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Standing in line outside Paramount Studios, Scolt Robbe checked his watch. Six-thirty. In a half-hour The
! Arsenio Hall Show would begin its live taping. A TV producer who had recently arrived from New York, Robbe
tried to remain oblivious to the Hall fans around him, who occasionally would break out into the talk-show host's
m “Whoo! Whoo!"” chant and gyrate their fists. Robbe was cold — this was December, after all — and
he was nervous. In a half-hour he and 12 colleagues plan to disrupt The Arsenio Hall Show.

in the language of gay and lesbian politics, what Robbe and his cohorls were going to do was “zap”™ Hall —
publicly embarrass him for his lack of gay guests and for his anti-gay routines. In the late '80s, ACT UP had
institutionalized the tactic as a way to disrupt opponents with warnings (phone calls, sit-ins, kiss-ins) that apathy
about AIDS could no longer be tolerated. Robbe and his friends wanted to go one step further: to take the zap
to national TV. e i3

As the crowd of 400 filed into the studio, Robbe continued to fret. The minute he and his cullengues Id.nllflnd
themselves as part of the gay and lesbian group Queer Nation, all hell would break loose. And the pruluurl
had every intention of identifying themselves. Underneath their sweaters, they wore T-shirts, some hﬂﬁlnﬂrf
colored, some black-and-white. Jaime Green's displayed bright, lime-green words that read: "Queer Bur.." Tnm*izi:
Mertz's read: “Every Tenth Jesus Is a Queer.” Others had concealed green-and-yellow fluorescent stickers that
announced “A Queer Nation Warning/Caution: Homophobia May Be Hazardous to Your Health!™ or proclaimed
the motio “You Say Don't Fuck, We Say Fuck You.” 1

Queer Nation began a year ago in New York, and almost mmediaicly attracied hundreds of burni-out ACT UP members, community leaders and

sell-proclzimed “baby dykes and fags™ who wanted to organize around something besides AIDS, Queer Nation defined itself as a “militant and uncom-
promising group dedicated lumlmnmn;mmpukmyhuumummaﬂrupuhuul and cultural manifestations through dhtdpdlﬂcnﬂknwhthwi]

celebrate and Maoand sexial

m&mmumm—m

gained celebrity siatns fast. “In the “70s,
Mwhhmw

thﬁndﬂnwg: dﬂﬂhﬂiﬂ,ﬁﬂtﬁ]‘ﬂlmmhw ‘ .
gt a handful to mee Fﬂ-wmuﬂﬁhuﬂ:wﬂmmmﬂm ; |
hﬂlﬂﬂdi:ﬂ:dﬂptl:nhlm ﬂhﬁmﬂmﬂmmwwhsih

inchnding such unlikely places as Salt Lake Ciey and Dallas.

Like ACT UP before it, Queer Nation has thrived on the politics of panache — following activist Brett McGuire’s imperative, “Go Out There
and Be Fabulous!™ The organization’s very uame was conceived as a nﬂltth;plﬂrﬂﬂlshuiedlﬂhuﬂmdmiﬁﬂtﬂn a of
oppression with an ace, media-savvy élan. True, the ruse did alicnate Iesbians and gays who cringe at calling themselves th '
who use that word are doing the full-time work of gay-basbers,” r;uu[ﬂurhi}nkb publisher of The New York Native and v Siroet
‘i'nrl:"l ﬂﬂhhl gay journals. : _ ¢ oA e
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A movernani should be arl-directed: The “Every Tenth Jesus ls 8 Queer™ posier
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But aversion was far from unanimous. Queer Nauon upptd inw a
growing disirust within the gav community of its mainsiream insotu-
nons (here in LA, this means West Hollvwood ), questioning the ability
of polite lobbving, checkbook actvism and electoral campaigns to
effect polincal change If. as journalist Randy Shilis savs, AIDS has
mken all the “fun” out of being gav, "queernes”™ has resurrected i,
suggesting there is life bevond AIDS, a politcs bevond ACT UP and a
dress codde besicdes leather.

Queer Nauon's tactics can be ndiculously simple. Duning *Nighs
Oue,” acovists (lock to straight bars w play spin-the-boule undl they get
kicked out. (hucer Nanonalsin LA. and 5an Franasco orek w suburban
malls in drag to howl, "We re Here,
We 're Quecer and We 're Not Going
Shopping!” In San Francosco, Queer
Naton banners in the Castro an-
nounce, “Soraighs: Behave or Be
Gone!”

In what has been thewr most con-
troversial tactic, members of the
L.A. chapter have put up posters

WHEN ARSENIO

yvourself a show!™

When the protesters were escorted out, they looked downurodden.
Robbe agonized over not being able to compete with Hall's mike. But
the ainng of the interchange later that night twld a different story.
Hall railed on too long. sounding defensive and hectoning, turning a
potential victory into a draw — mavbe even a defeat. “Why is it that
you can do jokes about anything, but when vou do a gav joke, I got
wlios in here pProtesung over i. You dont see Dan Cuayvle here!
What's wour ]_:.rnhl.rm, MAn, li.ghu;‘ﬂ up ibLﬂ.‘P. I;nln:i;P] and enjoy it.”

