expectations, and out-
comes. It has to shift the way the game is played, the way social mores evolve. 
“Most analysts of social movements are ultimately interested in the question 
of whether the movement made a difference in some way, often as examined 
through changes in laws, rules, and policies,” writes activist sociologist Kelly 
Moore (2008, 15), who also participated in the rallies after Diallo was killed. 
“Such a question is appropriate for movements that have such actions as their 
goal. But other movements . . . are interested in transforming the actions of 
individuals, providing new norms, or changing institutions outside states or 
formal policy systems” (K. Moore 2008).

ACT UP was one such group. “ACT UP created a culture of resistance,” 
Mattilda explained. “Having access to that culture of resistance is also some-
thing that is really important.” This culture of resistance was particularly 
important for Mattilda, particularly as she watched the decimation of every-
thing she cared about. “Here was New York, where I found some activist 
footing, people who I could really learn from and also work well with, and 
where everything was fi lled with this urgency.” Yet, the queer geography of 
the city was being bulldozed. “We are living in a city where everything that 
is meaningful to us or about the city is being destroyed through gentrifi cation 
and through police brutality. Through whitewashing and attacks.” Through-
out her years in New York, Mattilda witnessed the culture of downtown 
New York, Times Square, disappear in front of his eyes:

Public sexual cultures were, at least for that period of time, more or 
less decimated. Areas that used to be places for marginalized people 



Activism as Circus 253

to fi nd a place to cope, Times Square or like the Lower East Side, 
were being turned into high-priced destinations for suburbanites . . . 
rather than places where people actually live and create culture . . . 
the crackdown on public visibility of youth of color at the piers. It 
was the end of the piers. The police would police the sex that was 
taking place inside the sex clubs. The West Side Club, where there 
would be signs that said, “No sex allowed.” It’s a sex club. “Only one 
person per room.” Or people would come in with fl ashlights where 
people were jerking each other off and say, “You can’t do that here.” 
The NYU-orchestrated destruction of downtown, the tearing down 
of the Palladium, basically erasing all of 14th Street to make way for 
NYU properties.

Mattilda recalled visiting one of her favorite public spaces in the city in 
2005:

When I lived in New York, I went to Stuyvesant Park to have sex. And 
Stuyvesant Park was hot. And it was relatively well lit and no one cared. 
Cops would come through and people would leave for a second and 
every one would come back. People were having sex. And then when I 
came back I [thought] I can’t wait to go to Stuyvesant Park. I went there 
and it was locked. And I was like, No.

“Now the gates are always locked, after polite hours when everything 
used to start,” Mattilda (2007) later wrote about this trip to the park. 
“No one even walks around the perimeter, searching. Maybe it’s not as 
blatant as a gleaming white tower on Rivington, but . . . sometimes it’s 
hard just to remember . . . gentrifi cation even robs you of imagination.” 
Today, gates are locked. “That was an interesting shift. It was not just 
erased, but had become unseekable.”

AIDS housing advocate Jennifer Flynn, who was also a member of 
FUQ, concurred. “We all believed that sex clubs should stay open, that 
Giuliani’s crackdown on sex shops was really just a way to get rid of 
queers and to free up the land so that the rents could be jacked up. We 
knew that the crackdown was just another way to get the poor out of 
Manhattan” (Flynn and Smith 2004, 228).

In response to this whitewashing, FUQ sought to make its mark 
on the public landscape of New York City. They would do so through 
weekly small actions and gestures. “There were lots of great moments,” 
Mattilda explained. “The fi rst AIDS Memorial stencil that was on Jane 
Street, they cemented over it. We stenciled it over again with the words, 
‘We Were Here First.’” The group posted stickers around the city declar-
ing, “Safer without Safi r,” referring to the New York City police com-
missioner and “Giuliani Out of My Ass.” In April 1999, FUQ called for 
activists to come up to the Bronx to zap the 42nd Precinct and to “Bring 
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NOISE!” after the police beat a transgender person and charged her 
with a felony when they returned a 911 call. “With all these things, it 
was very much like, what’s the next emergency and how do we react?” 
Mattilda recalled. The constant action created its own kind of rush.

Throughout 1999, FUQ churned forward, action after action. “The 
urgency of that moment with Fed Up Queers, we defi nitely had a really 
strong bond and a commonality of feeling this urgency, and that was really 
where someone would have an idea,” Mattilda recalled. “And in a week 
we would have it done. And then in another week, someone would have 
another idea.”

“There were defi nitely people in Fed Up Queers [for whom] it was direct 
action or nothing,” Mattilda explained. I was told the same thing. During 
the meetings of the Take Back New York Coalition, one of the members of 
LESC pulled me aside and told me that members of FUQ were “adrenaline 
junkies” because of their ongoing fi xation on arrest over any other form of 
engagement. They seemed to mainline on risk. The day the Take Back New 
York action was canceled, members of FUQ cried when plans to cut the 
fence into city hall were postponed.

Others were less interested in more overtly playful activism. “Gay 
Shame was seen as too playful for some in Fed Up Queers,” Mattilda 
conceded, referring to an event she would help organize that Spring. 
“We wanted to create a festival of queer resistance.” In autumn 1999, 
Mattilda helped organize the Queeruption festival. “Many people in 
FUQ were like, I’m not interested in that. I was the person who was 
imposed on. . . . The people in Queeruption and Gay Shame were not 
experienced in direct action, and people in Fed Up Queers were like, 
I don’t want to work with them.” While some have suggested direct 
action infused play into the often predictable world of movement action, 
tension between the lighter, less pious affect of play and the occasionally 
self righteous, activist heroics of direct action remains (Jordan 1998, 
Takemoto 2003). Nonetheless, a ludic spirit found expression throughout 
Queeruption.

Dressed in a maniacal, excessively made-up drag, Mattilda helped 
MC the fi rst night, organizing the direct action the fi nal day.

The purpose of Queeruption is to come together as queers of all 
genders and sexualities to explore, celebrate, enjoy, learn, communi-
cate, network and create. A free weekend of workshops, story shar-
ing, skills sharing, as well as fi lms, music, social events and vegan 
food. Queeruption is about us all taking initiative: creating & par-
ticipating, instead of just consuming a lifestyle sold to us. (Queerup-
tion 1999)

The group sought to build an alternative to the corporatization 
of Gay Pride, with a weekend of events in the DUMBO section of 
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Brooklyn. Using burlesque, performance, and activism, the event offered 
a clear alternative. 

The fi nal day of Queeruption included a Queer Nation like trip to Cen-
tral Park, where cruisers had reported a system of harassment by the NYPD. 
“Take Back Central Park: A Queer Carnival” took place on October 10, 
1999. Mattilda recalled:

With Queeruption, there were lots of committees. I was interested in 
direct action. So I helped organize the action in the park. And it hap-
pened to be that lots of Fed Up Queers were involved. It was an amaz-
ing action. There was a great intergenerational mix of people coming 
together—from Stonewall veterans to 18-year-old queers. And the 
focus was on sites of violence, including police brutality, cops entrap-
ping cruisers, and trying to connect these attacks, and do it with a cel-
ebration. So we romped up to Central Park to the Ramble. We didn’t 
want to bother the people there, but we found people wanted to join 
us. And we found a cop cruising in the bushes. And we confronted 
him. That was a really amazing action.

