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Abstract

Gay Liberation and the Politics of the Self in Postwar America

Benjamin J. Serby

This dissertation broadens the scope of our understanding of the gay liberation
movement in the United States by situating it in the wider intellectual, cultural, and political
currents of the three decades following the Second World War. By examining the personal
papers of key gay and lesbian activists in the late 1960s and early 1970s, as well as the
print media that disseminated their ideas to a nationwide public, it demonstrates the
profound influence of the social thought of the 1940s and 1950s on the movement, and
traces that reception by way of social movements: in particular, the new left, radical
feminism, and the youth counterculture. It shows that midcentury theorists in a range of
disciplines offered a distinct way of understanding the relationship between society and the
self that inverted established hierarchies, thus enabling gay liberation activists and writers
to anchor their vision of social transformation in the reconstruction of sexuality, gender,
and the psyche.

This dissertation focuses not only on the content, but also the context, of the gay
liberation print culture, and in so doing reveals the scale and depth of the movement’s
public sphere, thus contributing to scholarly knowledge of the nascent networks and

solidarities that the underground press made possible, including among gays, lesbians, and



transgendered people in prisons, rural areas, and in the military. It shows that as the cultural
values and social upheavals that nurtured gay liberation receded in the course of the early
1970s, the utopian aspirations with which the movement began gave way to an interest-
group pluralism and a depoliticized preoccupation with private life. This dissertation
therefore clarifies the extent to which gay liberation was both a brief and exceptional
moment in the longer trajectory of gay and lesbian politics in the United States and an
expression of longings and anxieties that were widely shared by many Americans in the

postwar era.
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Introduction

This dissertation examines the evolution of the gay liberation movement in the
United States that formed after the Stonewall Riots of June 1969 and situates that history
in a decades-long debate about the relationship between the self and society that began
after the Second World War. It demonstrates that a broadly shared postwar concern with
alienation, authenticity, and individual autonomy informed the assumptions and political
imagination of that movement, and shaped the identities and solidarities underpinning it.
This dissertation illuminates the intellectual, cultural, and political context in which gay
liberation emerged by focusing on two arenas in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s: a diverse
genealogy of social-psychological theories that established the self, and especially
sexuality, as the ground of political possibility; and a set of social movements—radical
pacifism, the new left, and women’s liberation—that aimed to unite the personal and the
political in a novel synthesis. It traces the reception of these theories and political ideals in
the gay liberation movement by examining the newspapers magazines, books, and other
texts that helped it to grow and cohere in the early 1970s, and in which activists articulated
their values and goals.

This dissertation argues that the period between 1969 and 1973 was an exceptional
moment in LGBT history because of the unprecedented influence of the radical left—and,
relatedly, the temporary triumph of a discourse of “liberation” that asserted an integral
connection between self-transformation and social transformation. It shows that as the
militant civil rights and antiwar upheavals of the 1960s declined in the early 1970s, the

liberationist horizon receded. A much larger and more visible gay and lesbian political



constituency existed throughout the country by the middle of the decade, but expansive

visions of “liberation” had become peripheral to gay politics.

The earliest histories of the gay liberation movement in the United States—several
of which were written while the movement was still developing—offer a fine-grained
narrative of events, particularly in New York City, but address neither the postwar
homophile movement nor the wider political and cultural contexts of the 1960s and early
1970s.1 In his pathbreaking 1983 book, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, The Making
of a Homosexual Minority in the United States, 1940-1970, the historian John D’Emilio
situated gay liberation in a longer narrative of LGBT politics.2 More recently, scholars have
examined the movement on the local level and studied it in relation to other social
movements, including the new left, women’s liberation, and the civil rights movement.3
This dissertation focuses on the ideas that circulated within the nationwide gay liberation
print culture, and it examines the widening of the gay public sphere in which “the normative

assumptions that framed the expression of those ideas,” as the historian John McMillian

1 See Jack Onge, The Gay Liberation Movement (Chicago: The Alliance Press, 1971); Donn Teal, The Gay
Militants (New York: Stein & Day, 1971); Laud Humphreys, Out of the Closets: The Sociology of
Homosexual Liberation (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1972); and Toby Marotta, The Politics of
Homosexuality (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1981) .

2 John D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the United
States, 1940-1970 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983).

3 Notable examples include: Ian Lekus, “Queer Harvests: Homosexuality, the U.S. New Left, and the
Venceremos Brigades to Cuba,” Radical History Review 89, no. 1 (Spring 2004): 57-91; Justin David Suran,
“Coming Out Against the War: Antimilitarism and the Politicization of Homosexuality,” American Quarterly
53, no. 3 (Sept., 2001): 428-488; Elizabeth A. Armstrong, Forging Gay ldentities: Organizing Sexuality in
San Francisco, 1950-1994 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002); Robert O. Self, All in the Family:
The Realignment of American Democracy Since the 1960s (New York: Hill and Wang, 2012); and Emily K.
Hobson, Lavender and Red: Liberation and Solidarity in the Gay and Lesbian Left (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2016).



writes, are located.4 By demonstrating the origins of the movement in the American radical
tradition and in the social thought of the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, it brings LGBT history
into conversation with the intellectual history of the postwar United States.

This dissertation combines the approaches of intellectual history, social history, and
biography. Its source material includes the personal papers and correspondence of gay and
lesbian activists; the institutional archives of gay liberation organizations; mass-market
paperback books; and the underground newspapers that, perhaps more than anything else,
fueled the movement’s expansion after Stonewall.s For the sake of clarity, the dissertation
uses the term “gay,” and not “queer” or any other term, to refer to people attracted to the
same sex, as this is the language that was in use during the period under examination. While
gay liberation primarily included men (for reasons that will be discussed in Chapter 3), the
gender dynamics of the movement were complex, and they differed from one city to
another. Therefore, “gay” refers to both men and women throughout this dissertation,

unless otherwise specified.

The Gay Liberation Movement
The Stonewall Riots marked the culmination of a process of radicalization that had
been underway since the early 1960s, when the civil rights movement inspired gay activists

to challenge the conservative homophile leadership and use more militant tactics to pursue

4 John McMillian, "Our Founder, the Mimeograph Machine': Participatory Democracy in Students for a
Democratic Society's Print Culture,” Journal for the Study of Radicalism 2, no. 2 (2008), 95.

5 See Terrence Kissack, “Freaking Fag Revolutionaries: New York’s Gay Liberation Front, 1969-1971,”
Radical History Review no. 62 (Spring 1995), 118.



farther-reaching goals.s By June 1969, these activists had already won important legal
battles and established new organizations in several cities.7 Nonetheless, the Stonewall
Riots initiated what the historian Justin David Suran calls “an abrupt departure from the
homophile and civil rights traditions,” in part because it demonstrated to gays and lesbians
in the antiwar movement that building a politics around their sexuality was possible.s As
the new left activist Carl Wittman recalls, “The notion of bridging my social and sexual
worlds, or even, god forbid, my social and sexual and political worlds [became
conceivable].”9 In the event’s aftermath, people whose “political outlooks,” in the words
of the historian Toby Marotta, “were not homophile, but liberationist,” gravitated to gay
politics for the first time.10 By the fall, the first “Gay Liberation Fronts” (GLF’s) had been
established in New York and San Francisco.

Gay liberation was a highly decentralized and fragmented movement with no
nationwide organizational infrastructure.11 Its ideological and demographic composition
also varied. While some activist groups used consensus decision-making and rejected
leadership hierarchies, others adopted a more traditional organizational structure.i2 In
certain cities, it was common for gay liberationists to belong to socialist organizations,
participate in antiwar demonstrations, and organize in solidarity with the Black Panthers,
6 See Elizabeth A. Armstrong and Suzanna M. Crage, “Movements and Memory: The Making of the

Stonewall Myth,” American Sociological Review Vol. 71, No. 5 (October 2006): 724-751; Martin B.
Duberman, Stonewall (New York: Plume, 1994), 108.

7 D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, 212; Teal, The Gay Militants, 44, 49.
8 Suran, “Coming Out Against the War,” 455; Marotta, The Politics of Homosexuality, 76.

9 Carl Wittman, “San Francisco, 1969,” Gay Community News, June 23, 1979.
10 Marotta, The Politics of Homosexuality, 68.
11 See Humphreys, Out of the Closets: 103.

12 Kissack, “Freaking Fag Revolutionaries,” 114.



but many activists sought to focus the movement’s attention on the single issue of gay
oppression. Although the gay liberation movement, like the homophile movement and the
new left of the 1960s, was largely (though by no means exclusively) made up of white,
educated, middle class people, this was not the case everywhere. 13 One activist, for
instance, estimates that Philadelphia GLF was “about 30% black, 30% Caucasian, 30%
Latino, and 10% [Asian].”14 The militancy and visibility of the movement also varied
according to city and region, but increased everywhere over time.

Despite its name, the Gay Liberation Front did not form the backbone of the gay
liberation movement. While a certain amount of coordination took place among individual
chapters, no unified national or regional “Front” actually existed. Many chapters folded
within less than a year due to sectarianism, personal disputes, and member turnover. The
subjects of this dissertation include members of not only the GLF, but also the Gay
Activists Alliance (GAA), another nationwide confederation whose founders in New York
split off from the GLF in December 1969 to establish “a one-issue organization, devoted
solely to the liberation of gay people, and committed to the attainment of gay power, gay
culture, and gay identity.” 15 Members of the GLF unequivocally rejected this liberal

pluralist conception of gay people as an interest group and instead characterized gay

13 Mike Silverstein, interview by John D’Emilio, 58:49, December 9, 1976, A00460, 1.1: Interviews
Conducted by John D’Emilio, International Gay Information Center collection, Audiovisual Materials,
Manuscripts and Archives Division, NYPL (hereafter cited as IGIC Collection).

14 Kiyoshi Kuromiya, interview by Tommi Avicolli Mecca, March 15, 1983, transcript, Box 26, Folder 12,
Tommi Avicolli Mecca Collection, 1967-1992, Ms. Coll. 25 (hereafter cited as Mecca Collection), John J.
Wilcox, Jr. LGBT Archives, William Way LGBT Community Center, Philadelphia, PA (hereafter cited as
Way Center), pp. 12-13.

15 “Austin Conference,” Gay Activist (New York, NY), Vol. 1, No. 2 (May 1971), Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual
and Transgender Periodical Collection, MssCol 1494, Box 157, Folder: “Gay Activist,” Manuscripts and
Archives Division, The New York Public Library, New York, NY (hereafter cited as LGBT Periodical
Collection, NYPL).



liberation “as inextricably bound to the liberation of all oppressed people.” 16 On a
rhetorical level, they disdained the GAA’s pursuit of legal reforms through conventional
political means as “work-within-the system bullshit,” although in practice many in GLF
endorsed legislative action while the GAA was itself divided between cultural radicals and
“politicos.”17 Meanwhile, large numbers of people passed between both organizations.
This dissertation argues that what characterizes and distinguishes gay liberation,
above all else, is a shared vision of self-transformation and fundamental social
transformation. Gay liberationists identified alienation as the core problem of postwar
American society and made authenticity their goal.18 As one activist wrote, “Gay liberation
is the process of reversing patterns of alienation [and...] of alienated persons [accessing...]
their true selves.”19 Liberationists regarded the gay subculture inhabited by their homophile
elders as very much a part of the alienated world that needed to be transformed.20 They
waged their struggle on the terrain of consciousness, sexuality, and personal life. As the
editors of Come Out!, an underground newspaper associated with New York GLF, declared

in their inaugural issue: “we are going to transform the society at large through the open

16 Chicago Gay Liberation, “Working Paper for the Revolutionary People’s Constitutional Convention
Plenary Session,” Gay Flames Pamphlet No. 13 (New York: Gay Liberation Front, 1970), Box 164, Folder:
Gay Flames, LGBT Periodical Collection, NYPL.

17 Morgan Pinney, ‘“Minneapolis GLF Conference,” Gay Sunshine 4 (December 1970), 6; Armstrong,
Forging Gay Identities, 78. In February 1971, for example, the anarchist Gay Flames collective in New York
City, all members of the GLF, marched with homophile groups in Albany in support of anti-discrimination
measures (“Legal Sex Cuming?” Gay Flames No. 10 [February 12, 1971], Box 164, Folder: Gay Flames,
LGBT Periodicals Collection, NYPL).

18 Armstrong, Forging Gay lIdentities, 57.

19 “Proposal for the Creation of Gay Growth Centers,” n.d. [c. 1971], William Way LGBT Community Center
Ephemera Files, 1972-2012, Ms.Coll.35, Way Center.

20 See John D’Emilio, “Gay Politics, Gay Community: San Francisco’s Experience,” in Making Trouble:
Essays in Gay History (New York: Routledge, 1992), 85; and Humphreys, Out of the Closets, 113.



realization of our consciousness.”21 Liberationists understood self-transformation—and
coming out of the closet in particular—both as an act of self-creation, or the achievement
of a personal identity, and as a process of “clearing [their] heads of all the garbage that has
been poured into it by [a] repressive society,” or excavating their authentic selves from
underneath layers of artifice and socialization.22 In a society that conditioned gays and
lesbians “to believe that the one thing they are forbidden is to be themselves,” nothing was
more political than self-knowledge.23

The self was also political for gay liberationists insofar as they regarded personal
relations within the movement as prefiguring those of a future liberated society. As one
Bay Area activist explained, “What really matters to us—what we really believe—is shown
by the way we live.” 24 Accordingly, a key component of the movement was the
development of a counterculture, comprised of a “network of alternative social institutions”
and “new forms and organizations,” that could both sustain “a viable gay life” and serve as
incubators of “new and better patterns for emotional relationships.” 25 Liberationists
established community centers, cooperatives, arts collectives, theater troupes, reading

circles, consciousness-raising groups, and many other opportunities for leisure and

21 Quoted in Duberman, Stonewall, 221.

22 Steve Kuromiya, “Think Homosexuals Are Revolting? You Can Bet Your Sweet Ass We Are!” Plain
Dealer (Philadelphia, PA), April 1970, 4. See Morris Dickstein, Gates of Eden: American Culture in the
Sixties (New York: Basic Books, 1977), 191.

23 Jeffrey Britton, “Untitled Essay,” n.d. [1975], Jeffrey Escoffier Records of The Gay Alternative, Ms. Coll.
9 (hereafter cited as Jeffrey Escoffier Records), Box 1, Folder 2: B, 1, Way Center);

24 Mikhail Itkin, Radical Bishop and Gay Consciousness: The Passion of Mikhail Itkin, ed. Mark A. Sullivan
and lan Young (Brooklyn, NY: Autonomedia, 2014), 142.

25 Deborah Goleman Wolf, The Leshian Community (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979), 96-97;
Jeffrey Escoffier, “Coming Out: Making a Cultural Revolution,” The Gay Alternative No. 11 (Spring 1976),
21.



socialization as alternatives to the established gay subculture. No counter-institution
demanded a greater commitment than communes, or “living collectives,” which presented
“an opportunity to put political theory into practice” and test the values of the movement
in daily life.26 To the many gay liberationists (including men) who adopted a radical
feminist analysis of society, the commune not only modeled “in embryo an alternative to
the nuclear family”—it directly challenged the patriarchy by “destroy[ing] the sexual and
social roles which are at the bottom of all exploitation.”27

In their quest for authenticity, gay liberationists tested the limits of self-
transformation. For many people, social change required self-improvement—-“dealing with
[one’s] sexism and racism” and trying to become “the kind of person who oppresses no
one.”28 Taken to an extreme, it meant making strenuous efforts to “redefine [one’s]
sexuality” to align with egalitarian, feminist principles. In a disturbing letter, one resident
of'a gay commune wrote: “It isn’t easy, giving up much of my sex life, much of my political
life, and large chunks of my personality... Now hopefully I’ll start to develop real love
relationships, a genuinely revolutionary non-competitive politics and a liberated

personality.”29 Although not all gay radicals were prepared to make these changes, they

26 Hal Tarr, “A Consciousness Raised,” in Smash the Church, Smash the State!: The Early Years of Gay
Liberation, ed. Tommi Avicolli Mecca (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 2009), 22; N.A. Diaman, “The
Baltic Street Collective,” in Ibid. See Stephen Vider, “‘The Ultimate Extension of Gay Community’:
Communal Living and Gay Liberation in the 1970s,” in Gender & History, Vol. 27, No.3 (November 2015):
865-881.

27 Jeffrey Weeks, Coming Out: Homosexual Politics in Britain from the Nineteenth Century to the Present
(New York: Quartet Books, 1977), 202; Allen Young, “Cuba Si? Gayness and the Cuban Revolution,” Fag
Rag 1 (June 1971), 12.

28 Pinney, “Minneapolis GLF Conference.”



shared a belief that “there is more to gay liberation than a struggle for power, than the
passing of pro-gay legislation.” As one GAA member asked, “What will really be changed

when we have all that? What constitutes ‘liberation’?”’3o

The Discourse of “Liberation”

For gays and lesbians, “liberation” meant, at the very least, reaching “beyond the
civil libertarian goals of the homophile movement” to address the “much deeper changes
that are more inclusive than what we normally consider political,” beginning with the self.31
This understanding of “liberation” extended well beyond the gay liberation movement in
the late 1960s and early 1970s. As the anarchist intellectual Murray Bookchin wrote in
1971, while traditional politics was limited to “the struggle for ‘rights,”” “liberation”
concerned “those subjective dimensions that link the remaking of society to the remaking
of the psyche.”s2 Liberation movements involved “the forging of a self,” and participants
in them “live[d] the revolution in all its totality,” prefiguring “the society [they are] trying

to achieve.”s3

29 Mike Silverstein to Marshall and Carol Berman, September 13,1971, Marshall Berman Papers, 1940-2013,
MS 1764 (hereafter cited as Marshall Berman Papers), Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia
University in the City of New York (hereafter cited as RBML).

30 Ted Rauch, “Book Review: Arthur Bell, Dancing the Gay Lib Blues,” Gay Activist (New York, NY), Vol.
1, No. 7 (November 1971), Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection, 1970-1975, LGBT Community Center National
History Archive, New York, NY (hereafter cited as Ted Rauch Collection).

31 Steve Dansky, “Hey Man,” Gay Flames Pamphlet No. 8 (New York: Gay Liberation Front, 1970), Box
164, LGBT Periodicals Collection, NYPL.

32 Murray Bookchin, “Introduction to the First Edition,” in Post-Scarcity Anarchism, 2nd ed. (Montréal: Black
Rose Books, 1977), 17.

33 Ibid, 21.



Bookchin’s remarks by no means exhaust the meanings attached to the term. That
same year, the radical feminist author and activist Kate Millett argued that “liberation”
specifically referred to the struggles of “blacks and women and gay people—all groups not
previously granted the ‘rights of man’ under the rubric of liberty [emphasis added].”s4 Yet,
for Millett, as for Bookchin, the “psychological aspect” of liberation was paramount:
“fundamentally, liberation is rooted in innerness. It implies a revolution within.”3s The
tensions between the “psychological aspect” and the social dimensions of liberation within
postwar social thought and radical politics reached perhaps their fullest expression in the
gay liberation movement. As the British activist David Fernbach recalls, “liberation” “was
essentially ambiguous,” referring to collective struggle or

...just changing oneself, in particular freeing oneself from the internalized

self-oppression that weighs so heavily on all of us, and leaving social

structures alone.... In practice, as GLF developed, the emphasis of
liberation gradually shifted in meaning from the collective to the individual.

Its name was originally coined by analogy with the National Liberation

Fronts of countries such as Vietnam, but at a later stage it was possible for

many people in GLF to use ‘liberation’ in the sense of ‘are you liberated?36
This dissertation shows that by the mid-1970s, the gay movement’s emphasis on self-

transformation had been largely stripped of its political valences and absorbed into a

therapeutic discourse of psychic repair, individual choice, and personal growth.

34 Kate Millett, “Liberation,” unpublished manuscript, n.d. [1971], Box W4, Kate Millett Papers, David M.
Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Duke University (hereafter cited as Kate Millett Papers), p. 8.

35 |bid, 11.
36 David Fernbach, “The Rise and Fall of the GLF,” unpublished manuscript, May 4, 1973, Box 1, Folder
“F,” Jeffrey Escoffier Records.
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Historical Background: 1890-1940

The histories of gay identity and the politics of the self both begin with the rise of
industrial capitalism and urbanization in the late nineteenth century. As production became
socialized and moved outside of the home, the family, writes John D’Emilio, assumed
“new significance as an affective unit, an institution that produced not goods but emotional
satisfaction and happiness.”37 While a compensatory ideology sentimentalized the family
as a refuge from the competitive sphere of wage-labor, the more expansive concept of
“personal life” also emerged, replacing work as the realm in which the individual could
achieve a sense of fulfillment, meaning, and identity.3s At the same time, by freeing large
numbers of Americans from the family and rural community, these social and economic
changes made it possible for them to organize their personal lives and identities “around
their erotic/emotional attraction to their own sex.”’39

The “expansion of inner and personal life,” the historian Eli Zaretsky notes, was
“Integral to capitalist expansion,” as it stimulated consumer demand, but it also became the
basis of radical demands for the reorganization of society on both sides of the Atlantic in
the early twentieth century. 40 Anarchists and socialists, such as Emma Goldman,
Alexandra Kollontai, and the openly gay writer Edward Carpenter all integrated feminism,

sexual freedom, and radical individualism into their visions of fundamental economic,

37 John D’Emilio, “Capitalism and Gay Identity,” in Powers of Desire: The Politics of Sexuality, eds. Ann
Snitow, Christine Stansell, and Sharon Thompson (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1983), 103.

38 See Eli Zaretsky, Capitalism, the Family, and Personal Life (New York: Harper & Row, 1976); and T.J.
Jackson Lears, No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and the Transformation of American Culture, 1880-1920
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1981).

39 D’Emilio, “Capitalism and Gay Identity,” 104.

40 Eli Zaretsky, Capitalism, the Family and Personal Life, 76.
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social, and cultural transformation.s1 In New York City, the young intelligentsia of
Greenwich Village looked forward to a revolution in art and social relations to replace the
patriarchal and mannered Victorian culture in which they had been reared, and yearned for
radical, and mutually reinforcing, changes to personality and society.s2

Cultural radicals of the early twentieth-century, as the historian Christopher Lasch
observes, opposed both repression and oppression but left the relationship between both
under-theorized, thus allowing private concerns to eclipse substantive political goals.4s
Conservatives, by contrast, held the firm belief that feminism and sexual freedom
undermined the family, society, and the state.44 In the backlash against cultural radicalism
during the 1920s, marriage and procreation became redefined as civic obligations. At the
same time, the most apparently subversive features of cultural modernism—sexual
openness, women’s independence, and avant-garde aesthetics—became powerful tools for
the culture industry, proving to many critics that the relaxation of traditional norms, far
from threatening the patriarchal capitalist order, instead helped to stabilize it.4s The militant

labor upheavals of the 1930s renewed radical politics in the United States, but demands for

41 See Terence S. Kissack, Free Comrades: Anarchism and Homosexuality in the United States, 1895-1917
(Oakland: AK Press, 2008); John Lauritsen and David Thorstad, The Early Homosexual Rights Movement,
1864-1935 (New York: Times Change Press, 1974); Sheila Rowbotham, Edward Carpenter: A Life of Liberty
and Love (New York: Verso, 2008); and Sheila Rowbotham, Rebel Crossings: New Women, Free Lovers,
and Radicals in Britain and America (New York: Verso, 2016).

42 See Christine Stansell, American Moderns: Bohemian New York and the Creation of a New Century (New
York: Metropolitan Books, 2000).

a3 Christopher Lasch, The New Radicalism in America, 1889-1963: The Intellectual as a Social Type (New
York: Vintage, 1965), 81, 90.

44 Erica J. Ryan, Red War on the Family: Sex, Gender, and Americanism in the First Red Scare (Philadelphia:
Temple University Press, 2015), 14, 154.

45 Kissack, Free Comrades, 172.
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economic redistribution and social rights far outweighed considerations of the problems of
personal life.ss A radicalism that combined personal and social transformation would not

surface again until the 1940s, where this dissertation begins.

Chapter Outline

Chapter 1 of this dissertation maps out a genealogy of American social-
psychological thought from the middle decades of the twentieth century that provided the
intellectual foundations for gay liberation. It begins by examining the works of Wilhelm
Reich, Paul Goodman, Herbert Marcuse, and Norman O. Brown, all writers of the
“Freudian Left” who grounded human freedom in the liberation of tabooed desires and
repressed sexual practices. It then traces the development of humanistic psychology in the
popular writings of figures such as Karen Horney, Erich Fromm, Abraham Maslow, and
Carl Rogers, and concludes with the antipsychiatrist movement of the 1960s, which
condemned the mental health professions—and every socializing institution—as an
instrument of social domination. This chapter conveys the profound impact that these very
different schools of thought all had on understandings of the self and sexuality in the
postwar United States. Finally, it demonstrates the significant extent to which the ideas of
all three melded together in the literature of the gay liberation movement.

Chapter 2 considers the evolving relationship between homosexuality, militarism,
and radical politics in the middle three decades of the twentieth century. It begins with the
radical pacifists of the 1940s and 1950s, who affirmed community as the solution to

alienation and grounded their politics in individual moral conscience, personal

46 Eli Zaretsky, Capitalism, the Family, and Personal Life, 198-199.
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relationships, and counter-institutions. As David Dellinger wrote in Liberation magazine
in June 1956: “The revolutionist concentrates on carrying out in his own life the principles
which characterize the life of both the decent man and the decent society... The problems
of changing society and of changing ourselves are inseparable.”47 This chapter shows that
this prefigurative conception of social change established the basis for the new left’s
politics of the self in the 1960s, and for those of gay liberation as well. The radical pacifist
movement included many gay and bisexual men, but its opposition to American foreign
policy and the militarization of society during the Cold War conflicted with the nascent
homophile movement’s quest for inclusion within the existing bounds of citizenship. This
conflict became apparent in the late 1960s, as young gays and lesbians who opposed the
Vietnam War brought the radical politics of the new left into the homophile movement—
before ultimately forming a separate movement for “gay liberation.” This chapter shows
how the gay liberation movement grew through its involvement in antiwar demonstrations
between 1969 and 1972, and how activists negotiated the tensions between civil rights and
anti-militarism in their campaign to aid gay and lesbian draftees, Gls, and veterans.
Chapter 3 considers the complicated intellectual and political relationship between
gay liberation and women’s liberation in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Like gay
liberationists, many feminists broke off from the new left and, at the same time, extended
its pursuit of authenticity into new realms of personal life. This chapter examines the
critique of sexual repression, the nuclear family, and gender roles developed by Shulamith
Firestone, Kate Millett, and other feminist writers, and demonstrates its profound influence

within the gay liberation movement. It also discusses the centrality of the feminist practice

47 “Dave Dellinger, “The Here-and-Now Revolution,” Liberation 1 (June 1956), 17-18.
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of consciousness-raising to gay activists, including men, and describes efforts to create
solidarity between the two movements. This chapter then examines the dilemma faced by
lesbians who were caught between a women’s movement that did not welcome them, on
the one hand, and a male-dominated gay movement that many felt did not represent them.
It narrates the dramatic shift toward acceptance that took place within the women’s
movement in 1970-71, as well as the downstream effects on gay politics as many lesbians
joined feminist organizations. The chapter then looks at how the rise of women’s
separatism and essentialist theories of gender eclipsed an earlier politics of sexual
liberation by the mid-1970s. It concludes by examining the efforts of anti-sexist gay men
to challenge gender roles in their everyday lives, once again illustrating the importance of
feminism to the gay liberation movement.

Having examined the intellectual and political foundations of gay liberation in
Chapters 1, 2, and 3, this dissertation then looks within that movement— specifically at its
print culture—in Chapters 4 and 5. Chapter 4 begins with the development of the gay press
in the 1950s and examines its role in coalescing a collective identity among gays and
lesbians across the United States. It then shows how print media in the early 1960s helped
to increase awareness of homosexuality, before narrating the rise of an underground press
connected to the new left in the 1960s. Underground newspapers—and alternative outlets
like New York’s Village Voice—not only provided favorable coverage of gay politics in
the late 1960s, but included many gay reporters and editors on their staffs, many of whom
went on to establish a network of underground newspapers and magazines for gay readers
in particular after Stonewall. This chapter shows how, between 1969 and 1971, the

burgeoning gay liberation public sphere became a vehicle for expanding the movement to
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people around the country, including in rural areas and small towns—and even in prisons.
By examining letters that gay and transgender prisoners wrote to these newspapers, this
chapter shows how the liberationist underground press helped to generate new solidarities
and forms of collective action. It then looks at different expressions of the idea of
“liberation” in the pages of the gay underground press—including in its graphics—and
concludes by tracing the decline of these radical newspapers as they were overshadowed
by gay-oriented commercial media over the course of the early 1970s.

Chapter 5 continues the analysis, begun in Chapter 4, of discussions of “liberation”
within the underground press, and extends it to several paperback books about gay
liberation that were published between 1971 and 1973. It begins by examining how their
authors portrayed the gay subculture, especially the gay bar, as “unliberated,” and then
traces the influence of the genealogy of social thought discussed in Chapter 1 on their use

29 ¢

of such keywords as “alienation,” “roles,” and “oppression”—as well as their opposite,
“liberation.” The chapter then turns to several liberationist personal narratives that describe
their authors’ experiences of coming out, joining the movement, and transforming their
personal lives. Because each of these narratives concerns the tensions between self-
transformation and collective action, together they offer a window onto the depoliticization
of “liberation” within the gay print culture more generally. This chapter charts the ascent
of lifestyle politics and a therapeutic ideal of individual fulfillment in newsletters,
pamphlets, and other texts that circulated within the movement before concluding with a

close reading of the author Charles Reich’s 1976 memoir, The Sorcerer of Bolinas Reef.

Another personal narrative about coming out, Reich’s book illustrates the extent to which,
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by the mid-1970s, the discourse of gay liberation had become detached from the vision of
social transformation that accompanied its emergence.

Chapter 6—the final chapter of this dissertation—refocuses the lens back onto the
wider context of postwar politics and culture in which gay liberation was embedded. It
recounts the intellectual biography of Greg Calvert, an important yet overlooked figure in
the new left whose fascinating life intersected with many of the political and cultural
currents described in the previous five chapters. Radicalized by the writings of radical
pacifists, the Freudian Left, and the Beat poets as a young man, Calvert immersed himself
in political organizing while a graduate student in history in the mid-1960s and abandoned
his academic career to serve in the leadership of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS).
Calvert placed an especially firm emphasis on the significance of self-transformation to
SDS’s political work and articulated a view of the organization as a prefigurative
community. Following his departure from SDS in the late 1960s, Calvert, who had been a
closeted gay man for much of his life, came out, and turned his attention to the problem of
repression, describing the sexual experimentation and gender nonconformity of the youth
counterculture as the cutting edge of radical politics in a 1971 essay. In the mid-1970s,
Calvert invested his idealistic hopes for cultural revolution in the gay community, Eastern
spirituality, and the Human Potential Movement but soon grew disappointed with what he
regarded as a solipsistic withdrawal into purely individual concerns. This chapter
concludes with a summary of Calvert’s 1991 book, Democracy from the Heart, in which
he reflects on his biography in the broader history of postwar radicalism, placing himself
in a lineage of movements, texts, and thinkers that brought together the personal and the

political in an indissoluble unity.
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Chapter 1: The Politics of the Self in Postwar America

For intellectuals in the United States during the 1940s and 1950s, the origins and
constitution of the self were political problems of paramount importance. The rise of
fascism in Europe had exposed the terrifying capacity of political leaders to elicit and
exploit feelings of desire, fear, and hatred—with the assistance of new forms of mass
communication—on an unprecedented scale. As the subjects of liberal, industrialized
societies willingly surrendered their autonomy and enthusiastically submitted to
authoritarian leaders, scholars across a range of disciplines were compelled to devise new
explanations of the relationship between the inner life and politics. What institutions and
social influences, they asked, shape the modern self? What intrapsychic conflicts make
people susceptible to extremism, bigotry, and conformity? Is it possible to nurture a
democratic personality, capable of self-reliance and independent judgment?:

The urgency of these questions to Americans is reflected in the tremendous rise to
prominence of the mental health professions during and after the Second World War. In
1940, there were 3,000 psychiatrists practicing medicine in the United States. That number

had tripled by 1950 and continued to grow at a rapid rate in the two decades that followed.2

1 Ellen Herman, The Romance of American Psychology: Political Culture in the Age of Experts, 1940-1970
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 265. This summary is drawn from the following scholarly
works: Robert Genter, Late Modernism: Art, Culture, and Politics in Cold War America, The Arts and
Intellectual Life in Modern America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010); Mark Greif, The
Age of the Crisis of Man: Thought and Fiction in America, 1933-1973 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2015); Eli Zaretsky, Political Freud: A History (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015); Martin
Jay, The Dialectical Imagination: A History of the Frankfurt School and the Institute of Social Research,
1923-1950 (Boston: Little, Brown, 1973); Richard H. Pells, The Liberal Mind in a Conservative Age:
American Intellectuals in the 1940s and 1950s, 2nd ed., with a new introd., 1st Wesleyan ed. (Middletown,
CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1989); and Dagmar Herzog, Cold War Freud: Psychoanalysis in an Age of
Catastrophes (Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 2017).

2 Jay Stevens, Storming Heaven: LSD and the American Dream (New York: Grove Press, 1998), 16.
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A 1957 article in Life magazine reported:

By now, the U.S. has more psychologists and psychoanalysts, engaged in
more types of inquiry and activity, than all the rest of the world put together.
It certainly provides the biggest and most eager audiences for psychology.s

Beyond clinical practice, well-known psychologists such as Erich Fromm, Rollo May, and
Abraham Maslow wrote bestselling paperback books for popular audiences, addressing
topics well beyond the scope of the mental health professions, such as ethics, sociology,
and political theory. Indeed, as many at the time pointed out, the postwar American
psychologist enjoyed the status of a secular prophet and served as an intellectual authority
on a seemingly endless range of subjects.

One consequence of this phenomenon, as the historian Ellen Herman writes in The
Romance of American Psychology, was a blurring of clinical and political vocabulary in
postwar American culture.4 Personal behavior, desires and anxieties, feelings of loneliness,
frustration, and connection, were no longer regarded as simply private matters, but as the
basis of politics.s Conversely, the role played by social institutions, such as the school, the
family, religion, and the mass media in shaping subjectivity became a matter of the utmost
concern to government officials, clinicians, and intellectuals. Well before the invention of

the feminist slogan “the personal is political,” the enigmatic realm of mental life had

3 Ernest Havemann, “The Age of Psychology in the U.S.,” Life Vol. 42, No. 1 (Jan. 7, 1957), 72.
4 Herman, The Romance of American Psychology, 275.

5 Daniel Hurewitz makes the compelling argument that the introduction of the Hays Code in American
cinema and the criminalization of drag performers in Los Angeles during the Great Depression had the effect
of attaching “political and social significance” to the “interior life of emotions and desires,” and that the left-
wing artists’ community in the city’s Edendale neighborhood responded by recognizing ‘“affection,
camaraderie, lust, and love [as constituting] the sustaining fiber of political life,” thus paving the ground for
the homophile movement that formed there in the 1950s (Daniel Hurewitz, Bohemian Los Angeles and the
Making of Modern Politics [Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007], 148-149).
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become thoroughly politicized.

For the left especially, the individual psyche posed certain political challenges and
opportunities. The failure of the socialist movement in Western Europe, the degeneration
of Soviet Communism under Stalin, and the broad appeal of fascism all pointed to the need
for a more rigorous, psychologically informed understanding of power and social structure.
At the same time, a new analysis was needed to explain postwar conditions of affluence,
militarism, and technological domination. As the historian Richard H. King writes, left-
wing thinkers in the postwar United States aimed to “formulate a radical social theory,
adequate to deal with unprecedented social and cultural developments, upon the ruins of
Marxist ideology which many considered to be morally and intellectually otiose by the
middle 1940s.”s In the introduction to his influential 1959 book, Life Against Death: The
Psychoanalytical Meaning of History, the American classicist Norman O. Brown wrote
that his generation had experienced “the superannuation of the political categories which
informed liberal thought and action in the 1930s,” and which were inadequate to conditions
of affluence, militarism, and technological domination.7 At a moment of disillusionment
with mass movements and with the working class, many radicals turned to the self as the
basis on which to build an emancipatory politics.

This chapter maps out a diverse genealogy of social-psychological thought between
the mid-1930s and the early 1970s in order to illuminate the intellectual context for the
emergence of gay liberation. It shows that sexuality was at the center of midcentury debates

among social theorists regarding health and illness, normality and deviance. The specter of

6 Richard H. King, The Party of Eros: Radical Social Thought and the Realm of Freedom (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1972).

7 Brown, introduction to Life against Death, ix.
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the homosexual haunted these discussions, reflecting in an exaggerated form the
“alienation” of postwar American life. Perhaps no other category of person better embodies
the conflicts—between desire and repression, authenticity and artifice, the individual and
society—associated with the term (a touchstone of social thought and cultural criticism in
the 1940s and 1950s), or more clearly illustrates the role that the mental health professions
played in enforcing adjustment to social norms. A pariah and an object of fear and revulsion,
the homosexual was hidden in plain sight and divided within himself—forced, for the sake
of self-preservation, to lead a double life that was forever split between inner fantasy and
outward conformity.

This chapter begins by identifying how thinkers in the psychoanalytic tradition
identified non-normative sexuality with rebellion against the status quo, thus opening the
door to a politics of gay liberation. In the 1940s, the anarcho-pacifist critic Paul Goodman,
following the renegade Austrian psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich, looked to the instincts and
to the unconscious—the deepest recesses of the self—for resistance to mass manipulation
and social control. As early as 1955, the German-American philosopher Herbert Marcuse
identified homosexuality as an emancipatory form of defiance of the forms of social
domination operative in advanced capitalist society. Four years later, Norman O. Brown
extended Marcuse’s critique of repression from the realm of history into ontology.