The Arsenio Hall zap put Queer Navon/L.A. on the acovist map
— and on the evening news. (On a subsequent show, Bill Cosby lec-
wred Hall about his antigay humor;
when Hall cur him off with a commer-
cial, Cosby quipped, “1 may not be
here when the commercial's over.™)
Up o that point, Queer Nagon had
been dismissed by the local gay estab-
lishment. Now there was no denving
it had arrived. For many, the group
represenis a new coming oul —

thrnughr}ut the city ':drntifvjng
such entertainment moguls as
David Ceeffen and Merv Griffin as
gay. What makes the LA chapter
unigque, savs Scou Robbe, is its prox-
imity to the film and TV industry —

GETS BUSY,

something bevond gay and leshian.
In the words of Scott Robbe, *Cucer
Naton — queerness iself — repre-
senis the idea that we are consttu-
donally different from straighes and
have a cudture of our own.™

the media goliath that accounts for
the nation’s blackout en anvthing
but rwisted portrayals of homose xu-
ality. For Robbe, Arsenic Hall — the
htppes: commadity to emerge from
that machine lately — represents
Hollywood homophaobia at its

But how long would this new com-
Ing out last? Would Queer Naton learn
from ACT UP's mistakes and em-

bolden diverse segments of leshians
and gays? Or would it alienate every-
one — including the larger gay com-

munity — through tactics that seemed

worst. “He 's so blatant,” savs Queer
Navon member Tom Mertz, "vet 3o
unchecked.”

The local chapter of the Gay
and Lesbian Alhance Against Defa-

GET BASHED.

too petulant and, paradoxically

enough, too white and too male?

maton (GLAAD), a media watch-
dog group, had written Hall letters
complaining about what its execu-
tive director, Rich Jennings. called
“countless, mindless anacks.” Jen-
nings cited 3 June 1939 monologue
in which Hall mocked the Gav
Pride parade, pursing his lips
and mincing toward the cam-
erd, launching into a routine
about frightened heterosexu-
als who treat the p.u:uli' Tlike
a Lion Countrv Safari, people
locking their doors and roll-
ing up their car windows.”
Robbe could recall numer-
ous examples of Hall nidr-
culing gavs. Which was why

he had decided 1o crash the
show.

By the time Hall was
ready 10 introduce his firse
guest, Robbe could feel the adrena-
line running through him. So could
Mertz and Tonvy Herie. They shot
up from their seats, and his col-
leagues joined him, screaming, “Where are the
gav guests’”

Hall was taken aback. “There are a lot of FAy
guests on my show,” he stammered, “hut they
don’t like o mlk about their sexual preference, so we don't know
whether they're gay or not!” Applause for Hall and boos for the pro-
testers. “This ain't Mery,” he shouted. “This ain’t Johnny. | ain't going
o run [rom this,”

Robbe, Mertz and Heric recited names of public gav figures Hail
might invite — director Gus Van Sant (Drug Store Cowboy), writer /actor
Harvey Fierstein | Torch Song Trlogy), plavwrnight and ACT UP founder
Larry Kramer. Hall responded, 1 had Elton John and he rocked the
house . . . when Harvey has something I'm interested in. I'll bring him
on the show.” (Two months later, Hall invited Flierstein and thev dis
cussed the incdent ) He then ft'pl‘."..jll.-l'.i, “But this 1s mv show, okay e
frve ames. “You think | hawven T had someone on my show " cause thev re

ay: What's wrong with vou, man® I'm black. I'm the biggest minority
[ know. I don't want 1o hear that gay wash . . . You want 1o book i, get

i you watch whe Arsenio Hall Show, yeutl think dybes
e Dign, g [argsh thaars bev rowr prdartalneneet sad ridirubs . Bed
Four il veinly thal QLGRS ST el of Bel oF Bl or dalerve re
spact Wy any obthar minarity.

W you know betier, we s an es for you: rwtich e w matto — “Bash Back!™ — as their headline. A
il to sy o lple nigtd horror s,

Bashing back: A Queer Matlon handblill

M APRIL 27, 1990, UNCLE
Oﬂha:]j-:': South, a popular
gay bar in New York City's

Creenwich Village, was pi
bombed; three gays were rush
St. Vincent's Hospital. A group of
ACT UP/N.Y. members who had
been casually meedng on their own
called an emergency gathering
1o protest the rise in the dry's
hate crimes by 122 percent
that year. The June 17 march
drew thousands of angry les-
hians and gays brandishing
posters (“My Beloved Was
Quecr-Bashed Here™) 1o
wheat-paste all over down-
wown. Previoushy, ant-bias
demonstrations had heen
non-viaolent. But this
time, when straights
shouted epithets at the
demonstrators and josted them,
the marchers pushed back, prompt-
ing the first rash of news coverage on
hate crimes. The tabloids slapped on
what would become the gay
movement's most controversial

week later, Queer Nation was formed.
The need for a direct-action group o focus
on leshian and gay suffrage was obvious to any-
one paving attention last year. Andrew Dice Clay's popularitywas woa
large degree predicated on his audience’s loathing of gays; Senator
Jesse Helms exploited intolerance of gays o cripple the National En-
dowment for the Arts; Andy Rooney announced on 60 Minuies that
homaosexuality was an illness.