The action addressed a serious message—queers entrapped—with a distinct 
ludic fl air. Chanting, “We’re here, we’re queer, we’re taking back the park,” 

Figure 6.2 Queeruption 1999 fl yer; Queer carnival 1999 fl yer. Queeruption and the 
Queer Carnival highlighted a queer approach to community building that empha-
sized uses and pleasure, rather than a model of gay citizenships as consumer activity. 
For many involved in such movements, there has to be more to urban life than just 
getting along and making a living.
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demonstrators moved into Central Park around 10:30 PM. Many carried 
signs proclaiming: “Take Back Your Park,” and “Celebrate Inclusion.” “A 
drag queen in platform combat boots, with lipstick smeared across her face, 
and a man dressed in a women’s cheerleading outfi t (including pom-poms) 
led cheers” (Sycamore 1999). “Are there any racist, homophobic cops in 
here? Are there any uniformed gay-bashers?” Activists pointed fl ashlights 
into the bushes, at one point actually fi nding a policeman lurking. “Dan-
ger,” they screamed. “Racist, Sexist, Anti-Gay, NYPD Go Away!” Shortly 
after the event, Mattilda reported, “The crowd was angry, but campy and 
festive. They sucked on glow-in-the-dark lollipops, and yelled, ‘Push, push, 
in the bush’; and, ‘We’re here, we’re horny, we’re fucking in the park,’” 
(Sycamore, 1999).

With each new action, FUQ upped the ante. The week before the Seat-
tle World Trade Organization meetings that fall, members of FUQ took 
over the offi ce of U.S. Trade Representative (USTR) Charlene Barshef-
sky in protest of the Clinton administration’s hard line on AIDS, drugs, 
and patents in South Africa. Members of the group remained for an hour 
before being arrested and taken away. Still, that one hour was enough to 
force a change in federal trade policy. Even Al Gore said, “The protesters 
were right.” The November 27, 1999 Time Magazine on the upcoming 
“Battle in Seattle” specifi cally mentioned the USTR offi ce takeover (see 
Shepard and Hayduk 2002).

Darker play was FUQ’s forte. At one point, the group contemplated 
engaging in property destruction (Barnhart 2004).At its peak, a former 
member of the Weather Underground, who had spent years in jail, even 
advised one of its members to slow down (Flynn and Smith 2004). As 
actions continued, differences started to show, particularly as the pressure 
mounted. And the charges for arrests became more and more severe. With 
the USTR offi ce takeover, for example, arrestees faced federal charges. 

“Fed Up Queers lasted a year. I guess it was two years. But I mean, well 
there were a couple of things, people were like arrest addicts. I have to get 
arrested at that demo or it is meaningless,” Mattilda explained. “That was 
a different time and now people have different tactics. But part of that was 
that you could get arrested and get out. And it was also true that that was 
what the media pays attention to.”

The play was also about secrets, subversion, and aversion to those the 
group did not trust. “Fed Up Queers was an invite-only group that was 
supposed to trust one another and do really risky things. And I don’t 
think we did those things,” Mattilda noted. “We did particular things 
where you absolutely needed to know everyone in the group, and we were 
infi ltrated anyways.”

“We were trying to do two things at once,” Mattilda explained. “We 
were a totally covert group and we all had high public profi les, many of us. 
So the value in having the group be closed is lost. I don’t think we were ever 
that. I think also there was a lot of in-fi ghting.”
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“I think we sort of assumed that we had more values in common than we 
really did,” Jennifer Flynn refl ected. Confl icts over sex and gender, pornog-
raphy and tactics would tear at the group (Flynn and Smith 2004, 228).

“It was kind of like a dyke cult,” Mattilda explained, when asked why 
the group stopped working together. “The whole model was based on us 
being a closed group. And then we could do riskier actions. But we did not 
do that, so it was kind of cliquish.” In addition, Mattilda notes, “People 
brought their personal drama, which might have nothing to do with what 
was happening in the group. And what people might have thought . . . we 
really did never trust each other.” In addition, “We were working on an 
activist burn-out model, and not thinking of other ways of doing it until 
things fi nally ran out.” After a fi nal fl are-up over sex, FUQ stopped work-
ing together in 2000.

Faced with the loss of an activist community and a sense that much of 
the color was running out on the New York public commons, Mattilda 
moved back to San Francisco. “There was no place to be queer and fabu-
lous, and be somewhere where we can actually address things,” Mattilda 
would note. 

In San Francisco, Mattilda hoped to contribute just this sort of public 
space. One part festival, another a politics of accountability, her next activ-
ist project was called Gay Shame. Gay Shame was organized as a radical 
alternative to the consumption and commercialization of pride. Yet, unlike 
FUQ this group was more than willing to make its point with a ludic prank 
or some kind of spectacle. “Our fi rst event was in Tire Beach, where we cre-
ated a sort of queer temporary autonomous zone in the park. Yet, it wasn’t 
about consuming (such as drinking or shopping). The point was to create 
something new.” Mattilda (2004a, p.239–40) described that day in 2001:

We encouraged people to “dress to absolutely mesmerizing ragged 
terrifying glamorous excess,” and to “create the world you dream 
of.” We turned Tire Beach into our queer autonomous space . . . 
which included free food, t-shirts and various other gifts, bands, 
spoken word, DJs and dancing, a kids space for children, and 
speakers. . . . We encouraged people to participate in creating their 
own radical queer space, and people argued about political issues, 
painted, poured concrete and made a mosaic, dyed hair, and mud-
wrestled naked.

Along the way, Tire Beach was transformed into a liberatory space for free 
movement for defi ance and play. One can imagine a similar afternoon at St. 
George’s Hill with the Diggers. Throughout the day, the group built pieces 
of something new amidst the treasures and rummage of a rotting city. Gay 
Shame built on a wide range of infl uences, combining, “the performative 
qualities of the Cockettes, with the ambition to reclaim public space of 
RTS, and the militancy of early ACT UP,” Mattilda would explain. “We 



258 Queer Political Performance and Protest

presented a radical queer extravaganza, a fun and biting critique of the 
reactionary gay mainstream.”

“I think Gay Shame here is very connected to a sense of play,” Kirk 
Read, another San Francisco writer and friend of Mattilda’s, explains. In 
an early action the group staged an exploitation runway ironically high-
lighting the plight of homeless queer youth. “Our second event was a Gay 
Shame Awards, where we gave away the ‘Helping Right Wingers Cope’ 
and ‘In’ Awards for queers who shouldn’t have come out,” Mattilda con-
tinued. Business owners received accolades for: “Making More Queers 
Homeless,” and “Best Racist-Ass Whites-Only Space.” “And we held the 
event in the heart of the white-washed Castro. We burnt rainbow fl ags 
and tourists were sort of gaping, like does this happen here every day?” 
There the group crowded the streets of the San Francisco historically gay 
center, blocking traffi c for, “hours of dangerous glamour. It was confron-
tational and celebratory . . .” (Mattilda, undated).

Gay Shame is part of a long lineage of queer political performance 
from the Radical Faeries to the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence to Oper-
ation Ridiculous and Circus Amok, fl aming creatures creating meaning 
within the burlesque of a queer public commons of their own creation. At 
their best, such actions functioned as their own temporary autonomous 
zones. Yet, like most temporary autonomous zones (Bey 1991), the moment 
includes an elusive beauty. “The fi rst Gay Shame Awards was a place for 
that,” Mattilda refl ected. Such moments do take shape. Yet, they are often 
fl eeting. Stark reality is usually chiming in in the distance.

DIRECT ACTION TO STOP THE WAR

In March 2003, Mattilda worked with other San Francisco residents to 
shut down the fi nancial district during the Direct Action to Stop the War 
actions, one of the most spectacular of the new antiwar movements (D. 
Solnit 2004). “By its very conception as an action, after the war started, I 
thought it was kind of hopeless,” Mattilda recalled. “But at least it wasn’t 
just a rally. People had a menu of places they could shut down. It was dur-
ing the week, so we actually did shut things down. We had a Pink Bloc, 
which people liked a lot.” The direct action was chock full of play of the 
San Francisco variety. “People blocked traffi c with yoga: Upward dog! 
Downward dog! Warrior II! At one lockdown, folks from various walks 
of life shook their booty and crooned Milli Vanilli at the riot cops: ‘Girl, 
you know it’s true!’” writes Kate Crane (2004).