The critical psychoanalytic tradition was not the only source of writing on the
interconnections of psychology and politics. Goodman, Marcuse, and Brown bitterly
opposed the humanistic tradition represented by such post-Freudian theorists as Karen
Horney, Erich Fromm, Abraham Maslow, and Carl Rogers, arguing that their disregard for

the deep intrapsychic, and especially psychosexual, sources of conflict with society
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reconceptualized the self as capable of endless adjustment to institutional norms and social
expectations. With its emphasis on flexibility, tolerance, and growth, humanistic
psychology proved to be a powerful weapon against a psychiatric profession that
pathologized homosexuality and other forms of deviant behavior. This chapter traces
how—despite the sharp differences between them—both the radical psychoanalytic and
humanistic traditions, and the related antipsychiatric writings of the 1960s, shaped gay
politics in the early 1970s.

In addition to providing an overview of the published social-psychological
literature of the postwar era—especially works that circulated widely in a popular
register—this chapter also documents the reception of radical psychoanalytic, humanistic,
and antipsychiatric social thought in gay liberation newspapers, ephemera, correspondence,
and books that illustrate how gay activists interpreted and made use of the intellectual
traditions that they inherited. The gay liberation print culture, which is the subject of
Chapters Four and Five, was critical to the emergence and expansion of gay liberation in
the late 1960s and early 1970s, and it bridges the intellectual history discussed in this
chapter with the social history of the movement that is covered in different points
throughout this dissertation.

How relevant were the ideas of psychiatrists, philosophers, and social critics to the
everyday rank-and-file of the gay liberation movement, and the work of the organizations
in which they took part? As Sidney Abbott and Barbara J. Love wrote in their popular 1972
book, Sappho Was a Right-on Woman: A Liberated View of Lesbianism: “Gay Liberation
began as an instinctive reaction against oppressive economic and social conditions. The

street people at the Stonewall probably had not read Reich and Marcuse. They only knew
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that they hurt.”s While of course no theorist incited the rebellion, theory was profoundly
important to the activists and intellectuals who sought to build a new politics of the self in
its aftermath. Writers and texts provided gay liberationists with conceptual frameworks
that validated them personally and allowed them to understand their sexuality as political.
“Have been reading books like... The Making of the Counter Culture by Theodore Roszak,
Man in Search of Himself by Rollo May, The Politics of Experience by Ronald Laing...
and Eros and Civilization by Marcuse,” one Minnesotan activist reported in October 1970,
adding: “With those books... and my own experience past I have a formula for attacking
the root of the madness.”s To better understand the intellectual foundations that these texts
provided for gay liberation the movement, this chapter begins by tracing the history of

radical psychoanalytic thought prior to the Second World War.

1.1 “An Ingression of the Future into the Present”: The Freudian Left, 1934-1971
Although there was no unified Freudian perspective on sexual repression or
homosexuality, a certain view nonetheless became hegemonic within institutionalized
psychoanalysis in the middle decades of the twentieth century. As Dagmar Herzog observes
in her study, Cold War Freud, psychoanalysts in the postwar United States established their
medical authority and professional legitimacy largely by characterizing analysis as a means

of “neutralizing [rather than releasing] libidinal and aggressive drives.”10 In the hands of

8 Sidney Abbott and Barbara J. Love, Sappho Was a Right-on Woman: A Liberated View of Lesbianism (New
York: Stein and Day, 1972), 187.

9 Marcus Overseth to Morris Kight, October 10, 1970, Box 3, Folder 3, Morris Kight Papers and Photographs,
Coll2010-008, ONE National Gay & Lesbian Archives, Los Angeles, CA (hereafter cited as Morris Kight
Papers).

10 Herzog, Cold War Freud, 35.
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Karl Menninger, Heinz Hartmann, and other leading practitioners, psychoanalytic journals,
manuals, and clinics reinforced traditional views of female desire and identified
homosexuality as a pathological deviation from healthy human development. Their claims
were inconsistent and contradictory: male homosexuality indicated either an unconscious
fear of castration by, or an unconscious wish to have sex with, one’s father; an
overidentification with a domineering mother, or a neurotic fear of the female genitals;
sexual inadequacy, or an overpowering sexual compulsion.i1 While these interpretations
had only the most tenuous basis in Freud’s writings, his American disciples nonetheless
successfully conferred scientific objectivity on a conservative “moral sensibility.”12

At the same time, an array of Freudian writers outside the psychiatric profession—
including Wilhelm Reich, A.S. Neill, Paul Goodman, Herbert Marcuse, and Norman O.
Brown—yproduced an oppositional psychoanalytic discourse that had a profound effect on
the politics, art, and social thought of the postwar United States. The leading theorists of
the “Freudian Left” were revisionists: in particular, they historicized Freud’s account of
human nature so as to argue that the conflict between instinct and culture was not necessary,
but contingent.13 Against “conformist” psychology, these writers also offered a critical
analysis of midcentury American society and championed the instincts, the libido, and the

body as levers of radical social transformation. In so doing, they laid the intellectual

1 Ibid., 63.
12 Ibid., 67.

13 The historian Paul A. Robinson uses this term in his book, The Freudian Left: Wilhelm Reich, Geza Roheim,
Herbert Marcuse (New York: Harper & Row, 1969), in which he discussed many (though not all) of the same
writers and texts covered in this chapter. For similar genealogies, see also: King, The Party of Eros; Theodore
Roszak, The Making of a Counter Culture: Reflections on the Technocratic Society and Its Youthful
Opposition (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1969); and Juliet Mitchell, Psychoanalysis and Feminism: A
Radical Reassessment of Freudian Psychoanalysis (New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1974).
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groundwork for subsequent cultural and political movements for sexual freedom, and gay
liberation in particular.

The genealogy of the Freudian Left extends back to the interwar period, when the
Austrian psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich argued that Freud had been wrong to view the
conflict between instinct and culture as inexorable and held that repression could be
overcome in a liberated future. In his major theoretical writings on sexuality from the 1920s
and 1930s such as “The Function of the Orgasm,” “The Imposition of Sexual Morality,”
“The Sexual Struggle of Youth,” and “The Sexual Revolution,” Reich radically revised
basic psychoanalytic concepts, rejecting the death drive and portraying sexual repression
as the source of all human neurosis. By collapsing the id, unconscious, and instincts
together, thereby erasing some of the key distinctions in psychoanalytic vocabulary, Reich
also redescribed the self as essentially unalloyed sexual energy. Where Freud traced the
restriction of the erogenous zone from the entire body to the genitals over the course of
childhood, Reich viewed genitality as equivalent to sexuality. Reich also reversed Freud’s
attribution of cultural progress to the sublimation of repressed instincts, instead
maintaining that only sexual release, or “orgastic potency,” enhanced human creativity.14
As a Marxist, he interpreted psychosexual conflicts, such as the Oedipus complex, as
phenomena that were specific to class society, and which would no longer exist under
socialism. The nuclear family was for Reich a key instrument of social control that

principally functioned to repress the libido and shape young people into docile

14 The terms of this critique are drawn from Mitchell, Psychoanalysis and Feminism, pp. 137-196. Many of
Reich’s most influential essays from the interwar period are collected in Wilhelm Reich, Sex-Pol: Essays,
1929-1934, ed. Lee Baxandall, introd. by Bertell Ollman, translated by Anna Bostock, Tom DuBose, and Lee
Baxandall (New York: Vintage Books, 1972).
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authoritarians.15 No other theorist, writes the historian Richard King, did more “to put both
the family and sexual suppression on the agenda as ideological institutions most important
for study.”16

Reich was punished for his unorthodoxy, purged from both the Communist Party and
the International Psychoanalytical Association in the course of the 1930s. By midcentury,
however, his ideas informed the art and literature of the American cultural avant-garde,
particularly the Beat poets.17 Reich died in ignominy in 1957, but his influence reached its
height in the early 1970s, when the transatlantic counterculture and parts of the new left
eagerly digested his writings on sexual liberation, the nuclear family, and psychological
“de-conditioning.”18 For feminists and gay liberationists, Reich’s legacy was more fraught.
On the one hand, as the members of a gay Marxist collective noted in a 1972 manifesto
(Figure 1), his writings on the origins of fascism had made it impossible for the Left to
“ignore questions of sexuality, family, character structure.”19 On the other, as Juliet

Mitchell observed, by valorizing the “genital character” and denigrating “all that detracted

15 Mitchell, Psychoanalysis and Feminism, 179.
16 King, The Party of Eros, 71. See the discussion in Mitchell, Psychoanalysis and Feminism, 141.
17 Genter, Late Modernism, 137.

18 See: Timothy Scott Brown, “Sex,” in West Germany and the Global Sixties: The Anti-Authoritarian Revolt,
1962-1978, New Studies in European History (Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press,
2013), 286-329.

19 Beaux Arts Basement Club of Davenport, lowa, “Some Thoughts of Gay Men on the Relationship of the
Sexual Politics to New American Movement: Or, the Dialectic of the Limp Wrist, Or How to Unite the Gay
Socialist Camp — A Gayfesto” (Minneapolis: New American Movement, 1972), Contemporary Culture
Collection (CCC), Special Collections Research Center, Temple University Libraries, Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania.

26



Wilhelm Reich
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Withelm Reich's "What Is Class Consciousness2”
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Figure 1: Portrait of Wilhelm Reich with reading list, from Beaux Arts Basement
Club, “Some Thoughts of Gay Men on the Relationship of the Sexual Politics to New
American Movement,” 8. Contemporary Culture Collection (CCC), Special
Collections Research Center, Temple University Libraries, Philadelphia, PA.

from genitality [as] perverse or disturbed,” Reich embraced sexual freedom for

heterosexuals while cementing the association of homosexuality with neurosis.20 Most

20 Mitchell, Psychoanalysis and Feminism, 163.
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Reichian therapists upheld this distinction in clinical practice in the 1940s and 50s, while
the Reichian educator and pedagogical theorist A.S. Neill boasted in his popular 1960 book,
Summerhill, that his experimental school by the same name had “not turned out a single
homosexual” in over thirty years because “freedom breeds healthy children.”21

Just as Reich revised Freud’s theories, subsequent intellectuals on the Freudian Left
challenged many of Reich’s ideas. Herbert Marcuse argued in Eros and Civilization (1955)
that Reich’s failure to distinguish between repressive and non-repressive sublimation led
to a mistaken equation of freedom with mere sexual release.22 Norman O. Brown,
meanwhile, contended in Life Against Death (1959) that Reich’s ideal of sexual freedom
reinforced conventional restrictions and taboos by valorizing adult genital sexuality as the
healthy norm.23 Juliet Mitchell later argued in Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974) that
Reich conflated the physical reality of the instincts with their unconscious reflection in
mental life, in a manner less consistent with psychoanalysis than with “pre-Freudian”
critics.24

Among Wilhelm Reich’s earliest American interpreters was the social critic and
psychotherapist Paul Goodman. In the 1940s, Goodman, who was open about his
bisexuality, brought an interest in sexual politics to the New York City anarcho-pacifist

circles associated with the journals politics, Retort, and Why?2s Reich’s influence is evident

21 Taylor Stoehr, Here Now Next: Paul Goodman and the Origins of Gestalt Therapy (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass, 1994), 191; Alexander Sutherland Neill, Summerhill: A Radical Approach to Child Rearing (New
York: Hart, 1960), 235.

22 Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilization: A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud (Boston: Beacon Press, 1955),
239.

23 Brown, Life Against Death, 140-141.

24 Mitchell, Psychoanalysis and Feminism, 9.
25 Stoehr, Here Now Next, 163, 63.
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in his 1945 essay in politics, “The Political Meaning of Some Recent Revisions of Freud,”
a critique of Karen Horney, Erich Fromm, and other writers who sought to shift the focus
of psychoanalysis from intrapsychic conflict to social relations. Goodman maintained that
by neglecting the biological (and specifically sexual) roots of neurosis, and by de-
emphasizing the conflict between instinct and culture, the revisionists reinforced
conformity to social norms. To Goodman, critical psychology should instead fortify the
patient’s fidelity to desires and urges that originated in the body and resided in the
unconscious—a realm beyond “advertising slogans and political propaganda”—thus
preserving a healthy discord between the self and an irrational “Organized System.”26
Goodman, however, soon became dissatisfied with Reich’s account of subjectivity,
particularly its inattention to the interaction between the self and environmental and social
context.27 Although C. Wright Mills ridiculed him as an adherent to “the gonad theory of
revolution,” Goodman in fact rejected Reich’s biologistic reduction of human nature to
sexual instinct. By midcentury, he had developed a unique psychological theory that
synthesized an eclectic array of ideas and intellectual traditions.2s In his 1951 book Gestalt
Therapy, co-authored with Frederick “Fritz” Perls and Ralph Hefferline, Goodman rejected
the Freudian unconscious, presenting the individual as molder and shaper of his experience
and identifying creativity as the essence of human nature. The Gestalt perspective took the

self’s embeddedness in a web of relationships as its starting point, and viewed culture as a

26 Paul Goodman, “Revolution, Sociolatry, and War” (first published in politics, December 1945), in Drawing
the Line: The Political Essays of Paul Goodman, ed. Taylor Stoehr (New York: Free Life Editions, 1977), 34.

27 Stoehr, Here Now Next, 88

28 Goodman for instance named “Freud & Reich & James & Dewey & Laotze,” among others, as his
interlocutors (quoted in Stoehr, Here Now Next, 120).
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field for self-development, not simply a repressive force. 20 This philosophical
anthropology of change and growth differed from both the Neo-Freudians’ affirmation of
society and an orthodox psychoanalytic conception of the individual as forever burdened
by his ontogenetic and phylogenetic pasti.30 Health, for Goodman, consisted in mutual
interaction and creative adaptation to new conditions—not the stubborn resistance of the
self to external influences, a stance which for him was embodied in the “early resigned”
hipster and the Beat counterculture.3t

The gestalt conception of health validated the widest possible range of the natural
inclinations of the embodied self, including its physical (and indeed sexual) needs. For
Goodman, writes Taylor Stoehr, sexual neurosis “was never what gave pleasure or
satisfaction, only what prevented it,” and self-mastery consisted in the conscious
appreciation of one’s desires, not their suppression.32 Writing at the height of the Lavender
Scare, Goodman did not shy away from naming specifically homosexual desires as
legitimate. In Gestalt Therapy, he and his co-authors condemned the repression of a natural
“primary homosexuality” in infancy and an “obsessive heterosexuality that makes true

community life impossible” in adulthood.33 He acknowledged that “sexual satisfaction” for

29 Ibid., 88; see also: Frederick Perls, Ralph Hefferline, and Paul Goodman, Gestalt Therapy: Excitement and
Growth in the Human Personality (New York: Julian Press, 1951), 235.

30 King, The Party of Eros, 98. See also: Paul Goodman, “Great Pioneer, but No Libertarian,” Liberation,
January 1958, 9. Where Reichians located an authentic human nature underneath “the thoughtways of a sick
civilization,” Goodman’s via media positioned the subject as interacting with and creatively adjusting to a
modifiable social order—without, by any means, giving up on instinct (Ibid., 6). See also: Kevin Mattson,
Intellectuals in Action: The Origins of the New Left and Radical Liberalism, 1945-1970 (University Park:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002), 104; and Stoehr, Here Now Next, 300-301.

31 King, The Party of Eros, 95-99.

32 Stoehr, Here Now Next, 191-192,
33 Perls, Hefferline, and Goodman, Gestalt Therapy, 299.
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homosexuals was “important,” not least of all because they had to “overcome many social
obstacles in order to get it.”’34 This broadminded attitude also informed Goodman’s work
as a therapist during the 1950s: according to Stoehr, “patients in Gestalt treatment never
had to be in the closet.”3s

Unlike Reich, Goodman treated sexuality as just one of many avenues to creative
expression and intersubjective communication. A subterranean current of sexual longing
for the disaffected young male subjects of his most famous book, Growing Up Absurd
(1960), powers his indictment of “the Organized System”—an indictment which opens
onto a congeries of social problems for which sexual liberation is no panacea.3s For
Goodman, the popular sexological literature of the postwar era—the work of Alfred Kinsey,
William Masters, and Virginia Johnson—abstracted sexuality from “its moral, family, and
pedagogic dilemmas,” perpetuating a mistaken equation of the erotic with “mere lust” in
an exact mirror of the conservatism that it opposed.s7 Liberation instead demanded the
integration of “sexual expression with other ordinary or esteemed activities of life,” a
gesture that Goodman associated with lyric and tragic art.3s

In contrast to the “ambiguity, wit, and literary allusiveness” that characterized
American social criticism in the 1950s, writes the literary scholar Morris Dickstein,

Goodman’s writings channel the spirit of Blake and Wordsworth; he “aimed to make things

34 |bid., 424.
35 Stoehr, Here Now Next, 191.

36 Paul Goodman, Growing Up Absurd: Problems of Youth in the Organized Society (New York: Vintage
Books, 1960).

37 Paul Goodman, “Pornography and the Sexual Revolution” (first published in Commentary, March 1961),

in Utopian Essays and Practical Proposals (New York: Random House, 1962), 64.
38 Ibid., 69.
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new again, to see with an innocent eye.”39 Goodman’s naive style helps to explain his
appeal to the student new left of the 1960s, but the simplicity of his writing masked the
nuance of his social criticism. Likewise, his iconoclastic spirit prevented him from
cheerleading the causes that he was called on to support, including gay rights.4o In a 1960
essay, for instance, he rejected the particularism of homophile politics, writing that “the
success of a revolution is to eradicate the boundary, to liquidate the problems [separating
people into groups]” and not to fall prey to a “fetishism of the underground” that valorizes
“queer society” and neglects the irreducible complexity of human experience.41 AS new
left activist Greg Calvert later noted, Goodman’s consistent use of the term “queer” to
describe himself flew in the face of “efforts of political identity movements to make rigid
labels the hallmark of radical political respectability.”42 In an essay that he wrote after
Stonewall, titled “Memoirs of an Ancient Activist,” Goodman celebrated casual same-sex
encounters as the embodiment of communitas, directly challenging gay liberationists’
characterization of cruising as inherently alienating and “oppressive.” “I have a hunch,” he
wrote, “that homosexual promiscuity enriches more lives than it desensitizes.”43

Despite these disagreements, Goodman was nonetheless an “important intellectual

39 Dickstein, Gates of Eden, 19.

40 Goodman addressed the Eastern Conference of Homophile Organizations annual conference in 1965 in
New York City (at around 100, among the largest public assemblies of gays and leshians up until that point
in American history) and arranged to have the War Resisters’ League’s executive committee sponsor him as
an official speaker (Martin B. Duberman, A Saving Remnant: The Radical Lives of Barbara Deming and
David McReynolds [New York: New Press, 2012], 120).

41 Paul Goodman, “Underground Writing, 1960 (first published in The Nation, March 11, 1961), in Utopian
Essays and Practical Proposals, 232.

42 Greg Calvert, Democracy from the Heart: Spiritual Values, Decentralism, and Democratic Idealism in the
Movement of the 1960s (Eugene, Oregon: Communitas Press, 1991), 131.

43 Paul Goodman, “Memoirs of an Ancient Activist” (first published in WIN, November 1969), in The
Homosexual Dialectic, ed. Joseph Anthony McCaffrey (Englewood Cliffs, N.J: Prentice-Hall, 1972), 69.

32



influence on the gay liberation movement,” as Dennis Altman acknowledged in 1971.44
“Memoirs of an Ancient Activist” was canonized in the anthology, The Gay Liberation
Book, published by Ramparts Press in 1973, while Gestalt Therapy was read widely within
gay consciousness-raising groups, for whom the collective therapeutic encounter
prefigured the unalienated community.4s For many gay men, Goodman was also a culture-
hero and a symbol of “guiltless bisexual sexuality,” someone who deserved praise for “the
fact that he was open about being gay [sic] long before anyone else as ‘prominent’ was.”s6

Perhaps the most influential figure on the Freudian Left was the German-born social
theorist Herbert Marcuse. In his 1955 book, Eros and Civilization: A Philosophical Inquiry
into Freud, Marcuse described a “destructive dialectic” in human history: while civilization
required the restriction of the erogenous zone, the channeling of the libido toward
procreation, and the transformation of the body into an instrument of labor, this repression
resulted in the release of aggressive instincts that, in turn, threatened to destroy
civilization.47 In an age of nuclear destruction and mechanized warfare, the survival of
society itself depended on the rediscovery of sensuousness and compassion.4s Where Freud
had pessimistically viewed patterns of repression and domination as intrinsic to human
nature, Marcuse argued that they were instead produced by a historically specific form of

44 Dennis Altman, Homosexual; Oppression and Liberation (New York: Outerbridge & Dienstfrey, 1971),
167.

45 Altman, writing in 1971, observed that Gestalt Therapy “is enjoying a new popularity and has helped
influence the current vogue for encounter and consciousness-raising groups, among them those of gay
liberation” (Ibid., 162).

46 Ibid., 164; Jonathan Klein to Allen Young, May 18, 1973, Box 3, Folder 3, Allen Young Papers, Wisconsin
Historical Society, Madison, W1 (hereafter cited as Allen Young Papers).

47 Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilization: A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud (Boston: Beacon Press, 1955),

44,
48 1bid., 48.
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social organization. Like Reich, he endeavored to show that psychoanalytic theory actually
left open the possibility of “a non-repressive civilization, based on a fundamentally
different experience of being, a fundamentally different relation between man and nature,
and fundamentally different existential relations.”49 “That such a principle could itself
become a historical reality,” Marcuse explained, “seemed to Freud at best a nice utopia”
only because the fin-de-siécle Viennese failed to anticipate the advent of post-scarcity
economic conditions in advanced industrial societies by the mid-twentieth century.so
As a Marxist, Marcuse regarded internalized prohibitions not just as sources of

individual neurosis, but also as ideological instruments. Domination in modern society, he
wrote, less often took the form of brute exploitation than of the more subtle introjection of
social authority “into the ‘conscience’ of the individual,” where it

...works as his own desire, morality, and fulfillment.... The individual lives

his repression ‘freely’ as his own life: he desires what he is supposed to

desire; his gratifications are profitable to him and to others; he is reasonably

and often exuberantly happy.s1
The laboring subject of modern capitalism renounces the freedom of “the 1lbidinal subject-
object which the human organism primarily is and desires,” infected by the performance
principle even as new technological conditions and economic abundance have rendered it
“superfluous.”’s2

Marcuse’s preoccupation with subjectivity took his social theory well beyond the

limits of historical materialism. Not class conflict, he argued, but the repressed desires of

49 |bid., 4-5, 36.
s0 Ibid., 147.
s1 |bid., 46.

52 Ibid.; Herbert Marcuse, “Progress and the Theory of Freud’s Instincts,” in Five Lectures (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1970), 39.
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childhood, preserved in the unconscious—desires that Freud associated with “the
subhistorical and even subhuman past, primal biological and mental processes”—formed
the basis of revolutionary possibility in the present.s3 The memory of these tabooed desires
prevented a frictionless reconciliation between the individual and society, and could, if
“carried over...into the world of mature consciousness,” become “the vehicle of future
liberation.”s4 But Marcuse’s vision of liberation, unlike Reich’s, was “not simply a release
but a transformation of the libido: from sexuality constrained under genital supremacy to
erotization of the entire personality.” Where Reich imagined the expansion of the libido in
conformity to the heterosexual and genital limits inscribed by the performance principle,
Marcuse instead imagined its extension outward into “previously tabooed zones, time, and
relations,” including labor.ss
While Reich viewed the sexual instincts as posing a radical challenge to the

established order but still affirmed heteronormativity, Marcuse valorized “the perversions,”
a category that included non-genital and homosexual deviations from heterosexual
genitality. He wrote in Eros and Civilization that—Ilike fantasy, artistic imagination, and
other “manifestations of pleasure for its own sake”—tabooed sexualities escape the
regimentation of conscious mental life and “challenge its very foundation.” “They express,”
he continued,

...rebellion against the subjugation of sexuality under the order of

procreation, and against the institutions which guarantee this order... The

perversions seem to reject the entire enslavement of the pleasure ego by the

reality ego. They establish libidinal relationships which society must
ostracize because they threaten to reverse the process of civilization which

53 Marcuse, Eros and Civilization, 19.
s4 Ibid., 19, 147.

55 1bid., 202. Put more succinctly, “It is a spread rather than explosion of libido” (Ibid., 201).
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turned the organism into an instrument of work. They are a symbol of what

had to be suppressed so that suppression could prevail and organize the ever

more efficient domination of man and nature—a symbol of the destructive

identity between freedom and happiness.se
In this critical passage, Marcuse reversed the valences of homosexuality at the height of
the Cold War: sexual “perversion,” defined as an offense to morality and a national security
threat, was also a stubborn crack in the false totality of the social order, an emancipatory
reminder of the free, uncolonized subjectivity within each individual.

Gay liberationists often cited Eros and Civilization in support of their struggle.s7
As the sociologist Barry Adam notes, gay readers embraced Marcuse’s “vision of
homosexuality as a protest ‘against the repressive order of procreative sexuality’ and as an
affirmation of liberated sensualism.”’ss A notice published in the December 1969 newsletter

of the Gay Liberation Front of New York about a study group for members who were

interested in “educating themselves as to what a liberated, sexually free society can or

s6 Ibid., 49-50.

57 See for example: Calvert, Democracy from the Heart, 203; and Chapter Six. In the late 1960s, “Gay
students at Columbia University passed out leaflets with selections from Marcuse’s writing to passersby”
(David Allyn, Make Love, Not War: The Sexual Revolution, an Unfettered History [Boston: Little, Brown,
20001, 199).

s Barry D. Adam, The Rise of a Gay and Lesbian Movement, Social Movements Past and Present (New
York: Twayne Publishers, 1995), 78.
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should be and eventually writing a critique on the subject,” was accompanied by a short

reading list that included Eros and Civilization (Figure 2).59

Figure 2: Announcement of NYC Gay Liberation Front’s Radical Study Group. Gay
Liberation Front Bulletin/News (New York, NY), Vol. 1, No. 2 (December 30, 1969),
Box 166, Folder: “GLF Bulletin/News,” LGBT Periodical Collection, NYPL.

Reading groups devoted to exploring “the relationship of Marcuse’s thought to the struggle
for gay liberation” formed other cities.so In a 1974 speech before the Gay Academic Union,
the historian and activist Martin Duberman quoted at length from the book to further the
argument that gays and lesbians stand at “the cutting edge of rebellion” against “standard
formulas for gender identification and standard norms for sexuality.”s1 Two years earlier,
the authors Sidney Abbott and Barbara Love had written in Sappho Was A Right-On

Woman: A Liberated View of Leshianism: ‘“Marcuse sees homosexuals as having an
g

59 Gay Liberation Front Bulletin/News (New York, NY), Vol. 1, No. 1 (December 23, 1969), Box 166,
Folder: “GLF Bulletin/News,” LGBT Periodical Collection, NYPL.

60 Steve Wolf, “Behold the Alternative? Behold More Loneliness!” Gay Alternative 4 (1973).
61 “Keynote Address by Martin Duberman,” in Gay Academic Union, The Universities and the Gay

Experience: Proceedings of the Conference Sponsored by the Women and Men of the Gay Academic Union,
November 23 and 24, 1973 (Binghamton, NY: Towne and Country Press, 1974), 24.
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important place in history in helping to free sexuality, since he feels gay people have a
more natural, totally erogenous sexuality.”62

The Australian political philosopher Dennis Altman produced the most articulate
application of Marcuse’s thought to the issues of homophobia and gay liberation.s3 In his
1971 book, Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation, Altman explained that for Marcuse,
“the homosexual represents a constant reminder of the repressed part of human
sexuality.”e4 Because homosexuality “cannot find its justification in procreation nor in
religiously sanctioned marriage, [and] represents an assertion of sexuality as an expression
of hedonism/love free of any utilitarian social ends,” it must be ruthlessly punished,
repressed, and tarnished with guilt.es The homosexual threatens “conventional norms” in
“a society based on rigorous repression of polymorphous and bisexual urges,” making him,
Altman wrote, “a revolutionary.”s6

Although later remembered as an apostle of sexual gratification, Marcuse produced
a more nuanced social theory than his critics or admirers acknowledged. He introduced the
concept of “repressive desublimation”—a “controlled liberalization which increases
satisfaction with the offerings of society”—to describe the postwar proliferation of

pornography and suggestive marketing, and a relative loosening of social mores.e7 The new

62 Abbott and Love, Sappho Was a Right-on Woman, 188.

63 See: Jeffrey Escoffier, “Marcuse, Herbert,” the glbtq Project, 2004,

http://iwww.glbtgarchive.com/sshindex.html.

64 Altman, Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation, 65.
65 Ibid., 66.

66 Ibid.

67 Herbert Marcuse, “The Obsolescence of the Freudian Concept of Man,” in Five Lectures, 57.
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apparent freedom brought “the integration of [sexuality] into the realm of business and
entertainment” and the mass cathexis of desire to consumer goods, further intensifying
alienation.ss In sum, Marcuse wrote in his widely-read One Dimensional Man (1964), “the
repression itself is repressed: society has enlarged, not individual freedom, but its control
over the individual.”s9

Following this analysis, Altman distinguished between mere sexual release and the
emancipatory transformation of the libido. Against “the permissive society with its high

299

component of voyeurism, sexual objectification and ‘dildo journalism,”” he wrote, “it is
necessary now to transform sexuality into eroticism.”70 The “broader sexual liberation”
that Altman, along with many other gay radicals, envisioned, entailed more than “purely
physical gratification,” which left people atomized and alienated. Sex, in a liberated society,
would serve as “a means of human communication,” a sensuous and compassionate force
binding people together in solidarity and community. This “broader sexual liberation,”
moreover, implied the triumph of “polymorphous perversity” over genitality, and the
obsolescence of the categories of homo- and hetero-sexuality.71 In a truly liberated future,

Altman argued, bisexuality would be practiced universally, and the very word gay” would

be stripped of its exclusionary limits.72

68 Ibid.

69 Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial Society (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1964), 75.

70 Altman, Homosexual, 86, 87. At the same time, Altman did not simply mimic Marcuse’s critique of the
sexual revolution. “I am less sure than Marcuse that growing sexual freedom is all illusionary,” he wrote,
noting: “Without it movements like women's and gay liberation could hardly have come into being” (Ibid.,
86).

71 Ibid., 58.

72 Ibid., 94.

39



Altman’s vision of gay liberation was heavily indebted not only to Marcuse, but also
the idiosyncratic Freudian Left intellectual Norman O. Brown, especially his 1959 book,
Life Against Death. Brown echoed Marcuse’s claim that post-scarcity conditions were the
precondition for a reorganization of human nature “in the spirit of play from a speculative
possibility to a realistic necessity.” 72 Brown also shared Marcuse’s view that “the
foundation on which the man of the future will be built” already existed “in the repressed
unconscious,” waiting to be “recovered.”74 Modern man’s longing “for a return to the
pleasure-principle” of the pre-Oedipal phase of infancy and early childhood, when the
individual “takes himself and his own body as the object of his love,” fueled a will to
reclaim “the body from which culture alienates us.”7s Brown did not believe that it was
possible to revert back to this moment in a society governed by “repressive reason,” and,
like Marcuse, held that art performed the vital function of preserving an unconscious wish
“to regain lost liberties.”76

Despite his association with Marcuse, Brown attributed neurosis to an internal
conflict that preceded the struggle between instinct and culture: “The need to deny the
painful knowledge of dependence and separation,” in Christopher Lasch’s summary,
“which intrudes on the primal experience of oneness with the world.” 77z Brown also
mounted an indiscriminate and complete assault on repression, categorically opposing

“eros” to “civilization.” Marcuse instead contrasted the possibility of a minimally

73 Brown, Life Against Death, 36.
74 1bid., 34.
75 Ibid., 38.
76 Ibid., 63.

77 Christopher Lasch, introduction to Brown, Life Against Death, 2nd Edition, ix.
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repressive society, held together by erotic ties, to the reality of a highly repressive society
organized by guilt and domination. Far from destroying civilization, he argued, “the
liberation of the senses...would give it a firmer basis and would greatly enhance its
potentialities.” 78 He distinguished between socially necessary repression and surplus-
repression, the reality principle and the performance principle, in order to demonstrate the
possibility of an alternative, “sensuous rationality.”’79 Brown, on the other hand, made no
room for the concept of socially necessary repression. His non-repressive utopia implied
the abolition not just of the performance principle, but also the mind-body dualism that
fragmented Western thought and experience.so

Brown also viewed liberation less as a political than an individual matter.s1 As
Altman complained, he portrayed “personal liberation” as taking place “within a social
vacuum.”’s2 For Marcuse, meanwhile, the reactivation of narcissistic libido as an individual
phenomenon could only ever be neurotic; in order to take on a political character, it must
accompany a reorganization of production and labor.s3 As Altman pointed out, the

difficulty of Brown’s “metaphysical flights” of highly abstract prose also limited the appeal

78 Marcuse, Eros and Civilization, 181. Building on Géza Roheim’s thesis of the libidinous origins of culture,
Marcuse contended that “free libidinal relations” would bind people together into “greater unities,” not
simply liberate them from all social ties and induce social anarchy as is widely feared (Ibid., 207).

79 Ibid., 231.

o See: Brown, Life Against Death, 158, 291-292, 236. The historian Robert Genter offers an alternative
interpretation of this difficult text, arguing that an open, flexible ego is “essential” for Brown “in maintaining
a sense of wholeness and individuality,” and that for him, “the path to [the] ultimate reunification of ego and
body is not a dissolution but a strengthening of the human ego” (Genter, Late Modernism, 123).

s1 See King, The Party of Eros, 159.

82 Altman, Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation, 89.

83 Marcuse, Eros and Civilization, 209.
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of his writings by removing them from the realm of politics.ss In particular, Love’s Body
(1966), his next book after Life Against Death, drew criticism from none other than
Marcuse for failing to move from the symbolic to the literal, and therefore suggesting that
the only possibility of liberation lay in poetic form, not social action.ss “For Marcuse,”
writes Theodore Roszak, “the psychoanalytical insights of Freud must lead to the
transformation of conventional left-wing ideology, not, as [Love’s Body] threatens, to its
obliteration.” g6 Brown nonetheless inspired a radical politics of sexuality and social
transformation within the student new left and counterculture.s7 Alongside the works of
Marcuse and Goodman, Dickstein notes, his writings “rationalized their discontent and
gave it a structure, [and] helped them articulate a new set of values.”ss His influence carried
over into the gay liberation movement, as well. Altman, for example, echoed Brown’s
language of “enjoyment [of] the total body” and sex as “a means of human

communication.”s9

1.2 Beyond the Unconscious: Post-Freudian Psychology in the Cold War

For all their differences, Goodman, Marcuse, and Brown voiced similar criticisms

84 Altman, Homosexual, 89.

85 See Herbert Marcuse, “Love Mystified: A Critique of Norman O. Brown,” Commentary 43 (February
1967), 71, 73, 74. See also: Roszak, The Making of a Counter Culture, 118; and King, The Party of Eros,
165-172.

86 Roszak, The Making of a Counter Culture, 87.

g7 In 1966, Time magazine reported: “Now, with 50,000 copies in print, [Life Against Death] ranks...as one
of the underground books that undergraduates feel they must read to be with it” (quoted in Allyn, Make Love,
Not War, 199).

8g Dickstein, Gates of Eden, 69.

89 Altman, Homosexual, 86-87.

42



of the Neo-Freudian revisionists. A decade after Goodman’s 1945 polemic against Horney
and Fromm in politics, Marcuse raised similar arguments in Eros and Civilization. For
Marcuse, as for Goodman, it was crucial to hold fast to Freud’s insight that happiness and
love are impossible in a neurotic society. The most that therapy could be expected to do,
he wrote, was to help the individual “to function as part of a sick civilization without
surrendering to it altogether.”9 Revisionism blunted psychoanalysis’ critical edge and
arrogated to therapy the role of politics. By de-emphasizing the unconscious and
expurgating “the instinctual dynamic and reducing its part in the mental life,” Fromm and
Horney redefined the self as a tabula rasa, infinitely adjustable and receptive to external
stimuli. 91 Although they regarded themselves as social critics, Marcuse wrote, their
assumption that the individual could “be himself and for himself” in an alienated society
betrayed an erroneous conception of political issues as “primarily spiritual issues”
requiring only moral and therapeutic solutions.s2 Their thinking not only depoliticized
Freud, but presented the social order as essentially rational by redirecting responsibility for
neurosis back at the individual. Revisionism therefore compounded guilt and obscured the
relations of domination in capitalist society.

This line of criticism was well established by the time that Life Against Death
appeared in 1959. To Brown, the revisionists had sacrificed “the primal psychoanalytical
insight into the bodily base of all ideological superstructures,” and instead produced a

psychology of “the autonomous soul.”’93 They had substituted “their own private prejudices”

90 Herbert Marcuse, “Epilogue: Critique of Neo-Freudian Revisionism,” in Eros and Civilization, 245.
a1 Ibid., 240.
92 Ibid., 244, 267.

93 Brown, Life Against Death, 203-204.
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and a counsel of “adjustment” for “the scientific criticism of society.”94 The Freudian Left
nonetheless faced an uphill battle against a post-psychoanalytic conception of the self that
grew increasingly popular and integrated into clinical practice over the course of the 1950s
and 1960s. The lure of the new “humanistic psychology” was especially strong for women,
homosexuals, and other groups whose experiences with the mental health professions and
psychiatric doctrine had led them to view psychoanalysis not as an emancipatory force, but
as a conservative bulwark of repression and hierarchy.