Animasity could be expected from the right But from the lefi? Last
winter, Pete Hamill made a “progressive” case that gays had become
oo loud and uppity. In an Esguire column entitled “Confessions of a
Heterosexizal, ™ he wrote: “1 am tred of listening 1o people who identify
themselves exclusively by what they do with their cocks.” Hamill went
on: he was “ashamed of some of the things | did [but] then came AIDS

. Now | find mwself struggling with the powerful undertow of the
primitive codes of my youth,”

In response came an essav entitled *1 Hate Straghts,” written anon-
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DARYL GATES, JOEL WACHS AND QUEER NATION

“Lashians snd gay man in our city have long besn among thoss singled owl |
for asssull and unegual snforcerment of the law at the handa of tha LAPD,." says
Jon W. Devidson, the Southern Calllornda ACL U s senior stafl counssl lor eablan
mrvd gEys rights. Over the Dast two years, one of avery six antl-gay snd lesbidan
hate crimes reporied 10 LA.'s Gay and Leablan Community Sarvices Canier woers
incigents of police sbuse, contends Roger Coggan, director of legel services st
tha santer. In The last hwo years, says Coggan, 80 incidems of antl-gay-and-
jasbian police misconduct have been reported to the cender. [According lo polkcs
PreEs Spolespereon Lisutenant Fred Mixon, the LAPD doas nol Deap SeDarmis
recorde of anil-gey-and-leshisn police-abuse cases.)

During tha month preceding the Aodney King beating. Coggan s&ys that Mve
incidanis of LAPD misconduct were reporied, incheding officers slamming a gay
man's heed against & car hood and bresking the rbae of a heandcufied man. In
Fabruary, the LAPD rekded & lesbian benefil arsd dence st LACE snd areated fea
pariicipants for violsting slcohol laws and “running & dencs hall. ™ The city soe.
iy refused 1o flle charges. Tha women, four of whom are of color, say hey Wwans

phyaically ardd wvarbally sssaulted.

S

Although Gales' commani Bboul hiring gays and lesbians — “Who'd wam o
work with ona?" he ok an LA Times reporier in 1982 — remains INfamous,
much of the gEY cCommunity was siow in spaaking cul on ths Rodney King cass.
Tha Gay and Leaabian Alllance Agarst Detemation (GLAAD) jusi announced Ths
It wrill poin the June 1 rally o recall Oades,

One of the chisl excepiion has been Ouser Mation, which has parficipated n
the Comemities 1o Recall Gates from the starl. Teo woeaks ago, the group thrus
HEall mio the Getes debate in s rypleally controvarsisl wey — by targeting ons
ol Cales’ most vocal supporters: LA City Councliman Joal Wacha. At a May 10
demonstrathon ai City Hall, Suser Matlon membars brandished plecands of Wachs
that damanded, “Josl, you must stop supporting Police Chisf Gates and the other
quesr-bashing cops. Support your quess sisiers and brothers instesd.”

The protest has s roots In ssversl lofiers written o Waches by gay atiormeys
Thomas J, Coleman Jr., Leroy 5. Walker and Mickey Wheatiey {8 member of Oueesr
Mation). The inftlal letier, writien by Coleman on April § snd relsassd o the press,
bagan: “As ané Q&Y Man 10 another,” and continued, “When & well-known and
documanied blgot ke Chisf Gaes |8 placed on pabkd saws, why do you jump
through hoopa of fire 10 put hm back on the o7~

Wachs replied the same dey with his own ietier. it began jusi s forcefully:

Ouvidson and Coggan lay the biame for the LAPD's “Institutional homophe- | ~Your memo is simply not rus.” he asseried “No one in City Hall has lought

bia~ on Chisld Daryl Getes; 80 9o numarnsus others in the gay and lesbian poiithcal
esswmblishmenl Christophes MoCsuley snd Marris Kight, respecthealy the tea
openly gay members of the Los Angeiss CHy and County Human Asiations Come-

misskons, have been particulerty critical of Gates”
refusal to mecrull opsnily gay and leablan cops (N
contrast to New York and San Francisco) and to
hire army opanhy gey llaisons 1o tha gay of leabian
community. iich Grobeson, he one pollcsman
whe has coma oul in recent years, was haraasad
80 seversly, he clalma, that he was lorced from
the department. He has fMed a $5-million sui
against the LAPD, tha city and 15 police offlcers.
Depurty Chy Aftorney Arthur Walsh, who b Feprs-
senting the LAPD and the city, says, “We don't
think ha can esiablish that the city or police de-
partment had a practice of harmasing gays and

vmously bv some ACT UP/MN.Y. members and dis-
wibuted during the 1990 Gay Pride parade. (It
wotild later be the cover storvin the influental New
York gay and lesbian magarine, OutWeek) “1 Hate
Straights” gave voice to the rage many gays harbor
toward cven the most welkintentuoned of hetero-
sexuals. It : “I hate having to convince straight
people that lesbians and gays live in a war zone, that
we're surrounded by bomb blass only we seem w
hear, that our bodies and souls are heaped high,
dead from fright or bashed or raped, dying of grief
or discase, stripped of our personhood.”

Borrowing from the rhetonie of black nanonal-
ism, the cssay addressed such ssues as seli<defense
and cultral identty: “They've taught us that good
queers don’t get mad . . . They bash us and stab us
and shoot us and bomb us in ever-increasing num-
bers and sull we freak out when angry queers carry
banners or signs that say 'Bash Back!". .. Let yourself
be angry that the price of our visihility is the con-
sant threat of violence to which practically every
segment of thissociety contributes . .. The next ime
some straight person comes down on you for being
angry, tell them you don’t want any more baby pic-
tures shoved in your face unal you can have or keep

own. Tell them, go away and oy on a world
without the brave srong queers that are its guts and
brains and souls . . . until they have spent a month
walking hand in hand in public with someone of the
same sex.”