Throughout the day, people were confronted not only with direct action 
but with random acts of kindness. Kirk Read explains:

I was part of this group called the Committee for Full Enjoyment. 
We went out dressed all in white, with white face paint, with drums 
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and musical instruments, and our purpose was to change the vibe. 
We went into places where the police had blocked in like 100 pro-
testors. The cops would just be standing there and we’d go in and 
start singing and start songs, fun songs. Not the 2/4/6/8 crap. We 
would go in and sing bizarre songs that sometimes didn’t even have 
lyrics. Even if people were about to get arrested, at least they would 
be happy.

A coast away, Jennifer Miller received a phone call from one of the per-
formers in Circus Amok, who was planning a direct action event in front of 
the corporate offi ces of the Carlyle Group, a defense subcontractor that was 
directly profi ting from the war. “Romaine called, and said, ‘We’re glameri-
cans and we’re dressing up and you can come as a vampire.’ And I was like, 
‘Yea baby.’ I was so happy to be there.” Circus Amok would work with 
members of the Absurd Response to an Absurd War and the Glamericans 
as well as the Billionaires for Bush (see Shepard 2003). Everyone was to 
dress like billionaire vampires, excited to be sucking blood and profi ts out 
of the war. The groups brought a distinctly queer aesthetic to the burgeon-
ing antiwar movement.

Figure 6.3 Gay shame at center “Pink Riot.” Mattilda (a.k.a. Matt Bernstein Syca-
more) being arrested in front of the gay center in San Francisco. The event would 
become known as the Pink Riot. Photo by gayshamesf.org.
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“I never get up at 7 a.m. anymore,” Miller recalled, looking back on 
the day of the action. “I think I came as a suit. And I was just in awe of 
the machines, super-glamorous. And the next thing you know, we were 
being corralled in.” Everyone (including this writer) was arrested during 
the Carlyle action. Yet I never had more fun taking a bust and going to 

Figure 6.4a Gay shame “Carnival Benefi t” fl yer. A spirit of rambunctious 
play typifi es much of the anti- assimilationist queer extravaganza known as 
the Bay Area direct action group Gay Shame. By gayshamesf.org.
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court, horsing around with the Glamericans, the Circus Amok gang, 
and the other members of LESC, which by then had morphed into 
the Absurd Response team. I asked Miller why she thought we were 
arrested. “Wasn’t the talk that the Carlyle had such infl uence with the 
cops? And they wanted it shut down. Pre-RNC, developing these shut-it-
all-down moments. Post-9/11, pre-RNC. Terror, terror for anything on 
the streets.”

Figure 6.4b Gay shame—by gayshamesf.org.



262 Queer Political Performance and Protest

Figure 6.4c Gay shame “Exploitation Runway” fl yer.
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Even as the actions were taking place, the activist stage was shifting. “I 
think the worldwide antiwar demonstrations and their lack of infl uence 
sent waves of despair,” Miller refl ected. Yet, activism and political perfor-
mance is, as Kelly Moore (2008) writes, about more than scoring the goal. 
It is about shifting social norms and views of the world. It is also about cul-
tivating hope to stay engaged in the face of mass carnage (D. Solnit 2004). 
The clowning and the carnival continues in the face of such obstacles.

“And of course with any direct action activism, you are fi ghting against 
something which is really going to beat you—the point is to create a cul-
ture of resistance anyway, because how else can we survive?,” Mattilda 
refl ected. Mattilda continues her activism, writing, and direct action.

In many ways, the carnivalesque spectacle of Gay Shame, the clowning 
of Circus Amok, it invites social actors to challenge the insurmountable 
(Schechter 2001). “This insurmountable thing is where cynicism comes 
from,” Miller noted. “It’s insurmountable, we’ve got to become capital-
ists.” Yet, the fl ip side of such thinking remains. The buffoonery allowing 
people to stay engaged within subjects that are far more serious than can 
be dealt with in a serious fashion. “That opens up space for activism,” 
Miller noted. It makes the predictable not so predictable for just a minute. 
“It makes working in the face of the insurmountable a reasonable choice,” 
Miller fi nished. “It’s not the most effi cient thing to do, but it’s the only 
thing we can do . . . there is so much joy in being able to shout in our anger 
together.”



 Conclusion
Reconsidering and Situating Play: 
From ACT UP to the Rude 
Mechanical Orchestra

Spring 2007 was an active time for queer activism in New York City and 
around the world. ACT UP celebrated its twentieth anniversary with a renewed 
call for national health care (see Figure C.1). Dressed in pink and black, the 
Radical Homosexual Agenda (RHA) assembled with a coalition of public 
space groups for an unpermitted parade in a protest over new permit laws. On 
the West Coast, queers carried signs bearing the message “Queer Love Knows 
No Boundaries” during a counterdemonstration at one of the anti-immigrant 

Figure C.1 ACT UP 20 fl yer—“Handcuffs.” The 
AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power celebrated its 
twentieth anniversary with a demonstration and 
civil disobedience in the spring of 2007. A gen-
eration of direct action groups have followed the 
group’s defense of pleasure and social justice for 
queers and everyone else.
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Minutemen Rallies. In many ways, they were all assertions of a broad, univer-
salizing queer politics invested in a broad redemptive struggle to create a better 
world—queer, straight—for everyone. The queer contribution to the festivities 
was joy and justice, play and pleasure, savvy strategy, and experience.

In New York City, the Rude Mechanical Orchestra seemed to be omnipres-
ent, playing at the Roving Gardens Parade (see Figure C.2), the Transgen-
der March during Pride Weekend, an antiwar rally, and a rally in support of 
the First Amendment, all in a matter of weeks in the summer of 2007. With 
members of Jews Against the Occupation, the RHA, the Church Ladies for 
Choice, and other assorted anarchist direct action groups, the group is an 
embodiment of a queer politics poised to struggle against injustice, rather 
than in favor of one distinct identity group. “We have and will continue to 
play for events that support feminism and women’s rights, the queer commu-
nity, labor, the environment, social and economic justice, peace and commu-
nity self-determination,” the band’s mission states. “We pledge to fi ght racism, 
sexism, homophobia, war and violence in all its forms.” Yet, instead of a pam-
phlet, the medium of the struggle is playful exuberance. “Through our music, 
we strive to bring joy and inspiration to these communities and to bring new 
people into radical causes.” Along the way, the group asserts that process is as 
important as outcome. “Internally, we work towards being a safe, welcoming 
place for all genders and gender identities, ages, races, backgrounds, sexual 

Figure C.2 RMO at LES garden parade. Founded before the Republican National 
Convention protests in 2004, the Rude Mechanical Orchestra has become a sound-
track for a multi-issue New York City queer politics. From clinic defense to garden 
celebrations, rallies for the First Amendment to marches against the war, when the 
RMO plays, the movement dances and stays engaged. Photo from Gaylen Hamilton.
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orientations, disabilities and musical skill levels.” The medium takes shape 
as cultural resistance. “Through our musical selections, we pay tribute to the 
world’s cultures and the revolutionary role music has played throughout his-
tory” (Rude Mechanical Orchestra n.d.).

Throughout this volume, social actors have talked about the tactical and 
affective use of play in politics. Yet, conclusions feel elusive. Johan Huiz-
inga (1938, 3) confessed to similar misgivings in Homo Ludens. “As a 
concept, it cannot be reduced to any other mental category.” Despite such 
foreboding, this study offers an exploratory attempt at presenting a history 
and analysis of the play element in social movement action over fi ve decades 
of community organizing for social change.