The origins of humanistic psychology lie, to a great extent, in the work of the
Culture and Personality School of the 1930s, a group that included the analysts Fromm,
Horney, and Harry Stacks Sullivan, as well as the anthropologists Ruth Benedict, Margaret
Mead, and Edward Sapir. This intellectual milieu was remarkably tolerant of sexual
difference: Benedict and Mead, for example, are widely believed to have been sexually
involved with one another (and with other women), while Sullivan, according to the
historian Lawrence J. Friedman, both exhibited a “less-than-secret bisexuality” and “hardly
conformed to the gender norms of the times.”951 The Culture and Personality School’s
ethnographic work on sexuality, gender, and family structure also later commanded the
respect of gay liberationists.os Mead’s widely read 1928 study, Coming of Age in Samoa,

relativized Western sexual mores and implicitly cast critical judgment on the repressive

94 Ibid., 144.

95 Lawrence J. Friedman, The Lives of Erich Fromm: Love’s Prophet (New York: Columbia University Press,
2013), 89.

96 Members of the theoretically inclined Red Butterfly cell in New York City’s Gay Liberation Front hailed
Benedict as a “great anthropologist,” citing her “cross-cultural, or comparative, psychiatry” and reproducing
the following quotation from Patterns of Culture in a 1970 pamphlet: “Tradition is as neurotic as any patient;
its overgrown fear of deviation from its fortuitous standards conforms to all the usual definitions of the
psychopathic” (Red Butterfly, Gay Liberation [New York: Gay Liberation Front, 1970], 8).

44



dimensions of American culture. Patterns of Culture, another influential work of
anthropology published by Benedict six years later, also challenged the inevitability of
prevailing attitudes and practices by describing alternative arrangements in other societies.
Benedict, moreover, was particularly preoccupied with the fate of individuals who deviated
from dominant cultural patterns, especially sexual norms and gender conventions.

Both Fromm and Horney began to drift away from Freudian orthodoxy while in the
orbit of the Culture and Personality School after fleeing Nazi Europe in the 1930s.97
Benedict’s influence is evident, for instance, in Horney’s assertion that “there is no such
thing as a normal psychology, which holds for all mankind,” an acknowledgement of the
contingency of prevailing social norms.ss Beginning with her 1937 work, The Neurotic
Personality of Our Time, Horney set about replacing Freud’s dialectic of instinct and
repression with an emphasis on the socio-cultural roots of neurosis. Channeling Benedict’s
cultural relativism, Horney asserted that the degree and frequency of anxiety in any society
was “largely dependent on [its] cultural attitudes,” and argued that Freud had
“overestimate[d] the role of sexuality”” while neglecting non-sexual, intersubjective factors
such as the “desire for reassurance.”99 Where Freud saw neurosis as resulting from
repression of the libidinal and aggressive drives, she described sex itself as “more an outlet

for psychic tensions than [an expression of] genuine sexual drive.”100 For Horney, guilt and

97 Friedman, The Lives of Erich Fromm, 78.

98 Erich Fromm, The Sane Society (New York: Rinehart, 1955), 14-17; Karen Horney, The Neurotic
Personality of Our Time (New York: Norton, 1937), 19.

99 Ibid., 158. Horney identified bisexuality and homosexuality with a fundamentally pathological weakness
of the ego, arguing that they were characterized by “an unending need for affection, especially by a fear of
losing another person through refusing a sexual request” (Ibid., 154-55).

100 Ibid., 159. See: Herzog, Cold War Freud, pp. 24-53.
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repression were the products of a society that had rendered the self excessively dependent
on others for affirmation. Conversely, she believed, social reform could produce a healthy
and well-adjusted population.

Fromm likewise emphasized the role that anomic and atomized social conditions
played in determining psychic life. His popular social-psychological works from the 1940s
and 1950s—Escape from Freedom (1941), Man for Himself (1947), and The Sane Society
(1955)—in which he sought to explain how the cultural openness of interwar Germany
paved the way for the fascist barbarism that followed, strike a similar note of alarm at the
modern self’s loss of ego-autonomy. The decline of overt patriarchal authority and the
relaxation of sexual taboos, he believed, had turned the self into a malleable object that “fit
into the social machine without friction.”101 Where Reich had drawn a direct line from
sexual liberation to democracy, Fromm, Friedman writes, counseled a more austere ethic
of “independence from any authority external to the self.”102

Although Fromm was a trained psychoanalyst and popularizer of Freud’s ideas, his
“normative humanism” anticipated the new, post-Freudian psychology developed by
Abraham Maslow, Carl Rogers, and others in the 1950s.103 His best-selling 1956 book, The
Art of Loving, for example, fit into an upbeat humanistic psychological discourse that
dispensed not only with the intractable Freudian problematic of instinctual repression,

but—going much further—even the emotional conflict between the individual and society,

101 Fromm, The Sane Society, 164-5.
102 Friedman, The Lives of Erich Fromm, 167. See: Genter, Late Modernism, 189.

103 Maslow was inspired to create his famous “hierarchy of needs” after reading Fromm’s Man for Himself
(Friedman, The Lives of Erich Fromm, 150).
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on which Horney, Benedict, and Mead had insisted.104

The new psychology held up “self-actualization” and the achievement of the “inner
self” as its therapeutic goals, replacing a vocabulary of autonomy and maturity with one of
“growth,” and redescribing the life course, as Barbara Ehrenreich notes, from a tragic cycle
to an endless, adventurous, upward arc.105 For the humanistic psychologists, the self was
plastic and mutable, unencumbered by an unconscious or a past, and hence free to grow in
accordance with its wishes. Maslow, Rogers, and other humanistic psychologists advanced
no critique of the social conditions that produced the self. They viewed the goal of therapy
as the healthy adjustment of the individual to her society—precisely the opposite of what
the Freudian Left took to be a desirable outcome.

Humanistic psychologists dismissed as elitist the notions of “false consciousness”
that Marcuse, Fromm, and other Freudian critics of consumption and mass culture had used
to distinguish between apparent and real freedom.106 They did not presume to judge or
interpret behavior, instead placing their trust in the notion that, as the historian Jessica
Grogan writes, “individuals know what is good for them and innately endeavor to attain
it.”107 The role of the therapist, according to the historian Ellen Herman, was to support
each patient in her own unique “process of conscious becoming” and fulfillment.108 AS

104 See: Alan Cecil Petigny, The Permissive Society: America, 1941-1965 (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2009), 247; Friedman, The Lives of Erich Fromm, 175, 196.

105 Barbara Ehrenreich, The Hearts of Men: American Dreams and the Flight from Commitment (Garden
City, NY: Anchor Press, 1983), 88.

106 See: Marcuse, One Dimensional Man; Fromm, The Sane Society; and Daniel Horowitz, The Anxieties of
Affluence: Critiques of American Consumer Culture, 1939-1979 (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts
Press), 2004.

107 Jessica Grogan, Encountering America: Humanistic Psychology, Sixties Culture, & the Shaping of the
Modern Self (New York: Harper Perennial, 2013), 28.

108 Herman, The Romance of American Psychology, 265, 274-5
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Maslow explained, humanistic psychology was a “third force” between the dour pessimism
of psychoanalysis and the mechanistic authoritarianism of behaviorism. Against expert
control, the humanists envisioned an “intensely egalitarian” and cooperative partnership
between the patient and the therapist. 109 In addition to democratizing the therapeutic
relationship, as Herman notes, their optimistic view of the self as cooperative, adaptable,
and capable of consciously “realizing autonomy and freedom” without external
interference or command, also informed notions of a “democratic personality” during the
Cold War.110 Women and gay men who were alienated from conventional psychology and
psychiatry would later find this affirmation of the patient’s desires and feelings deeply
empowering.

Although the Freudian Left’s influence on the culture and politics of the 1960s is
widely recognized, the equally significant impact of post-Freudian psychology on the
counterculture, the new left, and the social movements that followed has received far less
attention. Because humanistic psychologists held “a benign conception of human nature,”
as Herman notes, they held sexual release in a more positive regard than did conventional
psychoanalysts—going, writes Alan Petigny, “even further than Freudian[s] ... in [their]
efforts to banish repression.”111 Their work legitimated rebellion against authority and
ingrained social taboos by suggesting that people should trust what Maslow called the

“instinctoid” voice of personal desire, and that there was little risk in doing so.112 Where

109 Ibid., 269.

110 1bid., 265.

111 Ibid., 268; Petigny, The Permissive Society, 247.

112 Nadine Weidman, “Between the Counterculture and the Corporation: Abraham Maslow and Humanistic

Psychology in the 1960s,” in Groovy Science: Knowledge, Innovation, and American Counterculture, eds.
David Kaiser and Patrick McCray (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2016), 118.
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Freudians portrayed the unconscious as a wild realm of primal and aggressive instincts,
humanistic psychologists defanged sexuality, recasting it as an expression of the universal
yearning for “creation, inspiration, humor, and love.”113 The psychoanalytic conception of
the unconscious, like the behaviorist model of the self as a bundle of responses to external
stimuli, placed severe limits on individual free will. In response, humanistic psychologists
asserted that self-actualization was possible, and within reach. For all of these reasons,
Rogers and Maslow became, Herman writes, “gurulike celebrities” in the 1960s.114

The influence of humanistic psychology on the gay liberation movement was
profound. By the early 1970s, when more than 100,000 Americans, including many gay
liberationists, reportedly belonged to a consciousness-raising group, the technique of the
Rogersian “encounter” had filtered into the practice.115 The literature of gay liberation,
meanwhile, is filled with references to Maslow and Rogers along with advertisements for
“encounter groups” and “personal growth” workshops.116 One Philadelphia man explained
the appeal of the new psychology:

Humanistic psychology manifest in awareness and encounter groups,

gestalt techniques, and empathetic counseling promises much to alter the

rather grim homosexual scene today by starting with each person as an
individual and helping him to grow and find himself.117

113 Grogan, Encountering America, 103.

114 Herman, The Romance of American Psychology, 265. Maslow’s 1962 book, Toward a Psychology of
Being, sold 200,000 copies even before a trade press reissued it in 1968 (Grogan, Encountering America,
247).

115 Grogan, Encountering America, 262.

116 Homophile Action League Newsletter (Philadelphia, Pa.), Vol. 4, No. 2 (February 1972), Box 1, Ted
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“Confront Thyself!,” Gay Liberator (Detroit, MI) 15 (February 1, 1972), 10.

117 Jeffrey Britton, “Untitled Essay,” Jeffrey Escoffier Records.
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Many liberationists found the language of “personal growth,” “self-help,” and “self-
actualization” conducive to their ideal of claiming personal identity, overcoming shame
and guilt, and achieving the “inner self.” 118 In his 1971 book, Homosexuality: The
Psychology of the Creative Process, the psychiatrist Paul Rosenfels outlined a humanistic
therapy for gay and lesbian patients with the “growth” of the “creative individual” and “the
struggle for an inner identity” at its heart.119 The non-judgmental and affirmative attitude
that many humanistic psychologists exhibited—in the words of one sociologist, defining
“homosexuality not as aberrant behavior but rather as a viable lifestyle, part of the range
of normal human sexuality”—also endeared the field to many liberationists.120

Gay liberationists (and radical feminists) found the humanistic challenge to
psychoanalysis emancipatory, argues the historian Eli Zaretsky, for two principal reasons:
first, because many women and gay men associated depth psychology and psychiatric
authority with their experience of being stigmatized; and second, because humanistic
psychologists spoke in a welcoming, pluralistic language of openness and tolerance. In the
“relational revolution” of the 1970s, Zaretsky writes, “the idea of a personal life interior to
the individual was repudiated in favor of an emphasis on flexibility, sociality, and
sensitivity to difference.” 121 The resulting picture of the self as independent and

empowered tended to ignore the degree to which historical and biological factors placed

118 See: Dennis Altman, The Homosexualization of America: The Americanization of the Homosexual (New
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1982), 120.
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tremendous constraints on human freedom.122 For Goodman, Marcuse, and Brown, depth
psychology—and the concept of the unconscious in particular—had provided an
indispensable standpoint from which to criticize a repressive and conformist society.
Humanistic psychology, by contrast, eschewed such normative judgments and treated the
self in a much more decontextualized manner. Rogers’ and Maslow’s theories were most
widely applied in the realm of corporate management. 123 Beginning in the 1960s,
productivity reviews and worker satisfaction surveys based on their ideas helped managers
to define waged employment as an equal partnership and characterize management’s goal
as the worker’s creative self-realization, not exploitation. This partnership with big
business seemed to confirm what the Freudian Left had argued about revisionism since the
1940s: that it was a doctrine of social adjustment. In the acerbic words of the Marxist critic
Russell Jacoby, humanistic psychology was “the ideology of liberation of a one-

dimensional society.” 124

1.3 “The Womb of All Things”: Antipsychiatry and Gay Liberation
As the mental health professions expanded dramatically in the United States after

the Second World War, the psychiatrist and the mental institution became potent symbols

122 See Russell Jacoby, Social Amnesia: A Critique of Conformist Psychology from Adler to Laing (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1975), 47, 62-64. See also the critique of the turn-of-the-century cult of “inner experience” in
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1920 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1981), pp. 166-178.
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of manipulation and control in American culture and social thought, while madness, as the
historian George Cotkin writes, came to signify “a royal route to liberation.”125 In the
context of this backlash against psychiatry, the writings of “antipsychiatrist” intellectuals
R.D. Laing, David Cooper, Thomas Szasz, and others had a profound impact on discourses
of the self in the postwar United States, shaping the social thought of the counterculture,
radical feminism, and gay liberation. The antipsychiatrists rejected not just repression but
all forms of socialization—especially psychiatry and the nuclear family. Going far beyond
the Freudian Left in their distrust of external influences on the self, they regarded the ego
(itself a product of culture) as a barrier to authentic self-knowledge and freedom, defining
the latter in ontological rather than political terms. Their extreme rejection of nearly every
institution and of the maturity ethic itself endeared them to the anti-authoritarian left of the
1960s, while their inversion of the medical categories of “sanity” and “insanity” had
important ramifications for gay men and lesbians in particular.

Laing, the most widely read antipsychiatrist, began his critique of psychiatric
knowledge in the late 1950s by attributing the concept of mental illness to interpersonal
conflict rather than neuropsychology.126 In the mid-1960s, he sought to extend the Freudian
Left’s critique of modern society beyond its biologistic limits to broader ontological
concerns, writing in the preface to his popular 1965 book, The Divided Self that “one-
dimensional men” had been deprived of “not only ‘the instincts,” not only sexuality, but

any form of transcendence.”127 Against the traditional psychoanalytic valorization of the

125 George Cotkin, Feast of Excess: A Cultural History of the New Sensibility (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2016), 6.

126 Peter Sedgwick, Psycho Politics: Laing, Foucault, Goffman, Szasz, and the Future of Mass Psychiatry
(New York: Harper & Row, 1982), 87-88.
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autonomous ego, he celebrated the “de-personalization” and “boundary-loss” of mysticism
and psychedelic drugs as what the critic Peter Sedgwick refers to as a “restitutive journey
towards an authentic self and a non-repressive relatedness towards others.” 128 His
Romantic image of schizophrenia as a heroic, solitary journey back to the “womb of all
things,” echoed the humanistic language of midcentury liberationist discourse: Laing’s
schizophrenic, Sedgwick writes, escaped the “repressive normality” held in place by the
“anti-human institutions” of Western society.129 For Laing, “true sanity” required “the
dissolution of the normal ego, that false self competently adjusted to our alienated social
reality”—and the emergence, through this ego-death, of “a new kind of ego-functioning”
that directly expressed the authentic, pre-social individual, now purified of the taint of
culture.130

The antipsychiatrists viewed the nuclear family as the key agent of repressive
conditioning in modern society. In his 1972 book The Politics of the Family, Laing
described the family as an institution whose sole purpose is to impose “artificial”
categories—a “range of distinctions, options, identities, definitions, rules, repertoires of
operations, instructions, attributions, loci, scenarios, roles, parts to play”—on the child,
fragmenting her experience and destroying the primal oneness of infancy. Because the

family cannot tell us “who are ‘we” who play those parts and take up those positions,” he

127 R. D. Laing, The Divided Self: An Existential Study in Sanity and Madness (New York: Penguin, 1965),
11.

128 Quoted in Sedgwick, Psycho Politics, 100; Ibid., 120-121.
129 R. D. Laing, The Politics of Experience (New York: Pantheon, 1967), 128; Sedgwick, Psycho Politics, 97.
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wrote, it cannot replace the unity it has shattered, thus perpetuating alienation.131 In The
Death of the Family, published one year before Laing’s book, South African
antipsychiatrist David Cooper presented the family as a force that exists simply to repress
the “genuine and generous spontaneity” of childhood and poison the individual’s
relationship to himself, to others, and to nature.132 To reverse the damage caused by “family
indoctrination,” rid oneself of “false egoic structures,” and finally, “recover [the] lost
potential” of childhood, he advocated replacing the family with communes where sexual
exploration and “the destructuring [and restructuring] of one's life pattern” could take
place.133 “Liberation must end on the revolutionary battlefield,” Cooper declared, “but
must also start in bed.”134

Gay liberationists embraced the antipsychiatrists’ critique of psychiatric authority.
By reversing the direction of scrutiny from the patient to the institution, antipsychiatry had
challenged the categories of mental illness and unmasked the will to power beneath
psychiatry’s veneer of objectivity. For gays and lesbians, this was very significant. Since
1952, the American Psychiatric Association had listed homosexuality as an illness in its
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, reflecting a broad consensus

within the profession that remained undiminished even well after the designation was

131 R. D. Laing, The Politics of the Family, and Other Essays (New York: Vintage Books, 1972), 121. Lionel
Trilling writes of Laing: “It is the family which is directly responsible for the ontological break, the ‘divided
self” of schizophrenia,” and so psychosis is understood “as the patient’s response to the parental imposition
of inauthenticity” (Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1972], 147-148).

132 D. G. Cooper, The Death of the Family (New York: Pantheon Books, 1971), 24.
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removed in 1973 due to pressure from gay activists.13s The psychoanalyst Irving Bieber

expressed many practitioners’ views of male homosexuality in a 1962 book on the subject,

l’? 13

describing it as a “pathological” “adaptation for coping with fear of heterosexuality” that

originated in “disturbed parent-child relationships™ and an unhealthy “mother fixation.”136
Meanwhile, many post-Freudian psychologists also identified heterosexuality with
maturity and associated sexual deviance with psychosis and criminality.137 Both Laing and
Cooper pushed back against these ideas by redefining psychiatry as a dangerous
mechanism of social control, but no author argued more forcefully than the Hungarian-
American psychiatrist Thomas Szasz, whose 1970 book, The Manufacture of Madness,
singled out “the psychiatric preoccupation with the disease concept of homosexuality” to
demonstrate the terrifying power of the mental health professions.13s Szasz’s recognition
of homosexuals as “a group of medically stigmatized and sexually persecuted individuals”

validated gay liberationists’ rejection of medical authority.139

135 See Herzog, Cold War Freud, pp. 56-86. She notes that in a survey conducted by the journal Medical
Aspects of Human Sexuality four years later, “69 percent of the first 2,500 psychiatrists still affirmed that
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disagreed, with the rest being uncertain” (Ibid., 73).

136 Irving Bieber, ed., Homosexuality: A Psychoanalytic Study (New York: Vintage Books, 1962), 305, 308.
137 Ehrenreich, The Hearts of Men, pp. 17-24.
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Health Movement (New York: Harper & Row, 1970), 168.

139 Szasz was certainly not on the left, but his extreme anti-collectivism proved compatible with other
antipsychiatrists’ suspicion of all institutions or relationships that they viewed as interfering with individual
autonomy (Sedgwick, Psycho Politics, 158). For examples of the gay liberationist critique of psychiatric
authority, see: Radicalesbians Health Collective, “Lesbians and the Healthcare System,” in Out of the
Closets: Voices of Gay Liberation, eds. Karla Jay and Allen Young (New York: Douglas Book Corp., 1972),
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The antipsychiatrists’ critiques of the nuclear family similarly informed the writing
of radical feminists and gay liberationists. For Cooper, as for women’s liberationists such
as Kate Millett and Shulamith Firestone, the family was the paradigmatic model “for every
social institution,” and thus the cornerstone of all oppression.140 Laing stopped well short
of blaming the family for the social ills of patriarchy and capitalism; for him, the family
ought to be condemned simply because of its socializing function. 141 Nonetheless, in
Sappho Was A Right-On Woman, Abbott and Love used Laing’s theory of the family to
argue that the fragmentation of consciousness in childhood entailed a dichotomy between
hetero- and homosexuality, which in turn explained gay oppression.142

More generally, the antipsychiatrists provided these social movements with a
humanistic vocabulary of “fragmentation,” “authenticity,” and “roles.” As Juliet Mitchell
wrote in 1974:

...[Laing’s] revelations about the horrors of the nuclear family have

endorsed commune-seeking; women liberationists protest in Laingian terms

that they are ‘reified,” treated like ‘things,” ‘sexual objects.” Laing's work

has coincided with the youth movement, student politics, women's and gay

people’s liberation; it has given them some of its language and they have

given it its popularity. All these radical movements assert humanitarian

values in what is claimed to be an inhuman and depersonalized capitalist

world.143
As their ideas circulated in the gay liberation press on both sides of the Atlantic, the

antipsychiatrists became minor celebrities within the movement. Gay liberationists invited

Szasz to speak at a conference at the University of Southern California in 1972.144 In
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Pennsylvania’s Lehigh Valley, Szasz’s words graced the header of a small-circulation gay
newsletter. 145 In Peoria, Illinois, activists prevented the institutionalization of an
incarcerated gay draft resister by threatening to call Szasz and bring bad publicity to the
state.146 And in the United Kingdom, the birthplace of antipsychiatry, members of the
London Gay Liberation Front formed a Counter-Psychiatry Group that was inspired by the

writings of Laing and Cooper.147

1.4 “The Individual Self Is the Only True Reality”: The Rise of Lifestyle Politics
Judged according to their appearance side-by-side in the footnotes of liberationist
writings from the late 1960s and early 1970s, humanistic psychologists, antipsychiatrists,
and the Freudian Left would seem to share highly compatible theoretical perspectives.
Laing and Cooper both made extensive use of a Marxist vocabulary of “ideology,”
“alienation,” and “mystification,” while some feminist and gay liberationist texts laced
Maslovian discussions of “self-actualization” with quotations of Marcuse and Brown.14s
But there were important, even irreconcilable, differences between these schools of thought.
The antipsychiatrists treated the interpersonal networks and socializing institutions—
especially the family—to which they attributed the socialization of the subject as though

in a vacuum, while the Freudian Left traced neurosis and character structure back to the

144 Craig Hanson to Allen Young, June 8, 1972, Box 2, Folder 5, Allen Young Papers.
145 Le-Hi-Ho (February 1971), Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection.
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148 See for example: Greer, The Female Eunuch (London: MacGibbon & Kee, 1970), 144.
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state, economy, and social structure, analyzing the family as a point of mediation between
the individual and deep historical forces.149 Relatedly, Laing and Cooper shared what Peter
Sedgwick calls a “pre-social vision of the Self,” freed from the weight of its phylogenetic
and ontogenetic past.1s0 By contrast, psychoanalysis dealt with past traumas (biographical
and collective) that lay buried in the unconscious. For Marxo-Freudian thinkers like
Marcuse (and later, Mitchell and Jacoby), the Laingian notion of the fragmented self, split
into “true and false, real and unreal,” was accurate and useful only insofar as it described
a historically specific and socially universal alienation that ultimately reflected contextual,
material conditions—and not merely the nefarious work of the family, conceived of in
isolation.1s1

These theoretical differences had important political consequences. For the
Freudian Left, the alienation of the modern subject could only ever be overcome, if at all,
in a completely transformed society. As Abbott and Love put it, channeling Marcuse,
“There is no personal solution.”152 By contrast, the antipsychiatrists’ totalizing equation of
authority (or any form of external influence) with oppression left no room for politics, or
collective projects of any kind.1s3 As Lionel Trilling wrote of their position,

The only principle for societal action which may be thought to emerge from

[their] diagnosis of the given state of affairs is wholly and blandly negative

— since the self of the infant can maintain its pristine authenticity only if the

process of its maturation is self-determined, it follows that we must not give
our assent to any form of rearing, education, or socialization in which

149 See Sedgwick, Psycho Politics, 113-114; and Jacoby, Social Amnesia, 135-137.
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prescriptive influence has a part.1s4
The antipsychiatrists thus offered strictly individual and voluntarist solutions to the
problem of alienation: schizophrenia, mysticism, and psychedelic drugs, for Laing;
communes and sexual experimentation, for Cooper. Liberation was for them less a
collective and historical concept than a “quite simple” matter of banishing the introjected
family and reclaiming individual autonomy.1ss

Debates between Freudian and post-Freudian theorists were an important feature of
American social thought in the 1950s. A famous exchange between Marcuse and Fromm,
published in Dissent magazine in 1955, underscored the difference of perspective between
psychoanalytic orthodoxy and revisionism. These distinctions began to recede in the 1960s,
as the counterculture cobbled together an eclectic language of rebellion and nonconformity
from sources as varied as Goodman and Laing, Maslow and Mao, Timothy Leary and B.F.
Skinner, Allen Ginsberg and Marshall McLuhan.1se

While conceptually muddled, the resulting brew reflected a coherent anti-
institutional and anti-authoritarian mood among American middle-class youth, as the
sociologist Theodore Roszak explained in his 1969 book, The Making of a Counter-
Culture: Reflections on the Technocratic Society and Its Youthful Opposition. Roszak
wrote that college-educated Americans from comfortable backgrounds were increasingly
rejecting the alienation and atomization of a “technological, bureaucratic civilization”

organized around the nuclear family, and finding a new sense of purpose and solidarity in
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“the primitive band, the tribe, the village.” These alternative forms of social organization
replaced patrilineal descent with voluntary individual consent, enabling the
“deprogramming” and reconstruction of consciousness.157

According to Roszak, the Freudian Left had helped to inspire this emerging
counterculture by presenting the transformation of the “inner world” as the necessary
precondition to radical social change.1ss These writers had been careful to maintain a
distinction between the personal and the political, however—none more so than Marcuse,
who throughout the late 1960s consistently qualified his favorable view of the “new
sensibility” as hastening a “rupture with the continuum of aggression and exploitation”
with the insistence that it could only ever at best play a preparatory and prefigurative role
in fomenting a social revolution that must, in the last instance, come from the working
class.159 Roszak, channeling Laing, rejected this materialist caveat, asking his reader: “how
dare we specify the limits of the real while we stand on this benighted side of liberation?”’160

Where Roszak presented the counterculture as a revolution in consciousness with
world-historical implications for the organization of society, the state, and the economy,
the Yale law professor Charles A. Reich—in his popular 1970 book, The Greening of
America—praised it in entirely depoliticized terms. For Reich, the counterculture had burst
the bounds of politics and thus freed the individual “to build his own philosophy and values,

his own life-style, and his own culture from a new beginning.” “The individual self,” he
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wrote, “is the only true reality,” and anything that stood in the way of its fulfillment—the
maturity ethic, obligations to others, responsibilities or work of any kind—was
oppressive.i61

The Greening of America defanged the postwar social criticism that it recycled,
obscuring power relations while holding up consumption, therapy, and “lifestyle” as
solutions to alienation. In a representative passage that blended together the language of
antipsychiatry and radical humanism, Reich wrote:

It is a crime to allow oneself to become an instrumental being, a projectile

designed to accomplish some extrinsic end, a part of an organization or a

machine. It is a crime to be alienated from oneself, to be a divided or

schizophrenic being, to defer meaning to the future. One must live

completely at each moment... The commandment is: be true to oneself.162
Reich praised the “hippies” for embodying this commandment with their unconventional
clothing (“bell bottoms and beads”) and long hair, which expressed a “wholeness of self”
and “unlimited possibilities.”163 At one point, he marveled at the “amazing variety of goods”
in a Berkeley supermarket, specifying unhomogenized peanut butter as “the very symbol
of the world that has enjoyed technology and transcended it.” 164 These instances of
personal style and consumption were emancipatory, but politics was a path to spiritual

desiccation. No “structural enemy” existed, according to Reich, and “no class struggle.”165

The only force standing in the way of human happiness in an affluent, “post-industrial

161 Charles A. Reich, The Greening of America; How the Youth Revolution Is Trying to Make America Livable
(New York: Random House, 1970), 225.

162 Ibid.
163 Ibid., 314, 234, 238.
164 Ibid., 388-389.

165 Ibid., 316, 310.
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society” was “the machine,” and “changing individual lives” the only method of defeating
it.166

Reich’s book exemplifies a shift in liberationist discourse—from society to the
individual, and from politics to lifestyle—Dby the early 1970s. His anti-political model of
social change rested on a severely under-determined conception of mental life and a view
of culture as completely autonomous—assumptions that pervaded the countercultural
literature of the time, and, by extension, that of the gay liberation movement. While
claiming that “[gays and lesbians’] grievances are deeply rooted in social, economic, and
political systems rather than in themselves,” for instance, Abbott and Love characterized
gay liberation, in therapeutic terms, as “self-actualization,” “growth,” and “development,”
a process of self-fashioning and personal discovery whose relationship to those systems

remained unspecified.167

Conclusion
On June 28, 1970, gay liberationists held “Christopher Street Liberation Day”
parades in cities across the United States to celebrate the first anniversary of the Stonewall
Riots. In the left-wing Liberation News Service, New York City activist Ron Auerbacher
described the parade as “really liberating, a real taste of a post-revolutionary situation,”
and attributed its significance to the fact that it showed onlookers that “[the] problem isn’t
inside of us [homosexuals].” Giving voice to feelings that were shared by countless other

Americans who had been taught to believe that they were mentally ill because of their

166 Ibid., 304.

167 Abbott and Love, Sappho Was a Right-on Woman, 186, 195.
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homosexuality, Auerbacher declared: “I know now it was not neurosis, but oppression.” 168

These remarks indicate the great extent to which gay liberationists struggled not
only against discriminatory laws and social practices, but against a repressive culture and
pervasive stigma that affected even their own self-image. By the late 1960s, the status of
the mental health professions as a popular source of wisdom and scientific knowledge had
passed its Cold War apogee, but the institutional power of those professions remained
firmly entrenched.16a Among the earliest and most successful campaigns of the American
gay liberation movement was the attempt to challenge this power—in particular, the
hegemonic psychiatric interpretation of homosexuality as a mental illness—both by
developing and publicizing a counter-narrative and by repeatedly disrupting the
proceedings of the American Psychiatric Association. This pressure campaign achieved a
decisive and historic victory in 1973 with the revision of the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders.

Gay liberationists challenged more than psychiatric definitions of “normal” and

99 ¢¢

“deviant,” “sick” and “healthy,” however. By contrasting “neurosis” not with “sanity,” but
with “oppression,” Auerbacher’s comments exemplify the political valence that the
movement placed on the experience of sexual minorities in the United States. Gays,
lesbians, and bisexuals were not just misunderstood and misclassified, they were

oppressed. Collective, self-organized activity undertaken in defense of their desires and

interests was political. To explain the relationship between oppression and repression, the

168 “Christopher Street Liberation Days: Thousands of Gay People Take to the Streets,” Liberation News
Service No. 268 (July 1, 1970), 1.

169 Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era (New York: Basic Books,
1988); Herman, The Romance of American Psychology, 268.
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psyche and social power, gay liberationists turned to midcentury social theorists, including
psychiatrists and psychologists who dissented from the conservative orthodoxies of their
disciplines.

In one of the earliest scholarly histories of the gay liberation movement, from 1981,
the political scientist Toby Marotta identifies “Norman O. Brown, Paul Goodman, and
Herbert Marcuse” as the “three scholars who fathered the radical strain in Movement
thinking.”170 While, in the decades since, the deep and integral relationship between these
thinkers and gay liberation has faded from historical memory, this chapter shows that the
theorists of the Freudian Left offered a thoroughgoing critique of the repressive norms of
American society and a vision of liberation, rooted in sexual desire and the body, that had
a profound impact on the movement in the early 1970s. Their ideas filtered into the
movement through published works, the alternative press, and discussion groups. Indeed,
so pervasive was this influence that even gay activists who indicted the entire psychiatric
profession as “anti-gay” and “anti-woman” nonetheless found in “radical reinterpretations
of the Freudian bias (Reich, Brown, Marcuse) ...a possible future beyond the social bias
in our history.”171

The theorists of the Freudian Left were far from the only influence on the gay
liberation movement. The antipsychiatric and humanistic currents of the mid-twentieth
century, which offered distinct conceptions of the self and its relationship to society, were
equally important to the development of liberationist thought in the late 1960s. In contrast

to the depth psychology of the psychoanalytic tradition, these post-Freudian discourses

170 Marotta, The Politics of Homosexuality, 88.

171 Smedley, “Notes Toward the Liberation of the Male,” n.d. [c. 1970], Box 2, Folder 5, Rauch Collection,
p. 5.
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discarded the instincts and the unconscious which, for the Freudian Left, were the ego’s
primary source of resistance to the conformist pressures of mass society. Instead, they
emphasized the centrality of socializing institutions and intersubjective exchange to the
composition of a flexible, fluid self.172

If the combination of conflicting psychoanalytic and post-Freudian assumptions
produced an unresolved tension in much gay liberation writing, the literature of the
movement after Stonewall consistently presented individual psychological
transformation—a change in “consciousness”™—as the precondition of broader structural
changes to society. Both theories of the origins and constitution of the self, in other words,
contributed to a theory of the self as the basis of politics. This political perspective, as Eli
Zaretsky pointed out in 1976, too often rested on the assumption that subjectivity, sexuality,
and the realm of personal life are somehow prior to, and separate from, any form of social
mediation.173 The countercultural writings of Charles Reich demonstrate that the problems
of “liberationist™ discourse were by no means limited to the gay movement. As Chapter
Three will show, the same problems also arose in the literature of women’s liberation.
Before examining that intellectual history, this dissertation will first explore the political

origins of gay liberation in the antiwar movements of the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s.

172 See the discussion in Eli Zaretsky, Political Freud, pp. 181-193.
173 Eli Zaretsky, Capitalism, the Family, and Personal Life (New York: Harper & Row, 1976), 198-99. See

also: Jacoby, Social Amnesia, especially Chapter Two: “Revisionism: The Repression of a Theory,” pp. 19-
45,
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Chapter 2: “Different Battlegrounds”:

Homosexuality, War, and Anti-Militarism, 1940-1973

On October 21, 1967, more than fifty thousand demonstrators marched on the
Pentagon in a triumphant display of the power of mass protest. Among the most famous
records of this event is a photograph entitled “Flower Power,” which depicts a young man
carefully placing a carnation in the barrel of a rifle that a National Guardsman has leveled
straight at his face. Millions of Americans would become familiar with this iconic picture,
taken by Washington Star photographer Bernie Boston, in the weeks following the
demonstration, and with the unidentified eighteen-year-old pacifist at its center. That man,
George Edgerly Harris, 111, would subsequently move to San Francisco, adopt the name
“Hibiscus,” and become a well-known drag performer, eventually establishing the
Cockettes, an avant-garde performance troupe associated with the gay liberation
movement.1

Although Harris’s trajectory—from the March on the Pentagon to gender-bending
street theater—might seem idiosyncratic, it actually mirrors the experiences of many gays,
lesbians, and bisexuals in the years before Stonewall. The wide dissemination of “Flower
Power,” and its nomination for a Pulitzer Prize, reveals the significant extent to which they
were “hiding in plain sight” in the youth-led social movements of the late 1960s. The image
also captures the considerable overlap of cultural and political rebellion in this moment.

For young people of all sexual orientations, recalls the activist Robert Pardun, “the

1 Benjamin Shepard, “Play as World-Making,” in The Hidden 1970s: Histories of Radicalism, ed. Dan Berger
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers U. Press, 2010), 180.
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[antiwar] movement was also about personal liberation and joining the movement meant
challenging the culture and possibly breaking ties with family and friends at home.”2
Harris’s stirring act of nonviolent resistance particularly symbolizes the antiwar
counterculture’s challenge to conventional notions of masculinity undergirding American
militarism.

This chapter traces the intertwined histories of war, anti-militarism, and gay politics
over the three decades following the introduction of universal male conscription and the
categorical exclusion of homosexuals from the armed forces in 1940. It begins with the
Second World War for three reasons: first, because mobilization for war created the social
basis of the homophile movement; second, because military policies and procedures
implemented during the war established rigid classifications of sexuality, thus politicizing
desire and fomenting a collective gay identity; and third, because the radical pacifist
movement of the 1940s, in which gay and bisexual men were overrepresented, anticipated
the new left—and the gay liberation movement—in challenging American foreign policy
and the militarization of American society in the middle decades of the twentieth century.
In the conflict between a politics of “rights,” emphasizing civil liberties, equality, and
inclusion on the one hand, and a politics of “liberation,” emphasizing radical cultural and
social transformation on the other, no institution figured more prominently than the military.
While the homophile movement protested discrimination against gay and lesbian service
members, who were given dishonorable discharges and denied veterans’ benefits, by the
mid-1960s younger gay radicals influenced by the antiwar movement questioned the very

legitimacy of the military and American foreign policy. In this sense, the ideological origins

2 Robert Pardun, Prairie Radical: A Journey through the Sixties (Los Gatos, CA: Shire Press, 2001), 166.
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of gay liberation lie less in the homophile movement than in the radical pacifist
counterculture of the 1940s and 1950s.

To a certain extent, the homophile movement developed within the bohemian
subculture and the overlapping pacifist politics of the 1940s and 1950s. In New York and
San Francisco especially, the new “bohemian” subculture provided a haven for many gays
and bisexuals—among them the modernist poet Robert Duncan, whose pathbreaking essay,
“The Homosexual in Society,” appeared in the anarcho-pacifist journal politics as early as
1944.3 In 1949, following police raids on the Black Cat—a North Beach bar that the
anarcho-pacifist poet and patron Kenneth Rexroth called “a hangout for militant
homosexuals”—owner Sol Stoumen filed a lawsuit that overturned California state laws
prohibiting homosexuals from gathering in public.4 After local authorities once again
attempted to shut down the bar, which was famous for its drag shows, in 1956, Stoumen
defended the rights of gays and lesbians in terms of a general freedom of cultural and
political dissent.s

In San Francisco during the 1950s, the historian Stephen R. Duncan writes, gay
bars “were intertwined with bohemia's social scene,” while “bohemianism was a medium

through which gay identity could be... safely expressed in public.”s Experimental San

3 Robert Duncan, “The Homosexual in Society,” politics (August 1944), 209-211. See Lisa Jarnot, Robert
Duncan, The Ambassador from Venus: A Biography (Berkeley: U. of California Press, 2012), 90; George
Hutchinson, Facing the Abyss: American Literature and Culture in the 1940s (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2018), 243; and Andrew Cornell, Unruly Equality; James Tracy, Direct Action: Radical
Pacifism from the Union Eight to the Chicago Seven (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1996), 187.