To say the least, "I Hate Straighs” was a call w
arms. If Queer Nation emerged as a direct response
1o ACT UP's restrictive focus on AIDS, it was also a
direct outgrowth of ACT UF's miliant success. It's
impossible to imagine Queer Nation without ACT
UP coming first. The militant populism that ACT
UP chorcographed (crowds storming the Federal
Drug Administration, “die-ins” at LA's Federal
Ruilding) gave gay politics not just muscle but, just
as important, cultural cachet. In New York. LA. and
San Francisco, ACT UP meetings replaced bars as
ideal pickup spots. The men who chained them-
selves to the stock market and the women who made
officials at the Nauonal Institute of Allergies and

Targeted: Councilman Josl Wacha

—  —

Infectious Diseases open up clinical wrials w females
became movement stars.

But ACT UP's success also led to its unraveling.
As some members won recognition from the gov-
ernment and were asked to shape and implement
policy, ACT UP was accused of losing its oursider’s
edge. In addivon, ACT UF never overcame its rep-
utation asa gay, white, male organizaton — that the
concerns of women and people of color were sec-
ondary. ACT UP also never established an internal
structure (much less an agreed-upon language) o
examine and work through its internal divisions. It
was an organizaton waiting wo fragment

Last September, ACT UP in San Francisco split
during an ugly public brawl; some wanted ACT UP
to agitate for health-care reform while others de-
manded the group just focus on AIDS. Chapters in
Partland. Boston and Chicago were similarly
shaken; ACT UP/L.A. went on two retreats 1o re-
solve animosites.

This left a vacuum for Queer Naton — for a gay
and leshian movement that could address internal
differences as much as external enemies. As Mana
Mejia of Queer Nation points out, over the last 20
vears, gay had come to mean “male only™ and les-
bian to mean “men not welcome.” In perhaps its
maost brilliant stroke, Queer Naton wies to amphify
and resoive those distincdons head-on by is very
name. By employing the word “queer,” the group
isn't just subverting an old curse but is declanng a
new definiton. just as in the "60s, African-Amen-
cans took on “black™ (many reluctanty) and dif-
fused its racist edge to establish a new collective
identty, gays and lesbians now use “qucer as a
hadge of honor; the word is a slap in the face o

old-style gay assimilationists — those who say,

harder against LAPD antl-gay discrimination than L~ He did not respond io
Colpman's assumption ihat he was gay.
Wachs has long besn a major supporisr of the gay community. In 1978, he

suthored the cliy ordinance prohibiting dlscrimi-
nation agains! gays and leabiana; his 1985 b
making i & crime to discriminate agalns! peope
with AIDS was the firsl in the couniry. Recenthy,
ha hadpad push through the Oty Cousred] o o il o
dollar housing project and o §228 000 sducation
program for peopls with AIDE. To mary, Cuser
Hallon (& atiaciking the wrong person.

Avesry on business, Wache Wwils e allsbe
tor comiment. His chiel deputy, Greg Nalson, sakl
thal he would notl address the issus of Wacha'
saxual prefersnce. Wechs, ha says, ks not sup-
pocting Gates &3 muech &8 he s dus proceas. “We

“We're the same as straights except for what we do
in bed.”

In the words of Queer Nation/L.A. member
Wayne Earr, “"The only thing we Agw in common
with straights is what we do in bed.” As Cabriel
Rotello, editor in chiel of OutWeek, the magazine
that has best covered (and promoted) the revolu
tion in queerness, says, “For the first time, gays and
leshians are demanding to be recognized for their
inherent dissimilariges with straights.” And in the
estimation of novelist and activist Paul Monette,
i Nation re = a revolution unparal
leled since [the 1969] Stwonewall [Riots].”

VERYONE AGREES THAT THE MEETINGS ARE ONE

of the best things about Queer Nation. On

a recent Satu meeting, Cory Roberts
lumbers in, decked out in cumha.:in:nu,ﬁans and
a vest decorated in fluorescent stickers that
say, "Eliminate Heternsexual Privilege.” Under-
neath there’s another layer: a skintight, fishnet, full-
body leotard, spangled with rhinestones. It's impos-
sible 10 make sartonial generalizadons about Queer
Nation, but Roberts’ oudit captures certain
ping strains: it's a classic marriage of militant homo-
sexuality and ueen. Bul then so is Jenna
White's uniform of androgynous imagery as
well: with her black baseball cap, black jeans and
nosc ring, she could pass as a postmodern litle

Mickey Wheatey sashays in with what he calls his
“Tanya™ get-up: his black wig, red leather jacket and
pumps mime the most famous recruit of the Sym-
hionese Liberation Army. Barbara Bailey sports a

er Girl” Tshirt, which is in startling contrast o
her Barbara Bush look; and she wears her Queer
Nation button like a talisman (71 look like a nice,
white-haired older woman, how clsc would pcople
know I'm a dyke?"). Luz Calvo strides in with black
combat boots, black short shorts and a collection of
Such siyles speak as much w Quecr Naton's
propensity for panache as they do for the group's

commitment 1o anarchy. Indeed, learning to speak

ity AR F"' ai iy
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Meed deparumencal reform, not the oustsr of Gates,~ Meslson weni an. "N eRhoukd
be the Chrisiopher Commiasion and not the mayor who decides whather or not
Tiales shoubd stay chief of polics.