Theoretically, the study builds on queer (Warner 1993, 1999, 2002) 
and narrative theories of social movements (Fine 1995) to consider the 
way playful action intermingles with countless movements. The study 
considers the ways different tribes use play to interact and push their 
stories into the larger public debate (Brouwer 2001). For many, a pri-
mary component of social change involves the shift of movement nar-
ratives from counterpublic space into the larger public sphere of debate. 
Although public space is said to function as a place for citizens to meet to 
build community and address issues, there are countless barriers. Michael 
Warner (2002), after all, suggests that tensions over queer life, family, and 
public sexual culture can be understood as struggles between a dominant 

Figure C.3 Parade without a permit, 2007. Throughout 2007, the RHA brought 
the defi ant spirit of ACT UP and queer political performance with events such as its 
Parades without a Permit in the Spring and Fall. Photo by Fred Askew.
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mainstream public sphere and a radical subaltern counterpublic. Thus 
debates about public sexual culture function as contests over the nature 
of pluralistic democracy. In this study creative play was found to be a 
primary tool outsiders use to propel their own collective culture tales 
into the broader public debates of democratic life. And play overlapped 
with a wide range of movement narratives. The following highlights a few 
themes and fi ndings.

MEANDERING FINDINGS

For Jose Sarria, play was part of a transformative social drama; for gay 
liberationists, play was a code word for pleasure; for AIDS activists, safe 
play became the order of the day, and subversive humor, street theatrics, 
pranks, and zaps were used to move an agenda; for DIY activists, play 
was part of a struggle to create new rules of the game. For gay libera-
tionists, ACT UPers, and members of SexPanic! play fostered creativity; 
creating spaces for play was respected as a legitimate movement aim, and 

Figure C.4 The RHA rallying past the Stonewall site. Members of the RHA rallied 
past the Stonewall site during the September 2007 Parade without a Permit II. Few 
of the RHA actions are without incident. Typical of queer political performance, 
most involve forms of direct action, as well as the right of outsiders to gather and 
share space. The gentleman with the black “Dean Johnson was here” t-shirt in hom-
age to the queer icon who passed the week of the parade. Photo by James Wagner.
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defending civic space overlapped with struggles to create a different kind 
of public space. Yet the process was anything but simple. When the play 
element was diminished, these groups often lost focus. For many, play 
offers a life-affi rming response to death and war. Here, play represents a 
counterbalance to disengagement; it is a way to stay engaged rather than 
fall into depression and personal alienation.

As the study was in its gestation period in 2003, a majority of the 
U.S. Supreme Court ruled against sodomy statutes with the Lawrence 
v. Texas decision, thereby overturning the 1986 Bowers v. Hardwick 
decision that so galvanized earlier queer activists. Certainly, the decision 
was not perfect. Queer activists were quick to recognize that the law 
only supported private—not public—behavior. Nevertheless, it was still 
a powerful precedent. If ever there was a case that demonstrated the 
vitality of social movement work, this was it. In 1986, an overall far more 
progressive Supreme Court voted in favor of criminalizing homosexual 
acts in private spaces. Over the ensuing twenty years, the American 
public witnessed wave after wave of queer activism. Along the road, a 
counterpublic message moved from the margins to the center of public 
debate. The counterpublic narrative—that queer sexuality is a healthy 
part of the pursuit of happiness in a pluralistic democracy—becomes 
a winning script. How long the present will last few know. John Rechy 
(2006) notes the swing vote in favor of the decision was replaced by a 
hardened conservative after Sandra Day O’Connor stepped down.

Still, the discursive contours of social movement activity have impacts 
in countless different ways. In his majority opinion in the Lawrence case, 
Reagan appointee Anthony Kennedy simply stated that he knew homo-
sexuals and felt he could not rule that what they did at home constituted 
a criminal act. It all sounded very reasonable. Only seventeen years ear-
lier, however, a similar court was not able to conclude that this was a 
legitimate position. Yet, between 1987 and 2007, ACT UP had used every 
tool at its disposal, including radical play, to advance a less homopho-
bic, more defi ant narrative of queer life. For Mary Bernstein (2005), the 
Lawrence decision was discursive victory. Through nearly two decades 
of challenging public beliefs, the views of society were radically changed 
in profound and unexpected ways. “Theorists must understand not only 
a movement’s political impact, but its mobilization and cultural effects, 
including the creation of alternative discourse, community-building, and 
empowerment,” Bernstein (2005, 6) states. Sometimes social change is 
more than achieving an immediate policy goal within a desired time 
frame. As Bernstein explains, “Political campaigns are often as impor-
tant for their effect on communities, organizations, and identities as they 
are for the laws they change” (6). As Rebecca Solnit (2004) suggests, it 
is not always easy to know exactly what impact a social movement is 
having. It is not always so clear what effects are taking place. Hence 
the resonance of cultures of resistance. Play is usually a part and parcel 
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of this process. Countless interviewees suggested that these communi-
ties are the most important things they have. Sometimes the community 
impact leads to cultural changes that in turn change hearts and minds. 
In other cases, they keep people engaged in the struggle.

Interviewees were asked to discuss how creative play contributes to or 
undermines social change activism. In the following section, I highlight a 
few aspects of play that interviewees said work or do not work in social 
movement action.

STRENGTHS OF PLAY

As far as strengths, interviewees suggested that play is useful for social 
change movements because:

It feels good.• 
It animates culture.• 
It helps keep things light• ⎯even during dark times.
It prevents burnout; it helps people stay in the streets.• 
It fosters creativity.• 
This creativity can help achieve movement aims, while keeping police • 
on their toes.
It recognizes pleasure.• 
It creates stories.• 
It expands the public commons and makes democracy more colorful.• 
It helps actors propel their culture tales into the larger public • 
discourse.
It helps garner media attention to new narratives and calls for • 
action.
It helps actors reinvent protest repertoires.• 
It reduces alienation.• 
It creates humor.• 
It creates hope.• 
It gets people to think.• 
It fosters networks and leadership.• 
As a low-threshold activity, it brings people into organizing.• 
It helps cultivate social Eros.• 
It helps combat mechanisms that control the body and political • 
activity.
It makes protest feel compelling and inviting, rather than boring.• 
It helps actors stay engaged and involved even in the face of oppres-• 
sion, illness, and death.

When social actors organize in engaging, thoughtful ways, their work 
usually attracts followers. Through play, others are seduced to join. From 
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Jose Sarria’s arias to ACT UP’s zaps, when groups offered a low-threshold 
entry point that seemed fun, loads of activists joined. During Stephen Gen-
din’s funeral, one of his former boyfriends said he never wanted to go to jail 
more than the day he saw Gendin getting busted at the 1987 March on Wash-
ington; he couldn’t think of a more appealing place to be than a confi ned 
jail cell with this fellow activist (Poz 2000). Sometimes people join groups 
to dance; in other cases, such as with Gendin’s friend, they want to hook 
up. In other cases participating has more to do with the contact high. From 
ACT UP to Fed Up Queers, there are those who fi nd the cat and mouse game 
between protestor pranks and police tear gas much more fun than dancing 
in the street. This can be understood as a distinct risky form play, not just 
serious direct action. In other cases, the streets are about serial Eros. Some-
times attraction to a specifi c person can be an important part of the passion 
to build a better world for everyone. While Gendin and the other members 
of ACT UP were getting arrested in Washington in 1987, queer activists were 
waging a discursive struggle that changed hearts, minds, and the opinions 
of Supreme Court justices (M. Bernstein 2005). Like the efforts of the GAA 
a generation before to get the American Psychiatric Association to redefi ne 
homosexuality as a healthy outlet rather than pathology, play and pleasure, 
policy and planning accompanied these later struggles. And they were cer-
tainly struggles. The GAA pleasure committee often clashed with its politi-
cal committee (Kantrowitz [1977] 1996). There is always more to play than 
pure fun.

From Church Ladies to the Committee for Full Enjoyment, play has 
been viewed as a useful approach to diffuse power. From ACT UP to Sex-
Panic! and Gay Shame, play is understood as an impulse toward freedom, 
as opposed to alienated day-to-day drudgery. The struggle for a place to 
play is linked with an understanding that there is more to life than ratio-
nal ends and a means of necessity (Marcuse 1955).