4 Stephen R. Duncan, The Rebel Café: Sex, Race, and Politics in Cold War America’s Nightclub
Underground (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2018), 71.

5 Ibid., 72.

6 Ibid., 122-123.
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Francisco poets such as Jack Spicer, Knut Stiles, John Allen Ryan, and Robert Duncan
brought together radical pacifism, gay identity, and avant-garde aesthetics.7 By the middle
of the decade, the Beat poets were giving voice to a pervasive dissatisfaction with the
regimented character of postwar American life. They rejected the containment of sexuality
and affection within marriage and the nuclear family, and redescribed alienation from
modern society as a source of political and spiritual insight.s Against the maturity ethic and
repressive social norms, they articulated a radically anti-authoritarian defense of the
autonomous self. Their writings—above all, Allen Ginsberg’s controversial poem Howl—
had particular resonance for gay readers, as they redefined homosexuals, D’Emilio notes,
as “nonconformists rather than deviates, as rebels against stultifying norms rather than
immature, unstable personalities.”9

While gay and bisexual men, such as Bayard Rustin, Paul Goodman, and Igal
Roodenko, were a fairly large and visible presence in the postwar radical pacifist
movement, they showed very little interest in the homophile movement. For their part,
homophile organizations such as the Mattachine Society and the Daughters of Bilitis
eschewed the radical politics and militant, direct-action tactics favored by pacifists. In the
face of legal persecution and pervasive stigma, their leaders sought to avoid controversy
and instead tried to represent gays and lesbians as respectable, faithful citizens who
deserved fair treatment and acceptance from their fellow Americans.

These dynamics remained in place until the mid-1960s, when a growing movement

7 Ibid., Chapter Four: “Beatniks and Blabbermouths, Bartok and Bar Talk: New Bohemia and the Search for
Community,” pp. 113-153.

8 Polina Mackay, “The Beats and Sexuality,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Beats, ed. Stephen Belletto
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 180-181.

9 D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, 182.
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against the escalation of American military engagement in Vietnam converged with gay
politics. Antiwar politics drove a split in homophile organizations that saw a growth in
their membership between 1966 and 1969. By the end of the decade, a new politics of
liberation challenged the single-issue strategic vision of the gay rights movement. The
Vietnam-era draft, meanwhile, dragged the issue of homosexuality out into the open,
forcing many gay men to acknowledge their sexual identity. Participation in the civil rights
and antiwar struggles of the late 1960s, recalls activist Nick Benton, “was a decisive factor”
in many young people’s decision to come out.10 These decisions, made by thousands of
men and women across the country, laid the basis for an independent gay liberation
movement to emerge.

The historian Justin David Suran has shown that a militant antiwar and anti-
authoritarian ethos was “absolutely central to the formation of a specifically ‘gay’ identity
in the United States” to such a significant extent that “being gay in 1969, 1970, or 1971
meant being out of the closet and against the Vietnam War.”11 This chapter contributes to
the history of the alignment of the gay liberation and antiwar movements between 1969
and 1972. Although gays and lesbians initially met a mixed reception from their
heterosexual comrades in the antiwar movement, their frequent and committed
participation in antiwar demonstrations quickly earned them the recognition and respect of
the broader left. If coming out brought gay liberationists together, their conspicuous
presence in the peace movement put them on the political map.

Even as liberationists in the early 1970s channeled the radical pacifism of earlier

10 Nick Benton, interviewed by Steve Dansky, “Nick Benton,” Outspoken: Oral History from LGBTQ
Pioneers, 44:46, November 9, 2014, https://www.outspoken-Igbtg.org/interviews-ch5u.

11 Suran, “Coming Out Against the War,” 456, 463.
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decades, the conflict between a paradigm of inclusion and a paradigm of fundamental
social change persisted. This chapter shows that this was the case in the extensive draft and
military counseling services offered by gay liberation organizations across the country,
most notably the Gay Liberation Front of Los Angeles. These programs helped draftees,
active servicemen and women, and veterans navigate difficult decisions about protecting
their personal information, challenging discriminatory policies, and minimizing legal risks,
but, in most cases, they did not take on an explicitly antiwar character. Nonetheless, they
brought an awareness of gay politics to large numbers of gays, bisexuals, and lesbians far
beyond the relatively narrow, self-selecting, and overwhelmingly white and middle-class
pool of activists drawn into the movement from the new left. As the historian David Parsons
writes, “relationships [...] forged with antiwar GIs could help bridge the wide gaps in class,
culture, and politics that existed between active-duty Gls and radical college students.”12
As such, military and draft counseling helped transform gay liberation into a mass
movement on the strength of the antiwar upheavals of the early 1970s. The story of how
this came to pass begins with the isolated efforts of gay and bisexual cadre in the pacifist

left three decades earlier.

2.1 Homophiles and Peacemakers, 1940-1966
In February 1940, just days after his twenty-third birthday, lgal Roodenko
confessed his love in a letter to his friend John Mason. “If you were predisposed as I am,”
the New Yorker wrote, “I would not hesitate a minute in giving up all ideas of ‘improving’
myself, if I could spend the rest of my life with you.” If his feelings were not reciprocated,

12 David L. Parsons, Dangerous Grounds: Antiwar Coffeehouses and Military Dissent in the Vietham Era
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2017), 62.

71



however, Roodenko promised to disavow his “pathologic sex-tastes” and make a concerted
effort to overcome his homosexuality. “I swear to you by everything and everyone that is
dear and holy to me,” he continued, “that | will exert every effort to remake myself. | give
you my word that before I am a week older I will have seen a psychiatrist.”13 The timidity,
ambivalence, and shame that Roodenko exhibited in this letter stand in stark contrast to the
confidence and resolution that he would consistently demonstrate as a leading figure in the
antiwar and anti-racist struggles of the next three decades, taking direct action against the
Selective Service System, the penal system, and the Jim Crow order. A committed pacifist
and self-described libertarian socialist, Roodenko would go on to serve as chairman of the
War Resisters League (WRL) and work for such organizations as the Fellowship of
Reconciliation (FOR), the Committee for Non-Violent Action (CNVA), and the
Peacemakers after the Second World War.

Roodenko wrote this letter on the eve of a significant turning point in the history of
sexual politics in the United States. Mobilization for war between 1940 and 1945
deprovincialized American gay life by giving many thousands of gays and lesbians the
opportunity to explore romantic and sexual relationships, fueling an expansion of the gay
community that in turn laid the basis for the postwar homophile movement.14 At the same
time, writes the historian Margot Canaday, “a homosexual-heterosexual binary...was

being inscribed in federal citizenship.”15 The Selective Training and Service Act, passed

13 lgal Roodenko to John Mason, February 11, 1940, Box 1, Folder 4, Igal Roodenko Papers (DG 161),
Swarthmore College Peace Collection, Swarthmore, PA (hereafter cited as Igal Roodenko Papers).

14 Allan Bérubé, Coming Out Under Fire: The History of Gay Men and Women in World War Two (New
York: The Free Press, 1990); and D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, 23-32.

15 Margot Canaday, The Straight State: Sexuality and Citizenship in Twentieth-Century America, Politics and
Society in Twentieth-Century America (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2009), 3.
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by Congress in September 1940, set new standards for classifying draftees’ fitness to serve
that included provisions barring homosexuals from the armed forces. The screening
procedures used by draft boards were based on psychological theories that defined
homosexuality as a personality type rather than an act, while new protocols established in
1943 designated as “undesirable” those draftees who reported having same-sex desires—
in effect, codifying a novel understanding of homosexuality in state policy.16

This mass collection of data about people’s sexual orientations made it possible for
the federal government, private employers, lenders, and landlords to discriminate against
gays and lesbians. In April 1945, the Department of Veterans Affairs introduced a policy
that singled out “undesirable” servicemembers as ineligible to receive veterans’ benefits.17
Because their information was not kept confidential, the stigma of receiving a “blue
discharge” clung to gay veterans wherever they lived, leaving many, Canaday writes,
“unable to reenter society.”18 The economic and social costs to these individuals were
considerable: according to the historian Allan Bérubé, “employers, schools, insurance
companies, veterans’ organizations, and other institutions could use their bad discharge
papers to discriminate against them on the basis of their undesirable status or their
homosexuality.”19

The classification of sexual identities under new military standards and procedures

16 Bérubé, Coming Out Under Fire, 2, 22; Canaday, The Straight State, 87. On changing conceptions of
homosexuality, see George Chauncey, Gay New York Gender, Urban Culture, and the Makings of the Gay
Male World, 1890-1940 (New York: Basic Books, 1994).

17 Canaday, The Straight State, 151. Bérubé, Coming Out Under Fire, 230.

18 Canaday, The Straight State, 154..

19 Bérubé, Coming Out Under Fire, 229.

73



well illustrated the critique, put forward by leftists during the 1940s, of the frighteningly
asymmetrical relationship that had formed between the federal government and its subjects
as a result of the war. Unlike the mass movements for economic justice that defined the
1930s, a radical politics of direct action—opposed to militarism, imperialism, and racism—
took root in the shadow of the Second World War. To the new radicals, the war had
empowered the bureaucratic state to dominate the individual, repress all meaningful dissent,
and administer society according to a mechanistic logic of productivity and efficiency.
They grounded their political commitment in moral conscience rather than the dynamics
of grand historical forces, organizing in small groups rather than large-scale institutions,
and calling—in small-circulation journals such as politics, Why?, and Retort—for the
dispersal rather than the seizure of power.

Gay and bisexual men, such as Robert Duncan and Paul Goodman, were well
represented in the radical pacifist left of the 1940s and 1950s. Roodenko, whose
homosexuality was known to his colleagues and friends, is another prominent case in point.
After filing as a conscientious objector, he was sent to Colorado to serve in the Civilian
Public Service, and then imprisoned in a Minnesota correctional facility for refusing to
work to support the war effort. From prison, Roodenko brought a legal challenge to the
constitutionality of the Selective Training and Service Act and coordinated a hunger strike
with pacifists in six other prisons to protest the treatment of war resisters. Following his
release in 1947, he became active in the CNVA and lived on the Lower East Side of
Manbhattan, occupying the same tenement building as the gay African American pacifist

Bayard Rustin, who had also served two years in prison for refusing induction into the
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armed forces.20

Like many on the radical pacifist left, Rustin and Roodenko admired the
movements for national self-determination in the decolonizing world, above all the
nonviolent struggle led by Mahatma Gandhi in India, and used similar tactics of civil
disobedience to challenge the Jim Crow order in the United States.21 In 1947, the two close
friends joined the Journey of Reconciliation, a direct action campaign against the
segregation of public buses in the South. When they were arrested in North Carolina, Rustin
was sentenced to thirty days on a chain gang, while Roodenko was sentenced to ninety.
After their return to New York City, both activists made public appearances together to
speak about their experience (Figures 3 and 4).

While the radical pacifist left that developed in the 1940s drew critical attention to
racial injustice and militarism, its gender and sexual politics were more subtle. Universal
male conscription effectively masculinized what had long been a female-dominated peace
movement. In this context, male conscientious objectors, draft resisters, and their
sympathizers struggled to combat perceptions that they were effeminate and weak, and
sought to shed the association between pacifism and women.22 As the historian Marian
Mollin notes, during the 1940s, Gandhian methods of nonviolent resistance served as an

anti-militarist form of male self-assertion and “became a way [for radical men] to defend

20 Duberman, A Saving Remnant, 104.

21 See Cornell, Unruly Equality; Calvert, Democracy from the Heart, 37-57; and Marian Mollin, Radical
Pacifism in Modern America: Egalitarianism and Protest, Politics and Culture in Modern America
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 19.

22 See: Timothy Stewart-Winter, “Not A Soldier, Not A Slacker: Conscientious Objectors and Male

Citizenship in the United States During the Second World War,” Gender & History 19, no. 3 (November
2007): 519-542.
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Figure 3: Flyer for “Thirty Days on a Southern Road Gang,” an event featuring
Bayard Rustin and Igal Roodenko in 1947. Box 4, Folder 2, Roodenko Papers.




Figure 4: Flyer for “Thirty Days on a Southern Chain Gang for Fighting Jim Crow,”
c. 1947. Box 4, Folder 2, Roodenko Papers.




and define their masculinity.”23 On the other hand, by opposing the draft, radical pacifists
implicitly challenged an assumed link between masculinity and militarism and called into
question war’s function as a male rite of passage.

Social policies enacted in the late 1940s and 1950s incentivized the male
breadwinner household, redirecting the libidinal energies unleashed by the war back into
marriage and the suburban home.2s Gays and lesbians, who were largely “unable or
unwilling to conform to such a narrow family idea,” writes Bérubé, “stood out...as ‘queers’
and ‘sex deviates.”25 Between 1947 and 1955, twenty-one states and the District of
Columbia enacted “sex psychopath laws” that carried a penalty of indefinite psychiatric
confinement.26 By midcentury, the homosexual had become, in Canaday’s words, “the
anticitizen.”27 As in the conservative backlash of the 1920s, fears of Communist subversion
during the Cold War contributed to a moral panic regarding sexual degeneracy and the
threat that it posed to the American family. Thousands of gays and lesbians were purged
from the federal workforce in the resulting “Lavender Scare” of the early 1950s.28

As they came to share grievances in common, increasing numbers of gay and

23 Mollin, Radical Pacifism in Modern America, 3, 16.

24 May, Homeward Bound, 94. Federal Housing Administration guidelines, for example, instructed lenders
to prioritize married men over unmarried, single individuals and discouraged them from issuing mortgages
to those who had been discharged from the military or convicted of sex-related offenses like “lewd vagrancy.”
(Melinda Cooper, Family Values: Between Neoliberalism and the New Social Conservatism [New York:
Zone Books, 2017], 147).

25 Bérubé, Coming Out Under Fire, 258.

26 Ibid.

27 Canaday, The Straight State, 9.

28 May, Homeward Bound, 94; David K. Johnson, The Lavender Scare: The Cold War Persecution of Gays
and Lesbians in the Federal Government (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006.
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lesbian Americans united around a shared political identity in the late 1940s and 1950s. As
D’Emilio writes, “The tightening web of oppression in McCarthy's America helped to
create the minority it was meant to isolate.”’29 The “homophile” movement was small in
the 1950s, but its publications—and the expanding gay press more generally—reached
many readers across the United States.so Even as the criminalization of homosexuality
forced many people into the closet, gay and lesbian subcultures grew substantially in many
cities.a1

Pacifist organizations of the 1950s, such as the CNVA and the FOR included large
numbers of gay and bisexual men in their ranks and on their staff. The WRL, as Martin
Duberman notes, was “exceptional among organizations on the Left in making gay people
in its ranks feel comfortable” throughout the postwar decades.32 Even during the Lavender
Scare , the pacifist movement provided what the historian Andrew Cornell describes as a
“safe and supportive environment” for people, such as Rustin and Roodenko, whose

homosexuality was generally known, if not openly discussed, among colleagues. 33 After

Rustin was arrested on morals charges in 1953, following a tryst with another man in
Pasadena, California, the revered pacifist leader A.J. Muste arranged his expulsion from
the FOR. Younger heterosexual activists, such as Roy Finch and David Dellinger

nonetheless blocked Muste’s attempt to purge Rustin from the WRL as well and succeeded

29 D’Emilio, “Gay Politics, Gay Communities,” 77.

30 D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, 111-114.

31 Berube, Coming Out Under Fire, 271.

32 Duberman, A Saving Remnant, 221.

33 Cornell, Unruly Equality, 209. See also: Duberman, A4 Saving Remnant; Tracy, Direct Action; and Scott

Bennett, “Conscience, Comrades, and the Cold War: The Korean War Draft Resistance Cases of Socialist
Pacifists David McReynolds and Vern Davidson,” Peace & Change 38, No. 1 (January 2013): 83-120.
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in keeping him on staff despite the potential danger that his record posed to the
organization’s reputation.34

Like the radical pacifist left, the nascent homophile movement was less a mass
movement than a small, dissenting counterculture in Cold War America.3s To a limited
extent, both groups shared certain common objectives. In October 1950, members of the
newly founded Mattachine Society gathered over 500 signatures from gay beachgoers in
Santa Monica on a Communist Party-issued petition against American military intervention
on the Korean peninsula. Canvassers argued that that the exclusion of gay men from
military service, veterans’ benefits, and federal employment relegated them to second-class
citizenship, and that they therefore had nothing at stake in the conflict.36 This framing
foreshadowed later tensions between proponents of gay rights and gay activists who
supported a broader transformation of society, as it implied that the inclusion of sexual

minorities as full citizens obligated them to fight for their country. Indeed, after the
Mattachine shed its left-wing leadership in 1953 , homophiles sought to diminish the

perception of gays and lesbians as subversives and based their claims to equal treatment on
their patriotism and social respectability.37 Meanwhile, pacifists who happened to be gay—
such as David McReynolds, who joined the movement after seeing Rustin speak in 1949—

generally showed little interest in homophile politics.3s Like Roodenko and Rustin on the

34 John D’Emilio, Lost Prophet: The Life and Times of Bayard Rustin (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2004), 192, 208-2009.

35 See Bennett, “Conscience, Comrades, and the Cold War,” 106.

36 Harry Hay, interview by Jonathan Ned Katz, c¢. 1974, Cassette 03318A, Jonathan Ned Katz Papers, MssCol
1621, Manuscripts and Archives Division, The New York Public Library (hereafter cited as J.N. Katz Papers).

37 D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, 81-86.

38 Bennett, “Conscience, Comrades, and the Cold War,” 88.
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East Coast, McReynolds was part of a pacifist current in the Socialist Party, the FOR, and
the WRL in Southern California in the early 1950s that included a significant number of
gay and bisexual men.s9 Their attitudes toward sexual politics were summed up in a profile
of Roodenko that appeared in 1976: he “has never emphasized gay liberation in his work
or in his speaking,” the article explained, “[and he] has also never downplayed it. ‘It is part
of me,”” Roodenko stated, ““but it is not the center.’”40

Radical pacifists bridged the personal and political in the 1950s by establishing
cadre-based networks of solidarity, and by inhabiting prefigurative communities that
reflected their vision of the good life and a just society. As Mollin writes of the
Peacemakers, an antiwar organization founded in 1948 (and to which Roodenko and Rustin
both belonged),

[They] believed that...intentional communities would allow them to put

their ideals into practice, at least within their personal relations, and help

sustain their public activism over the long haul. Within this innovative

framework, community became more than an outgrowth of shared political

perspectives; it became the seedbed for militant action itself.41
Beginning in 1956, the journal Liberation, whose editors included Rustin and Goodman,
conveyed the new radicals’ vision of self- and social transformation as two mutually
reinforcing elements of a humanistic, holistic politics. As David Dellinger wrote in an early

issue (also quoted in the introduction): “The revolutionist concentrates on carrying out in

his own life the principles which characterize the life of both the decent man and the decent

39 |bid., 84.
40 Quoted in Tom Reeves, “About Igal Roodenko,” Fag Rag 15 (February-March 1976), 6.

41 Mollin, Radical Pacifism in Modern America, 57.
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society... The problems of changing society and of changing ourselves are inseparable.”s2

Accordingly, many contributors and readers formed intentional communities both
to find the community, solidarity, and freedom that were missing from modern American
society (including the nuclear family), and as a means of building the cultural patterns of a
liberated future.43 Others raised concerns about the strategic limitations of prefigurative
politics, leading to discussions that anticipated debates within the new left and, as this
dissertation shows, within the gay liberation movement as well. In September 1958, the
veteran pacifist A.J. Muste wrote: “our only valid objective is the transformation of society,
not the building of a shelter for the saints or a secular elite within a corrupt social order...” 44
To which Paul Goodman replied that if a community returned meaning and a sense of
purpose to the life of just one individual, “what further justification is required?”4s

This preoccupation with the relationship between the personal and the political in
Liberation was shared by the civil rights activists of the early 1960s who formed the heart
of the emerging new left. Many of these individuals later became involved in the gay
liberation movement. In 1961, for example, the nineteen-year-old Philadelphian Kiyoshi
(“Steve”) Kuromiya joined the Mississippi Freedom Rides organized by the Congress of
Racial Equality (CORE).46 In March 1965, he returned to the Deep South—this time to

Montgomery, Alabama, where he was, as he later explained, “clubbed down leading a

42 Dellinger, “The Here-and-Now Revolution.”

43 See Calvert, Democracy from the Heart; Tracy, Direct Action; and Francesca Polletta, Freedom Is an
Endless Meeting: Democracy in American Social Movements (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002).

44 A.J. Muste, “Not So Long Ago: The Road I Take,” Liberation (September 1958), 18; Paul Goodman,
[TITLE], Liberration (November 1958), 18.

45 Ibid.

46 Kiyoshi Kuromiya, interview transcript, 3.
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group of black high school students on the voter registration march on the capitol
building.”47 In the summer of 1962, Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) organizer
Carl Wittman (later a gay liberationist in San Francisco) traveled to Jackson, Tennessee, to
register African American voters.ss Don Kilhefner, of the GLF-LA, and lesbian feminist
activist Amber Hollibaugh all volunteered for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC) in Mississippi, along with countless other gays, lesbians, and
bisexuals. 42 The experiences of these young activists, who lived communally and
developed intense intimate relationships in the face of organized violence, further
politicized not only personal life but sexuality in particular.s0 As the sociologist Doug
McAdam points out in his study of the 1964 Mississippi “Freedom Summer,” many
individuals “returned North with a new political conception of sexuality that quickly
became one of the cornerstones of the New Left and later counterculture.”’s1

Nevertheless, these activists had little connection to the homophile movement—
with the exception of a few individuals like Kuromiya. On July 4, 1965, four months after
he was beaten in Alabama, Kuromiya and several dozen others demonstrated outside of
Independence Hall in Philadelphia to demand civil equality for gays and lesbians.s2 The

picket was among the first of a series of public demonstrations by homophiles in the mid-
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48 D. E. Mungello, Remember This (Lanham, MD: Hamilton Books, 2016), 94.
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50 Doug McAdam, Freedom Summer (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 138.
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83



1960s that also included a September 1964 protest outside of the Army induction center on
Whitehall Street in Lower Manhattan against the exclusion of gays and lesbians from the
armed forces, the designation of dishonorable discharges, and the sharing of gay
servicemen’s and veterans’ records outside of the Department of Defense.s3 These
unprecedented actions, which were directly inspired by the civil rights movement,
emphasized the exclusion of gays and lesbians from equal citizenship at precisely the
moment when a different, antiwar politics—demanding social transformation, not
inclusion—began to assert itself within the homophile movement, as the escalation of the
Vietnam War radicalized people of draft age. Delegates to the first National Planning
Conference of Homophile Organizations in Kansas City in February 1966 split along
overlapping generational and ideological lines over whether to insist on the “right to serve”
or condemn the war effort.s4 These tensions within the movement would deepen over the

next three years leading up to Stonewall.

2.2 “The Same Enemy”: The Antiwar Coalition, 1969-1972
If Stonewall heralded the radicalization of gay politics, the gay liberation
movement first truly entered the public eye as part of the broad coalition of liberal and
radical groups opposing the Vietnam War. The first gay liberation organizations that formed
in 1969 participated in major antiwar demonstrations as early as the fall of that year.
Approximately 400 liberationists from across California converged at the Vietnam

Moratorium in San Francisco on November 15th—"“marching,” proclaimed veteran labor

53 See D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, pp. 176-195.

54 Suran, “Coming Out Against the War,” 459.
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organizer and gay activist Morris Kight, “as gays.”ss So large was the march’s gay

contingent that The New York Times mentioned it in their coverage, highlighting a banner
that read: “Homosexuals Against the War—the Gay Liberation Front.” 56 Demonstrating

against the war in a gay liberation contingent not only brought many gays and lesbians out
of the closet in a highly visible manner, but also forced heterosexual liberals and radicals
to acknowledge the large proportion of gays and lesbians in the antiwar movement.

Many gay liberationists intended their presence in the nationwide November
actions as a provocation to heterosexuals. As New Yorker Martha Shelley for instance
wrote in RAT,

Look out, straights! Here comes the Gay Liberation Front... marching with

six-foot banners in Moratoriums and embarrassing the liberals, ...Staining

the good names of War Resister’s League and Women’s Liberation by

refusing to pass for straight anymore.sz
The publicity that antiwar activity provided to the GLF also encouraged many gays and
lesbians, including the closeted left-wing sociologist Mike Silverstein, to come out and join
the gay liberation movement. Not the Stonewall Riots, but photographs of the gay
contingent at the Moratorium in November, convinced Silverstein “that [the GLF] were

movement people, and that they were right-on, and that they were getting it.”ss Others,

such as N.A. Diaman, were not so easily persuaded. Having participated in antiwar
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mobilizations as early as April 1967 and followed the rising militancy of the gay movement
in his hometown of San Francisco with great interest during the late 1960s, Diaman
attended the Moratorium hoping to find the gay contingent.s9 In his autobiography, he
writes,

| located the gay marchers as Crosby, Stills and Nash began singing, the

crowd roaring with approval as the voices of the popular rock group filled

the park. But the sight of two men kissing disturbed me. | would not have

engaged in that kind of behavior in public.eo

In the months that followed, gay liberationists would become a common sight at
antiwar protests around the country. A “sizable and loud group” of GLF members were
among the more than 100,000 demonstrators in Washington, D.C., on May 9, 1970,
chanting “Say it loud, Gay is proud”—and, more bluntly, “Suck Cock, Beat The Draft”—
while several stripped naked and waded into the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool.s1 On
May 31, Seattle’s new GLF chapter joined a Memorial Day Peace March (Figure 5),
handing out free oranges to demonstrators to show their support.e2 In August, gay

liberationists in Chicago joined peace activists for a Hiroshima Day Parade, using the

opportunity to denounce the Vietnham War and to promote their cause.s3 And in November,
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Figure 5: Flyer for “Seattle Gay Liberation Front: Memorial Day Peace March”, May
1970. Box 4, Folder 51, Advocate Records.




Nick Benton became the first openly gay activist to address a major antiwar rally when he
spoke at the Vietnam Moratorium in San Francisco.e4

Gay liberationists remained a consistent presence in the antiwar movement as it
escalated and then peaked in 1971-72. On April 24, 1971, GLF members in more than fifty
cities participated in massive demonstrations on both coasts. Approximately five hundred
turned out in Washington, D.C., where speakers included the prominent gay and lesbian
activists Franklin Kameny, of the Mattachine Society, and Tina Mandel, of the Daughters
of Bilitis.es According to two participants in San Francisco, more than three thousand gay
liberationists wore pink armbands as they marched under

...many banners and a transformed lavender and purple Viet Cong flag,

linking arms, hoofing together to music blaring out of our sound truck,

[demonstrating] to ourselves and everyone else that we are no longer hiding

and apart, and by our numbers that we are, next to blacks, the largest

minority in this country. 25 hundred strong, young, middle-aged, old; attired

in drag, hotpants, jeans and workshirts, dresses, sports jackets and pressed

slacks, an occasional nun’s habit; we were all in the streets, all in the gay

contingent, all together (Figure 6).66
Several days later, gay liberation organizers across the country carried out a wave of
antiwar actions on what they called “Gay May Day.” In Bridgeport, Connecticut, gay men

mailed their draft cards to President Nixon.e7 In Washington, D.C., gay demonstrators

“openly and fearlessly expressed themselves™ as they protested against the invasion of Laos
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and once again demanded an immediate withdrawal of American troops from Vietnam.ss

sm&a-
ek e

Figure 6: Photograph of gay liberation contingent in an antiwar demonstration, San
Francisco, California, April 24, 1970. Gay Sunshine 7 (June-July 1970), 5.

In November, speakers from the Chicago Gay Alliance and Mattachine Midwest joined
prominent antiwar activists David Dellinger and Sidney Lens to address a crowd of five
thousand people—including a “large gay contingent”—who had gathered in “near-zero
temperatures” on the Lake Michigan waterfront.es And in May 1972, two hundred lesbians
formed an independent group, situated between larger women’s liberation and gay men’s
contingents, in the Second Annual Los Angeles Anti-War March (Figure 7), where the
featured speakers included lesbian feminist Rita Goldberger.70

As their participation in antiwar demonstrations made them more visible, gay

68 Trick (Baltimore, MD), June 1971, Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection.
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Box 1, Rauch Collection.
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Figure 7: Photograph of lesbians at the Second Annual Los Angeles
Anti-War March. Lesbian Tide, Vol. 1, Issue 10 (May 1972), 12.

liberationists staked a claim to recognition from the broader new left. In part, this meant
challenging public figures identified with the movement for their homophobic statements
and rhetoric. In June 1971, gay activists in Amherst, Massachusetts seized the microphone
at a Phil Ochs concert after the folk singer and outspoken critic of American foreign policy
used the word “fag” onstage.71 One year earlier, the Chicago activist known by the
pseudonym Step May published an open letter to Jerry Rubin in which he denounced the
prominent antiwar activist for using antigay slurs to demean right-wing politicians in his

book, Do It!72. Whether he realized it or not, May wrote, Rubin was likely to have closeted

gay comrades who would eventually leave the movement if he continued to treat

71 “Fallen Superstar,” Fag Rag 1 (June 1971), 13.
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News Service 277 [August 5, 1970], 2).
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homosexuality as “an object of ridicule.”73 “Keep pushing me, Jerry,” May taunted, “and
you’ll find me allied with some ruling class pig who is also homosexual.”74

As May suggested, male leftists appeared to displace anxieties about their own
masculinity onto gay men, particularly as conservatives mocked the antiwar movement by
associating it with effeminacy and sexual deviancy. (Chicago prosecutor Tom Foran, for
instance, famously derided the new left as a “freaking fag revolution”). Many antiwar
activists, moreover, feared that an influx of openly gay demonstrators would isolate the
movement from a mass constituency. For this reason, some organizers excluded gay
liberationists on the unproven basis that their presence might alienate other groups. In
December 1969, the Bay Area Peace Action Council refused to allow a GLF speaker at a
solidarity rally for striking General Electric employees. Their spokesman explained: “I
don’t feel most of the people in the working class and the anti-war movement are
sympathetic to Gay Liberation.”75

Many gay and lesbian demonstrators met ongoing resistance from the rest of the
antiwar movement. In April 1970, Kuromiya reported in the Philadelphia Plain Dealer that
“in New York, a movement group which had a coffee-house get-together after a political
rally told the Gays to leave when they started dancing together.”76 Reflecting on the April
24th demonstrations the following year, New York’s Gay Activist lamented the fact that

other participants had been heard mocking and jeering the gay contingent. “The stigma of

73 Jim Fouratt, a close associate of Rubin’s in the Youth International Party, had recently come out and joined
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being gay,” the author explained, “is still there, and hurts all the more when the prejudice
comes from supposed allies in the antiwar movement.” 77 Single-issue gay activists
exploited this sense of betrayal to consolidate a common gay identity. As Jim Owles, the
politically moderate president of the Gay Activists Alliance (GAA), declared in a debate
with John Lauritsen, of New York City GLF, early in 1970:

There’s going to be a gay contingent in Washington. I say, where the hell

were they last year? | was in the Gay Liberation Front at the time. We

participated in the October moratorium... We had people in the radical

groups who thought we’d be a disgrace to their sacred movement if we came

out there with our banners. We weren’t good enough to have speakers...

We can’t... tolerate shit from the radical left any more than we would from

any other place.7s
The leshian feminist Jeanne Cordova echoed these sentiments in her speech before a
September 1972 antiwar rally in Los Angeles. “We will no longer do the same shit work,”
she announced, “or speak on the same platform and let you call us ‘nigger’ or worse yet,
not be recognized at all for who we are. We will work together, but under our own
banner.”79

Regardless of these examples and assertions to the contrary, the antiwar movement
embraced gays and lesbians to a significant degree. Gay demonstrators at the November

1969 Moratorium, according to one observer, were not “scorned by other marchers, not

vilified or laughed at, not [treated as an] embarrassment, but [were instead accepted as]
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2 (May 1971), Box 157, IGIC Collection.

78 “Lauritsen and Owles at Harpur,” Gay Voice (Albany, NY), Vol. 1, no. 1 [c. 1971], 2, Box 1, Ted Rauch
Collection.
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part of the radical scene.”so A report on the April 24, 1971, demonstration in Washington,
D.C., stated: “The Gay contingent was cheered by many as the march moved along the
streets [...] and the feeling of goodwill between all contingents in the march was
pervasive.”’s1 Even the relatively conservative Mattachine Midwest admitted, in November
1971: “The peace movement has been very open to gay liberation... With the struggle for
liberation coordinated as it now is, the homophile movement can both contribute to and
benefit from united action.”s2

Gay liberation also received extensive coverage in the antiwar press at a time when
established newspapers like the San Francisco Examiner derided gay activists as “semi-
males,” “deviates,” and “flexi-wrists.”’s3 As was often the case, the War Resisters League
(WRL) ran ahead of the curve, publishing a special gay liberation issue of its affiliated
magazine, WIN, in November 1969. (Indeed, such were the WRL’s sexual politics that The
Advocate, the nation’s most established gay magazine, rejected the advertisement
submitted by Jim Hayes, WIN’s self-described “Faggot Features Editor,” on the grounds
that its explicitly phallic imagery was “not acceptable.”)s4 At Liberation News Service
(LNS), which produced and distributed news bulletins for new left publications, Allen

Young worked to expand coverage of “the new movement for homosexual liberation” by
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coordinating with Come Out!ss Beginning in 1970, LNS printed articles about gay politics
that included UC-Berkeley students protesting police entrapment, Chicago activists
“zapping” the American Psychiatric Association’s annual meeting, and undergraduates at
Florida State University establishing a GLF chapter.ss The appearance of these articles
alongside coverage of the GI movement, the Black Panthers, and all kinds of “people
everywhere in motion for liberation” legitimized gay liberation by prompting readers of
subscribing radical newspapers to associate it with the broader new left.s7

Support for gays and lesbians within the antiwar movement went well beyond the
pages of the radical press. At the Student Mobilization Committee conference in Cleveland
in February 1970, nearly four thousand delegates passed a resolution in support of gay
liberation almost unanimously (with seven dissents). For the authors of the resolution, the
vote was “a great triumph” and a “historic milestone in the struggle for equality.”ss Greater
exposure to openly gay people changed many activists’ perspectives on homosexuality,
broadening and deepening affective solidarities within the movement. Although most of
these conversations went unrecorded, a few are described in the underground press. On

March 4, 1971, for instance, members of Chicago’s Gay Alliance held a “wide-scale
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encounter with a large heterosexual group” of antiwar students visiting from Pella, Iowa.s9

2

The gathering was “a true and real ‘consciousness raising’ for all of us,” wrote one
participant who cherished the opportunity “to speak [and] express feelings together [with
his] peace-identified brothers and sisters.”90

As gays and lesbians became more of an established presence in the antiwar
coalition, many heterosexual activists were forced to rethink their antigay attitudes.o1 Some
publicly expressed contrition for having previously expressed homophobic ideas. In his
1970 introduction to Revolution for the Hell of It, the antiwar writer and “hippie” icon
Abbie Hoffman apologized for having used offensive terms, such as ““chick’ and ‘fag,”” in
the first edition of the book. “[To] have revolution in our lifetime,” Hoffman wrote, “male
supremacy must be smashed, including the chauvinism in this book. A militant Gay
Liberation Front has taught us that our stereotypes of masculinity [...] must be purged from
the New Nation.”92 In the wake of Stonewall, leftists like Hoffman increasingly went out
of their way to avoid being perceived as antigay. After they expelled a gay member (for
reasons unrelated to his sexuality), leaders of the Chicago-based radical organization
Rising Up Angry met with GLF representatives and issued a public statement proclaiming:

“we recognize that gays are an oppressed group, and that we support and consider

revolutionary gay brothers and sisters to be an important part of the total revolutionary
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struggle.”93

A powerful indication of gay liberation’s impact on the antiwar left is the inclusion
of a gay rights plank in the 1970 platform of the Peace and Freedom Party (PFP), an
electoral formation that emerged out of the peace and civil rights movements in the mid-
1960s. Support for gay rights was especially strong in the California PFP, which included
many gays and lesbians who had “been in the movement for a long time and [were] just

surfacing as homosexuals.” 94 But while it held considerable symbolic importance, the

national party platform alone did not suffice to eradicate homophobia from the PFP. When,
in the summer of 1971, GLF member (and former Los Angeles GLF chairman) Chuck
Avery lobbied for a gay liberation resolution at the state-level Indiana PFP convention, one
delegate objected to the measure on the grounds that “teaching homosexuality in sex
education classes [would] ‘create more homosexuals.’” 95 Rather than denounce the
delegate—a Vietnam veteran—as a bigot, Avery treated the affront as an opportunity to
show heterosexual antiwar activists that they shared many goals in common with the gay
liberation movement. As he wrote to Morris Kight several months later, “I would hope that
thru [sic] our efforts as GAY people we can help Movement people...to better understand
us.”96 Solidarity, as Avery understood, is more than an abstract principle; it is a fragile
achievement requiring constant struggle, dialogue, and often painful disagreement.