Chuper Nalon s attack on Wachs cams &l & lme when City Haill waa rife with
rumors that the reluctance of the council 1o ec1 ageinst Gates was dus In pan 1o
doasers that the LAPD haid on the sarual- and drug-related offanaes of savedal
Members who had proviousiy been critical of the department, Gates haiped fan
the rumora himsall whan he appeared on ANghiine on e eve af (he council's
woia reinmeting him and 1old Ted Koppaed, 11 | reaily lakd H on thes iR — and | Think
the poople of this city hnow me well — whan | do, wetelh aull™ Lest woeok, Pollce
Commissioner Melanke Lomax wondersd on the record whal mary Sty Hall In-
siders have boen wondering off: “There are ota of guestiona abouwt why Bichard
Alatorre [is doing this], why Josi Weche

Mickay Wheatley dofends Guser Matkon's actions on the growunds thel ecen
“tha closet bagina 10 be the main thing & politician is protecting, it affects putiic
policy for everyons.” Wayne Karr says that Oueesr Mation memBars ars 8o proud
of their identities that thay see "ouling” nol a3 punishment, bul & satement
lsading to & mors opsn socialy: “Whal we nesd i3 the right 1o o8 openly gay, not
e rignt 1o hide.”

Karr is acholing a poaiion volced by OwliWesk ediior Gabrisl Rotello: “Tha
movemant' s sirategic focus on the ‘right 1o privecy’ et now Decome 8 guest Tor
& rFight 10 secrecy, & right to hide one’s homosexuality fram & hostils world. Such
a strategy, neceasary a3 il once was (o create the conditions whareby a gay
community coukd coma inte balng. s now destructive and resctlonary whan i
confiicts with opanness and honsaty.”

Many disagres. GLAAD'sS Caral Anderson assails the cEmpalgn geine
Washas as “McCarthyiam of the worst variety.” She adda that “outing” ends up
splimiering ihe gey and esbisn community more than 1 hurts e snembes: “Wa
cama out in our time and mMust allow [Nl peychological fresdom o ofFers, ™

Cuessr Hation's Jaime Gresn, who |8 also & mamber of the mainstream Stons-
wall Democratic Club, deplores the aftack on the councllman. “This debate de-
Tiecis three and Mmooy frodn thee reed culprn, Geise. ™

Las) wesdl, Wachs called lor Mayor Bradisy 1o make a “hstorko agppeobn b
of the city's Nrst opanly gay of esblan police commissioner. Gueer Nation activ-

lwts are taking credit for the move.
—D.S.

the codes of people from different tax brackes,
neighborhoods and genders takes tme, savs Pan
Riese, What distinguishes Queer Nation /'L A. from
other chapters, she says, is that "We don’t make
organizing actions more important than getting 1o
know each other.”

Which is not to say that organizing actnons
doesn’t form the heart of Queer Nation. Tomight's
mecting begins as they all do: on Saturday, at 6 p.m.,
in the spacious, brighty lit Grand Room at West
Hollhwood's Plummer Park. It's appointed with
lurid-colored banners of ambisexual men and
women embracing, painted by ardst Bill Rangel.
Roughly a hundred people go around in a arcle
and introduce themselves. Someone offers w run
the meering. In ACT UP. vou have w be trained
(and masochistc) to take on that dutv, but here
everything's casier: Queer Nanon veterans Kate
Sorensen and Richard Grev volunteer. What's im-
mediately striking is not just the presence of leshi-
ans and gays in one room, but that they are not
sitting at opposite ends. Patt Ricse and Wayne Karr
even hold hands. Barbara Bailey and Richard losud
— wo of the firebrands in the group —are support-
ing each other’s proposals. with a vengeance.

For the last 20 vears, lesbians and gays have en-
tertained something of an aversion w each other’s
causes, never mind wardrobes. Kate Sorenson con-
tends that gay male culture ook on many of the
worst symptoms of heterosexual cultre at large:
classism, racism, scxism and, worst of all, a homo-
phobia (in this case, self-hatred) that urned its nose
at overt statements of queerness (such as drag
queens) and femuninity (such as lesbians}. Women

referred 1o organize on their own rather than be
wrned invisible vet again.

But wath the unchecked rise of homophobia in
the 'Blk, and the concurrent rise in AIDS acuvism,
it began ococurning o certain activists that perha
gays and lesbians had more in common. After E
o homophobes, gays and lesbians are cut from the ’
samne ungodly cloth. If the right saw unity where i ' | ! | g i ' i
there was none, couldn’t homosexuals?