LISTENING TO THE CRAZIES

Although play is often misunderstood, supporters of playful activism 
appreciate its sheer silliness, its spirit of fun and freedom, its capacity 
to provide levity even during periods of repression, and fi nally, its low-
threshold approach to helping activists stay involved and reinvent reper-
toires so they can be active agents in the process of social change rather 
than passive spectators.

At its best, play is useful for instructive purposes. It helps activists get 
what they need to stay involved. Without some element of play, many 
people stop coming to protests. One interviewee, gay liberation organizer 
Eric Rofes, suggests it is like food: “I’ve often realized that most people 
who sustain themselves as organizers need to have fun and need to get 
social and cultural and pleasure needs met through organizing.”
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For many social change practitioners, play is a useful way to engage in 
thinking about another way of being in the world. While standing in line 
waiting to get inside the hearings on redevelopment of the Williamsburg 
Brooklyn waterfront, I spoke with Donald Gallagher of the Church of Stop 
Shopping and the Radical Faeries. “Do you think radical play makes us 
a richer democracy?” I asked. “I think so,” he replied. He elaborated: for 
Gallagher, play is a way to break through a grand mystifi cation, a one-
dimensional element of our culture that reduces social actors to passive 
spectators (Marcuse 1964). Here, regular people are often inhibited from 
their bodies, their passions, or their capacities to act for change (Reich 
1970). Yet, play’s free fl urry of motion offers an antidote.

“Capital,” John Jordan explains. “[I]t needs sadness.” Hence, his activism 
involves the core ambition: “Break sadness.” Yet it is also about recognizing 
different aspects of knowledge, some of which comes from the gut, others 
come from the peripheries of our experiences in the world. “And it’s also 
giving people the potential to see another way of being,” Jordan adds. “And 
then to take that into other parts of their lives.” Here, individuals learn to 
listen to their own bodies and recognize this linkage with their minds, their 
lives, and their communities.

Bob Kohler fi rst learned this lesson when he started meeting the street 
youth who would later ignite the Stonewall riots. Kohler had changed 
careers and was spending a lot of time in the public spaces of his neigh-
borhood in Greenwich Village. At Sheridan Square, he used to listen to 
the stories the youth told him about their experience. He had no idea that 
youth such as this experienced so much abuse at home—cigarette burns 
and such—from parents when they found out they were gay (see Mallon 
1998). Later those youth moved to the city, where it was safer to be home-
less and hustling than remain at home. These were the street youth who 
rioted at Stonewall. Some thirty-fi ve years after the riots, Kohler would 
advise, “Listen to the crazies.”

The insights of “the crazies” into alternative ways of being often provide 
the catalyst for creating a different kind of world. “I think we ought to 
do this more often,” Cleve Jones recalls Amber Hollibaugh regaling while 
burning police cars during the White Night riots in San Francisco in 1979 
(quoted in Shepard 1997b, 42). Yet such personalities are often anything 
but polished. “You absolutely have to listen to the crazies,” Kirk Read con-
curred when I told him this story. For Read, this logic has to do with build-
ing a more authentic, less polished, less commercialized vision of queer life 
and community. The insights of the crazies offer a different kind of social 
knowledge, contributing to a nonassimilationist storyline for queer citizen-
ship. Without this perspective, the world is far less interesting for Read:

It’s one of my frustrations when I watch TV and I see these gay spokes-
people, or lefty spokespeople. It’s almost like they are parodying them-
selves. There’s no sense of surprise or danger. And I feel like that kind 
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of space is every bit as controlled as the most doctrinaire Republican 
space. So I’m more interested in people who are willing to speak be-
yond the talking points, who are doing things that are so scary that 
whatever groups that are allied with them are nervous.

In contrast to professionalized models of social change practice, low-
threshold models of organizing help create space where many—the policy 
professionals as well as the crazies—can participate and feel included. Kate 
Crane explains:

Sometimes the protests I’ve been part of have not been the most orga-
nized, but they’ve been fun and everybody’s valued as an individual, 
even the wing-nuts, sometimes to a lesser degree. But everybody’s wel-
come. And sometimes I fi nd that there’s always my deep-seated cultural 
assumptions about who’s worthwhile and who isn’t—at thirty years old 
and having been an activist all my life, I still have these middle-class 
notions about who’s worthwhile and who isn’t. And I’m constantly 
struggling with that. In these great fun actions that we do I’m like, oh 
my god, this person who I thought was a little nutty, they just brought 
all the colorful hats. Or they just showed up with food for all of us or 
they’re singing loudest of all, or look at that crazy costume that every-
body’s taking pictures of and laughing at.

Here, less serious, playful approaches to organizing create a context that 
allows social actors to be seen and valued as full people. It allows them to 
bring all they have to contribute. Everyone has something they can pitch 
in. Play creates a space that brings more people into the process. It allows 
a diverse range of people to participate and to contribute. It allows a place 
for everyone, even the crazies. Thus, play opens up spaces for nonexpert 
paradigms in organizing. Roughly translated, it helps organizers with dif-
ferent degrees of skill and professional training be part of the process of 
social change.

PLAY AS A TACTIC

Play keeps protest fresh. As Saul Alinsky once said, you gotta keep it fresh. 
If you keep doing the same thing over and over again, nobody cares. Mark 
Harrington of ACT UP and now TAG noted that after a while, people 
stopped caring as much when ACT UP members locked themselves to the 
offi ces of pharmaceutical companies. They stopped being scared. “People 
get bored,” he says. “The media gets bored.”

Thus activism has to reinvent itself over and over again. The lesson that 
many of the playful activists have brought to the new generation of orga-
nizing is the understanding that pleasure counts. Play often invites people 
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into the game of social change. It’s a lesson brought from the gay liberation 
movement and translated through ACT UP and the global justice move-
ment. For many, such as Marla Stevens, the challenge is bringing some of 
the skills of personal fun and sexual play into politics. “It directly trans-
lates,” Stevens explains.

There is nothing wrong with people occasionally just enjoying them-
selves or acting like children. One has to fi gure out ways to lighten things 
up from time to time. This is where the fun of play comes in. It is a free 
activity, involving hands, stories, moving back and forth between reality 
and fantasy, experiment, and frivolity.

It is useful for organizers to be clear about what play can and cannot 
do. Play helps actors convey a counterpublic message; it helps create situ-
ations; it engenders fun. It is not a substitute for a larger more coherent 
organizing strategy. As Stevens points out, play is one of many tools in the 
activist toolbox. Stevens explains, “Good organizing, the best organizing, 
the best organizers have the biggest tool boxes. You use them all to win.” 
Here, play is part of a larger holistic framework for social change, which 
includes a clear, well-articulated proposal, an analysis, media advocacy, 
and an element of freshness and surprise, with a jigger of intelligence, play, 
and performance. “It’s best to keep ’em guessing about what’s going to hap-
pen next.” Performative activism works best when linked with a well-re-
searched, well-defi ned campaign. There are different kinds of policy stages 
for different kinds of performances.

Sometimes the most important step is thinking of an alternative ending 
for a group of people who tend to live in dead-end stories, lives that seem 
predetermined. Kate Crane refl ects on a conversation she had about story-
telling and activism:

I was talking with Sasha today, he is one of the cofounders [of the 
Icarus Project—an alternative mental health project]. He said a lot of 
what the Icarus Project is about is telling stories about our world to 
ourselves every day. We have these stories. And those stories frame how 
we live our lives, what we do, what we don’t do. He said a lot of what 
the Icarus Project is about is creating new stories. And I think that 
theater and creative protest are a really amazing way to tell stories and 
to create new stories. And that is ultimately at the very core of what 
this is all about—getting people to think of a new story about what our 
world is about.