Gay and lesbian participation in the antiwar movement of the early 1970s facilitated
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the inclusion of gay liberation within a broad left-wing coalition. A May 1971 article about
Homophiles at Penn State, an undergraduate gay activist group, listed women’s liberation,
peace, labor, and socialist groups as its coalition partners.97 In Philadelphia, as in other
cities, the GLF built friendly relationships with various antiwar groups by helping to do
maintenance work and volunteering other services.ss Reflecting on the unity displayed by
different groups participating in the April 1971 rally in San Francisco, two liberationists
triumphantly declared: “We’ve come to realize that all of us are in the same situation and
have the same enemy.”99

While some gay and lesbian activists embraced coalition politics, others were
concerned that their distinctive message and identity would be diluted and distorted to fit
the preferences of the heterosexual majority. “We joined the coalitions,” wrote one
embittered leftist, “[and] we went on to interpret our struggle in light of everybody
else’s.”100 Gay liberationists offered no unified and specifically “gay” analysis of the war
or its relationship to their struggle, however—only scattered and hyperbolic assertions,
such as “Gayness is the antithesis of war,” “There are no straight revolutionaries,” and
“Gay Liberation IS the anti-war movement,” that tended toward gay chauvinism.101 These
claims typically rested on a vague and predigested association of militarism with

heterosexuality, repression, and patriarchy. In his speech at the San Francisco Moratorium
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in November 1970, for instance, Nick Benton traced the origins of the Vietnam War to
“socialization to conventionally masculine roles.”102 Comparing the everyday struggles of
American lesbians to the plight of the Vietnamese in her September 1972 antiwar speech,
Cordova likewise stated: “These are the SAME wars. Fought on different battlegrounds,
camouflaged with different illusions and myths, but perpetuated by the same principles.”103

In fact, the war affected gays and lesbians in particular ways—for instance,
subjecting them to acute government scrutiny that affected their access to employment and
credit, or else locking them into military service and then stripping them of the social and
economic rights to which other veterans were entitled. Apart from their participation in
antiwar demonstrations, between 1969 and 1971 gay liberationists across the United States
also developed a critical infrastructure of legal and counseling services to help gay
servicemen and draftees avoid dishonorable discharges, claim veterans’ benefits, obtain
deferrals, file as conscientious objectors, and address mistreatment and discrimination.
These efforts considerably expanded the reach of gay liberation and, at the same time,
integrated gay and lesbian politics into a growing GI Movement that opposed the war from

within the armed forces.

2.3 Checking the Box: The Politics of the Draft, 1969-1971
Momentum within the gay movement lay on the left and with the young after
Stonewall, but older and more conservative homophiles generally opposed any

involvement with antiwar politics. Although the November 1969 ERCHO passed a

102 Nick Benton, “Gay Peace Marchers,” Berkeley Tribe, October 30-Novenber 6, 1970, 20.

103 Cordova, “GAYS Out-Front at Anti-War Convention,” 2.
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resolution “urging homosexuals to take part” in the Moratorium March in Washington,
D.C., a substantial minority of delegates, who were concerned that “short-sighted, self-
serving draft resisters and their agents” threatened to undermine the movement, staked out
a pro-war position or else abstained.104 After the Los Angeles GLF’s Issues and Action
Committee sent an open letter to President Nixon and Senator William Fulbright in May
1970 that condemned the “illegal invasion of Cambodia as well as the vicious murder of
students at Kent State University and elsewhere,” a minority faction within the organization
issued an opposing statement in which they made the puzzling argument that “the

homosexual has [no] legal right to condemn or endorse any policy of the Federal
Government” until granted full equality .105

As it converged with the antiwar movement, the gay movement put forth two

competing and somewhat contradictory messages, aptly summarized by the sociologist
Edward Sagarin in May 1970:

...while Mattachine and its allies fight for equal rights to be drafted, no
discrimination in the right to be a soldier or sailor, and to be treated was
well (or as badly) as any other young citizen, the GLF denounces the draft,
and insists that no one, straight or gay, should be turned into cannon fodder
for the purposes of imperialist oppression.106

Indeed, homophiles continued to draw attention to the injustice of their exclusion from
military service but articulated their grievances in terms of fairness, equality, and the right

to privacy in order to sharply distinguish them from any criticism of the Vietnam War or

104 “Pentagon Gives in on Gay Draft Question,” Tangent Group Newsletter (Hollywood, CA) no. 20 (June
1971), 1, Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection.

105 James Kepner to President Richard M. Nixon and Senator William Fulbright, n.d. [1970], Box 1, folder
12, Gay Liberation Front (GLF), Los Angeles Records, Coll2012.031, ONE National Gay & Lesbian
Archives, Los Angeles, CA (hereafter cited as GLF-LA Records); “A Minority Report from Gay Liberation
Front of Los Angeles,” May 10, 1970, Box 1, folder 12, GLF-LA Records.
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the military itself. The Hollywood-based Committee to Fight Exclusion of Homosexuals
from the Armed Forces, whose members fought “to get the sex question removed from
draft exams” and end “class discrimination against homosexuals,” is a case in point. While
the Committee condemned the fact that “all 19 year old men were required to register their
sexual feelings with the federal government,” they reserved their harshest venom for draft
resisters. Trumpeting their patriotism, the Committee argued in June 1971 that the most
regrettable effect of the military’s ban on homosexuals was that it allowed unscrupulous
men to avoid the draft, thus tarnishing the image of the homophile movement. They wrote:

the homosexual who will use the prejudice against him to evade the draft is

in a way a ‘plastic pansy’ or ‘Auntie Tom.” He is the sort of homosexual

who is willing to play the sick role assigned to him by society as a means to

his own selfish ends. In doing so he hurts the cause of gay rights more than

anything else.1o07
Three months earlier, on March 10th, a contingent of homophile activists “invaded the
Pentagon,” according to The New York Times, and handed Army Secretary Stanley R.
Reson a petition regarding “discrimination against homosexuals by the armed services and
the Department of Defense.”108 Though it had been delivered at the height of antiwar
sentiment, their petition contained no antiwar language.

Liberationists, by contrast, vocally opposed the draft, the war, and the military as
inimical to the interests of all people, including gays and lesbians. With the body count in
Southeast Asia steadily rising, these activists began to lose patience with what they felt was

an undue respect for the military among older homophiles, and called on gay organizations

to drop their demand for “the equal right of homosexuals to be drafted and serve in the

107 “Pentagon Gives in on Gay Draft Question,” Tangent Group Newsletter.
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armed forces.”100 Several gay radicals also became minor public figures for their daring
acts of resistance to the Selective Service System. In April 1970, Jim Hayes, the “Gay
Scenes” editor for WIN, faced criminal charges for “enticing and procuring a soldier to
desert from the United States armed forces” three years earlier.110 In his own defense,
Hayes claimed that he had merely advised the soldier in question—Robert Keese, with
whom he had an “open and frank” sexual relationship—t0 obtain a medical or hardship
discharge, not to flee the country. With the help of testimony from other War Resisters
League staft and allies at the Catholic Worker, Hayes was eventually acquitted (although
he nearly received a contempt charge for exclaiming “Far fucking out!” when the verdict
was announced).111 On July 29u of the same year, Ortez Alderson, an eighteen-year-old
African American member of Chicago GLF, stole and burned files from the draft board in
Pontiac, Illinois, together with three accomplices.112 For his crime, Alderson was sentenced
to a one-year term in the federal correctional facility in Ashland, Kentucky, during which
time he organized a GLF chapter with his fellow prisoners and wrote several articles that
linked gay liberation to anti-racist and anti-imperialist struggles.113

It was, of course, possible to resist the draft and oppose antigay discrimination in
the military, to demonstrate against the war and provide assistance to gay soldiers and

veterans. The example of the Los Angeles Gay Liberation Front (GLF-LA) is instructive

109 “Gay Liberation Movement Fights the Draft,” Liberation News Service 257 (May 20, 1970), 19.
110 Frosty Drew, “Hayes on Trial,” WIN, June 1, 1970, 11.
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101



in this regard. Apart from its public stand against the Vietnam War, the GLF-LA offered
counseling to anyone seeking a deferral, filing as a conscientious objector, or considering
noncooperation with the Selective Service System. Under the supervision of Morris Kight,
its staff and volunteers advised gay draftees who were faced with the fraught decision as
to whether or not they should “check the box” that indicated their homosexual proclivities,
and published a comprehensive “gay guide to beating the draft” that included information
about what to expect at a pre-induction physical and how to answer questions during a
psychiatric evaluation.114

Gay draft counseling was necessary, given the wider population’s general
ignorance of antigay discrimination. The GLF-LA warned gay servicemen seeking to
obtain a discharge: “we ask that you not employ the services of an attorney. Many are not
knowledgeable in this area, and may give you counterproductive advice.”115 Young men
wrote from around the country, secking advice that no one else could provide. In a typical
letter, Gary Ryder, a 23-year-old VISTA volunteer in northeastern Arkansas, wrote to find
out whether he could obtain a student deferment by enrolling in a teacher certification
program. “If I declare myself as a homosexual,” he asked, “will the information be kept

confidential?” Fearing that a 4-F classification would harm his career aspirations, he added:

14 “A Gay Guide: Beating the Draft,” Gay Sunshine 5 (January 1971), 12. Although intended to help
homosexuals, this information could technically be used by anyone seeking to avoid the draft. Draft resistance
guides from the late 1960’s instructed readers to appear effeminate: “Besides flicking your wrist, move your
body like chicks do—hold cigarette delicately, talk melodically, act embaressed [sic] in front of the other
guys when you undress” (Highleyman, “Peace Activism and GLBT Rights”). Most gay draftees chose not to
register their sexuality with their draft boards, as doing so would render them ineligible for federal civil
service jobs and, for those from small towns, “effectively meant coming out to one’s family and neighbors.”
Instead of checking the box, most gay men instead sought other means of avoiding military service (Ibid.).
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“Would applying for a conscientious objector deferment be a wiser course of action?”’11s.

As early as 1970, GLF-LA could reasonably boast: “We are already established as
the foremost homosexual draft counselors in the country.”117 By September 1971 the
organization had directly counseled over 1,000 individuals, while its “Gay Guide to
Beating the Draft” circulated through the underground press and GI coffeehouses, reaching
a readership estimated to be in the hundreds of thousands.118 And by January 1973, the
organization’s Draft and Military Affairs program had grown to include a support system
“for helping gay people already in the military to get out with a minimum of hassle and an
honorable discharge.”119

Volunteer-run clinics for gay draftees and enlisted men and women were extremely
important, given both the opacity of military policies regarding homosexuality and the
profound risks that were involved. As a 1967 gay guide to the draft compiled by the Student
Homophile League at Columbia University explained, anyone who checked the box faced
Severe repercussions:

Employers are likely to be curious as to the reason for your deferment, and

often will ask that you sign a waiver giving them access to your Selective

Service file, and thus your declaration [of homosexuality]. If you refuse to

sign, they are likely to deny you a job... Also, this information is available

to any government agency, including police. Deferred homosexuals cannot

expect to get any government jobs or jobs requiring security clearances.

Aliens make themselves subject to deportation.

Those who refused to check the box, the authors continued, would almost certainly be

116 Gary Ryder to Gay Liberation Front, Los Angeles, n.d. [1969-1972], Box 1, folder 12, GLF-LA Records.
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inducted. While this described the “great majority of homosexuals,” most of whom
succeeded in hiding their sexual orientation for the duration of their service, the risk of
being found out could not be discounted due to constant “witch-hunts” and “the Gestapo-
like practices of the various military intelligence branches.” Anyone who was caught
“would receive immediate less-than-honorable discharges, with grave economic
consequences.”’120

In their guide to “beating the draft” published three years later, GLF-LA
corroborated much of this information. To anyone facing a dishonorable discharge or
checking the box, they wrote:

[You] will probably not be able to get a job working for the government, a

government contractor, or doing any job which requires credentials from a

government agency, such as teaching, real estate sales, even hairdressing...

Certain private employers when they see IV-F on an employment

application require a release to obtain records.121
Because the number of private employers who sought these records was substantial, anyone
with a “blue discharge” faced severely limited job prospects. According to a study
conducted by the Gay Activists Alliance (GAA) from 1970 to 1972, 69% of the major
private employers in New York City required draft status information, and 71% asked for
military records, while many job application forms included the question, “Were you ever

classified IVF or 1Y?”122 These percentages, moreover, were much higher than questions

about arrest records: the GAA found that only 38% of private employers, and 22% of civil
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service applications, required information about arrest records.123

Adding to the need for gay draft counseling services was an overall confusion
regarding military policies and procedures that were shrouded in secrecy, inconsistently
applied, and subject to constant revision. Among the most vexing cases to come before the
GLF-LA was that of Christopher Kretzschmar. After checking the box at a pre-induction
physical in April 1969, the draftee was classified as fit for service, in an apparent violation
of military policy.124 As the journalist and GLF-LA member Don Jackson reported in an
April 1970 investigation, Kretzschmar was ensnared in a new form of legal catch-22: after
“vast numbers of men began claiming exemption from the draft on the basis of
homosexuality” in 1968-69, Jackson found, the Pentagon issued a secret directive to local
draft boards instructing them to induct any man who presented as conventionally masculine,
regardless of whether or not they self-identified as homosexual. Because no changes had
been made to official policy, however, gay draftees like Kretzschmar could still be
prosecuted for perjury if they chose to hide information about their sexuality. In effect,

Jackson concluded, the new rules meant that openly gay men could be drafted and then
“later charged with sodomy and/or given an undesirable discharge.” 125
Following this revelation, the GLF-LA advised anyone who was inducted despite

having “checked the box” to appeal to the Army’s Surgeon of the Command and obtain a

letter from a psychiatrist recommending disqualification for service on the basis of
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homosexuality. 126 Young men, gay and straight, wrote from as far away as Omaha,
Nebraska, requesting such letters. But as David L. Aiken, a GLF member, draft resister,
draft counselor in Washington, D.C., pointed out in the underground newspaper Gay
Sunshine in April 1971, their advice was based on dated information, as the Surgeon of the
Command no longer handled such appeals. Aiken advised people instead to write to their
Congressman or Senator.127 This suggestion was itself challenged in the following month’s
issue of Gay Sunshine by Bob Morley, another draft counselor and member of the
Washington, D.C., GLF. According to Morley, the Selective Service System no longer
accepted appeals from members of Congress on behalf of particular draftees.128

To critics like Aiken and Morley, the GLF-LA were overconfident in their own
advice. “NO ONE WHO HAS FOLLOWED OUR ADVICE HAS EVER BEEN
INDUCTED,” the authors of their draft guide assured readers.129 According to Aiken, it
was reckless of the GLF-LA to assert that anyone could safely refuse induction after being
found fit for service, as several people had been arrested for doing exactly that.
Furthermore, he disagreed that draftees could safely disclose their homosexuality at a pre-
induction physical. Perhaps this assumption applied in California, he argued, but certainly
not everywhere around the country.130 Whatever might have been the case, draft counselors

were forced to adapt to dramatically different military policies and procedures regarding
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homosexuality just two months later, in June 1971. As the Committee to Fight Exclusion
of Homosexuals from the Armed Forces announced, the Pentagon made a “quiet but
sweeping” revision to “its 20-year-old policy of discrimination against homosexual men,”
omitting the question concerning draftees’ “homosexual tendencies” from the medical
history form used at induction center examinations.131

Although the Committee celebrated the move as both a stunning concession from
the Department of Defense and an important victory for gay rights, the sudden path to the
inclusion of openly gay men in the armed forces had more ambiguous implications for
liberationists, who opposed the Vietham War and the military as a matter of principle.
Aiken noted a similar tension between the struggle for gay rights and the antiwar movement
in his critique of the GLF-LA’s campaign to protect the rights of gay draftees. It was
misleading of the GLF to call their efforts draft resistance, he explained, as they simply
trained gay men to minimize the legal and personal costs of deliberately flunking the Army
physical. As long as the United States maintained an imperialist foreign policy, there would
always be a need for military manpower—and hence, no way to truly avoid the draft.
“Deferment or no deferment,” Aiken insisted, “gay men and women must ally with their
radical brothers and sisters to end oppression by the draft, and by other tentacles of the

present system.”’132

2.4 Gay Liberation and the G.I. Movement, 1969-1971

Gay draft and military counseling services primarily benefited male
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servicemembers, but they also helped lesbian volunteers in the Women’s Army Corps
(WAC), such as Antonitta Garland and Sandy Hagan, a couple stationed at Fort McClellan
in Alabama. According to an article in the underground GI newspaper, Left Face, Garland,
age 23, and Hagan, 20, “fell madly in love” when they met in basic training during the fall
of 1969.133 After their commanding sergeant ordered them to stay apart and commanded
Garland to “start wearing make-up [and] fix her hair in a more feminine manner,” the
couple eloped to Los Angeles, where they planned to build a life together as civilians.
Because they remained at large, and at risk of prosecution, Garland and Hagan decided to
consult the GLF-LA for advice. According to Left Face,

the GLF wired the Pentagon, offering the WACs to military authorities. A

date and place were arranged. The MPs, accompanied by various high brass,

arrived at the First Unitarian Church where the WACs were to be taken into

custody. When they saw the large corps of newsmen and television cameras,

they drove away. The army realized that GLF had laid a trap.134
Publicity provided the couple with protection, and for over a month the government made
no attempt to arrest either woman. In the meantime, the GLF-LA petitioned the Army for
Garland and Hagan’s immediate release with honorable discharges, winning their demand
in April 1970. Within days of the “precedent making” decision, twenty-seven other lesbian
WACs, many of them stationed at Fort McClellan, had contacted the GLF-LA to ask for
assistance obtaining honorable discharges or filing discrimination and harassment

claims.135

Hagan and Garland’s victory highlights the convergence of gay liberation with the
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antiwar movement inside the armed forces between 1970 and 1972. As a burgeoning “GI
Movement” drew attention to the conditions faced by the working-class men and women
who depended on the military for a job, and who enjoyed few means of obtaining a
deferment or exemption, liberationists around the country made their existence known by
establishing a presence in antiwar GI coffeehouses located close to military bases and
publicized their activities through the low-power radio stations and underground
newspapers used by the movement.136 These venues and media allowed gay and lesbian
servicemembers to find assistance, share information, and educate their heterosexual peers
about the particular dimensions of the discrimination and oppression that they faced in the
armed forces and in American society more generally.

The draft and military counseling services offered by gay political organizations in
cities large and small—from Los Angeles to Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania—brought gay
activists into coalition with antiwar servicemembers.137 In May 1970, members of Detroit
and Ann Arbor GLF performed an antiwar guerrilla theater piece for servicemen and peace
activists who shut down the annual Memorial Day air show at Selfridge Air National Guard
Base.138 The following May, gay liberationists in Rochester, New York held Armed Forces
Day actions “in support of G.l. organizers at military bases.” 139 Gay liberationists
organized out of antiwar coffeehouses, but at times they went further, leafletting on the

premises of such military bases as Fort Lewis in Tacoma, Washington, and at Fort Dix, in

136 See Hobson, Lavender and Red, 39; and Parsons, Dangerous Grounds.
137 Le-Hi-Ho, April 1971, Box 1, Rauch Papers.

138 “Women-Gay Alliance Takes Theater into the Streets,” Detroit Gay Liberator, July 1970, Box 88, LGBT
Periodical Collection, NYPL.

139 “Movement News,” The Empty Closet (Rochester, NY), April-May 1971, Box 4, Folder 49, Gay
Liberation Front (GLF) — Rochester, NY, 1971-1973, Advocate Records.

109



New Jersey.140 In addition, they published articles in the movement’s underground press,
which circulated through barracks and commissaries.

In February 1971, an anonymous soldier complained to Camp News, a GI
newspaper in Chicago, that

...until now, the GI Movement has hardly dealt with the special problems

of homosexuals, which has made gay servicepeople feel that the GI

Movement was not of particular relevance to them, and also forced gay GI

activists into the compromising position of opposing straight GIs’

oppression but keeping quiet about their own special oppression.141
This changed over the period between 1970 and 1972, as many gays and lesbians came
forward about their experiences in the military. Some gay soldiers, like John Mosher, a
nineteen-year-old African American from Chicago, reported that they enjoyed very active
sex lives while in the service. Mosher told the Berkeley Tribe that he “often had sex with
the officers and enlisted alike,” cheekily adding that “[if] there was ever an enema for the
whole world, Fort Knox, Kentucky would be the place.”142 Gloria, a sixth-year WAC,
explained in an interview with a GI radio station near Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in
Dayton, Ohio that servicewomen who exhibited no sexual interest in men were assumed
(in her case, correctly) to be lesbians, and were “tolerated” so long as they remained
discreet. 143 Other accounts were more sobering. One soldier complained of having to

endure “endless dyke and faggot jokes” while facing “the pressure and unhappiness of

having to straight-front... to avoid the treatment that homosexuals are given [by their
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colleagues and superiors].”144 Another individual, who served in the Navy, wrote:

We live in constant fear that people will find out that we are gay, not that

we're ashamed, but because of the penalties we'd have to pay... We have to

hide our gayness from the brass because of consequential harassment,

disciplinary action, involuntary or punitive discharge, and even courts-

martial.”145
“Gays within the confines of the military are the leper’s leper,” wrote veteran Vince
Muscari.146 Their pariah status followed them after their service ended: each year during
the war, as an August 1971 article in a GI Movement newspaper explained, approximately
2,000 gay soldiers had received blue discharges that left them “permanently under-
productive and underemployed.””’ 147

Besides publishing these testimonials in the antiwar press, gay liberationists
disseminated helpful information to gay soldiers seeking to avoid military discipline and
involuntary discharge. In a moving polemic against the “atrocity” of the treatment of gay
veterans, Muscari directed readers who had been discharged and denied benefits to contact
the American Civil Liberties Union or the GLF for assistance.148 Another writer instructed
anyone questioned by military intelligence to “Just SHUT UP!”—specifically, to provide
no names or other information and demand an immediate end to the interview.149 Others

reminded gay readers that they had a right to counsel when speaking with a commanding

officer, which the GLF could provide. Louisville GLF, for instance, announced that they
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were “prepared to serve any GI [at nearby Fort Knox] who needs counseling in regard to
obtaining a discharge,” adding: “We urge all gay GIs to contact us.”150 The Kentuckians
reassured anxious servicemen that “every case” that they had handled thus far had resulted
in “a fully honorable discharge,” so long as the person whom they were helping did not
talk and “followed [their] instructions faithfully.”151

These efforts to expand the reach of gay politics into the GI movement drew
attention to the injustices faced by people serving in the armed forces, but often without
questioning the function of the military itself. One gay activist’s article in a GI movement
newspaper ended with the statement: “we want an army that is democratic, fair, and serves
the needs of most people rather than the few it serves now.”152 Another article, written by
a member of the GLF-LA, called for “a complete revision and reform of military policy,
law, regulations, and practice in regard to homosexuals and homosexuality,” and ended
with a call to “get a Gay Military Union started soon.”153 Some gay activists were less
circumspect about their opposition to the war. When told by a reporter, “You’re trying to
decimate the defense department,” GLF-LA draft counselor Peter Sorgen heartily
agreed.1s54 Talk of transforming the military also opened the door to more explicit antiwar

rhetoric. Muscari, the openly gay Vietnam veteran, connected the brutality of militarism to

150 Ibid.

151 Another GLF activist, in Hawaii, left readers with less reason for optimism. While citing examples of
successful interventions on behalf of gay soldiers, such as a man at Fort Ord in California who received an
honorable discharge after he was able to demonstrate that he had been verbally harassed and physically
assaulted, the author warned that, in most cases, reaching such a favorable settlement was “very difficult”
and indeed unlikely (“Gay People in the Military,” Liberated Barracks, 4). As with draft counseling,
information about military policies and procedures was often unreliable.

152 “Gay People in the Military,” Liberated Barracks.

153 “Gay Liberation,” Fed Up! (Fort Lewis, Tacoma, WA), December 1, 1970, 3.

154 Peter Sorgen, interview, Advocate Records.

112



the mistreatment of gay soldiers, tracing both to sexual repression and a destructive ideal
of masculinity. The military’s deployment of homophobia, he wrote, had “napalmed the
mind,” perpetuating the absurd notion that “[while] it is socially accepted for a man to
compete, fight and sometimes even kill his brother, to love someone of the same sex is
something perverted, criminal and sick.”155 The gay caucus of Vietnam Veterans Against
the War (VVAW), which Muscari co-founded, underscored this absurd incongruity with
the arresting slogan: “I got a medal for killing two men and a dishonorable discharge for
loving one.” 156 “According to the Department of the Army,” he wrote elsewhere,
““homosexual presence impairs the morale and discipline of the army.” [Gay veterans]
accept the compliment and we will impair the morale and discipline of the military
whenever possible.”157

Gay liberationists in the GI movement brought together the new left’s critique of
militarism and imperialism and a critique of American gender and sexual ideologies. As
Muscari announced in December 1971, “The emergence of a gay consciousness within the
military is the most potent basic force working to expose the very roots of the military
macho syndrome.” “As gay vets,” he explained, “we see deeper into the forces of the
military... We realize how all military people have been victimized by the sexist basis of
military indoctrination.”158 And while the historian David Parsons notes that the presence
of women's liberation activists in antiwar coffeehouses led male soldiers to view these

movement spaces both as “liberated sexual territory” and as places where they “could
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escape the narrowly proscribed gender roles they were expected to fill on post,” his account
omits the significant participation of gay activists, and the similar impact that they had on
the GI movement.159 At a consciousness-raising workshop that Muscari organized for the
National Gay Liberation Conference in Madison, Wisconsin, in the fall of 1971, gay
servicemen and veterans described their “extremely traumatic experiences” throughout
basic training, during deployment, and after discharge before a group of heterosexual
members of the VVAW and the antiwar United States Servicemen’s Fund. According to a
report from Muscari that appeared in Gay Sunshine, the exchange resulted in an increased
awareness of gay oppression and a historic acknowledgement of the fact that “gays have
always served in the military and fought in wars.” As a result of their efforts, organizers
also secured a commitment from national coordinators of VVAW to present to their
members and state chapters a proposal demanding that the Army both reevaluate all less
than honorable discharges and reimburse gay veterans for financial losses incurred by their

military records.160

Conclusion
“In the past four years,” Morris Kight wrote in August 1973, “there has been a
major, world-wide, non-violent revolution of consciousness among gay people. So what,”
he went on,
...does the WRL have to do with any of this? Unfortunately, very little as
far as we are concerned. It has taken little or no stand about our oppression;
has not created an intellectual environment in which its own workers can

come out of the closet; and in the act of institutionalized closetry, has caused
its own workers to be less than full in their personal expression...We see
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WRL Chapters around the country saying hardly a word about what we are
doing, and when they do speak, always in a low whisper.161

As Kight, a pacifist and a gay liberation organizer, knew from direct experience, the gay
liberation movement expanded on the strength of the antiwar mobilizations over the four-
year period that he mentioned. Indeed, the tumult and volatility of that time, Philadelphia
GLF member Hal Tarr recalls, “made anything seem possible.”162 But as antiwar militancy
tapered off and began to decline, a sense of disappointment and defeat set in. This dynamic
was apparent even to the conservative homophile leader Foster Gunnison, Jr., who wrote
to Kight in November 1972—on the eve of a presidential election that saw gay rights
organizations unite around a Democratic Party candidate for the first time—*“we tend to
follow the trends of the ‘new left’ and ‘youth’ movements in the country—and most of the
steam was let off in the 1960°s.”163 Although no fan of the antiwar movement, Gunnison
could not deny the propulsive force it had provided in the years since Stonewall, and
foresaw that its dissolution portended a less propitious future for the gay movement.

Gay, bisexual, and lesbian activists in the postwar decades experienced homophobia
in left-wing organizations, but most continued to regard coalitions as their only hope for
realizing democratic ideals on a large scale. “T am fully aware of the sexism of the ‘left,’
as it exists,” Allen Young declared in 1971,

and I have suffered and continue to suffer the pain of that sexism. But to the
extent that there is a cutting edge for change in America, it consists largely

of that left—forces like the third world liberation movements, the anti-war
movement, and the drop-out counterculture. 164

161 Morris Kight, “Rough Notes for Leaflet at War Resisters League Annual Meeting at Asilomar,
California,” n.d. [1973], Box 7, Folder 2: War Resisters International/League, Morris Kight Papers.

162 Hal Tarr, “A Consciousness Raised,” in Smash the Church, Smash the State, 22.

163 Foster Gunnison, Jr., to Morris Kight, November 9, 1972, Box 2, Folder 8, Morris Kight Papers. See also:
Suran, “Coming Out Against the War,” 479.
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Beginning in the late 1960s, Young and many other liberationists managed to change the
internal culture of these movements at the same time that they brought about a realignment
of gay politics with the new left. They accomplished this by participating in antiwar
demonstrations and coming out to their heterosexual comrades, as well as by offering draft
and military counseling, raising the concerns of gay veterans, and pressuring homophile
organizations to oppose the war. Significantly, organizing around the Vietnam War, the
draft, and conditions in the military drew together both factions on either side of a profound
ideological split within the gay movement: “single-issue” supporters of targeted civil rights
measures and reforms that specifically benefited gays and lesbians, on the one hand, and,
on the other, those who demanded more sweeping and fundamental changes to their society
and culture, such as a radical shift in public investment from the military to social needs.
As this chapter demonstrates, gay and bisexual men were at the forefront of a small
movement against militarism, imperialism, and war that formed in the 1940s and which, to
a great extent, anticipated the new left of the 1960s. Radical pacifist politics and homophile
politics proceeded on parallel tracks during the early years of the Cold War, but the two
rarely converged. This changed with the escalation of the Vietnam War in the mid-1960s,
as gay politics radicalized and as activists of all sexual orientations began to draw
connections between militarism, masculinity, and heterosexuality that were present, though
only ever implicit, in the antiwar left of the 1940s. By the early 1970s, many gay
liberationists confidently assumed that militarism was a function of sexual repression and

gendered socialization, and presupposed, as the historian Toby Marotta writes, that

164 Allen Young, “Gay Lib: It’s Alright Ma (I’'m Only Bleeding),” Gay Sunshine 8, August 1971, 1, 5.
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“exploring homosexuality was political.” 165 Although this extension of politics to the
intimate realms of personal life, sexuality, and psychology owed much to the influence of
the new left and the counterculture, the most proximate source of these ideas was the radical

feminist movement.

165 Marotta, The Politics of Homosexuality, 87.
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Chapter 3: “Honest Self-Discovery”:

Radical Feminism and Gay Liberation, 1968-1976

In Woman on the Edge of Time, feminist writer Marge Piercy’s speculative fiction
novel from 1976, the protagonist Connie befriends Skip, a gay male inmate in the mental
asylum to which she has been committed by her family. The two characters are confined
to the institution for different reasons, but they are united in a shared struggle to maintain
their dignity and autonomy in the face of the authoritarian medical bureaucracy that rules
over their lives, monitoring their behavior and condemning their desires. The stakes are
high: after being subjected to electroshock treatment and conversion therapy, Skip is
eventually lobotomized. Connie, on the other hand, manages to escape—at least in her
mind. Guided by an androgynous messenger from the future, she travels through time to a
utopian society in which gender distinctions, sexual taboos, and the nuclear family have
been transcended, and all forms of social domination eradicated.1 Much of Piercy’s novel
describes this liberated and egalitarian future, whose citizens chant a slogan introduced by
the Gay Liberation Front: “An army of lovers cannot lose!”

The friendship between Skip and Connie symbolizes a solidaristic relationship
between gay liberation and radical feminism that many gay men, lesbians, and heterosexual
women saw as both desirable and possible in the late 1960s and early 1970s, when both
movements were on the ascent. According to radical gay men in New York City in 1970,

the two struggles were so “closely related... that neither [could] be fully understood

1 Marge Piercy, Woman on the Edge of Time (New York: Fawcett Crest, 1984).
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without reference to the other.”2 Two years later, the leshian feminist critic Jill Johnston
echoed this somewhat hyperbolic statement with one of her own, writing: “Gay liberation
cannot be considered apart from women's liberation... Gay liberation is in reality a feminist
movement. The oppression of women is pivotal in the strategy and goals of the gay sexual
revolution.”s

Radical feminists and gay liberationists did articulate a shared analysis of sexual
repression and recognized a common interest in abolishing the patriarchal family and the
“sex-role system” it perpetuated. Moreover, their overlapping perspectives reflected their
experiences living as women and gay men. At a moment when the ideal of the male
breadwinner household was sacrosanct and even heterosexual male bachelorhood was

characterized as devianto, many Americans perceived both female independence and

homosexuality as disquieting threats to the social order.a Women faced conscription into a
family system from which gay men were altogether banished. As the members of
Chicago’s Third World Gay Revolution wrote in their 1971 manifesto, women “are
oppressed by how they fit into the sex-class structure, [but] Gay people are persecuted
because we don't fit into that structure at all.”s

Across the country, radical gay men moved from rhetorical assertions of solidarity
to concrete gestures both large and small, demonstrating for women’s equality, addressing

misogyny within the male-dominated gay movement, and providing childcare for feminist

2 Red Butterfly, Gay Liberation, 13.
3 Jill Johnston, Lesbian Nation: The Feminist Solution (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1973), 183.

4 Stephanie Coontz, The Way We Never Were: American Families and the Nostalgia Trap (New York, NY:
Basic Books, 2005), 35.

5 “Statement by GLF/TWGR,” Chicago Gay Pride, June 1971, Box 55, LGBT Periodicals Collection, NYPL.
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activists (including, on at least one occasion, for mothers testifying in abortion law hearings
in New York State).s In return, several prominent women’s liberationists—most notably,
the author and activist Kate Millett—publicly endorsed gay liberation and worked toward
a strategic alignment of both movements, not as parallel phenomena but as a unified force
for radical social transformation. Meanwhile, lesbians’ struggle for power and recognition
within both the gay and women’s liberation movements during the early 1970s had the
potential to deepen what some hopefully regarded as a “natural alliance” between the two.7

Relationships between male and female radicals both within the gay liberation
movement, and beyond it, were never as free of personal and political tension as these lofty
statements would suggest, however. The strategic unity and mutual regard that many saw
as necessary and logical in theory existed in practice only at certain exceptional moments,
and in limited contexts, for reasons that were largely (although not entirely) structural.
While both gay liberationists and radical feminists attributed their oppression to a “sex-
role system” that instilled habits of behavior and restrictive identities, the gendered terms
of the midcentury family-wage system constructed enduring and profound inequalities
between the sexes.s Even with the caveat that they had to navigate a treacherous legal and
social landscape as employees, tenants, and borrowers, gay men—as men—still enjoyed

far greater access than women to economic independence and the rewards of American

6 Gay Liberation Front Bulletin/News (New York, NY), Vol. 1, No. 4 (January 13, 1970), Box 166, LGBT
Periodicals Collection, NYPL; Hobson, Lavender and Red, 72.

7 “Women-Gay Alliance Takes Theater into the Streets.”
8 See: Alice Kessler-Harris, In Pursuit of Equity: Women, Men, and the Quest for Economic Citizenship in

20m-Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003); Coontz, The Way We Never Were; Self,
All in the Family; and May, Homeward Bound.
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citizenship.o

This chapter charts the evolving relationship between gay liberation and radical
feminism. It begins with the two movements’ near-simultaneous development in the late
1960s, follows their complex convergence and divergence in the early 1970s, and then
concludes with their qualified rapprochement in the inauspicious political context of the
mid- to late-1970s. Because the emphasis of this chapter is on the intellectual history of
radicalism, it builds on the previous two chapters both by examining how postwar
discourses of the self—psychoanalytic, humanistic, and others—gave similar shape to the
politics of gay and women’s liberation, and by tracing the origins of both movements in
the new left of the 1960s.

Gay liberation emerged only slightly later than women’s liberation and mirrored it
in several fundamental respects.i0 Both movements included influential cadres of leftists
who had previously been involved in antiwar and antiracist politics but became
disillusioned with a heterosexual male leadership that they viewed as misogynistic and/or
homophobic.11 Despite their hostility to the new left, these women and gay men retained
9 See: Canaday, The Straight State. Nancy Fraser describes gender as “a compound of both status and class”
that is both economically and culturally constituted, and characterizes sexual identity, by contrast, as
constituted within the relations of recognition (i.e. culture), rather than the political-economic system. As this
history shows, however, institutionalized homophobia imposes significant material costs on gays and leshians

(Nancy Fraser, Fortunes of Feminism: From State-Managed Capitalism to Neoliberal Crisis [New York:
Verso, 2013], 163, 183).

10 While certain events in the early 1960s—such as the publication of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine
Mystique—anticipated the “second wave” of women’s liberation, this chapter follows the narrative
established by the historian Sara Evans in her formative work, Personal Politics, and sustained by later
scholars such as Ruth Rosen and Doug Rossinow. They identify the movement’s emergence in 1966-68,
when women who had been politicized by the antiwar and civil rights movements began to organize
independently and develop a critical analysis of misogyny and patriarchy. See: Sara Evans, Personal Politics:
The Roots of Women'’s Liberation in the Civil Rights Movement and the New Left (New York: Vintage Books,
1980); Ruth Rosen, The World Split Open: How the Modern Women'’s Movement Changed America (New
York: Penguin, 2006); and Doug Rossinow, The Politics of Authenticity: Liberalism, Christianity, and the
New Left in America (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998)..

11 See Chapter Two; Ellen Willis, “Women and the Left,” The Guardian, February 15, 1969; Marge Piercy,
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many of its assumptions, deepening the notion that “the personal is political” and extending
the ideals of participatory democracy by politicizing sexuality, gender, and the family.12
For radical feminists, as for gay liberationists, these aspects of private life were essential,
not incidental, to social change. Similarly, by redefining individual self-knowledge and
self-expression as political, both groups radicalized the new left’s ethic of personal
authenticity. Both likewise identified psychological alienation as a political problem and
sought to address it through consciousness-raising groups, communes, and other counter-
institutions that simultaneously served as sites of self-transformation and collective action.

Radical feminists and gay liberationists also criticized the sexual revolution of the
1960s for objectifying women and commodifying desire, and distinguished sexual license
from a genuine liberation capable of toppling male supremacy and other forms of
domination. According to the feminist intellectual Ellen Willis, this shared emphasis on
the relationship between repression and oppression, self- and social transformation, made
both movements “logical inheritors of the Freudian left tradition [that includes] such
figures as Wilhelm Reich, A.S. Neill, Erich Fromm, Paul Goodman, Herbert Marcuse, and
Norman O. Brown.”13 Indeed, radical feminist authors who reinterpreted this canon, such
as Shulamith Firestone and Germaine Greer, established a psychoanalytic framework for

“The Grand Coolie Dam,” Leviathan, November 1969; Evans, Personal Politics; and Vivian Gornick, “The
Next Great Moment in History Is Theirs,” The Village Voice, November 27, 1969.