This question is implicit in every gathering of
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- Queer Nanon. what the Christans do in attacking us? " losti asks. 4
1 “All my life ['ve been a lesbian separadst,” admits Part Riese. “But the collab-
oration between the men and the women in Queer Nadon makes me revise O FAR. THESE DIVISIONS HAVE NOT UNDERMINED QUEFR MATION. THIS SPRING.
everything [ feel about gav men, and in the process myself.” She insists that Sﬂhﬁm'an fundamentalists {manv Operation Rescue veterans) have been
- “lesbian ™ no longer applies o her And then she adds something that one is

harassing pedestrians on Santa Monica Boulevard in West Hollywood.
Rather than responding with a single tactic, Queer Nauon allowed all of s I
contingents to pursue their own courses of action. lostd and Barbara Bailey would

get hoarse screaming, “Out of our neighborhood!” Wayne Karr, inablack, cotton
Facric gown, would oral sex on a plastic body of Jesus. Phil Tarleywould
wield a dildo in the faces of praying Christians. Brety McCGaire would chant
goddess pravers, occasionally interjecting, “We're beautiful but evil girlinends
wha live in a cult!™ It's not dear whether it was McGuire's or Karr's or lost's
tactics that sent the fundamentalists packing. But the feeling within Queer Na-
ton is that it doesn’t matter.

Perhaps more than anything else, Queer Nation/L.A."s wlerance — s ca-
pacity 1o absorb, and sometimes resolve, the tensions that run through gay and
lesbian life — has given it such prominence so quickly after having been
founded. Jaime Green, who along with Morris Kight was one of the founders of
L.A ‘s Gay Liberation Front in the carly ‘70s, says, “Queer Nation reminds me of
the beginning of the gav movement — young, enthusiastic, sensitive people who
don't want to spend their lives in the bars. The only difference is that now there's
e who'll work with those they have disliked; they don't give

heginning to hear more and more: "My identity as a queer comes before my
identty as a woman.”

Cory Roberts echoes this sentment: "1 don't define myself as gay anymore.
I ‘Queect’ implies a joining of male/ female energics that ‘gay’ never did.” Wayne
Karr, who goes oul with women as well as men (and wears a dress on all dates),
argues that being gay, like being Jowish, is a way of looking at the world: *The
fucking is the Jeast of i.”

Barbara Bailey savs that Queer Navon has liberated her from her former
; separatist politcs. She no longer wlerates, she says, "women who give me shit

for being male-identfied.” On the other hand, she doesn’t disguise her impa-

tience when a badly beaten-up kid arrives and announced that it's going w mke
him years to get over having been gay-bashed. "Doll.” she drawis, "don’t reinvemnt
the wheel, We women have invented rape counseling and have gotien over our
rraumnas quicker than thar” Then she sts that Queer Nanon develop a
hashing hot line; volunteers would be on call w provide counscling at hospitals
any ume an atmack wok place.
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Not every lesbian (or gav man) is as ready to ditch their gender idenicy
altogether. Pipes in Kate Sorcnsen, “Being a leshian is my protection against the
shit [ know the men will come up with.” Sull, she recognizes that such divisions
can do r Mation in. Like evervone else in Queer Navon, LA, she reacted
with horror w the re that the San Francisco and New York chapters were
on the verge of spliting along gender lines. She helped initate 2 subgroup in
LA called Gender Queries that,
in the words of Cory Robers,

“seeks (0 create A new intmacy

a helluva lot of peopl

a shit who you arc. As an older man, that's liberating.”
The spirit that Green refers o is called “anarchy” within Queer Nadon. And,
as might be expected, there's a conuoversy about that as well “We refuse o
follow the models of ACT UP, even though we admire i,” says Sorensen. “For
examplc, we won't have a bank account.” That decision threatened 1o split the
group. Activists like losti and James Rosen accused u of what they called
“fascist anarchy.” Why not be as efficient as possible? they demanded. Mana
Mejia responded that by not having.a checking account, the group could not be

between gays and leshiang ® The suwed or momtored. Al'i.i!.ﬂ!h'r WO,

Rroup’s very existence secms 4o Ouherywanted the chapier i adopt avoting procedure to speed up decision
distinguish the L.A. chapler from making. But Wayne Karr says the nee nf voting keeps tensions low and
maost others, : discusdons open. Recendy, Radical Faerie doyenne MickeyWheatley proposed

So far, the strain in Queer Na-
tion isn't along gender lines,
thanks in part w Gender Que-
ries, but along (for lack of a ber-
ter term) ideological lines. Om
one side are those who'd like 1o
make the group a fighung ma-
chine against homophobia (par-
ticularly Hollywood homopho-
hia). Om the other side are those
who would like w “spiriualize”
the group. This is not just a paro-
chial, internal fight over tactics,
but one that is raging within gay
communitics around the world:
How do you define gay and les
hian idendty?

*Constroctivists,” like Cucer
Nation's Richard lost and [enna
White, argue that gayidentiyisa
social constructon formed in re-
action to re ion. What most
people understand as "gay,”
argue lost and White, is a post-1%68 consciousness: modern gays are not the
same people as Greek homosexuals or Natdve American cross<dressers — there
are a hundred anthropological differences thac separate Plawo from Harvey
Milk.