Such an ethos echoes the aspirations of one of the foundational U.S. cul-
tural movements, the 1950s Beat movement, which used poetry to shift the 
way people thought about their lives, censorship, and public life. “Not that 
you go to school and then you go to college and then you get a 9-to-5 job 
and you fi t into this little template,” Crane refl ects. The Beats suggested 
that there were other stories, other ways of being in a culture, rather then 
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just fi tting into a system of narratives that end up in the same dead ends. 
For many of the Beat Generation, the poetry of Allen Ginsberg was the fi rst 
exposure they had to the idea that they could fi ght to create something dif-
ferent rather than fi t into a system in which they did not believe.

As Keith Cylar of Housing Works always used to say, the job of the 
social worker is not to ask people to fi t in, it’s to change the system so there 
is more room for people to move and grow, fi nd a home and a job, and 
be citizens. For Cylar and Housing Works, there had to be another story. 
“There are lots of other stories,” Crane refl ects. How do we get people to 
think about new stories? That is one of the major roles of creative protest 
and of theater. The politics of play, performance, and storytelling is about 
engaging people without hitting them over the head. “Just getting people to 
think that something else is possible,” Crane suggests, is a vital step. “That 
in itself is a huge obstacle. People are really stuck in their ways because it 
makes them feel safe. People need to feel like the world is a certain way. 
Otherwise, it can be really scary.”

The politics of play is ultimately about respecting both the audience and 
the group members. It is about communicating in ways that are engaging 
and thought-provoking, inviting, and not condescending.

If the process is not engaging or democratic, then people do not tend 
to want to stay involved. Cindra Feuer, who worked with SexPanic! and 
ACT UP, explains: “Ultimately, if you are not having fun or enjoying it, 
just don’t do it.” Affective play—such as humor and jokes—supports group 
maintenance.

For external purposes such as political messaging or protest, it is often 
useful to carefully consider the audience for this message. External ludic play 
works well when the expression is matched with a clear goal. ACT UP was 
quite useful at using clowning to pinch holes in social pretense or to highlight 
the fl aws in a social policy. When the group staged the “Send in the Clowns” 
demo in Washington, DC, members used absurd play to mirror what they 
considered the lunacy of a reactive, moralistic policy analysis.

Not only does play make activism more fun, but it also transforms the 
way social actors think about effi cacy and power. As Douglas Crimp and 
others have suggested, play helps direct action groups transform politics 
and power, away from the conventional tropes into different kinds of rela-
tionships and different types of stories.

LIMITATIONS OF PLAY

Some limitations of play mentioned by interviewees include the following:

It does not consistently function as an effective response to political • 
repression.
It can be easily misunderstood.• 
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It can become stale quickly.• 
Lack of resources limit its effi cacy.• 
It does not work alone.• 
It is not a substitute for a clear policy proposal.• 
It is not a substitute for a holistic organizing strategy, which includes • 
a clear goal, communications strategy, mobilization, direct action, 
etc. Without these elements, the utility of play is limited.

Although interviewees were happy to talk about what worked about play, 
they were also eager to talk about what did not work. For external pur-
poses such as political messaging or protest, it is often useful to carefully 
consider the audience for this message. External ludic play works well when 
the expression is matched with the goal⎯such as the defense of a commu-
nity space such as a community garden or a public bike ride or play space.

Ludic play is not as well tailored for many heavy issues such as police 
brutality, to name just one. “It’s hard to play when people are dying,” 
ACT UP veteran Julie Davids explained, but certainly, there is gallows 
humor that is powerful. David Feinberg’s (1994) AIDS comedies are pro-
foundly moving, but it is just so easy to miss the point and watch the point 
backfi re. Julie Davids makes the same point Mallon (1998) makes, which 
is that sometimes there is too much pain to laugh. In such cases, the use 
of ludic tactics can backfi re, be misunderstood, or be seen as belittling a 
larger movement cause, unless they are extremely culturally specifi c. The 
ACT UP political funeral or New Orleans funeral marches are profoundly 
culturally specifi c. Without such a context, play can appear fl ippant or 
disrespectful. Thus, it is useful for actors to be aware of the strategic uses 
of creative play.

The most effective use of play in community organizing is when it works 
within a campaign framework that links a clear policy goal with tools that 
support this request. These often include art, research, data, legal reason-
ing, and a mobilization strategy. Play is part of a combination of tools 
necessary to create change. It’s a tool in the toolbox. Without these tools, 
acting up is harder to take seriously. “You can’t just have a temper tantrum 
because you like to have temper tantrums,” Marla Stevens argues. “That’s 
a turnoff. Grabbing attention and then not having anything to do is kind 
of stupid. And you do that enough and nobody is going to pay attention.” 
After all, tactics have to stay fresh and intelligent. If they are repeated over 
and over without updates, they lose their utility. “If you do too much for 
shock value, it ceases to have shock value. And it also then reduces your 
credibility. And so you are not someone to be taken seriously,” Stevens con-
cludes. “That’s why I’m saying, mix it up.”

This discussion also speaks to the core question about whether there are 
certain topics or subjects around which ludic play isn’t likely to work, and 
how groups can avoid being seen as supercilious. Ludic play does not work as 
well for “heavy” issues, and without a coherent program, play may be seen 
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as silly and pointless. Yet, there is no consensus about this. ACT UP pushed 
the limits of what was seen as appropriate versus crossing that line. Dif-
ferent people agree and disagree about what makes something “heavy.” Is 
cruising at a display of the Names Quilt tacky or a response to mass death 
with more life-affi rming Eros? The message of ludic play must match the 
point of the protest. If it is to point to the absurdity of a policy, that needs 
to be the point. Some issues, such as police brutality, are just not funny. 
Here the play response can be counterproductive.

One of the ways the play spirit loses its effectiveness is when social move-
ment organizations become overbureaucratized. Allan Clear, who helped 
translate the aspirations of ACT UP’s syringe exchange advocacy into two 
service organizations, notes that regulation has stifl ed the creativity, the 
DIY ethos that propelled the harm reduction movement for many years. 
He explains:

I think I’m more conscious of the limitations right now. When we went 
from having seven needle exchanges [nationwide] to about a hundred in 
1993–4, that’s a big growth. Yet we had people getting their stuff. And 
that’s where you talk about the DIY stuff. And then you had health 
departments getting on board like in Baltimore and stuff. They are not 
corrupting it. To me, you’ve got to have that government support. At 
the same time, you have these places who’ve been doing it for ten years 
and they are burnt out. They are not going any further. So the creative 
element, we did not see another birth of activism truly until like 1996. 
And we were mainstreamed in New York City.

Thus, it is useful to have play be part of the organizing process. Play con-
tributes to innovation in social movements and movement organizations 
(Weissman 1990). If there is play without an effective egalitarian process, 
people do not stay engaged. The example of SexPanic! confi rms this. With-
out justice, there is no pleasure.

Few argue that play should stand on its own. But some, such as Gregg 
Gonzalves, a former ACT UP member now involved with the international 
AIDS treatment movement, point out that play and massive protest is not 
part of the Republican policy approach, and they have made great strides 
in the last four decades. 

One of the interesting features of studying social movements and collective 
action is that because groups are always innovating—that’s usually one of the 
hallmarks of collective action—predicting “success” is trickier than it might 
be in settings where people are using the same strategies and tactics over and 
over again.

Arts and songs, chants, and stories speak to people in many different ways. 
They create different illusions. Here, play offers a way to imagine and engage 
with other forms of reality and engagement. Yet, the challenge remains to 
do more than play with ideas and use this spirit to alter the route of history 
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(Nardi 2006). If reality is made of countless stories and illusions, then the 
challenge is to advance different kinds of stories. Yet, such a framework is 
often anything but linear. Thus, it is useful to steer away from a positivist-
style prediction by thinking about innovation and the mix of the aesthetic 
and political activism. Although the study considers ends, the focus remains 
on means. The study of play in social movements compels practitioners and 
scholars to consider different forms of effi cacy, different outcomes than scor-
ing the goal. By asserting there are different ways of studying social movement 
and social change activities, practitioners acknowledge there are different 
forms of social knowledge, which are liberated when people play. The play is, 
after all, the thing to get the conscience of the king.