12 “Much of what is today considered the legacy of the new left was worked out most completely, both in
theory and in practice, in the women’s liberation movement” (Ann Hunter Popkin, “Bread and Roses: An
Early Moment in the Development of Socialist-Feminism” [PhD diss., Brandeis University, 1978], 5). See
also: Amber Hollibaugh interviewed by Kelly Anderson, transcript of video recording, January 20, 2004,
Voices of Feminism Oral History Project, Sophia Smith Collection; and Rossinow, The Politics of
Authenticity.

13 Ellen Willis Papers, 1941-2011; Draft Introduction to Return of the Repressed, Unpublished Manuscript,

p. 10, n.d. [1990s], MC646, Box 5, Folder 6, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University,
Cambridge, Mass (hereafter cited as Ellen Willis Papers).
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sexual politics that gay readers would go on to apply to their own circumstances. Against
a conservative psychiatric profession that reinforced gender conventions and sexual taboos
(as portrayed in Piercy’s novel), critical psychoanalytic thought appealed to radical
feminists and gay liberationists by denaturalizing the nuclear family and heterosexuality
while illuminating the psychosexual foundations of political domination.

Despite these parallels, several factors prevented the consolidation of a broad gay-
feminist liberationist politics in the early 1970s. As the base of each movement expanded
and antiwar activity subsided after 1971, the influence of the radical left within both was
diluted. The rise of women’s separatism deepened the gendered fault lines within gay
politics, while lesbian-feminism fragmented the women’s movement on the basis of sexual
orientation. At the same time, a depoliticizing emphasis on women’s
“lifestyle” (or what the historian Alice Echols refers to as “cultural feminism”) reflected
the contraction of possibilities and aspirations on the broader left.14 By the time the
National Organization for Women (NOW) endorsed the struggle for gay rights in 1973,
gay liberationists who continued to adhere to a radical political vision were but a small and
marginal minority.1s Radical feminists, meanwhile, struggled to push women’s liberation
beyond the battle for formal equality as liberal feminists won impressive legal victories
and gathered momentum toward passage of the Equal Rights Amendment (and as the push
for more expansive measures, such as a national childcare program, came up short).16

Against this political backdrop, within the radical wing of the women’s liberation

14 Alice Echols, Daring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in America, 1967-1975 (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1989). These developments had their analog in the gay men’s movement.

15 On the endorsement, see Rosen, The World Split Open, 83.

16 See: Self, All in the Family; and Evans, Personal Politics.
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movement of the early 1970s a deeply essentialist view of gender differences progressively
eclipsed an earlier view of gender as a repressive ideology produced by social institutions.
An anti-sexual discourse that collapsed together notions of masculinity, sex, and
domination replaced an earlier feminist critique of sexual liberation for not going far
enough. This sharp turn toward reified gender categories by mid-decade militated against
the solidarities that took root in the immediate aftermath of Stonewall, when radical women
and gay men had, to a significant extent, acknowledged a common interest. Meanwhile, as
the influence of humanistic psychology surpassed that of psychoanalysis on the left,
attention moved from depth psychology to surface injury and interpersonal relations, and
from drives and repression toward “oppressive” attitudes and behavior. As the historian Eli
Zaretsky notes, the post-Freudian paradigm appealed to the new social movements of the
1970s as it reconceived the individual as unconstrained by biology or history, and thus
capable of achieving “authenticity” and “meaning” by changing her own life. Where the
Freudian Left grounded individual liberation in the struggle between instinct and
civilization and argued that social structures must be changed in order for psychic life to
improve, post-Freudian psychology posited a free-floating self whose liberation depends
on “reconditioning” and sheer will.17

Although it was clear by mid-decade that no “natural alliance” existed between gay
liberation and women’s liberation, an emerging backlash against both movements regarded
feminism and homosexuality as related threats to the American family—and blamed both,

by extension, for national economic decline and waning geopolitical influence. 1s

17 See Eli Zaretsky, Political Freud, pp. 172-183.

18 See Natasha Zaretsky, No Direction Home, 28.
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Symbolically aligned by the organized right, gays, leshians, and heterosexual feminists on
the left remained siloed and largely disorganized. In certain instances—such as the 1977-
78 campaign against the Briggs Initiative (Proposition 6) in California, which would have
barred gays and lesbians from teaching in that state’s public school system—these groups
unified in a strong coalition. Where and when they did so, however, it was on increasingly
unfavorable terrain. Unlike the late 1960s and early 1970s, when “liberation” implied a
radical transformation of private life along the lines envisioned in Woman on the Edge of
Time, the later coalition politics fought an uphill battle to preserve civil rights and expand
formal equality. Anything beyond that was a matter of utopian speculation, better left to

novelists than to activists.

3.1 “The Last and Greatest Revolution”

Radical feminist writers had a direct influence on gay radicals in the period right after
Stonewall. As Allen Young acknowledged: “Much of the ideology of gay liberation is
premised on the writing of women. Books like Sisterhood is Powerful... Sexual Politics...
and The Dialectic of Sex... are basic texts for anyone seeking the revolutionary dimension
to gay liberation.”19 The members of New York City GLF’s Red Butterfly Cell cited “the
literature of various Women’s Liberation groups” in their Marxist analyses of capitalism,
the family, and sexuality.20 On the other side of the Atlantic, David Fernbach recalls that

“the writings of women such as Shulamith Firestone, Robin Morgan, Kate Millett, Juliet

19 Allen Young, Unpublished Draft: Review of Dennis Altman, Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation,
Box 20, Folder 10, Allen Young Papers.

20 Red Butterfly, Gay Liberation, 10.
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Mitchell” were all “popular reading” in the London GLF.21 “[It] was from the more radical
feminist analyses,” adds British historian Jeffrey Weeks, “that most of the ideological
concepts of gay liberation came.”22

Perhaps the single most important feminist text for gay liberationists was Shulamith
Firestone’s 1970 Dialectic of Sex. Firestone wrote in the idiom of the Freudian Left,
identifying exclusive same-sex desire as a distorted effect of the sexual repression
underlying capitalist society. Homosexuals, she wrote, “are only the extreme casualties of
the system of obstructed sexuality that develops in the family.”23 Their exclusive attraction
to those of their own sex “is at present...as limited and sick as... heterosexuality,” she
wrote, identifying “a healthy transsexuality” as the natural orientation of human beings in
a liberated future (not unlike the one described in Piercy’s novel) that would see the
reintegration of the individual personality, as well as an end to the biological family, the
incest-taboo, and all forms of repression and domination.24 Firestone called for women to
assert ownership of their own bodies—seizing the means of reproduction—with an eye
toward a future in which both dichotomized male-female and homosexual-heterosexual
identities were overcome. Her remarks concerning the political significance of
homosexuality, according to Weeks, furthered a view among radical gay men that “the

strategic aim of gay liberation should be a link-up with feminism.”2s

21 Fernbach, “The Rise and Fall of the GLF,” Jeffrey Escoffier Records.
22 Weeks, Coming Out, 196.

23 Shulamith Firestone, The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution (New York: Bantam Books,
1970), 53.

24 |bid., 53-54.

25 Weeks, Coming Out, 197.
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Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics, which appeared the same year as Dialectic of Sex,
also had a profound impact on gay male radicals. Millett, a scholar of English-language
literature, argued that a shared hatred of women and repressed homosexual attraction bound
men together in patriarchal societies, but she was careful to attribute institutionalized
violence and domination to the prohibition of same-sex desire, not its fulfillment. The
“militaristic coloring” of homosexuality in a repressive, patriarchal social order “by no
means [revealed its] whole character,” while the liberation of homosexual eros might even
be structurally linked to women’s emancipation.26

Millett went on to posit a deep structural connection between gay subjectivity and
women’s freedom in her interpretation of the works of French playwright and novelist Jean
Genet, whom she contrasted to Norman Mailer, Henry Miller, and other “sexual ideologists”
of misogyny and male supremacy. Genet’s grim portrait of the criminal homosexual
underworld, she wrote, “mimics with brutal frankness the bourgeois heterosexual society,”
and reveals the centrality of “sexual caste” to “all other forms of inegalitarianism.”27 His
lurid stories and sadistic characters point to the conclusion that

...unless the ideology of real or fantasized virility is abandoned, unless
the clinging to male supremacy as a birthright is finally foregone, all
systems of oppression will continue to function simply by virtue of their
logical and emotional mandate in the primary human situation.2s

For Millett, Genet’s penetrating insights into the nuances and interrelations of sexual and

social power are a function of his pariah status as a homosexual.29

26 Millett, Sexual Politics (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1970), 50.
27 Ibid., 19, 20.
28 Ibid., 21.

29 Ibid., 343.
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This sexual-political interpretation of Genet is even more explicit in a 1969 note that
Millett wrote to Steven Marcus, her dissertation supervisor in the Columbia University
Department of English. “[It] is Genet who gives the most intelligent critique of sexual
politics of any contemporary writer,” she asserted, for he provides “a useful clarification
of the power-relationship between the sexes and a convincing argument as to how it
corrupts.” She continued:

Genet’s novels are instructive of the actual situation between the sexes, as
his plays are an impassioned plea for radical changes in this situation. Genet
saw and understood that the relationship between the sexes is political and
a question of power dominance and submission—saw it with the clarity of
exaggeration in the grotesque imitations of heterosexual behavior of the
homosexual world. He identified with the drag queen because ‘she’ is the
underdog, the inferior, the female, and therefore contemptible. Both his
crime and his homosexuality had convinced Genet that he was just such a
pariah. The homosexual relationship in Genet’s novels, while exaggerations,
are clarifications of the heterosexual political structure. In those of his plays
which have a heterosexual setting, Genet is able to criticize the sexual
politics of heterosexuality directly, rather than through the oblique analogy
of the pimp and the queen. In these works there is a clear understanding that
where the basic one-to-one relationship — that of the sexes, is corrupted by
power, no society can purge itself...30

In short, Millett believed that insofar as it parodied the heterosexual, patriarchal order,
“homosexual art” such as Genet’s served the ends of women’s liberation.31 Her assertion
complemented the view held by certain radical feminists, such as the leshian author and
critic Jill Johnston, of the “contemporary gay revolutionary male” as having relinquished
“his male privilege.”32

Apart from her writings, Millett was among the most prominent public figures to

30 Kate Millett to Steven Marcus, n.d. [1969], Box SP4, Kate Millett Papers.
31 Millett, Sexual Politics, 341.

32 Johnston, Lesbian Nation, 189.

128



advocate for the cause of gay liberation in the months following Stonewall.3s In 1971, she
testified before the New York City Council in support of anti-discrimination legislation.s4
Speaking to a feminist audience in California the following year, she called gay liberation
and women’s liberation the “most radical and basic” of all political movements, stating that
both sought to “revolutionize human relations by eliminating sex role, masculine and
feminine stereotypical behavior, the cage of prescribed sexual identity, conformist
personality, our unhappy past of dominance and subordinance [sic] by sexual category.”3s
Subsequently, in 1973, she described gay liberation as “the vanguard” and “the longest
struggle, the last and greatest revolution,” and praised radical gay men for “fighting against
a patriarchal society and the stereotyping of sex roles.”3s

Both Millett and Firestone characterized the heterosexual nuclear family as the

central unit of the patriarchy, and anchored their analysis in the claim that it socialized

“both sexes to basic patriarchal politics with regard to temperament, role, and status.”37o

33 In the early 1970s, Millett harbored ambitions, that were never realized, of writing a book about
homosexuality from “a radical perspective” (Unpublished Note, n.d. [c. 1972], Box Sl14, Folder:
Homosexuality — notes, clippings, and publications, 1971-1974, Kate Millett Papers).

34 Copy of Testimony Before New York City Council, n.d. [1971], Box S13, Folder: Gay Liberation —
Columbia and Rutgers, 1970-1971, Kate Millett Papers.

35 Untitled Speech, n.d. [1972], Box W4, Folder: Writings and Speeches: Speeches; California Women’s
Political Caucus, typescript and manuscript, 1972, Kate Millett Papers.

36 Susan Paynter, “Kate Millett: Celebrating A Revolution,” Seattle Post-Intelligencer, March 4, 1973, p. G4,
Box W4, Millett Papers; Kate Millett, “State of the Movement,” unpublished speech, n.d. [1973], Box W5,
Millett Papers. Millett also faced public ridicule for discussing her bisexuality in her 1975 memoir, Flying.
Although the book went on to sell 100,000 copies within two weeks of its release, she struggled to find a
publisher for the manuscript (Carol Kleiman, “Kate Millett—One Step Beyond heterosexuality,” Chicago
Tribune, April 6, 1975, 5, Box W4, Kate Millett Papers]. Commenting on the negative critical reception of
Flying, Millett declared, “It’s for the homosexual side of myself that I’'m being oppressed in society. I don’t
remember ever being so hurt by the sadism of this society toward me for being female. It’s a thousand times
worse as a gay person” (Ellen Goodman, “An Author’s Exposure,” Boston Globe, April 1, 1975, 9, Box W4,
Kate Millett Papers]).

37 Millett, Sexual Politics, 26, 33.
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Firestone went so far as to trace all forms of oppression back to the psychosexual training
of the child by the nuclear family. It was sex-role differentiation that conditioned people to
repress their authentic desires and dominate others. If the family were destroyed, she

asserted, “the tapeworm of exploitation” would go down with it. 030

Gay liberationists adapted these ideas, attributing women’s and gay men’s
alienation to the heterosexual nuclear family—and, conversely, defining freedom from the
family as their goal. In their 1970 manifesto, Red Butterfly wrote that “what gay men and
women, as well as others, should demand is freedom from being forced to mold their lives
after a rigid, and strictly historical, family structure.”ss The following year, members of
Third World Gay Revolution in Chicago cited Dialectic of Sex to support their portrayal of
the family as an institution that “denies the magnificent, uncompetitive beauty innate in
everyone's individuality,” and equated homosexuality with the universal erotic and
political potential that it represses.ss Their analysis presupposed that homosexuals escaped
the psychosexual conditioning of the nuclear family, and implied that Firestone and other
feminists overlooked the potential of gay liberation to both weaken patriarchal institutions
and hasten the advent of a liberated future.

As Ellen Willis pointed out late in her life, Firestone, Millett, and other intellectuals
who linked the struggles against women’s oppression and sexual repression were inspired

by the ideas of the Freudian Left.40 Such social theorists as Marcuse, Brown, Goodman,

38 Red Butterfly, Gay Liberation, 10.
39 “Statement by GLF/TWGR.”

40 See Chapter One. See also: King, The Party of Eros; Robinson, The Freudian Left; and Roszak, The Making
of a Counter Culture.
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and Reich, she wrote,
...stood Freud’s libido theory on its head: the familial repression and manipulation
of infantile sexuality that Freud saw as necessary to maintain civilization
represented for the radical Freudians a process of psychological terrorism that
distorted the child’s natural, life-affirming erotic impulse and produced adults
outwardly adjusted to a patriarchal, authoritarian social order, but inwardly full of
hatred.41
Underneath “traditional” politics, the Freudian Left saw the need for “a sexual and familial
revolution.”s2 Far from simply mimicking these male critics of capitalist society, radical
feminists revised their theories by pointing to the necessity of a concomitant abolition of
sex roles. Feminist revolution and the transformation of the libido, they argued, struck at
the very roots of patriarchy, racism, militarism, and all other systemic forms of oppression.
Gay liberationists, in turn, drew on radical psychoanalytic thought—mediated through
women’s liberation—and underscored the idea, first articulated by Marcuse in Eros and
Civilization, that homosexuality represented an emancipatory crack in the foundations of
the social order.43
Feminist proponents of sexual liberation such as Millett and Firestone expressed a
viewpoint so widely shared within women’s liberation that even the lesbian-Separatist
Johnston wrote, in 1972, “I believe with Freud and Brown and Reich etc. that sexual

polymorphous perversity... and all its social consequences is the paradise we most

profoundly wish to recover.” 44 Without diluting their commitment to defeating male

41 Willis, Draft Introduction to “Return of the Repressed,” 5, Ellen Willis Papers.
42 Ibid., 6.

43 See Chapter One: Marcuse, Eros and Civilization, pp. 49-51; and Altman, Homosexual: Oppression and
Liberation.

44 Johnston, Lesbian Nation, 142.
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supremacy, radical feminists outlined a vision of total sexual freedom—not as ancillary to
women’s freedom, but as central to it. Millett, in Sexual Politics, called for “an end of
traditional sexual inhibitions and taboos,” and claimed that a feminist social revolution
would achieve this while abolishing the patriarchy. 45 These two dynamics were
inextricably linked for Millett, and her argument implied that an anti-patriarchal politics
would not succeed if it did not also remove restrictions on the expression of sexual desire.

Firestone was more explicit on this point. Dialectic of Sex is an ambitious dialogue
with the Freudian Left that echoes Brown’s invocation of a return to “natural polymorphous
sexuality” and takes as its point of departure Marcuse’s historical theory of the restriction
of the libido.4s Following Freud in Three Essays on Sexuality, Marcuse had described the
gradual restriction of the erogenous zone, over the course of childhood, from the entire
body to the genitals. Firestone, by contrast, narrated this process as happening in tandem
with a sexual division of labor that assigned certain traits, belonging to humanity in general,
to two distinct sex-castes. Following Friedrich Engels, she argued that patriarchy preceded
class society, and that sexism was the primary oppression undergirding all other forms of
domination. While Marcuse had been concerned with the construction and reproduction of
social reality within individual consciousness, Firestone, as the feminist theorist Juliet
Mitchell observes, interpreted “all Freud's ‘metaphors’ in terms of the literal facts of power
within the family.”47 She treated the family as the source of repression and ideology, but

in so doing isolating it from any exogenous social and historical forces. At the same time,

45 Millett, Sexual Politics, 62.
46 Firestone, Dialectic of Sex, 209.

47 Mitchell, Psychoanalysis and Feminism, 347.
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she reinterpreted the Freudian dialectic of eros and thanatos as a dualistic struggle between
female and male principles. These were significant departures from the Freudian Left
tradition, but by conjoining left-psychoanalytic thought to feminism Firestone nonetheless
paved the way for women’s and gay liberationists who regarded “sex-roles” as the link
between self- and social transformation.

In 1970, the same year that Dialectic of Sex and Sexual Politics appeared, the
Australian feminist Germaine Greer published the equally popular book, The Female
Eunuch. Greer acknowledged her intellectual debt to Brown and Marcuse, whose “brilliant
speculation,” she wrote, signaled an impulse “to make the world whole again.”4s Greer
adopted their liberationist perspective as her critical point of departure, and—Ilike
Firestone—welded it to feminism. For Greer, patriarchal domination had turned sex from
a “form of communication” into a power-play, and diminished the full range of human
eroticism to a limited, genital-centered alienation from the body.49 In a (heterosexual)
feminist echo of Brown’s plea for the “resurrection of the body,” Greer wrote of the need
to “humanize the penis, take the steel out of it and make it flesh again.”so At the same time,
she transcended the heterosexual limits observed by many feminist authors of the time,
praising lesbianism as a “revolt against the limitations of the female role of passivity,
hypocrisy and indirect action, as well as rejection of the brutality and mechanicalness of

male sexual passion.”s1

48 Greer, The Female Eunuch, 113.
49 |bid., 18.
s0 Ibid., 113.

51 1bid., 293.
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Less well known than these authors is Laurel Limpus, a sociology graduate student
at the University of Toronto, whose pamphlet, “Liberation of Women: Sexual Repression
and the Family,” articulates perhaps the clearest synthesis of Marxism, psychoanalysis, and
feminism of the time. Limpus argued that women must seek more than freedom from male
domination, and instead take part in a universal struggle to free the libido from repression.s2
Rather than attack individual men, or an abstraction called “maleness,” she wrote, feminists
must analyze psychic structures in relation to the institutions that shaped them, and
contextualize their social function within the political-economic order.s3s For Limpus, this
task demanded a return to Marcuse and Reich, the two theorists whose ideas were most
“crucial for any discussion of female liberation.”s4 Reich’s writings from the 1930s, for
example, had exposed the nuclear family as a mechanism for producing and socializing the
docile labor force necessary to the perpetuation of capitalist society, while Marcuse had
identified sexual repression as the basis of patterns and structures of social domination and
violence.ss

Limpus and her radical-feminist contemporaries inherited a Left-Freudian
discourse of sexual liberation and expanded it to meet the demands of women’s liberation.
Their feminist vision of sexual liberation reached a wide audience across the women’s and
gay liberationist movements of the early 1970s. Even the lesbian feminist Andrea Dworkin,

who would later polemicize against sexual liberation in the harshest terms, began the

52 Laurel Limpus, Liberation of Women: Sexual Repression and the Family (Boston: New England Free
Press), c. 1970, Box 15, Folder 8: Women and Sexuality, Atlanta Lesbian Feminist Alliance Archives, David
M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Duke University (hereafter cited as ALFA Archives), p. 7.
s3 |bid., 8, 14.

s4 1bid., 14.

s5 1bid., 10.
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decade living in a Reichian commune whose members (including Greer) viewed
pansexuality and sexual openness as the antidotes to domination.ss In this moment, women
and gay men both experienced the acknowledgement of their sexual desires as
emancipatory. As the British feminist Sheila Rowbotham wrote in 1969: “The exploration
of our own sexuality is a crucial factor in the creation of a revolutionary female
consciousness.”s7 In consciousness-raising groups and through the circulation of essays
such as New York feminist Anne Koedt’s “The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm,” women
overcame their socially enforced sense of shame and embarrassment regarding sex and the
body. Apart from its relationship to political structures beyond the self, the term “liberation”
referred to this process of un-learning the ingrained behaviors to which women adhered

(whether consciously or not) and of reclaiming their authentic, embodied, desiring selves.

3.2 Consciousness-Raising and Humanistic Psychology
Notwithstanding the influence of the Freudian Left on radical feminism and gay
liberation, neither movement was heir to a single intellectual tradition. While Greer,
Firestone, and Limpus championed the critical psychoanalytic thought of Marcuse, Reich,

and Brown, other women dismissed psychoanalysis as a pseudo-scientific discourse that
functioned “to contain and divert feminist demands.”sso Millett, for one, called it “beyond

question the strongest individual counterrevolutionary force in the ideology of sexual

b

politics during the [twentieth century]” and argued that Freud’s work had served “to

56 Allyn, Make Love, Not War, 222, 224.
57 Sheila Rowbotham, Woman'’s Consciousness, Man’s World, (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1973), 36-37.

58 Steve Dansky, “God, Freud, Daddy, and Us Faggots,” Faggotry No. 1 (1972), 11, Box 1, Ted Rauch Papers.
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rationalize the invidious relationship between the sexes, to ratify traditional roles, and to
validate temperamental differences.” s9 New York’s Radicalesbian Health Collective
meanwhile denounced Reich as an apologist for heterosexist patriarchy whose theories
stipulated that “a woman’s role is to relate sexually to a man.”eo

Gay men and lesbians had particular reason to doubt the utility of a psychoanalytic
discourse that had become hegemonic in the mental health professions by midcentury, and
which gave the official imprimatur to their pathologization.s1 A Manhattan psychoanalyst
reputed to be “one of the few acknowledged experts on lesbianism” expressed the
conventional clinical perspective on homosexuality in a 1971 New York Times interview
in which he called lesbians “abnormal” and attributed their same-sex attraction to
“puritanical, overly possessive, close-binding and covertly seductive” fathers.e2 As if to
highlight the absurdity of these opinions, another clinician quoted in the same article put
forward the opposite etiology of lesbianism, attributing it to “hostile, exploitative, detached
and absent” fathering!e3

Gay and women’s liberationists alike understandably reviled and feared the

accredited “experts” who espoused such theories and used them to diagnose, treat, and

s9 Millett, Sexual Politics, 178.

60 Radicalesbians Health Collective, “Lesbians and the Health Care System,” in Out of the Closets, eds. Jay
and Young, 130. “Reich’s homophobia and Marcuse’s blandness about gender made these [authors’]
passionate reconstructions of the Freudian heritage likewise suspect” (Ann Snitow, Christine Stansell, and
Sharon Thompson, introduction to Powers of Desire: The Politics of Sexuality [New York: Monthly Review
Press, 1983], 36.)

61 On this point, see Herman, The Romance of American Psychology, and Herzog, Cold War Freud. A
burgeoning psychological literature in the 1950s both denied women’s agency and reinforced sexual and
familial norms (Coontz, The Way We Never Were, 39).

62 Judy Klemesrud, “The Disciples of Sappho, Updated,” New York Times Magazine, March 28, 1971, 42.

63 Ibid., 44.
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eradicate sexual “deviancy.” Many viewed psychoanalysis as a mechanistic language of
reductive categories that reinforced unjust power relations between men and women and
stigmatized nonprocreative sexuality. Liberation, in contrast, indicated the freedom to tell
one’s own story, which first required being able to acquire authentic and direct self-
knowledge, free from the distorting lens of the (typically male) analyst. As the women of
San Francisco Redstockings announced in March of 1970: “Our politics begin with our
feelings. Feelings are a direct response to the events and relationships that we experience;
that’s how we know what’s really going on.”s4 They continued:

Women have been punished for their feelings historically, whether

burned as witches or, more recently, locked up in punitive institutions

and labeled mentally ill, threatened with rape, isolation, and death.

Information derived from our feelings is our only reliable information;

and our political analysis can be trusted only so long as it does not

contradict our feelings.ss

Feelings were at the center of consciousness-raising, or “C-R,” which Vivian Gornick

celebrated as “the most accessible introduction to the women's movement and the most
powerful technique for feminist conversion known to the liberationists.”ss C-R groups
were “the heart and soul” of feminism (and of gay liberation as well). “It is here,” Gornick

marveled, “that the soul of a woman is genuinely searched and a new psychology of the

self is forged.”s7 At least in theory, by offering participants the chance to share their

64 Charlotte Bunch Additional Papers, 1944-2010; San Francisco Redstockings, Untitled Document, March
21, 1970, MC 708, Carton 2, Folder 59: Redstockings (1969-1970), Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute
(hereafter cited as Charlotte Bunch Additional Papers).

65 Ibid.

66 Vivian Gornick, “Consciousness” (first published in The New York Times, Jan. 10, 1971), in Essays in
Feminism (New York: Harper & Row, 1978), 49.

67 Gornick, “Consciousness,” 53. Specifically gay C-R groups formed in California and New York before
Stonewall (Wolf, The Lesbian Community, 65).
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personal experiences and emotions without judgment, consciousness-raising endowed
them with an awareness of their shared oppression and a sense of solidarity and collective
empowerment. C-R also functioned as an antidote to official psychotherapy in enabling
members of oppressed groups to liberate themselves from false narratives. As one gay

29 ¢¢

men’s C-R collective explained: “we...redefine ourselves in our own terms,” “evolve a
politics out of our experience,” and construct a “collective consciousness,” thus
overcoming isolation and passivity.es

Although feminists and gay liberationists presented C-R as “a catalyst toward
politicization” rather than a therapeutic exercise, in practice it resembled the techniques of
humanistic psychology, especially Carl Rogers’s model of the “encounter.”’ss New York
Radicalesbians’ guide to C-R included the firm disavowal: “Things Consciousness Raising
Groups Are Not: 1. A rap session. 2. An encounter group. 3. A therapy session.”70 One
male consciousness-raising collective added: “CR and psychotherapy are poles apart in
their methods and purposes, and in their basic assumptions.”71 Nonetheless, they admitted,
“we in CR borrow the techniques of encounter groups to help us express our feelings when

we have problems relating.”72 The appeal of Rogersian therapy to these groups lay in its

stress on the equality of the therapist and patient and in its conception of therapy as the co-

68 “On Our Own: Gay Men and Consciousness Raising,” Motive 32, no. 2 (1972): 49-51.

69 Wolf, The Leshian Community, 61.

70 Charlotte Bunch Papers, 1967-1985; Lesbian Liberation notes, August 5, 1970, 85-M30—85-M66; T-170,
Carton 2, Folder 59: NYC Radicalesbians, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute (hereafter cited as
Charlotte Bunch Papers). See also: Lee Walker, “A Quick Rundown on Feminist Consciousness-Raising
Groups,” n.d. [c. 1973], Box 14, Folder 2: “Consciousness-Raising,” ALFA Archives.

71 “On Our Own: Gay Men and Consciousness Raising.”

72 Ibid.
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creation of an authentic life distinct to each individual. In contrast to psychoanalysts,
humanistic psychologists did not refer to unconscious motivations, instinctual drives, or
fixed biographical facts; instead, they affirmed the patient’s feelings in order to restore her
sense of control over her own life.73 For women and gay men seeking to “develop [their]
capacity to be aware of [their] feelings” and recognize them as “valid,” then, these post-
Freudian ideas of self-determination could be a powerful tool.74 Like the encounter, the C-
R group eschewed any notion of expertise and aspired to be “a true functioning democracy
with no leaders.”7s “Everyone is considered equal to everyone else,” added another author.
“There is no hierarchy of power, prestige, expertise or intelligence. Equality is a basic
precept of most successful c-r groups.”76 The egalitarian model of the C-R group thus
reflected the anti-authoritarian sensibility shared by the new left, radical feminism, and gay
liberation, and at the same time facilitated the spread of an ideal of the self as flexible,
transparent, and capable of choosing and acting independently.

The centrality of consciousness-raising to gay and women’s liberation further
underscores the importance of psychological domination and alienation to how both
movements conceived of their politics. In her 1970 pamphlet, Woman and Her Mind: The
Story of Daily Life, the radical feminist Meredith Tax detailed the psychological

dimensions of women’s oppression. Making explicit reference to “existential psychology”

73 See Chapter One. On the relationship between humanistic psychology and feminism, see Kirsten Swinth,
Feminism’s Forgotten Fight: The Unfinished Struggle for Work and Family (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2018), 38. See also: Grogan, Encountering America; Herman, The Romance of American
Psychology; and Petigny, The Permissive Society.

74 San Francisco Redstockings, Untitled Document.

75 “On Our Own: Gay Men and Consciousness Raising”
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and the writings of R.D. Laing, Tax described women in patriarchal society as “so
systematically deprived of an ego that they must constantly refer to a mirror, to their
physical presence, to reassure themselves that they are actually there, still in one piece.”77
The woman is forced to conform to an impossible ideal of femininity; her mind is a
collection of roles and poses, a confusion of “four conflicting selves” rather than “one
integrated self.”’7s Gay liberationists painted a similar picture of the “fragmentation of the
self,” and lamented “patterns of alienation” among gay men.79

By elucidating these problems as shared and social, rather than individual traumas
or failings, consciousness-raising was intended to connect the subject’s inner life to politics.
The ostensible purpose of C-R was both “to provide a chance for self-awareness and
growth that is not duplicated for gay people anywhere else in society” and develop new
patterns of social behavior that would radiate outward and scale up into a full cultural
revolution. so Participants in lesbian C-R groups analyzed their childhoods, family
relationships, and interpersonal conflicts as effects of the sex-role system.s1 A gay male

collective in Chicago reported that C-R enabled them to “understand sexist oppression in

77 Meredith Tax, Woman and Her Mind: The Story of Daily Life (Boston: New England Free Press, 1970),
10.

78 Ibid., 19.

79 “Statement by GLF/TWGR.” See, for example: Nick Benton, “David,” in The Gay Liberation Book, eds.
Len Richmond and Gary Noguera (San Francisco: Ramparts Press, 1973).
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a concrete, personal way.”s2 For Karla Jay, close scrutiny of her upbringing revealed the
workings of patriarchy on her psyche and encouraged her to view C-R as a means of
“develop[ing the] knowledge [necessary] to overthrow male supremacy.”s3 Many gay men
also experienced C-R as an “intellectual awakening”: speaking openly about their trauma
and their forbidden desires, often for the first time in their lives, was “an incredibly
empowering experience” that created an “insoluble bond” among them.s4

Still, those insights did not always yield clear political conclusions. Commenting
on his experience within C-R, one frustrated liberationist posed the rhetorical question:
“What do I do with this information?”ss That there existed a relationship between
psychological alienation and political structures was clear enough, but C-R seemed to offer
therapeutic redress to problems that demanded collective social action. Sometimes, by
placing sensitive personal information in the wrong hands, consciousness-raising could be
used to manipulate participants into conformity and subjection. “One's consciousness was
not sufficiently raised,” gay activist Peter Fisher wrote, “if one did not see the absolute
necessity for revolution or did not embrace the ideological dictates of those who dominated
the CR groups.”ss Most importantly for gay liberationists, C-R groups tended to be gender-
segregated, which had the overall effect of magnifying the differences in gay men’s and

82 “New Gay Way,” Chicago Gay Alliance Newsletter, Vol. 1, No. 11 (December 1971), Box 1, Ted Rauch
Collection.
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lesbians’ experiences, thus widening an already-significant male-female divide and

compounding the centripetal dynamics within the fractious gay liberation movement.s?

3.3 The “Tug-of-War”: Gender, Sexuality, and Lesbian Feminism

The founding of NOW in 1966 prompted a debate within the Daughters of Bilitis—
the largest lesbian organization in the country—over whether to align with the women’s
movement, or with the homophile movement instead. At stake in this debate was a question
of identity: do lesbians have more in common with other women, or with male
homosexuals? For the moment, the issue remained unresolved; many leshians joined NOW,
but most insisted on maintaining close affiliation with the homophile movement.ss By the
early 1970s, both movements had grown much larger and much more militant, leaving the
leshbian caught, as the middle-aged activist couple Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon wrote, in a
“tug-of-war” that “pulled her in three different directions.”s9 Alienated from a male-
dominated gay movement and frustrated with the heterosexual bias of feminism (whether
liberal or radical), lesbians struggled to find a political home in which their particular
perspective was not consigned to the margins.

Those lesbians who chose to participate in the women’s liberation movement

during the late 1960s faced tremendous pressure to remain in the closet and often provoked

g7 Rita Mae Brown notes that it was through women’s consciousness-raising that lesbians in New York City
GLF, for instance, came to the conclusion that they did not belong among men (Rita Mae Brown, “Take a
Lesbian To Lunch,” Out of the Closets, eds. Jay and Young, 194).

ss Marotta, The Politics of Homosexuality, 231.
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the hostility of other women when raising the topic of sexuality.so While more tolerant
feminists did not view homosexuality as an illness or a sin, few were inclined to give
serious consideration to leshianism as a political issue. Moreover, the lesbian was a threat
to radical and lesbian feminists alike. “The radical woman,” two feminists wrote in 1968,
“is probably more uptight about homosexuality than other women” because she fears being
misidentified as a lesbian herself.s1 Liberal feminists, on the other hand, feared that any
association between feminism and homosexuality might jeopardize the legitimacy of the
women’s movement. In 1969, Betty Friedan moved to purge lesbians from NOW, even
going so far as to accuse them of working with the CIA to infiltrate the organization.92

At the close of the decade, then, gay liberation looked like a promising new start to
many lesbians who were disillusioned with the women’s movement. “Just when I was
giving up hope,” writes Karla Jay, who was in June 1969 a member of Redstockings, “the
Stonewall uprisings happened.”93 At last, she and many others believed, it had become
possible to come out of the closet and build a radical politics around gay and female
oppression.

In the fall of 1969 and into 1970, Jay and many other lesbians in the women’s

liberation movement joined the Gay Liberation Front (GLF). These women initially saw

90 Amber Hollibaugh recalls that “everybody lived in the closet” in the women’s movement, which
“adamantly denied that it was built on women who loved women” (Amber Hollibaugh interview by Kelly
Anderson, transcript, 76-77).

91 Beverly Jones and Judith Brown, Toward A Female Liberation Movement, June 1968, Carton 1, Folder 2:
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92 Allyn, Make Love, Not War, 250-251.
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aspirations” (Self, All in the Family, 177). This statement is technically true in the final analysis, but it misses
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themselves, in the words of New York GLF’s lesbian caucus, as collaborating “with [their]
gay brother” to combat homophobia, making it clear that their work would primarily focus
on “gay issues and gay problems.”ss The precarious unity of gay men and lesbians was
short-lived, however. By early 1970, GLF women in many cities had organized their own
caucuses, consciousness-raising groups, and dances. In San Francisco, Gay Women’s
Liberation formed as an independent lesbian organization.es In Iowa City, a women’s
collective began printing the lesbian-feminist newspaper, 4in’t I A Woman? And on May
1st, GLF lesbians in New York disrupted the Second Congress to Unite Women with an
impromptu teach-in on homophobia in the women’s movement. The activists sported pink
t-shirts identifying them as the “Lavender Menace,” Friedan’s term for the lesbian minority
within NOW. 9 Their protest sent a shockwave through the women’s movement,
precipitating a rapprochement between lesbians and heterosexual women and,
subsequently, an exodus of women from gay organizations.s7

Another key turning point in the relationship between lesbians and the women’s
movement occurred in December 1970, when Time magazine revealed Kate Millett’s
bisexuality and declared that the disclosure would “discredit her as a spokeswoman for her

cause, cast further doubt on her theories, and reinforce the views of all those who routinely

94 Gay Liberation Front Women (New York City), “Lesbians and the Ultimate Liberation of Women,” in Out
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dismiss all liberationists as lesbians.”ss In response, nine prominent feminists called a press
conference at which they affirmed their solidarity with Millett and all of their “homosexual
sisters”—much to the consternation of Friedan, who claimed that their statement “did not
represent the majority of women in the movement.”s “Trying to equate lesbianism with
the women’s liberation movement,” Friedan warned rather disingenuously, “is playing into
the hands of the enemy.”100 But she was too late; the tide had already begun to turn.