“Essentialists” see gay idennty as manscending history and culwre. In Los
Angeles (and in San Francisco). the group that best espouses this position
is the Radical Faeries, some of whose members helped establish Queer Na-
tion. The Faeries, who might be called the *spiritualists™ of the movement,
insist on a metaphysical underpinning of gay and lesbian idenury. Conceived
b-'!,.- I—I_.J._rr':..' I-I_.a.\' in ithe "Ths, the Fasrie movement :'l.-jl:‘l'l'-i.‘l." Tay urhan life (what
Hay called hetero-aping behavior, which could be found in bars, discos and
executive sujtes) and resurrected a rural culwure centered around goddess
worship.

lost calls such theories “idiocy.” He demonsirates the ACT UP-activisi
strain within Queer Nation: “Somectimes | feel like I'm a lor angrier than
ather prople and feel this gulf between me and them. Don’t people see the
immense power of homophaobia?” losti believes Queer Nation gught to re-
main a direct-action group. He's now heading the campaign against the Paul
Verhoeven [ilm Basic Jnstinet , which depicts two leshians as dr:ran_.gcd mur-
derers. (He helped organize the pickenng of Jonathan Demme"s Silimics of
the Lambs for its portrayal of the mass murderer as a homosexual.) To him,
“spiritualizing” Queer Nation is as regressive as it is unnecessary. TIsn'r that

= .

e e

Barbara Balley: Queer Nation breaks down the barriers between lesblan

and gay (sbove). Jaime Green: Queer Nation's “anerchy " opens the group
1o everyonae (below). KL T

w0 make 3 controversial flier that wsgered LA. Council Member Joel Wachs for
supporting Police Chief Daryl Gates. (See accompanying stry.) Under Wachs'
portrait read, “Queer and Present Danger.” In ACT UF, Wheadey's idea would
have had to be approved by a vote. Not here. Richard Grey sicpped in and sad,
“Mickey has clearly worked hard on it. Even if you disagree, [ suggest we suppori
his ideas and move on.” The next week, Wheadey's revised poster suited most
Evervone. :

“There's no such thing as the Queer Nation organization,” Sorensen says.
“It’s a punk ethic,” adds Mejia. “You want an activity, you organize ir.”

In the nine months since it’s been formed, Queer Nation has generated

activities at rapid speed. The group pressured the L.A. Coalition Against Inter-
venton in the Middle East 1o write a demand for lesbian and gay rights in its
bylaws: Wayne Karr became the first gay man 1o be elected to the coordinating
body. Queer Nation has aded the city of West Hollywood w disallow
Barney's Beancry from expanding; the West Hollywood restaurant has a history
of discriminating against gays. A
zap at the West Hollywood Sports
Connecdon succeeded in pres
suring management 10 no longer
make it mandatory for its mostly
gay clientele w wear bricss in the
sauna and shower areas. During
the Rodney King hearings, Queer
Nation insisted that police brutal-
ity against gays be included in the
larger discussion. [In February,
Queer Nanon, led by Barbara Rai-
ley, crashed a banquet at the
Music Center for the LA Com-
mission on Womecn,; Bailey
charged the commission with de-
nying the presidency 10 commis
sioner Myra Rydell because she
was a leshian.

There have been setbacks.
The first meeting of Queer Na
tion atracted 300 people; they
trekked to Barney's Beanery to
celebrate (and protest). Some ac-
tivists threw a tanuum when they
were made 1o wait for service. Po-
lice arrived. the demonsuaton
got no media anention, no one

served, and few returned o
ueer Nation. On May 16,
Wheatley and McGuire will go to uial on misdemeanor trespassing charges
stemming from their protest of a conference at the Long Beach Sheraton called
by Phyllis Schiafly's Concerned Women of America. The trial marks the first time
that Queer Nation activists have been prosecuted in Southern California.

N JANUARY #, JAIME CREEN AND BARBARA BAILEY SLAPPED CRACKAND-PEEL
fluorescent stickers on people’s leather jackets — “Fags for Mother
Earth,” “Dyke Power.” Drums pounded. A few men in high heels
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stomped their feet while motorcycle
dvkes slammed fists in their gloved palms
o keep warm in the night air.

Gayrelated hate crimes increased by
45 percent last year, according o the LA.
County Commission on Human Rela-
tions. The Queer Defense March was con-
ceived as a way to recruit people w pawro!
the sireets of West Hollywood. But al-
ready some Queer Naton members saw
o0 many messages at work: o introduce
Queer Nation to West Hollywood: 1o send
a message 10 attackers that they were not
cafe: to ry out the new motto: “Bash
Back!”

Maria Mcjia explained that “Bash
Back!™ wasn't so0 much a threat as an ai
tempt to show the community that it was
capable of iaking care of itself. Bui would
anyone pay attention to such shadings:
Two hundred cacophonous marchers
made their way Fom Plummer Park down
the median strip on Santa Monica Boule
vard through a throng of Lacosie-clad
men who were migrating from bar w bar.
The march dnubled then tripled in size,
with people roaring: “An attack on one of
us is an at@ack on al] of us." Whisdes blew.
Drums slammed. Cars stopped

As the march passed the leather bars
— Spike and the Eagle — wsianders re-
sponded to the march in radically unex-
pected ways. Some inebriated queens ran
toward the demonstrators, agreeing that
the Gulf War had to end. Several door-
men prevenied marchers from entering
the bars and distributing pamphlets. The
manager of Mother Lode said he had “no
damn idea what the group was about”
and thought it was a bunch of bashers.

“Is this some fucking joke?” one G
candidate asked, pointing 1o the bannes
with “Queer Nation” emblazoned across
it. *It"s taken me years o get that word oul
of my head.”