IN SUM

Joyful play fi nds itself in the strangest places and campaigns. This study has 
documented cases from ACT UP to antigentrifi cation where play contributed 
to campaigns that utilized holistic approaches to organizing for social change. 
These include groups that worked for economic justice, education, health 
care, and basic needs, as well as pleasure⎯not one or the other.

Play is useful in politics because:

It helps create community as well as bring new political actors into • 
the arena.
It bridges the gap between hearts and minds.• 
It helps validate different ways of knowing and working within the • 
world.
It supports a holistic organizing strategy that includes research, • 
mobilization, legal tactics, direct action, and a clear workable policy 
alternative.
The politics of play works as part of a coherent organizing strategy. • 
Instead of just offering a “no,” play helps advocates articulate what 
they want the world to look like.

At its core, such a politics is about the mix of ingredients for effective organiz-
ing, as tribes build their own communities of pleasure and resistance. Some 
of them are book groups, such as a network Eric Rofes was part of for the 
better part of a decade. Here social connection and intellectual stimulation 
were the focus. Yet, the principles are the same. People need to be engaged 
to stay involved.

Let’s talk about the San Francisco Study Group on Sex and Politics, 
now in its twelfth or thirteenth year. It’s a group of kind of egghead 
type people who have formed a community of some kind. Some of us 
are new and some of us have been around for twelve or thirteen years 
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just getting together once a month over food and a book and a read-
ing or an article or a video we’ve seen to discuss it. I specifi cally could 
have planned that as simply read the book and come and talk. ‘Cause 
I could do that and I fi nd that meaningful. I had to add food. I had to 
add social events and fi eld trips. And I had to fi nd a way to sustain it for 
the long haul, cause other people need that. And so good organizing of 
that, and not at all perfect, involves a careful mix of community build-
ing, food, people kind of hearing about landmark events in people’s 
lives—all through this fairly artifi cial ritual of study group.

In other cases, play is part of an organizing recipe which includes ingredi-
ents such as performance and storytelling. Kirk Read describes one such 
space: “I organize a monthly open-mic in a gay men’s STD clinic called 
Magnet. The space is very sort of Chelsea. I do it with Larry Bob Roberts 
from Holy Titclamps [Boys Club]. There’s always a sense of fun.” Some-
times the politics of play is about protest and other times it is about poetry 
readings, creative artistic direct action, live art, party groups that organize 
dance events. If anything, the politics of play is about cooking up recipes 
for a better world.

Is play everything to a social movement? Certainly not. Yet it is better 
for people to form tribes to expand alienation-reducing social networks 
(Maffesoli 1993, 1996) than for people to bowl alone (Putnam 2000) or 
leave public life entirely. Whereas dour politics often mirrors the very power 
structures activists oppose, playful responses open up questions, stories, 
and spaces. After all, pleasure is a resource.



 Appendix
Methodological Notes on the Study of 
Play and Pleasure in Social Movements

Although concepts of play often elude simple categorization (Hyde 
1998), they offer the makings of great stories. These musings are often 
best refl ected with movement narrative. Thus, the aim of much of this 
research was to reconcile some of these competing narrative accounts 
used to describe the ways people play, build community, and engage in 
political action (Plummer,1995). To do this the study builds on cultural 
anthropologists Holland et al.’s (1998) use of narratives of action to grap-
ple with the multiple ways organizers utilize and make sense of forms of 
radical play, performance, and creative direct action.

I have spent the better part of the last decade involved with the individu-
als and social movements at the center of this study, as both an activist and a 
participant observer. This personal experience contributes both to my access 
to key informants and to a critical understanding of the topic in question. 
Many questions and fi ndings fi rst found their expression within this direct 
experience.

From 1997 through 2005, I participated within these movements as a 
participant fi rst and as a researcher second. The combination proved fer-
tile. Echoing the experience of other such research (Colic-Peisker 2004), 
the tension between observing and participating, between detached 
distance and impassioned engagement, accompanied most of the work. 
There were moments in SexPanic! when I was actually scolded for devot-
ing so much attention to drafting fi eld notes (not an unfamiliar expe-
rience for researchers, see Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 1995) and I was 
accused of not participating, or worse being an infi ltrator, another com-
mon experience of observing participants (Forsey 2004). Yet, as Hume 
and Mulcock (2004) note, many of these awkward moments and rookie 
mistakes highlight key insights including the need for trust, care, open-
ness, reciprocity, and respect as part of movement practices. As a het-
erosexually identifi ed man (Shepard 2006) navigating a queer world of 
anarchists, sex workers, and sexual outsiders, there were moments in 
which I experienced both the “shock of recognizing self as other” and 
complete connection with activists who became friends, confi dants, and 
research participants with vexing discord (Hume and Mulcock 2004, 
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xx). Yet, as many have noted, ethnographic fi eldwork often involves 
an element of self confession (Geertz 1973; Hume and Mulcock 2004, 
xx). From the moments I fi rst read about SexPanic! in the national news 
media (Crain 1997), I was fascinated with the possibility of participating 
in a politics which attempted to reject identity in favor of a new queerer 
brand of social justice activism, a politics in which people played and 
performed rather than felt indebted to one fi xed social category over 
another (Butler 1993). Yet, the only way to really know what it was 
about was by participating.

My perspective as a participant observer of many of the movements 
discussed (see Butters 1983; Tedlock 1991; Lichterman 2002; Hume and 
Mulock 2004) found its way into the case narrative within discussion of 
ACT UP, SexPanic! and Fed Up Queers. Herein, the study makes use of 
my self, the researcher, as an observing instrument (Yegidis and Weinbach 
2002, p. 110). 

In order to reconcile the competing impulses of participation and 
research, while bridging the divide between activism and academia 
(Shepard 2007A), I attempted to practice a form of “militant ethnogra-
phy,” (Juris 2007). Herein, research was conducted in the name of at least 
aiding in the work of campaigns aimed at social change. In some ways, 
the research was conducted within an eye on completing basic movement 
tasks: writing meeting minutes, organizing meetings, getting arrested 
with activists, writing letters to the editor of local papers, etc. In countless 
ways this method provided insights into the very nature of the organizing 
practices. This refl ective practice informed my activism for a majority of 
these years. And it produced a number of sources of data which otherwise 
would not have been accessible. 

Writing about participating in public sexual cultures, Bolton (1992) 
suggests there are certain types of data that cannot be procured without 
direct participation. Writing about ethnographic research into move-
ment practices, Juris (2007) and Farrer (2002) both highlight ways 
that engaged participation informed their understanding of movement 
practices in ways which other less direct participation could not have 
provided. In writing about the psychiatric interview Harry Stack Sul-
livan (1954) suggests there is no neutral participation. “His principle 
instrument of observation is his self—his personality, him as a person,” 
Sullivan wrote. “The processes and the changes in processes that make 
up the data which can be subjected to scientifi c study occur, not in the 
subject person not in the observer, but in the situation which is created 
between the observer and his instrument,” (p. 3). This work borrows 
from Sullivan’s notion of data collection through participant observa-
tion and refl ection. The case studies reported took shape within a robust 
interplay between lived experience, interaction, refl ection, and narration 
(Cohler 1982, 1994). 
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The fi rst chapter is based on an interview with Jose Sarria about events 
which took place before my birth. Yet, even within this context, Sarria 
insisted I bring my sense of self into the narrative. Studs Terkel (1967) has 
described the interaction between himself, the interviewer and interviewee 
in a long interview as a jazz-like improvisation in which he uses different 
parts of his experience to question and listen and create stories. The same 
process took place in my interviewing, observing, and comparing answers 
from the fi eld with the historic record. Here the aim was to allow a move-
ment narrative to take shape out of a refl exive process as a coherent whole 
(Myerhoff and Ruby 1982/1992, p. 312).