As the women’s movement increasingly embraced lesbians, the male bias of the
gay movement pushed them out. After the initial excitement following Stonewall, their
enthusiasm rapidly waned. One New York woman denigrated gay liberation as “a Gay
man’s movement [...in which lesbians] would be overtly and covertly ignored.”101 Indeed,
regardless of their stated beliefs or intentions, many gay men harbored sexist assumptions
and reflexively excluded women from political work.102 As early as the fall of 1970,
lesbians in the Washington, D.C. GLF had all left the organization out of frustration with
meetings that were “dominated by males and heavy in chauvinistic overtones.”103 Later
that year, longtime lesbian activist Del Martin published an influential open letter
announcing her departure from a homophile movement that had failed, in her view, to treat

women as equals.104 For their part, many gay men felt that they shared little in common
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with people of the opposite sex and were glad to see them go.10s Those who disagreed were
powerless to stem the hemorrhaging of women from the young and volatile movement.
Having been told “women must form their own group in order to experience the liberating
process,” male liberationists in Washington, D.C., for instance, lamented that “there is little
the GLF brothers can do.”106 Meanwhile, the growing absence of lesbians from the gay
movement only intensified its emphasis on male homosexuality.107

Regardless of gay men’s attitudes toward women, some lesbians argued that their
political needs and goals were simply different. Lesbians tended to enjoy less disposable
income and financial stability, and so prioritized economic concerns that rarely figured in
male-dominated gay politics.10s As several lesbian feminists in Buffalo, New York, pointed
out in April 1973, mothers’ custodial rights, welfare rights, and a host of issues specific to
working-class women were too often absent from a gay liberation agenda that usually
stressed sodomy laws and other items “that do not directly affect lesbians.”109

The progressive separation of gay male and lesbian social worlds in the early 1970s
also contributed to their political disaffiliation. While the new openness after Stonewall
enabled a visible gay male consumer market to develop, leshians formed a distinct

subculture that largely eschewed commercialized leisure.110 Relatedly, lesbians and gay
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men also brought different perspectives to sexuality. After decades in which male
homosexuality had been policed and pathologized, gay men’s most common demand was
the negative freedom to be left alone, free of state surveillance and persecution. To
uncharitable feminist critics, gay men only cared about the “freedom to have uncommitted
sexual experiences.”111 Lesbians, by contrast, tended to be more skeptical of the claims of
sexual liberation and took a dim view of gay male sexual culture, condemning gay men for
thinking of “freedom only as the right to define themselves and other men as sexual
objects.”112 By 1972, Jeanne Cordova complained, Los Angeles’s annual Christopher
Street Liberation Day had become a “gay male birthday,” an opportunity for men to flaunt
their sexuality in a manner that left women feeling insulted and irrelevant.113 While lesbian
feminists endeavored to replace “the male order of hierarchical relationships [...with]
egalitarian structures of shared power,” she wrote, gay men simply demanded “the freedom
to fuck whenever, and whomever, and as much as possible.”114

As gay men in San Francisco and New York amassed a certain amount of political
power over the course of the 1970s, many lesbians began to feel as though they were falling

behind in a competitive struggle for resources and recognition.11s Facing disadvantages
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that men never encountered, they did not see themselves reflected in what the historian
Robert O. Self describes as the “new homosexual citizen” of the decade.116 Gay men were
“false allies” who had “a great deal of privilege to lose by a complete liberation of
women.”117 Male solidarity would always outweigh gay solidarity. The best that could be
said about gay men was that they were “the most harmless of males,” but in the end they
would always remain indifferent to the needs of women. 118

As lesbians joined the feminist movement in the early 1970s, they increasingly saw
gay men simply as men, and thus as enemies of women’s liberation. Although gay men
initially appeared to be “incipient allies... because of their own oppression under sexism,”
explained Robin Morgan, they had eventually shown themselves to be every bit as
“patriarchally trained” as their heterosexual peers.119 Speaking at the 1972 West Coast
Feminist Conference in Los Angeles, Morgan characterized the “the lighthearted
lustfulness of gay lib” as inherently misogynistic, and denounced the GAA for screening
straight “stag” films at their dances. Men and women, she added, were affectively and
sexually constituted in opposite ways. Gay men valued “genital sexuality, objectification,
promiscuity, non-emotional involvement, and tough invulnerability.” Women, by contrast,

“placed greater trust in love, sensuality, humor, tenderness, strength, commitment.” 120

116 Self, All in the Family, 85.
117 Silverwoman, “Finding Allies,” 5.
118 Johnston, Lesbian Nation, 91.

119 Robin Morgan, “Lesbianism and Feminism: Synonyms or Contradictions?” The Second Wave: A
Magazine of the New Feminism, Vol. 2, No. 4 (1973).

120 Morgan, “Lesbianism and Feminism.”
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With so little in common, she contended, lesbians should not even identify themselves as
“gay,” since the term was “trivializing, male-invented, and male-defining.”121

Relations between gay men and lesbians ebbed and flowed during the 1970s, and
they also varied by city and region. In March 1972, an Oregon newspaper reported: “Most
of Portland’s activist Lesbians are heavily into feminism. They generally prefer to work
separately from men, whose problems are frequently different and whose attitudes often
reflect their sexism.”122 At the start of the decade, New York City’s GLF included “large
numbers of women” who shared a degree of power with their male comrades.123 In the Bay
Area, however, Mike Silverstein recalled, “very few women [were] involved,” leaving an
essentially all-male movement that was “much more sexist” and unwilling to undertake a
“real confrontation with feminism.”124

Across the country, plenty of individual women bucked the pressure to abandon
mixed-sex organizations. Responding to lesbian separatists, New Yorker Pat Maxwell
issued a plea for restraint: “Our struggle is the struggle of lovers; our quarrel, a lover’s
quarrel.”125 Karla Jay stated in a radio interview that the differences between gay men and
lesbians had been dangerously overstated. Pointing to the need to work together, Jay

cautioned that many of the “problems that may be faced by [male] homosexuals,” such as

121 Ibid.
122 “Gay Organizers Seek Social Change,” Portland Scribe, March 14-20, 1972, 16. “With the apparent
embrace of lesbianism by the women’s movement in the early 1970s, lesbians around the world began

withdrawing from gay liberation in 1972 and 1973,” (Adam, The Rise of a Gay and Leshian Movement, 92).

123 Morgan Pinney, “The Gay Liberation Movement in New York City,” Gay Sunshine 4 (December 1970),
2.

124 Mike Silverstein, interview, IGIC Collection.

125 Pat Maxwell, Letter to the editor, Gay Activist (New York, NY), Vol. 1, no. 1 (April 1971), 6.
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police entrapment, could be used against women as well. 126 Integration was less
controversial in the less radical wing of the gay liberation movement. The 1973 bylaws of
the National Gay Task Force, for example, required that the Board of Directors be
composed of an equal number of men and women—a unifying gesture that anticipated the
eventual, if qualified, reconciliation of gay men and lesbians when repression intensified

just a few years later, precisely as Jay had warned.127

3.4 “The Lifestyle Cop-Out”:
Women’s Separatism and Gender Essentialism
The late 1960s ideal of sexual liberation left little room for either female sexuality
or male homosexual desire. As women'’s liberation turned increasingly militant after 1968,
radical feminists attacked the postwar sexual revolution as unfolding at women’s
expense.12s But as the historian David Allyn notes, their attempt to reestablish sexual
liberation on a feminist basis often “ended up defining it as liberation from sex.” 129

Prominent women’s liberationists such as Robin Morgan, Ti-Grace Atkinson, and Roxanne

Dunbar denounced heterosexual intercourse as rapen, plain and simple, and rejected sexual

126 Karla Jay and Allen Young, interview by Scott Bacherman Gay Break, WMUA, March 20, 1973, audio
cassette, 03351, Karla Jay Papers, Manuscripts and Archives Division, NYPL (hereafter cited as Karla Jay
Papers.

127 Memo from Board of Directors to Members of the National Gay Task Force, Box 11, Folder 3: NGTF
Media, ALFA Archives; Stewart-Winter, Queer Clout, 152.

128 Allyn, Make Love, Not War, 103. See also: Jean Gerhard, Desiring Revolution: Second-Wave Feminism
and the Rewriting of Twentieth-Century American Sexual Thought (New York: Columbia University Press,
2001).

129 Allyn, Make Love, Not War, 105.
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liberation as a cover for male supremacy.13o

If male sexuality could only ever be a form of violence and domination, sex
between women, on the other hand, perhaps promised an authentic liberation. As the
lesbian feminist Sue Katz wrote in her 1971 essay “Smash Phallic Imperialism,” lesbianism
is “a creative non-institutionalized experience,” “formless and amorphous,” defined by “no
set physical goal,” and assigning no priority to any one part of the body.131 Katz opposed
women’s “sensuality” and “physicalness” to male “sexuality,” which implied “alienated
labor” and the struggle for power. Sexuality, she wrote, “means oppression, it means
exploitation,” while leshian sensuality is “a collective experience growing out of
[women’s] struggle,” defined by cooperation rather than competition, equality rather than
hierarchy—and, as such, it points to a “new consciousness.”132

Katz’s idealized depiction of female sexuality elided the complicated existence of
dominant-submissive relationships among women in the lesbian community. More
importantly, her argument rested on an essentialist conception of femininity that conflicted
with the liberationist goal of transcending the “sex-role system.” As Alice Echols points

out, this “cultural feminist” perspective resurrected Victorian-era stereotypes of women as

130 Popkin, “Bread and Roses,” 179. Andrea Dworkin, Catherine Mackinnon, and other prominent feminists
echoed these arguments later in the decade. MacKinnon wrote, “sexual freedom...only liberates the power
of the powerful and will never free what is most in need of expression” and called sexual liberation “the
fascism of contemporary America” (Catherine A. MacKinnon, Feminism Unmodified: Discourses on Life
and Law [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987], 135, 15.) Such an extreme position did not go
unchallenged by other feminists: Ellen Willis, among others, defended a more nuanced position that held
women’s and sexual liberation in tension.

131 Sue Katz, “Smash Phallic Imperialism,” in Out of the Closets, eds. Jay and Young, 260. Ironically, Katz
recast the Left Freudian ideal of polymorphous perversity in a strikingly de-sexualized form. In New York
City, The Feminists, founded by Ti-Grace Atkinson, identified sexuality itself with “maleness” (see Echols,
Daring to Be Bad, pp. 167-184).

132 Katz, “Smash Phallic Imperialism,” 260, 262. Katz’s argument provides further evidence for Morris

Dickstein’s observation that social theorists of the 1960s (and early 1970s) treated sexuality as the “wedge
for reorienting all human relations” (Dickstein, Gates of Eden, 81).
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differently constituted from men—innately emotional, caring, and compassionate—
thereby reverting from socially constructed gender roles to a fixed gendered nature. By
clinging to these gender categories, Echols writes, cultural feminism depoliticized
women’s liberation as its influence grew from the early- to mid-1970s, shifting the
movement’s focus away from the struggle against patriarchal domination and toward the
private fantasy of protecting a “female” essence from the taint of “maleness.”133

Cultural feminists shared with lesbian feminists the common goal of establishing a
separate women’s counterculture free of male influence. Lesbians within the feminist
movement presented their “lifestyle” as a model of women’s dignity and autonomy—or,
put more assertively, “they key to women’s liberation.”134 As women “who did not derive

any aspects of their identity from meno,” lesbians were the very “embodiment of

feminism.” 135 The lesbian life involved “no more games,” no power struggles or
hierarchies. Lesbians’ freedom from heterosexual relations and the patriarchal family gave
them a critical distance from artificial sex-roles, enabling women to build egalitarian

relationships and “construct new selves.”136 Ultimately, lesbian feminists argued that all

133 See: Alice Echols, “The New Feminism of Yin and Yang,” in Snitow, Stansell, and Thompson, eds.,
Powers of Desire, 442-444. Echols argues that radical feminists originally connected sexist oppression to
“the very construction of gender,” and sought to liberate women by attacking psychology, social science, the
media, religion, and other sources of reified gender categories. Indeed, early second-wave feminist scholars,
such as Naomi Weisstein, Kate Millett, Arlie Russell Hochschild, and Alice Rossi challenged the essentialist
assumptions of their disciplines—psychology, literature, and sociology, respectively—and “dissected sex-
role socialization” precisely in order to show “how American society produced a narrow and fixed set of sex
roles” (Swinth, Feminism’s Forgotten Fight, 37). Cultural feminism, for Echols, amounted to a retreat from
this vital project. See also: Chapter Six: “The Ascendance of Cultural Feminism,” in Echols, Daring to Be
Bad.

134 Martin and Lyon, “Lesbians: The Key to Women’s Liberation.”
135 Wolf, The Leshian Community, 5; Abbott and Love, Sappho Was A Right-On Woman, 136-137.
136 Charlotte Bunch and Rita Mae Brown, “What Every Lesbian Should Know,” Motive, Vol. 32, no. 1 (1972),
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women must adopt the lesbian “way of living” for both political and personal reasons. The
only way for women to attain full personhood was to separate themselves from men—and
become lesbians. For women to unite politically, they would need to bond sexually, lesbian
sex being, in Echols’s words, “the quintessential act of political solidarity with other
women.”137 “If we cannot look at another woman,” wrote the lesbian activist Rita Mae
Brown, “and see a human being worth making a total commitment to—politically,
emotionally, physically—then where the hell are we?”138 “[It] is the woman who loves
women,” she added, “who will make the revolution.” 139

To otherwise sympathetic heterosexual women, these arguments smacked of
leshian chauvinism. Radical feminist Vivian Gornick, for instance, recoiled at “the half-
assed notion that the only ‘true’ relationships for a feminist are with other women.”140
Gornick saw lesbians as a pillar of women’s liberation for altogether different reasons.
Writing in the Village Voice in March 1971, she defined feminism as “a declaration of
independence against false descriptions of the self, [...] a protest dedicated to the
renunciation of that falsity and the courageous pursuit of honest self-discovery.”141 More
than independence from men, feminists sought authentic self-knowledge as individuals. In
a culture that for so long repressed women’s sexuality, perhaps no aspect of “the genuine

self” remained more hidden, and more in need of recovery, than sexuality, including

137 Echols, Daring to Be Bad, 217.
138 Brown, “Take a Lesbian to Lunch,” in Out of the Closets, eds. Jay and Young, 192.
139 1bid., 194.
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140 Gornick, “Lesbians and Women’s Liberation: ‘In Any Terms She Shall Choose,
in Village Voice, May 28, 1970), in Essays in Feminism, 74.
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141 Gornick, “Lesbians and Women’s Liberation,” 71.
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lesbian sexuality.142 Feminists, she argued, must fight for every woman’s right to sexual
selfhood. Whether a woman had sex with men or with other women was entirely beside
the point—and so to elevate homosexuality above heterosexuality (or vice-versa) was to
violate feminist principles. “The determination of what the self is, or should be,” Gornick
wrote, “is a matter of individual choice that must be honored by the movement, and
acknowledged as a legitimate reference to the movement's ultimate aims.”143

The “suddenly fashionable superiority of lesbianism” in the women’s movement,
which Gornick lamented, and the related rise of “political lesbianism”—the view that
leshianism was a feminist practice, and not only a sexual orientation—had the ironic effect
of alienating many lesbians, especially older women who were generally distrustful of
heterosexual feminists.144 As one “anonymous authoress” from Chicago complained in
June 1971, young women “from the middle class, chauvinistic, left-led male movements”
opportunistically sought to gain credibility by posing as lesbians, while “genuine” lesbians
had suffered for their desires.14s Meanwhile, heterosexual women were increasingly put on
the defensive and chastised for their failure to completely sever relations with men. In May
1972, the Boston-area feminist Karen Lindsey wrote of a witch-hunt atmosphere in her C-
R group, as lesbians accused heterosexual women of “being counterrevolutionary,

consorting with the enemy, [and...] refusing to face their real sexual selves.”146 In an

142 Ibid., 72.
143 Ibid.
144 Ibid., 74; Snitow, Stansell, and Thompson, introduction to Powers of Desire, 31.

145 “Gay Women vs. Lesbians,” Chicago Gay Pride, June 1971, p. 10, Box 55, LGBT Periodicals Collection,
NYPL.

146 Sally Grier and Karen Lindsey, “Gay-Straight Relations Among Feminists,” Boston Phoenix, May 22,
1972, p. 31, Box 13, Folder 3: Analysis of the Women’s Movement, ALFA Archives.
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ironic reversal, Lindsey reported that she began “to dream of that happy day when [she]
would come out of the closet [she] was never in.” In order to fit in, she wrote, she had
become celibate and tried to appear “if not gay, then at least neutral.” Another member of
the same organization even hid her marriage and children to avoid ostracism, developing
“a feminist life and a private life [that] she kept [...] rigidly separate.” Prescribing a
“Politically Correct” sexuality, Lindsey concluded, was not only personally destructive,
but also corrosive to the feminist ideal of “respect[ing] each woman’s struggle towards her
selthood.”147

Lindsey’s experience was far from unique. In a 1971 survey, 41% of women in the
socialist-feminist organization Bread & Roses identified relations between lesbians and
heterosexuals as their biggest source of tension.14s For their part, lesbians were sensitive to
lingering homophobia in the women’s movement and regarded heterosexuals with
suspicion. 149 Many of them, feeling that feminist organizations did not adequately
represent their particular concerns, formed separate support systems and developed what
amounted to an insular subculture within the broader women’s movement. Heterosexual
women, in return, resented what they saw as lesbians’ cliquishness and fired back at their
claims to be more authentically feminist. After she was criticized for her marriage, for
instance, the influential radical feminist Robin Morgan denigrated lesbianism as a “life-

style cop-out.” 150 Ti-Grace Atkinson went further, calling lesbian feminism a

147 Ibid.
148 Popkin, “Bread and Roses,” 222.
149 See: Silverwoman, “Finding Allies,” 4.

150 Morgan, “Lesbianism and Feminism.”
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“counterrevolutionary” ideology that “merely moves women’s issues from consciousness-
raising groups in the living room to sexual groups in the bedroom.”151

These critiques of lesbian feminism as depoliticizing were echoed in other left-wing
critiques of women’s separatism more generally. For the social critic Christopher Lasch,
attempts to create a single-sex community amounted to a strategy of accommodation that
could only offer a “substitute for liberation.”152 Like consciousness-raising groups, the
lesbian community, at its best, offered a therapeutic form of validation to certain women
and an absence of conflict with men, but its strategic political value was less clear.
Conflicts among women, meanwhile, cast doubt on simplistic but popular formulations of
domination, possessiveness, and aggression as specifically “male” behaviors. Furthermore,
as the sociologist Elizabeth Armstrong notes, leshian feminists judged sexuality according
to arduous ethico-political standards that encouraged women “to police each other’s
lifestyles,” effectively reinforcing the guilt and stigma that many already connected to their
desires in a fiercely heteronormative and male-dominated society.1s3 The conflation of
sexuality with politics, as seen in Katz’s essay and in the very notion of “political
lesbianism,” had the ironic effect of rendering lesbianism “completely unsexual,” as the
activist Victoria Brownworth recalls. By the late 1970s, she writes, the “stultifying,
smothering rhetoric” of cultural feminism had largely exhausted itself, and lesbians
increasingly longed for “the kind of expansive sexuality that gay men were concomitantly

reveling in.”154 Before then, however, cultural feminism and gender essentialism would
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leave an impression on the gay men’s movement as well.

3.5 Male Anti-Sexism and the Limits of Self-Transformation
As cultural feminism gained traction, the idea that gay men were “false allies” to
women replaced an earlier view, held even by lesbian separatist Jill Johnston, of male
homosexuality as an existential threat to the nuclear family, the primary “weapon of the
sexual caste system.”1s5 Radical gay men, for their part, upheld this perspective and cast
their struggle as a structural challenge to the patriarchal order. By choosing “to live outside

2

of masculine and feminine roles,” and deliberately “breaking down sex roles,” they

contributed to the feminist cause. 156 Many gay male liberationists proclaimed their
solidarity with women against “sexist men,” and blamed gay oppression on patriarchy. The
Los Angeles leftist Sandy Blixton wrote, “sexism came out of patriarchy, gay oppression
came through the hatred of women, [as] gay men were considered... an offense to
masculinity.” 157 Still, any theory that presupposed a perfect alignment of gay men’s
liberation with feminism had to contend with the reality that gay men were men.1ss At best,

gay men occupied a contradictory location in the patriarchal order: as men, they were its

154 Victoria Brownworth, “Living Lesbian Nation,” in Smash the Church, Smash the State, ed. Mecca, 103.
See also: Amstrong, Forging Gay ldentities, 144; and Amber Hollibaugh, interview transcript, pp. 124-130.
155 Johnston, Lesbian Nation, 188.

156 “Gay Yoga: On Body, Mind, and Politics,” Fag Rag 3 (Summer 1972), 14-15; Jay and Young, interview.
Martha Shelley described gays and lesbians as “men and women who, from the time of [their] earliest
memories, have been in revolt against the sex-role structure and the nuclear family structure,” and who were
conscious that their very “existence threatens it” (Martha Shelley, “Gay Is Good,” in Out of the Closets, eds.
Jay and Young, 32).
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beneficiaries, but as homosexuals, they were its victims.

One way to overcome this problem was for men to renounce their “maleness” along
the lines laid out by a small but vocal group of gay radicals in New York City and the San
Francisco Bay Area known as the Effeminists. In the summer of 1970, the Effeminists
established communes committed to “nonsexist lifestyles” and the eradication of “male”
behaviors.1s9 Founding member Steve Dansky outlined a utopian program for “de-manning”
in his 1970 manifesto, “Hey, Man,” and declared, “Male homosexuality could be the first
attempt at the non-assertion of cultural manhood.” In cells of three to twelve people, he
explained, “[gay men] will...begin to remould our homosexuality by developing a

communistic sexuality of sharing, cooperation, selflessness and total community.”o To

ensure intergenerational continuity, each cell would adopt and raise homeless male
children, in effect rescuing them from the sex-role system.ieo In practice, those who
attempted to implement these ideas found it impossible to “remould” their sexuality and
swiftly lost interest in Effeminism. As Mike Silverstein wrote in a September 1971 letter,
the anti-sexist men in his Oakland living collective had come to the weary conclusion that
“all relationships among men, are competitions for dominance, power.”161 Voluntarily
committing oneself to a new lifestyle was clearly insufficient to overcome whatever it was
about men, gay or straight, that was incompatible with liberationist principles.
Effeminism was an extreme articulation of a much broader commitment among

radical gay men to changing the attitudes and everyday practices that helped to maintain

159 1bid., 122.
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male supremacy (however quixotic such an effort appeared to many feminists). Even after
the left’s influence in the gay liberation movement crested in 1971-72, an anti-sexist gay
male subculture persisted into the middle of the decade in journals such as RFD, Morning
Due, and Brother. Contributors to these outlets sought to redefine masculinity through
consciousness-raising and “lifestyle,” but many also valorized social reproductive labor—
sewing, gardening, cooking, cleaning, and even championing an expanded role for men in
childrearing. “The area of child care and education, which our culture assigns to women,
is of special interest to gay men,” wrote Allen Young in 1972, noting that a disproportionate
number of them were employed as teachers and daycare workers.162 Beginning in 1973,
for instance, the Portland, Oregon-based liberationist Denys Howard ran a men’s daycare
collective that was explicitly modeled after similar women’s counter-institutions.1es

Gay men like Howard were vastly overrepresented in the small but culturally
influential men’s liberation movement of the mid-1970s, which arose in tandem with
second-wave feminism as a male-led effort to challenge traditional notions of
masculinity.1e4 Their activity ramified beyond the narrow circle of the male anti-sexist
counterculture. Heterosexual antiwar activist Marty Jezer, for instance credited “the gay

movement” for prompting him to “recognize aspects of [himself] that [he] had always

162 Barbara Deming Papers, 1886-1995: Allen Young, “Some Thoughts on How Gay Men Relate to Women,”
n.d. (1972), MC 408, Box 36, Folder 721: Young, Allen, 1972, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute
(hereafter cited as Barbara Deming Papers).

163 Swinth, Feminism’s Forgotten Fight, 47.
164 Kirsten Swinth overlooks this fact in her otherwise illuminating discussion of the men’s liberation
movement, in part because she chooses to emphasize feminists’ pursuit of an “egalitarian balance between

work and family” (Swinth, Feminism’s Forgotten Fight, 45). Because gay men did not form heterosexual
nuclear families, their relationship to this question was altogether different.
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wanted to repress (or wasn’t aware of),” particularly his “feminine characteristics.” 165 Still,
anti-sexist gay men remained largely confined to self-selecting pockets of leftism (many
lived on rural communes), and necessarily cut off from anything resembling a mass
constituency. As in leshian separatist communities, their inwardly focused efforts at self-
transformation tested the limits of prefigurative “lifestyle” politics.i66 A 1975 RFD essay
about ceremonial male dances on an Oregon commune typified the movement’s inflated
sense of its own political import. Men “innocently enjoying the body” and dancing together
“with any kind of affection or eroticism,” the author wrote, “create the greatest threats of
all [to the existing order].” 167

Most gay men, however sympathetic to women’s liberation, recoiled at anti-sexist
rhetoric that suggested they ought to question their desires and somehow eradicate
“oppressive” male attitudes, of which they may not even be conscious. “It is one thing to
urge men to liberate themselves from rigid sex roles,” David McReynolds wrote to the
editors of Morning Due, “and quite another thing to urge men to hate themselves.”168 In
the high-handed moralizing and purism of the anti-sexist left, many perceived a
resemblance to cultural conservatives.i69 As Winston Leyland, the editor of Gay Sunshine,

warned, “we must beware of so identifying with gay women and the feminist movement in

165 Marty Jezer to Allen Young, n.d. [1973], Box 3, Folder 5, Allen Young Papers.
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general that we come to hate gay men.”1700 A repressive anti-sexism, nonetheless, was not

the only possible anti-sexism. As one gay Houstonian observed in September 1972, too
many liberationists had conflated sexist oppression with sexuality itself. 171 Radical
feminists had initially proposed to dismantle the institutions that perpetuated gender roles,

social domination, and sexual repression—not isolate and eliminate “maleness.”172

Conclusion

In the summer of 1976, just after Woman on the Edge of Time hit bookshelves, the
lesbian feminist activist Amber Hollibaugh made a “scandalous” decision: rather than join
the women’s caucus to plan an anti-bicentennial protest in her home city of San Francisco,
she joined the gay caucus instead. Although Hollibaugh’s choice made her the only woman
in the group at a moment when feminism and gay liberation seemed to be poles apart, it
foreshadowed a renewed sense of unity in the face of a growing right-wing backlash. The
experience, she later wrote, changed her outlook on the gender politics of the gay
movement in a way that separatism had prevented her from recognizing, exposing her to
the reality “that there were men committed to struggles against sexism, men who were as

moved by feminism, in their own way, as [she] had been.”173 Like other radical lesbians,
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nuclear family and exploding the assumptions underlying the sexual division of labor. See: Michele Barrett,
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such as the activist and writer Charlotte Bunch, Hollibaugh moved from women’s
separatism to a politics of solidarity with gay men at this moment, as both gay and women’s
liberation were forced to defend the gains they had made earlier in the decade from an
ascendant Right. The following year, she would go on to join the successful campaign to
defeat the Briggs Initiative in California—an effort that mobilized gays, lesbians, and
heterosexual feminists alike.

In the 1960s, Hollibaugh had been an antiwar activist who sheltered draft resisters
and helped them to escape to Canada. She later organized agricultural laborers in California
for the United Farm Workers. Her trajectory reflects the origins of radical feminism and
gay liberation in the new left, the subsequent fragmentation of both movements by the mid-
1970s, and the relative isolation of radicals as each movement expanded and attained a
degree of mainstream legitimacy. Against this political backdrop, this chapter has
demonstrated the close intellectual kinship between women’s and gay liberation, and traced
the evolution of ideas of the self, gender, sexuality, and social change within both.

Transforming gender roles lay at the heart of the liberationist project. But this goal
was no less ambiguous than it was ambitious. At the beginning of the 1970s, radical
feminists and gay liberationists dreamed of abolishing sex-roles and the “system” of
institutions that produced them, especially the family. Firestone envisioned a far-reaching
liberation from all obligations and structures that interfered with the individual’s quest to
become a “whole person,” fully faithful to their authentic desires. She and other radicals
imagined a process of stripping down to an essential humanity prior to the dichotomies of
gender and sexuality. Liberal feminists took a less utopian view, arguing that liberation

from sex-roles could be reconciled with the innovation of a different kind of family, and
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need not entail its wholesale elimination.174 Not all feminists, meanwhile, accepted the
premise that gender is entirely socially constructed, and instead viewed the “natural self”
as sexed. For Gornick, women’s liberation amounted to “the promise of stripping down to
that nature, of the complementary elements in those natures meeting without anxiety.”175
Liberation entailed the harmonistic integration of a fragmented female (or male) self, the
restoration of a bifurcated human essence. In a view that would become more common by
the mid-1970s, cultural feminists and women’s separatists hewed to a much more rigid
gender essentialism and reversed patriarchal hierarchies, naming “maleness” as their
enemy while protecting and promoting a pure female identity.

In their writings from the late 1960s and early 1970s, both radical feminists and gay
liberationists held schools, psychiatry, the family, and other institutions responsible for
maintaining the repressive “sex-role system.” Materialist critics, meanwhile, recognized
that midcentury political-economic arrangements elevated the male breadwinner, confined
middle-class women to the roles of mother and housewife, and rendered working-class
women dependent on men through labor market segmentation and gendered wage
differentials. Gay liberationists and radical feminists responded with a range of strategies,
but in large measure they staked their fortunes on consciousness, establishing decentralized
and volatile prefigurative communities geared toward changing group dynamics and
individual psychology.

As the boundaries between the therapeutic and the political became more porous, and

as liberationists gravitated toward social-psychological theories that hypostatized an
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autonomous self, their initial emphasis on transforming social structures—rather than
attitudes and lifestyles—faded into the background. Their decontextualized focus on
psychic injury presupposed a false separation between everyday life and political economy
and neglected the structural dynamics giving shape to the alienation and oppression of the
individual. Ironically, as Eli Zarestky notes, it also reproduced the patriarchal division of
society into “an outer world of politics and economics, dominated by men, and an inner

world of psychological and emotional life, dominated by women.”17é0 By abstracting the

individual from the conditions that preceded and produced her, and thus refusing any limit
on her development under existing conditions, feminists and gay liberationists, moreover,
avoided difficult questions about a fundamentally voluntarist strategy of social change in
which “transformation of the inner, psychological” was expected to “produce a revolution
in the outer, social and historical.” 177 By the mid-1970s, writes the historian Barbara
Epstein, both movements were committed to “creating new kinds of community and
transforming the culture and consciousness rather than seizing power.”178 In order to better
understand this process, the next two chapters turn to the print culture of the gay liberation
movement, in which the discourse of “liberation” circulated, expanded, and changed over

the course of the 1970s.

176 Eli Zaretsky, “Socialist Politics and the Family,” Socialist Revolution Vol. 4, No. 1 (January-March 1974),
19.

177 Ibid. See also: Jacoby, Social Amnesia.
178 Barbara Leslie Epstein, Political Protest and Cultural Revolution: Nonviolent Direct Action in the 1970s

and 1980s (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1993), 158-159.
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Chapter 4: Out in Print:

The Underground Press and Gay Liberation, 1953-1976

During the late 1960s and early 1970s, thousands of gay and lesbian Americans
came out of the closet, transforming their private lives and reshaping public discussion of
sexuality, gender, and the family in the process. The phrase “gay liberation,” invoked by
these individuals to describe the diffuse social movement to which they belonged, referred
to no single organization or unified set of principles. Instead, it denoted a loose network of
informal institutions bound together by a shared commitment to transforming sexuality,
abolishing gendered hierarchies, and remaking the self within prefigurative and
experimental communities that together composed a nationwide radical gay liberation
counterculture. Within this counterculture, few institutions were as critical to the growth
and unity of the movement as the hundreds of small newspapers, journals, newsletters,
leaflets, circulars, pamphlets, and mass-market paperback books that, by 1971, reached
readers across all fifty states and abroad. These publications communicated the ideals and
aspirations of gay liberation at the same time that they helped to expand the movement by
bringing readers out of isolation and into an “imagined community” of other gays and
lesbians like themselves.

A survey of this print culture during the years 1969-1973 confirms the significant
extent to which the politics of gay liberation descended from, and were consistent with, the
broader radical politics of the era. The militant gay movement that flowered immediately
after the Stonewall Riots of June 1969 did not emerge ex nihilo: many of its key proponents

were leading organizers in the antiwar movement, and they recast the new left’s vision of
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participatory democracy in new terms.1 Gay activists drew on Black Power’s language of
cultural separatism and social identity, and adapted a feminist analysis of male
domination.2 As early as 1968, recalls one liberationist, “being queer was a quiet part of a
larger counterculture.”s A nebulous but powerful force, the counterculture intersected with
the radical politics of the late 1960s, channeling a desire, widely shared by young
Americans, for authentic experience and independence from mass culture. In his 1969 book
The Making of A Counter Culture, sociologist Theodore Roszak described how large
numbers of disaffected American youth sought “new types of community, new family
patterns, new sexual mores, new kinds of livelihood, new esthetic forms, new personal
identities on the far side of power politics, the bourgeois home, and the consumer society.”s
Gay liberation spoke to precisely these yearnings for profound self-transformation and
near-total social reconstruction.

On the eve of the Stonewall Riots, a gay print culture had already existed in the
United States for sixteen years.s Unlike the gay press of the 1950s and early 1960s,
however, the alternative newspapers and magazines that were established after 1968
disseminated the political perspectives of the radical left alongside the symbols of the youth

counterculture, encouraging an association between gay identity, social justice, and

1 For more on the relationship between the new left and gay liberation, refer to Chapter 2. See also: Lekus,
“Queer Harvests”; Suran, “Coming Out Against the War”; Kissack, “Freaking Fag Revolutionaries”; and
Hobson, Lavender and Red.

2 For more on the influence of women’s liberation on gay and lesbian radicals, see Chapter 3.

3 Mark Freeman, “Coming Out as a Reluctant Activist in a Gay Maoist Cell Who Mostly Wanted to Get
Laid,” in Smash the Church, Smash the State, 87.

4 Roszak, The Making of a Counter Culture, 66. Roszak is widely credited with inventing the term
“counterculture.”

5 ONE magazine began publishing in Los Angeles in 1953.
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alienation from the core institutions of American society. The men and women who edited,
printed, distributed, and consumed these publications between 1969 and 1973 viewed
themselves as the gay faction of a broader movement for a society free of bigotry,
domination, and repression. Editors strove to eliminate hierarchies between themselves and
their audience, soliciting introspective essays, poems, and illustrations from readers, and
publishing their letters. Both the form and content of the gay liberation print culture offer
a window onto the sweeping ambitions of the movement, and also reveal the complex,
unstable set of assumptions informing the language of “liberation.”

This chapter demonstrates the centrality of print culture to the gay liberation
movement of the early 1970s. As the historian Martin Meeker has written, “perhaps the
most stubborn problem faced by homosexuals over the course of the twentieth century has
been one of communication.”s Forced to hide their sexual identities, and isolated from one
another, gay men and leshians had long turned to the written word for information and
social connection. By the late 1960s, changing attitudes toward censorship and a
democratization of printing technology made possible an expanding, decentralized network
of publications that were explicitly political. 7 These new journals and newspapers
circulated widely, finding their way into the hands of readers across the globe and behind
prison walls, cultivating new solidarities in the process.

Like the underground publications of the 1960s new left, radical gay and lesbian

publications reflected the values of the movement not just in what they published but also

6 Martin Meeker, Contacts Desired: Gay and Lesbian Communications and Community, 1940s-1970s
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 1.

7 In 1968, for instance, Lyndon B. Johnson’s Presidential Commission on Obscenity and Pornography
recommended the repeal of all laws prohibiting the purchase and consumption of sexually explicit material.
See Allyn, Make Love, Not War, 185.
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in their nonhierarchical structure and in unusually inclusive and transparent editorial
practices.s As the main source of a particular set of ideas about what it meant to be “gay”
and “liberated,” the alternative press also established an implicit link between homosexual
identity and the symbols and ideals of the antiwar counterculture. Yet, the expansion of a
gay liberation public sphere after Stonewall—from a small subculture to a mass
readership—coincided with the collapse of the new left. The commercially viable gay
media market that these underground publications had helped to create was soon dominated
by better-funded and professionalized outlets that were far less radical, even apolitical.
Many small-circulation papers folded by 1973, wracked by financial difficulties, personal
animosities, and a pervasive sense of marginality. The exceptional period in which they
proliferated and flourished, lasting roughly four years, remains the high-water mark of the

influence of the radical left on the gay movement.

4.1 Reading Before Stonewall: Gay Print Culture, 1953-1967
Both before and after Stonewall, gays and lesbians inhabited what the sociologist
Erving Goffman, in an influential 1963 study of stigmatized groups, called a “literarily-
defined world,” relying on print culture as their primary means of obtaining information
about themselves and each other.o Unlike open association in bars or public spaces, print
communication carried little risk of exposure. Books, plays, and films portraying same-sex

desire cultivated a sense of gay identity in many readers. Few depictions of gay characters

8 On the underground press and the new left, see: John McMillian, Smoking Typewriters: The Sixties
Underground Press and the Rise of Alternative Media in America (New York: Oxford University Press,
2011).

9 Erving Goffman, Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-
Hall, 1963), 25
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were flattering, but they contributed to an awareness of the existence of other homosexuals
and alerted people to the possibility of a gay community. The Well of Loneliness, a popular
novel by the English author Radclyffe Hall, had a galvanizing effect on many American
lesbians during the 1930s and 1940s.10 In the decades before Stonewall, then, print media
helped to destigmatize homosexuality and collectivize gay identity, giving rise to the
formation of “a self-conscious minority.”11

The first “homophile” organizations formed in the early 1950s: the Mattachine
Society; ONE, Inc.; and the Daughters of Bilitis. By 1956, each produced a monthly
magazine: ONE began publication in 1953, Mattachine Review in 1955, and The Ladder in
the following year. All three publications included essays, reviews, fiction, poetry, and
illustrations, but their primary purpose was to marshal medical and psychological expertise
to dispel public fears that homosexuals might pose a threat to the social order.12 Journalistic
articles in the homophile press, meanwhile, provided gay readers with crucial legal and
medical information.13

Among the most important features of postwar homophile publications was the
inclusion of letters from readers, which allowed emotional, sexual, and political bonds to
form across geographic distances—and in the relative safety and discretion of print. ONE
regularly published a selection of letters in which, according to the historian Craig Loftin,

“[thousands] of... gay people throughout the country (and the world) shared their stories,

10 Rebecca O’Rourke, Reflecting on The Well of Loneliness (New York: Routledge, 1989), 114-142.
11 D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, 114.
12 Ibid., 108-25. For a contrasting view, see: Meeker, Contacts Desired, 47.