The sentiment came as a shock to the
demonsuators, “We forget that there's a
large chunk of gays who think they are
liberated,” saud Karr, “but they live in a
ghetto and are still closeted 1o their
bosses and families. Unil they learn o
love themselves, they're gulty of hate
crimes to us all.” _

Although leaders like Nanonal Gavand
Lesbian Task Force's Urvashe Vaid and the
Gay and Lesbian Community Services
Center's Torie Osborn employ the word
“queer” copiously, there's a growing back-
lash to the use of the word. “T've never ap-
proved of the spit-and-polish publicamage
way of approaching non-gavs,” says Jim
Kepner, curator of the Internatonal Gay
ahd Leshaan Archives. “But I'm uncomfon-
able slapping people in the face with styies
that are definitely not mine, or those of
most gays. | hope Queer Naton will re-
member the agony such a werm sall 1m
poses on others of us.” Campion Reed,
president of New York's Stonewall Demo-
cratic Club, acknowledges that gavs and les-
bians require a new lerm to unite them —
“but that word isn't *

Many people of cﬂlur agree. The
group's mostly white makeup, they
charge, does not reflect a “nation.” Robert
Garcia, an influendal ACT UP strategist,
says a white group that bases itself on bash-
ing back and hating srraighis will neves
speak 1o gavs and leshians of color, "We
must live within our communities, friends
and families: we can't afford 10 "hate
siraights.” When you set up an insiitution
that's all white, vou're going to be guln
of the same bigotry you accuse your
encmy of. " Gay Latino artisy Mike Moreno
was turned off by Queer Nation's pres-
ence at ant-Daryl Gates ralbes: “If groups
arc going 0 represent leshians and gays,
they should represent all of us, not just
what is white and what shocks people.”
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The Queer Defense March was seen
as a victory by the group. But a few weeks
later, Judy Helfand of Queer Nation /S.F,
wondered if “belligerence and brute
anger among Queer Natbonals wasn 't just
a symplom of how polluted we are by the
patriarchy.” She understood being angry
at gay-bashers, but she argucd it was
wrong to take that hury out on the com-

munity ender attack. no matter how !

asleep the victims seem o be. Even Crueer
Naton member Mickey Wheatley ques-
tons the “Bash Back!™ ethos; “Don’t for-
get there are more straights than there
are of us. We arc doomed o lose if we
fight them with their own tactics; we per-
pemate the culiure we hate so much.”

HEMN | WAS IN SAN FRAMOISCO
recenthy, | had sex with a les-
bian. The feelings we wied 1o

invent were not those from our miserable
straight teens when performance mat-
tered more than love. They were aboui
understanding that the appeal of the op-
posite sex was available to us too, butin a
way that served o enhance homosexual
ardor. Ardent homosexuality is what we
had in common. Later, when each of us
slept in the arms of a person of the same
sex, it seemed more lovely than ever. |
came away from San Francisco, hardh
thinking of myself as a bisexual, but for
the first ime the word ‘qurrr“ had :ang’-
ble meaning.

I was cerminly not about 1o prescribe
s¢% as a cure 10 politcal divisiveness. But |
did fnally understand what Crucer Nation's
Par ﬂn—r meant when she said she discon-
ered the presence of a secret commonality
available wo leshians and gay men once they
got over their fear of one another, | won-
dered: “W and lesbrans can have sex with
one another and stll stay gav and leshian,
what does that sav about sockeny's malice?
What are liberal and conservative
homophobes unnerved by?

Fn'haps it's this new and remarkable
separation of sexual behavior from iden-
tity = that there is something more com-
plex to sex and lowve and spirinality than
snciety's border between heterosexual
and homaosexual. Scholars such as Doug-
las Crimp and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick
speak of homosexuality as a concern that
extends beyond the 10 percent of Ameri-
cans who idenufv as a sexual minon.
I'his doesn't imply that evervone is ho-
mosexual, but that rather, like African-
American culture, it's a web of feelings

and ideas that romns 1I‘ln}u1.!h onr b ks

films. music and dreams.

Saill, the queering of Amenca seems
a long wav off. It will be hard enough
geting homosexuals w0 see how politi-
cally marginalized they remain. Yet
Queer Nabon implies that anvthing less
than anti-homophobic soul-searching on
the pan of everv suaight is the equivalent
of violence. In the five months ['ve at-
tended Queer Nauon meeangs since the
Defense March, large acuons have given
way to smaller, more effective ones. Mem-
bership grows sicadily. It seems that gavs
and leshians are no longer \-r'iII'tﬂl;[ e
siand for one more bludgeoned queer,
onc more exclusion from a rally, one
more comment bv Arseruo Hall. But in-
dividual zaps mav not do enough. Hae
Crimes can't be vieswed indcpd:mlirm}\ ol
a socrety thit Rates.

-‘Thl' Iﬂf"i.'-i.;'lﬂ'{"!‘ Hh{"l! I"I”:I'H‘I.'I‘."M‘!'i.L:.l]!"I
that this culture sends owt through the
media. religious insutmuuons, families and
educational institutions,” says Gregory
Herek, a U.C. Davis professor who studies
gay-bashing, "is that it's ‘okay’ w anack
this lifestvle because it is sick and im-
moral.” As long asit's okay, Queer Nanon
will have to remind abzens 1o take re-
:p::m.ﬁhhn for their sociery's heterosex-

ism — or else. [}
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