By summer 2005, I sought to interview a sample of some sixty-fi ve activ-
ists, data from forty of which are included. The study sample was com-
prised of community organizers who had specifi c experience with creative 
protest and innovative protest techniques. In order to reach a diverse range 
of subjects, I employed a snowball sampling method to capture the points 
of view of cohort members and connections not readily accessible to the 
complete stranger to the scene. This was complimented with a purposeful 
sample of key informants from distinct activist cohorts (Patton 2002).

Qualitative research emphasizes an understanding of culture and its 
implications rather than a precise measurement. In this case, the study 
was to consider the shifting terrain of contemporary social movement 
work and its history. To achieve this end, I made use of an interview 
questionnaire designed to establish channels for the scope and direction 
of discourse (McCracken 1988, p. 24). The questionnaire was designed 
to capture the study’s scope. The aim was to both depict and develop an 
understanding of the real-world experiences of those activists and the 
movements in which they are involved. 

Qualitative inquiry places an emphasis on the social process of social 
change. While the study made use of a questionnaire, it remained a nat-
uralistic inquiry, adaptable to shifts in social terrain. The ground within 
a study of social movements is in constant fl ux. As such, a methodologi-
cal emphasis on social process was essential for the project to assess 
complex changes in social terrain (McCracken 1988; Weiss 1998). Flex-
ibility was an imperative. The interviews were conducted in an atmo-
sphere of informality with an eye toward the generation of stories and 
meaning.

A primary goal of the work was to grapple with the messiness and limi-
tations of tactical strategies aimed at creating change. So much had been 
written about ludic infl uences on movement practices in recent years (Hill 
2004), yet few accounts were getting at questions of meaning or effi cacy, 
philosophy or history of playful responses to repressive circumstances 
which felt pressing. 

In order to cultivate a richer, more meaningful reading of the politics 
of play, I sought to make use of multiple data sources, including: archival 
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historical materials on radical play, my observation of the activist use 
of play to counter panic, and interviews with activists. Throughout 
the process, elements of oral history methods were borrowed to con-
textualize the movement narratives unfolding in the structured inter-
views (Grele 1996). While the use of multiple data sources and research 
methodologies can appear disorderly, such approaches are considered 
entirely relevant for qualitative inquiry (Patton 2002, 41; Shevory 2004, 
xiv). These materials form the basis for the formation of case studies 
of social movements (Snow and Trom 2002). The advantage of the use 
of multiple sources of evidence is that it allows for a “triangulation” of 
data (Stake 1994; Shevory 2004). This approach provides corroborating 
evidence through multiple data sources, rather that merely relying on 
one (Shevory 2004, xiv–vi). The point is to compare interview data with 
participant observations and theoretical understandings (McCracken 
1988, 28). When a story fails to match researcher observations and 
other theories, then further explanation may be necessary (Kirk and 
Miller 1986, 22–3). Observation is a vital element of such inquiry. 
Michael Patton suggests that there is a basic practical side to qualitative 
research involved in asking open-ended questions and observing real 
world settings and interactions (2002, 136). Throughout the process I 
engaged in a constant comparison of answers provided with my theo-
retical understanding of the fi eld process (Butters 1983). Comparison of 
events from the fi eld with historical events and theoretical explanations 
with additional questions continued in an ongoing interplay until I was 
satisfi ed I had answered enough of the questions which kept popping up 
throughout the interview process.

Data was collected in recorded interviews, interview notes, and observed 
fi eld notes. The interview guide offered a useful way for me to compare 
the interview question responses from a wide range of interviewees. From 
here, data was organized into bundles according to categories of data. The 
groupings of data sources were analyzed in an inductive fashion aimed 
at searching for understandings of the symbolic worlds of those being 
studied (Patton 2002). Theory emerged from this organization and com-
parison with other data sources (Butters 1983, Strauss and Corbin 1990; 
Patterson 2002).

Qualitative research does not exist to verify material as much as 
to make sense of stories. The study was written with an emphasis on 
refl exivity. It emphasized impressions and stories of study participants 
as they connected to larger forces of social change (McAdams 1985; 
Cohler 1994) and their refl ections on their experiences with social 
movements and organizations. The life story is as powerful tool for use 
in the analysis of social worlds (Spence 1982; Plummer 1995). The use 
and analysis of biographical data as a theoretical frame for the study of 
social movements is not new. This study borrows from Jasper’s (1997) 
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work to consider the ways social actors make sense of and fi nd mean-
ings in their social words, their work, and their lives as social activists 
(Bruner 1990). Life history research and analysis is viewed as useful 
because it allows the subject to tell his or her story on his or her own 
terms. Such a method allows the researcher to provide attention to the 
entire context of a life, its narration, and its social circumstances. This 
enables the researcher to attend to the complex emotional and cogni-
tive motivations involved in social movement activity (Jasper 1997, 
430). The central theme is neither the individual life experiences of 
the organizer nor the movements they are involved with, but rather 
the way in which they incorporate and maintain a spirit of play and/
or creativity in their work. In that regard, the individual life story 
offers contextual data (Epstein 2005) in a larger history of an idea. 
From here history, interview, and observation interact as a coherent 
narrative.

CENTRAL QUESTIONS AND STUDY GUIDE

Why Play?

 1. Age and place of birth?
 2. What brought you to this type of community organizing? Biography 

question . . .
 3. What were or are the names of the groups you were involved with?
 4. Have you utilized elements of creativity, play, direct action, or perfor-

mance in your organizing?
 5. What are the best experiences with the use of play and creativity in 

your work?
 6. Is creative protest and community building a viable alternative to tra-

ditional models of organizing and politics? Is there a contrast?
 7. What is the politics of playful creative protest as opposed to con-

ventional protest? How do you use play? Is play a useful response to 
social controls?

 8. When you use play, theater, and creative direct action, what kind of 
audiences do you have in mind?

 9. What responses have you gotten?
 10. How do you think that theater, creativity, and play work to effect 

change? Can creative, playful, fun approaches to organizing practices 
result in practical shifts in people’s lives?

 11. To what extent is the community you are seeking to create embodied 
in your protest tactics?

 12. How do you defi ne success and fi nd meaning in this work?
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 13. Is creative protest most useful for connecting political actors with for-
mal political channels or for creating a prefi gurative image of a better 
world in which activists hope to live?

 14. Are you fi ghting to build community or create external changes? Are 
these aims mutually exclusive?

 15. Given there is a vitality in prefi gurative community building and a social 
imperative of organizing toward material ends, can social and creative 
play and organizing bridge these two streams of social change practice?

Limitations

 16. What are the strengths versus the limitations of playful, creative pro-
test and direct action?

 17. Have I missed something?

INTERVIEWS

The primary data source for this study consists of interviews. The follow-
ing individuals participated in interviews for the study:

Panama Vicente Alba
Mark Anderson

Walter Armstrong

Dana Beal

Barton Benes

Johnathan Berger 

Jean Bergman

Jay Blotcher 

JKtheCat (a.k.a. Judith Canepa) 

Allan Clear 

Kate Crane

Julie Davids

Tim Dooty

Abby Ehmann

William Etundi

Cindra Feuer

Donald Gallagher

Greg Gonsalvez

Mark Harrington
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Wayne Hoffman

Melissa Hope

Liddell Jackson

Aresh Javadi

Louis Jones

John Jordan

Charles King

Bob Kohler

Brook Lehman

Jamie Leo

Mattilda (a.k.a. Matt Bernstein Sycamore)

Elizabeth Meixell

Urania Mylonas

Ann Northrop

Steve Questor

Karen Ramspacher

Kirk Read

Eric Rofes

Eric Sawyer

Dean Spade

Starhawk (a.k.a. Miriam Simos)

Marla Stevens

Seth Tobochman

James Wagner 

Susan Wright
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