13 Ibid., 106-7.
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opinions, anxieties, and joys.”14 The editors of Mattachine Review and The Ladder both
adopted the practice, turning several pages of each issue into a veritable anonymous
message board where readers shared private experiences and unburdened themselves of
their most intimate feelings. By learning that they shared certain experiences and feelings
in common, readers developed a sense of themselves as a community.1s

That community was small but growing. ONE sold between 3,000 and 5,000 issues
per month during the 1950s and early 1960s, distributing a total of 500,000 copies from
1953 to 1965.16 Mattachine Review and The Ladder each sold less than half that number,
but individual copies circulated widely among far more individuals than made purchases.17
Many people, in fact, refused to subscribe out of fear that law enforcement would collect
their information (a concern so pervasive that the editors of The Ladder reassured readers
with an editorial entitled “Your Name Is Safe”).18 Few newsstands stocked homophile
magazines, because of the potential for legal trouble and a lack of commercial incentive,
given their small scale of distribution.19 In the face of a rigid censorship regime, homophile
publishers carefully avoided printing anything overtly erotic or politically inflammatory

and eschewed legal action, which was likely to attract public attention.z2o

14 Craig M. Loftin, Masked Voices: Gay Men and Lesbians in Cold War America (Albany: State University
of New York Press, 2012), 2.

15 For a discussion of the importance of The Ladder in particular, see Wolf, The Lesbian Community, 52.

16 Loftin, Masked Voices, 20.

17 Outside of the United States, these magazines were joined by Denmark's Vennen, Italy's Sesso e Liberta,
Switzerland's Der Kreis, France's Arcadie, the Netherlands’ Vriendschap, Germany's Der Weg, and others.
See Meeker, Contacts Desired, 54.

18 Ibid., 92-93.

19 Ibid., 96.

20 Ibid., 55-59.
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Far more popular than homophile journals were the lesbian pulp novels and male
“physique” magazines that began to appear at the close of the 1950s, and which threw up
greater challenges to sexual taboos.21 In the mid-1960s, their publishers, including Clark
Polak of the popular Philadelphia-based monthly DRUM, challenged the censorship laws
to which all gay-oriented publications, including the exceedingly tame Mattachine Review,
had long been subjected, and which had resulted in confiscation and harassment by law
enforcement.22 “Physique pioneers” like Polak were civil libertarians, but their politics
were nonetheless distinctly right-of-center; as the historian David K. Johnson writes, they
were “free-market capitalists who leaned toward supporting Republican candidates for
president such as Senator Barry Goldwater in 1964.”23 Their support for homophile
organizations was rooted in a commitment to protecting their bottom line and their readers’
“right to consume.”24 Physique magazines were commercial enterprises, and they purveyed
a form of objectification that gay liberationists would later denounce.2s

By the early 1960s, mainstream news outlets began to cover the gay subculture that
had grown more noticeable within certain urban neighborhoods. In 1963, both the New

York Times and Harper’s printed interest pieces on the curious phenomenon.2s Although

21 David K. Johnson, “Physique Pioneers: The Politics of 1960s Gay Consumer Culture,” Journal of Social
History 43, no. 4 (2010): 869. See also: Meeker, Contacts Desired, 59.

22 D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, 124-25.

23 Johnson, “Physique Pioneers,” 887. See also: Marc Stein, “Canonizing Homophile Sexual Respectability:
Archives, History, and Memory,” Radical History Review no. 120 (October 1, 2014): 53-73.

24 Johnson, “Physique Pioneers,” 888.
25 Stein, “Canonizing Homophile Sexual Respectability,” 59-60.
26 Meeker, Contacts Desired, 110. See: Robert C. Doty, “Growth of Overt Homosexuality In City Provokes

Wide Concern,” New York Times, December 17, 1963, 1; and William J. Helmer, “New York’s ‘Middle-
Class’ Homosexuals,” Harper’s, March 1963, 85-92. Subsequent examples include: Sidney Katz, “The
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both were riddled with stereotypes, neither article described homosexuality as a mental
illness or a crime. “Homosexuality in America,” an expansive photo-essay in the June 1964
issue of Life, profiled the lives of gay men in cities such as San Francisco and New York.27
The article, writes historian Martin Meeker, was effectively “advertising the city to many
isolated homosexuals nationwide,” transmitting knowledge about places where they could
live differently.2s The June 1964 Life sold out within two days in many locations;
ultimately, it sold 7.3 million copies. Its impact was sudden and stark: for months, the
Mattachine Society was inundated by requests for information from across the United
States and from abroad.29

The mid-1960s also saw the establishment of some of the earliest gay bookstores,
such as Haven, in Chicago, and Adonis, in San Francisco.so In November 1967, Craig
Rodwell opened the Oscar Wilde Bookshop in New York’s Greenwich Village as both a
social alternative to the bars and a venue for political organizing.s1 Gay bookstores in the
late 1960s provided access to the print culture that nurtured a gay social identity and
political consciousness. As physical spaces, they also allowed individuals to emerge from

the anonymity of text—in other words, to come out.

Homosexual Next Door,” MacLean’s, March 7, 1964, 18-38; and “The Homosexual in America,” Time,
January 21, 1966, 41.

27 See: Paul Welch, “Homosexuality in America,” Life 26, (June 1964), 66-80.
28 Meeker, Contacts Desired, 178.

29 Ibid.

30 Onge, The Gay Liberation Movement, 5.

31 Jim Downs, Stand by Me: The Forgotten History of Gay Liberation (New York: Basic Books, 2016), 123.
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4.2 The Underground Press and the Gay Community, 1964-1973

Even as mainstream press outlets continued to report on the gay community into
the middle of the decade, they often struck a note of moral panic that reflected the
conservatism of their readership. The popular 1964 Life article, “Homosexuality in
America,” included the warning: “This social disorder, which society tries to suppress, has
forced itself into the public eye because it does present a problem.”s2 Similarly, the author
of a January 1966 article for Time entitled “The Homosexual in America” wrote that
homosexuality “deserves no encouragement, no glamorization, no rationalization, no fake
status as minority martyrdom, no sophistry about simple differences in taste—and above
all, no pretense that it is anything but a pernicious sickness.”ss By the late 1960s, however,
alternative newspapers that catered to political activists and the youth counterculture—the
“underground press”—provided more extensive, and usually more sympathetic coverage,
and helped to foster militancy within the gay movement.

The staff of many underground newspapers included a significant presence of gay
men and lesbians who would later establish gay liberation print outlets. For instance, the
editors of The Paper, a radical weekly established at Michigan State University in 1965,
included Larry Tate, an openly gay man; Michael “Mica” Kindman, who came out as a
bisexual in 1967; and Will Albert, who came out as gay the following year.sa As members

of the nationwide Underground Press Syndicate, all three men came to know the editors of

32 Welch, “Homosexuality in America,” 66.
33 “The Homosexual in America,” Time, January 21, 1966, 41.
34 “Gay Men’s Collective of the Berkeley Free Clinic,” Bay Area Reporter, July 26, 1972; Larry Tate to Allen

Young, n.d. [1968], Box 2, Folder 4, Allen Young Papers; Michael Kindman and Ken Wachsberger, My
Odyssey Through the Underground Press (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2011), 27-28.
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Vanguard, a San Francisco countercultural newspaper that was explicitly gay-oriented
from its founding in 1966.35 The staff of Liberation News Service, which distributed news
bulletins and photographs to hundreds of underground publications in the United States
beginning in 1967, included both Raymond Mungo—a closeted gay man—and Allen
Young, later an important figure in the gay liberation movement.ss

The relatively tolerant and freewheeling atmosphere of the underground press stood
in sharp contrast to the buttoned-up culture of mainstream publishing. After his arrest for
having sex with another man in Los Angeles’s Griffith Park in 1964, the journalist Andrew
Kopkind was told by his supervisor at Time that he would be fired if he did not “become
straight.”s7 As late as 1969, most major newspapers (and even the yellow pages) refused
to print the word “gay” in reference to homosexuals.3s The underground press, meanwhile,
staked its anti-establishment reputation on violating such restrictions, and aligned itself
with the values and goals of the burgeoning new left. In fact, the printing press was in many
ways the beating heart of the growing antiwar movement during the late 1960s, with

underground newspaper offices often functioning as local centers for political organizing.ss

35 For more about Vanguard, see: Suran, “Coming Out Against the War,” 465-467; and Hobson, Lavender
and Red, 20-21.

36 See: Blake Slonecker, “Living the Movement: Liberation News Service, Montague Farm, and the New
Left, 1967-1981” (PhD diss., University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, 2009); Raymond Mungo, Famous
Long Ago: My Life and Hard Times with Liberation News Service (New York: Pocket Books, 1971); and
Allen Young, “Marshall Bloom: Gay Brother,” Fag Rag 5, Summer 1973, 6-7.

37 Allyn, Make Love, Not War, 149.

38 Karla Jay, Perry Brass, and Michael Bronski, panelists, “Past and Future of the Queer Press,” May 21,
2019, Stephen A. Schwarzman Building, The New York Public Library, New York, NY. In 1973, LGBT
activists were still struggling to obtain permission to place advertisements in major newspapers: that year,
for instance, the Atlanta Journal-Constitution rejected an advertisement from the Atlanta Lesbian Feminist
Alliance (Meeting Minutes, May 6, 1973, Box 7, Folder 2, ALFA Archives.)

39 Parsons, Dangerous Grounds, 93.
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Several underground publications, particularly in California, printed stories before
Stonewall that were sympathetic to gays and lesbians. In January 1969, Marvin Garson,
the founding editor of The San Francisco Express Times, a counterculture tabloid, made
an explicit call for “queer power.”40 In the Spring, the Berkeley Barb covered the firing of
Gale Whittington from the States Steamship Company after he appeared in a photograph
with his lover, Leo Laurence, and reported on the campaign by the Committee for
Homosexual Freedom to have him reinstated.41 In early June, the San Diego Door to
Liberation ran a piece by a staff writer that celebrated gay people for challenging the
“insecurity, guilt, and shame” of “a repressive and conformist society,” and blamed
“societal persecution” for any ‘“neuroses” or “social games” with which they were
commonly associated. While she herself championed bisexuality, describing exclusive
homosexuality (no more than exclusive heterosexuality) as a “hang-up,” the author urged
her readers: “above all, like it before you label it.”s2

The already close ties between the underground press and gay liberation became
more evident after Stonewall. In California, Jeanne Cordova split her time as a staff writer
for the Los Angeles Free Press and an editor of the Lesbian Tide, while the gay divinity
student Nick Benton wrote a regular column for the Berkeley Barb.s3 By 1970, so many

writers at Philadelphia’s Plain Dealer had come out that they changed the name to the Gay

40 Quoted in Allyn, Make Love, Not War, 155.
41 See, for instance: “Gays to Sit,” May 9-15, 1969, Berkeley Barb, 12.
42 Lynne Panico, “Sapphites,” San Diego Door to Liberation, June 5-18, 1969, 18.

43 Coérdova, When We Were Outlaws; Nick Benton, "Berkeley & the Fight for an Effeminist, Socially
Transformative Gay Identity,” in Smash the Church, Smash the State, 207.
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Dealer.sa In 1971, Duncan Aswell, a patrician English professor at Haverford College,
came out of the closet, adopted the name Bill Cutler, and moved to Atlanta, where he joined
the editorial collective of the countercultural Great Speckled Bird.ss And in Detroit, the
founding editors of the Gay Liberator met through the classifieds section of the
countercultural Fifth Estate.4s Meanwhile, underground newspapers—the Berkeley Barb,
Los Angeles Free Press, Philadelphia Plain Dealer, and short-lived San Francisco Free
Press, for instance—were among the first press outlets to publicize the new movement,
effectively serving as conduits for recruitment to gay activist and service organizations.47
They continued to offer a sympathetic perspective. After visiting a GLF meeting in June
1970, for example, a reporter for the Cambridge, Massachusetts-based Old Mole reflected:
“it made me wonder how many people | knew or had known, who | thought were my
friends, but who must have felt they had to hide a whole part of themselves.”ss In

Philadelphia, the underground Free Press provided “extensive coverage to GLF and to the

44 Kiyoshi Kuromiya, interview transcript, 12-13.

45 Jesse Lemisch, “Hotchkiss in the Fifties: Myths and Realities,” History News Network, November 28, 2004,
http://historynewsnetwork.org/article/8588, accessed September 2017.

46 Wayne Pierce, “1970: Year of the Gay,” Detroit Gay Liberator Vol. 1, No. 9 (Feb. 1, 1971), 3.

47 Indeed, the Barb covered the gay political scene before Stonewall. See, for example: “Pink Panthers: Gay
Revolution Toughening Up,” Berkeley Barb, April 18-24, 1969; and “Gays Get Tougher,” Berkeley Barb,
May 23-29, 1969. See also: “I’'m Gay and I’'m Proud: Los Angeles Free Press Gay Liberation Supplement,”
Los Angeles Free Press, August 14, 1970; Marc Stein, City of Sisterly and Brotherly Loves: Lesbian and Gay
Philadelphia, 1945-1972 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2004), 322-332; and “Gay ‘Guerrillas’
Picket Drag Ball,” San Francisco Free Press, November 1, 1969, 1. Many of those who joined the Los
Angeles GLF in its first year learned of the organization through coverage in the Free Press. See:
“Correspondence, 1969-1972, 1976,” Box 1, Folder 11, GLF-LA Records. Ditto, the importance of the Great
Speckled Bird to the growth of the gay liberation movement in metropolitan Atlanta. See: 1973-74
Correspondence to Individuals, Box 3, Folder 3, ALFA Archives.

48 “Gay Liberation: Coming Out,” The Old Mole (Cambridge, MA), June 26-July 9, 1970, 8-9.
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gay movement... including a front and center page issue.”49 As for Stonewall itself, the
definitive firsthand account was written by the journalist Lucian Truscott IV for the
alternative, though not quite “underground,” Village Voice.so

Between 1969 and 1973, alternative publications regularly covered the gay
movement. Some of the first post- Stonewall pieces on gay liberation appeared in
Liberation, the Voice, and the avant-garde literary journal Evergreen Review.si. In
November 1969, WIN magazine, the organ of the War Resisters League, printed a special
gay liberation edition with contributions from Paul Goodman, David McReynolds, the poet
John Wieners, and other gay and bisexual peace activists.s2 As Jim Hayes, who edited the
issue, explained to the editors of The Advocate:

WIN magazine isn’t gay. Nor is it the newest & hottest porno sheet. WIN
is... concerned with love between men, between men and women, between
women and women, between Americans and Chinese, between people and
people, between people and nature. WIN is... a pacifist, radical experiment
and this Gay Scenes issue is going to make history of some kind in the
radical movement.s3

49 Philadelphia Gay Liberation Front Newsletter, Vol. 1, No. 2 (August 9, 1970), William Way LGBT
Community Center Periodicals Collection, 1940-Present, Ms.Coll. 37, Wilcox Archives.

50 See: Lucian Truscott IV, “Gay Power Comes to Sheridan Square,” Village Voice, July 3, 1969, 1. Truscott’s
article politicized many gay liberationists. In a 1976 interview, for instance, Mike Silverstein attributed his
decision to come out and join the Gay Liberation Front community to the Voice’s coverage of the Stonewall
Riots and to reports in the underground press on the presence of gay and leshian contingents at antiwar
demonstrations (Mike Silverstein, interview, IGIC Collection). The Voice had run content in support of gay
rights as early as 1959. See: Seymour Krim, “Revolt of the Homosexual,” Village Voice, March 18, 1959,
12, 16.

51 See: Carl Wittman, “Waves of Resistance,” Liberation, November 1968, 29-33; Carl Wittman, “A Gay
Manifesto,” Liberation, February 1970, 18-24; and Dotson Rader, “Gay Liberation: All The Sad Young Men,”
Evergreen Review, November 1970.

52 See: Bob Martin, “The New Homosexual and His Movement,” WIN, November 15, 1969; Paul Goodman,
“Memoirs of An Ancient Activist,” WIN, November 15, 1969; and David McReynolds, “Notes for a More
Coherent Article,” WIN, November 15, 1969.

53 Jim Hayes to The Advocate, Oct. 28, 1969, Box 10, Folder 36: Win and War Resisters League, 1969-1970,
Advocate Records.
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By 1971, both Jill Johnston, author of Lesbian Nation, and Arthur Bell, a co-founder of
New York’s Gay Activist Alliance, were columnists for the Voice.ss Nonetheless,
alternative newspapers were also among the earliest and most prominent targets of gay
liberation demonstrators. Like the radical feminists who in March 1970 conducted a high-
profile sit-in at the Ladies’ Home Journal to protest demeaning portrayals of women in the
media, gay liberationists proclaimed their outrage against the expression of homophobia in
print. Members of the Gay Liberation Front, for instance, “zapped” the Voice just months
after its landmark coverage of Stonewall, alleging bias in its reporting, condemning the
printing of homophobic slurs, and calling on the publisher to allow the use of the words
“gay” and “homosexual” in classified advertising.ss Even the hip Rolling Stone magazine
was targeted by GLF members in the Bay Area in May 1970, after its editors refused to
publish an explicit account of same-sex eroticism that they had originally commissioned.
Protesters singled out co-founder and publisher Jann Wenner, a closeted gay man, for
particular condemnation, accusing him of not being “up front about his own
homosexuality.”’se

Major media outlets did not escape the wrath of gay activists, either. Early “zaps”
in New York were conducted at the offices of the New York Post, New York Times, Time,

54 “[Since] the end of 1970, the Village Voice has become a major forum in which gays discuss their
homosexuality” (Altman, Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation, 40).

55 Stuart Byron, “The Closet Syndrome,” in Out of the Closets, eds. Jay and Young, 64. On “zaps,” see:
Marotta, The Politics of Homosexuality, Part Two; and Teal, The Gay Militants. “Zaps” were the preferred
gay liberationist term for disruptive actions that drew public attention to homophobia in established medical,
psychiatric, journalistic, and religious institutions; see Arthur Evans, “How to Zap Straights,” in The Radical
Reader: A Documentary History of the American Radical Tradition, eds. Timothy Patrick McCarthy and
John McMillian (New York: The New Press, 2003), 593-595. See: “GLF Zaps the Voice,” Gay Liberation
Front Newsletter (New York, NY), n.d. [1970], Box 4, Folder 45, Advocate Records.

56 Konstantin Berlandt, ““My Soul Vanished from Sight’: A Saga of Oppression and Gay Liberation,”
Liberation News Service 267 (June 24, 1970), 11. Wenner would announce that he was gay in 1995.
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and Harper'’s, as well as the NBC and ABC television networks. One activist recalls that a
reporter from an unspecified established news magazine was unceremoniously ejected
from an NYC-GLF meeting on principle.s7 But the perception that even alternative and
underground media did not adequately or fairly represent homosexuals convinced many
gay journalists to start their own publications. As one activist wrote in 1971, echoing the
cultural separatism of Black Power and women’s liberation: “It is only through the
development of media controlled by gay people that an accurate picture of the gay world
can be presented.”ss A press run by gay people and intended exclusively for gay readers

was necessary to cultivate and disseminate “the new homosexual consciousness.”’s9

4.3 The Making of the Gay Liberation Public Sphere, 1969-1972
The written word was critical to the spread of the gay liberation movement in the
wake of the Stonewall Uprising. eo As political manifestoes, personal narratives,
journalistic reports, and scholarly essays went to press and circulated within a growing gay
public sphere, one scholar writes that “coming out of the closet... [came to mean], as a
literary and political act, going into the typesetting room.”s1 By 1971, the underground gay
liberation press had grown from a handful of publications, based in a few major cities, into

a robust nationwide network of small-circulation newspapers, magazines, and newsletters.

57 Jay, Brass, and Bronski, panelists, “Past and Future of the Queer Press.”
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These publications benefited from the earlier efforts of the Mattachine Review, The Ladder,
and ONE to challenge the midcentury censorship regime and to establish stable
communication networks between homosexual individuals across geographic and social
distance. The anti-authoritarian sensibility, editorial practices, and aesthetics of these
publications all reflected the influence of the broader counterculture and the new left print
culture.e2 At the same time that they constructed new and larger communication networks,
these print outlets also disseminated the values of the antiwar movement, women’s
liberation, and the youth counterculture—in so doing, establishing symbolic linkages
between gay identity and the cultural and political left. As one Bay Area activist declared:
“We must look to each other and our ‘people’s’ media like ‘Gay Sunshine’ not to [Dick]
Cavett or the [San Francisco] Chronicle. They are controlled by the man.”e3

New York’s Come Out, one of the first gay liberation newspaper to surface after
Stonewall, is a case in point. Lois Hart, a key member of its editorial collective early on,
had been a disciple of Timothy Leary and the Indian mystic Meher Baba before joining
Redstockings, the radical-feminist organization—and, subsequent to that, New York’s Gay
Liberation Front.e2 Due to her outsized influence, according to fellow editor Perry Brass,
“every meeting [...] turned into a consciousness-raising session about women, lesbianism,
and patriarchy.”ss Like many of the gay newspapers established in this period, Come Out

had a scrappy, rough appearance and an irregular publishing schedule. Each issue was,

62 See: Meeker, Contacts Desired, 55, 59, 106-7.
63 Morgan Pinney, “Up Against the Wall,” Gay Sunshine 5 (January 1971), 8.
64 Kissack, “Freaking Fag Revolutionaries,” 114; Downs, Stand By Me, 120.

65 Perry Brass, "Sisters and Brothers: A Writer Hungering for Family Finds GLF,” in Smash the Church,
Smash the State, 130.
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Brass writes, “rife with politics, screeds, positions, calls to action, personalities and
viewpoints, the buzzed-out underground artwork of the period, poetry and stories. In it, the
Underground met the queer-sexual New Left, and it flowered.”ss Although only 3,000-
4,000 copies were printed per issue, the newspaper is estimated to have reached more than
100,000 readers.s7

The editors of many of the new gay liberation newspapers—such as Boston’s Fag
Rag, San Francisco’s Gay Sunshine, and Los Angeles’s Lesbian Tide—had strong ties to
the anti-war, anti-imperialist, and women’s liberation movements, and covered them
alongside topics of particular interest to the gay community.es The overwhelmingly
socialist staff of Detroit’s Gay Liberator, meanwhile, was especially attuned to the labor
movement, black radical politics, and revolutionary movements in Latin America.s9 Across
town from Come Out, the members of a GLF commune published Gay Flames, a free,
revolutionary anarchist paper for New York’s homeless queer youths and sex workers.7o
In Philadelphia, another commune (and safe house for draft resisters) published

Radicalqueens, a similar propaganda outlet directed toward the same populations.71

66 Ibid., 129.
67 Ibid., 131. Jay, Brass, and Bronski, panelists, “Past and Future of the Queer Press.”

68 See, for example: “A Gay Guide: Beating the Draft”; “Vietnam: A Feminist View,” Gay Sunshine 13 (June
1972); Young, “Cuba Si?”; and Cordova, “Gays Out Front at Anti-War Convention.”

69 See, for example: Wayne Pierce, “Gays in Cuba: A Detroit Socialist Responds,” Detroit Gay Liberator,
October 1970, 4-5; and “Sexism and the Panthers,” Detroit Gay Liberator Vol. 1, No. 5 (December 1970),
6.

70 Jason Serinus, “From the Closets of New Haven to the Collectives of New York GLF,” in Smash the
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71 Cei Bell, “The Radicalqueens Trans-Formation,” in Smash the Church, Smash the State, 122.
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In keeping with these revolutionary political commitments, many underground
newspapers strived to open up the editorial process to the scrutiny and participation of the
community. In their “Unmanifesto” (inspired by the anarchist Living Theatre’s Seven
Meditations on Political Sado-Masochism), the Fag Rag editorial collective announced
that they would try “to be open: open to change, open to criticism,” and resist all “efforts
towards centralization, incorporation, definition or other institutionalization.”72 In contrast
to the mainstream press, they would never seek to “manipulate, control, influence, and
propagandize the listener, audience, reader or victim,” instead providing a venue for
“faggots who might wish to sing about ourselves.”73 “We have to create our own media,”
they continued, “we have to create our own community.”74 Gay Sunshine, meanwhile,
promised to serve “as a catalyst in the emerging consciousness of the gay community” and
to express “[t]he creativity of gay people [...] through the medium [sic] of graphics, poetry,
articles.”75s The editors of Philadelphia’s Gay Alternative, somewhat more prosaically,
described themselves as a group of people “who are desperately trying to be non-racist,
non-sexist, and altogether far-out.”7eé To further underscore their refusal of commercial
values, many gay underground newspapers refused to print advertisements, while some

mailed or distributed copies free of charge.77

72 Fag Rag Collective, “An Unmanifesto,” Fag Rag 6 (Fall-Winter 1974), 14-15.
73 Ibid.

74 1bid.

75 “SF Radical Gay Caucus,” Gay Sunshine 12 (April 1972), 2.

76 The Gay Alternative 4 (1973). 2.
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The gay liberation underground press also served as an alternative to what many
perceived as the shallow and exploitative sexual material printed in more established gay
publications. Gay Sunshine took the lead, castigating the Society for Individual Rights for
printing “oppressive” ads for male models in their magazine, Vector.7s In an essay entitled
“Not Enough Sausage,” a photographer held the publishers of commercial gay magazines
responsible for perpetuating “the sexism of men toward men that infests the gay life style”
by producing smutty, hypersexual content that implicitly presents “love, affection,
tenderness and meaningful relationships between people as rip-offs.”79 To Craig Hanson,
the Advocate—the country’s most successful gay publication, and sponsor of the annual
“Groovy Guy” male beauty pageant—was the worst offender: from its pages, a reader
would be forced to conclude “that all gays die at 30, and the living never have anything
less than the perfect body.”’so

In contrast to what one liberationist called “the guilty prurience found in
commercial papers,” the underground offered a more intimate look into people’s daily
lives.s1 As Winston Leyland, publisher of Gay Sunshine, wrote: “gay liberation papers...
are important vehicles by which gays can express in print their goals, desires, aspirations
as liberated human beings.”s2 To that end, staff writers and contributors alike submitted

intensely personal narratives, essays, and poems about their emotional and sexual lives,

78 “Editorial,” Gay Sunshine 10 (January 1972), 2.

79 Rink, “Not Enough Sausage,” Gay Sunshine 11 (February-March 1972), 3.
8o Craig Hanson, “Selling the Groovy Guy,” Gay Sunshine 13, (June 1972), 3.
81 Murphy, Homosexual Liberation, 68.

82 Winston Leyland, “Gay Lib and New Gay Lit,” Gay Sunshine 10, (January 1972), 6.

183



rendering themselves vulnerable to the judgment of the reader and making every corner of
private life available to public inspection. Many of the most affecting stories plumbed the
psychological damage that many gays and leshians had suffered at the hands of their
families, strangers, and even other gay people.ss In an interview with Gay Sunshine, for
instance, Ron Vernon, an African American prisoner and co-founder of Third World Gay
Revolution in Illinois, described his painful upbringing in a series of juvenile and
psychiatric institutions, and detailed the brutal beatings and gang rapes that he had
routinely witnessed both as a child and as an adult.s4

As “a receptacle for the community,” in the words of Fag Rag editor Michael
Bronski, the underground press was beloved by its readers, who found their fears and
longings reflected in its pages, and so felt less alone.ss “Having a newspaper to present
news concerning the gay community and to present individual opinion and articles,” one
appreciative Fag Rag reader wrote to the editors, “is vital to the gay liberation
movement.”’ss The extent of the appetite for the gay underground press was surprising to
many: immediately after distributing 600 copies of their first issue (free of charge), in

March 1970, the editors of Detroit’s Gay Liberator were “deluged with requests for the

83 Coming out stories detailed a range of traumas and struggles, often in vivid detail. Some authors describe
having been raped (The Other Vision [Austin, TX] No. 1, January 1971, Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection) or
bullied and physically abused by close relatives (Tim Elliott “Down Home,” Faggotry No. 1 [1972], 47-48,
Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection). Others relate the pain of suppressing their sexual fantasies as children or as
adolescents (“A Thousand Times, No!” Gay Flames [New York, NY] No. 2 [September 11, 1970], Box 164,
LGBT Periodicals Collection, NYPL), or of having to conduct secret affairs while maintaining their
heterosexual marriages (Karen Wells, “By Women,” Sisters! [San Francisco, CA], Vol. 3, No. 3 [March
1972], Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection).

84 Ron Vernon, “Growing Up in Chicago Black and Gay,” Gay Sunshine 6 (March 1971), 14-15.
85 Jay, Brass, and Bronski, panelists, “Past and Future of the Queer Press.”

s Tony Vella, Letter to the Editor, Fag Rag 3 (Summer 1972), 2.
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paper.” Having “underestimated [their] reading public,” they increased their printing run
to 2,000 copies.s7 To reach that public, gay liberation newspapers relied on a variety of
methods of distribution, from direct individual subscription to street hawking. The editors
of Come Out sent copies to university libraries across the country.ss In San Francisco, the
editors of Gay Sunshine tried placing copies of their newspaper in gay bars, but only “had
mixed success,” as many “refused to carry [the radical] paper.”s9

The most important conduits for gay liberation material were left-wing and
countercultural bookstores: as of May 1972, for instance, the only bookstore in the Boston
area that sold Gay Sunshine was Cambridge’s radical Red Book Store. 9o Among the eight
Philadelphia bookstores that sold the Gay Alternative in late 1974, only three catered to a
specifically gay clientele.o1 Gay liberation newspapers were also distributed at GI antiwar
coffeehouses and organizing centers as early as 1971.92 Lesbian publications, meanwhile,
were available within a network of institutions and businesses that dotted college towns
and major cities, and which made up a separate women’s counterculture by the middle of

the decade.o3

87 Sunny King to The Advocate, May 5, 1970. Box 4, Folder 54: Gay Liberator, Detroit, MI (publication),
1970-1976, Advocate Records.
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90 Winston Leyland to Allen Young, May 17, 1972, Box 2, Folder 5, Allen Young Papers.

91 Joe Paradin to Andy [?], December 31, 1974, Box 2, Folder 5, Jeffrey Escoffier Records.

92 Hobson, Lavender and Red, 39.

93 A separate network of lesbian newspapers developed alongside the gay liberation press, but it was smaller
and less established. A study conducted by Mother Publications early in 1972 estimated the total circulation
of leshian newspapers nationwide at roughly 14,000 and noted that, unlike several of the leading gay
liberations newspapers, no lesbian publications could afford to pay their staff (Sisters! [San Francisco, CA],

Vol. 3, No. 3 [March 1972], Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection). On the leshian feminist counterculture, see Wolf,
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Among the best-known underground gay newspapers, only Gay Sunshine could
claim to have a sustained national distribution. By 1972, it was sold in stores not only
throughout the San Francisco Bay Area, but also in New Orleans, Boston, St. Louis,
Tallahassee, New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, Seattle, Milwaukee, Denver, and several
other cities.94 Other high-quality newspapers, such as the Detroit Gay Liberator, remained
more local in their coverage and reach, while even Come Out! was not so widely
distributed.os Filling in the gaps were the many small-circulation publications that sprang
up well beyond the metropolitan centers of the United States, in small cities and rural towns
across every region of the country. The years 1970-1972 alone saw the débuts of the
Southern Gay Liberator in Delray Beach, Florida; Breakdown in Klamath Falls, Oregon;
Lambda in Knoxville, Tennessee; OK Gaily in Norman, Oklahoma; Stonewall in
Allentown, Pennsylvania; The Gay Answer in Lincoln, Nebraska; The Big Lick Gayzette,
in Roanoke, Virginia; among many other newspapers that helped to establish a collective
voice and identity for sexual minorities even in remote districts.9 This list of titles
represents but a fraction of the local and regional gay liberation newspapers that flourished
in the early 1970s with the aid of inexpensive and easy-to-use mimeograph machine

technology, most of which combined original content with reprints of material from better-

Defense,” in Hobson, Lavender and Red, pp. 42-68; Chapter Six: “American Sappho: The Lesbian Political
Imagination,” in Self, All in the Family, pp. 161-188; and Anne Enke, Finding the Movement: Sexuality,
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known publications with nationwide distribution, such as Come Out, and clippings of
interest from conventional news outlets.s7

The underground press also extended the gay liberation public sphere beyond the
borders of the United States. Come Out was reprinted in French, Italian, and German
translation; and copies of Gay Sunshine were sent to bookstores and organizations in
Canada, England, Australia, Germany, and Italy.se Gay and lesbian leftists visiting Cuba
with the Venceremos Brigades even passed along smuggled copies of Come Out to their
hosts.ss One man reported in 1972 from apartheid South Africa, “We have been trying to
read as much as possible—books such as Altman’s Homosexual Oppression and
Liberation and a few overseas gay papers, such as Gay Sunshine.”100 In turn, Swedes,
Italians, Germans, and others sent international dispatches, which were published in Gay
Sunshine and other newspapers.1o1 These activists abroad looked to the growing movement
in the United States for encouragement and support. The editor of a Swedish gay
newspaper, for instance, wrote to Gay Sunshine: “The GLF movement has inspired the
Swedes very much,” and “[the] young people in the Gay Power group are very interested
in the happenings in the States to get inspiration, as well as new ideas.”102 Reporting on the

massive 1970 Christopher Street Liberation Day marches in several American cities, the

97 See the memorable description of this process in Pardun, Prairie Radical, 122.

98 Brass, “Sisters and Brothers,” 131; “Editorial,” Gay Sunshine 16 (January-February 1973), 2.
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Australian newspaper Camp Ink asserted: “we must now work towards the day when we

can walk down the street openly as homosexuals.”103

4.4 The Forgotten Ones: Prisoners and the Underground Press, 1970-1976

One striking and unanticipated aspect of the gay liberation print culture was its
impact on gays, leshians, and transgender people in prisons, serving both as a
communication network for the incarcerated and in some cases facilitating their political
organization. Letters from gay prisoners began to appear as early as October 1970, when
the radical Bay Area gay newspaper Agape and Action published one incarcerated man’s
firsthand account of the brutal mistreatment of gay men inside the California penal
system.104 That same month, Gay Flames printed letters from Ortez Alderson, a gay
African American antiwar activist from Chicago who was serving a sentence in a federal
prison in Ashland, Kentucky, for vandalizing a Selective Service office. 105 Over the
following years, gay and transgender prisoners would continue to write to the editors of
underground newspapers seeking help, and use the pages of their publications to appeal to
readers for emotional, financial, and political support.

The gay liberation public sphere grew to include prison inmates despite
considerable barriers to access. Many prison officials prohibited gay-oriented books and

publications from their libraries—including, for instance, the warden of the Florida State

103 “The Editors,” Camp Ink (Sydney, Australia), Vol. 1, No. 3 (January 1971), 1, Box 1, Ted Rauch
Collection.
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6.

188



Prison in Raiford, who called such materials a “threat to internal security.”106 While
inmates at Oregon State Penitentiary could individually subscribe to gay magazines, these
were often “lost” in the mail by prison officials.107 Few inmates, meanwhile, had the money
to spare for a journal or newspaper subscription (although most radical gay liberation
periodicals were available to the incarcerated free of charge). 108 In light of these
restrictions, a considerable number of prisoners came across the gay liberation movement
by way of the radio. In the June 1971 issue of MCC Speaking Up—the newspaper of the
gay-oriented Metropolitan Community Church—a prisoner named Richard shared his
appreciation for the church’s weekly radio program, “Gay Cross.”109 Others learned of the
existence of gay organizations and print media from the broader underground press. Joseph
Lobas, a Florida inmate, wrote to the Atlanta Lesbian Feminist Alliance (ALFA) requesting
to be added to their mailing list after he noticed an advertisement for their newsletter in the
classifieds section of the Atlanta alternatively weekly, Great Speckled Bird.110 Word of
mouth and forwarding also helped expand distribution: once inside an institution, copies
of publications could circulate widely, typically passing through the hands of multiple

inmates. As Lobas explained to his correspondents at ALFA: “Although I’m a male and

106 “Prisoner Rights,” Gay Sunshine 15 (October-November 1972), 2.
107 Ronald Endersby, “Inside Prison,” Gay Sunshine 19 (Sept.-October 1973), 18.
108 Roger B. Benson, Letter to the Editor, Gay Liberator (Detroit, Ml), no. 13 (Nov. 1971), 2.

109 Richard [?], “Letter from Prison,” MCC Speaking Up Vol. 2, No. 23 (June 6, 1971), Box 1, Ted Rauch
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currently incarcerated | have some very beloved close friends who are Lesbian who would
be interested in your news if | pass on the information.”111

In letters published by gay liberation newspapers, writers described the difficulties
of prison life for gay and transgender people. Those who provided a reason for their
imprisonment had been overwhelmingly sentenced for ‘“crimes against nature” or
“unnatural and perverted sex acts” under the laws of such states as Massachusetts,
California, and Maryland, in some cases serving life terms.112 To these prisoners, it was
the carceral institutions in which they were confined that were “perverted.”113 Many wrote
of suffering verbal abuse and beatings from fellow inmates, as well as discriminatory
treatment at the hands of prison officials.114 In a private letter, Steve Williams, a Colorado
inmate, confided to his correspondent: “I have been assaulted by other cons here on
previous occasions and | think that my situation is dangerous. Several threats have been
made to ‘burn out’ my cell or to stab me in the past 3 weeks.”115 One Oregon prisoner
explained that gay inmates were not allowed to share a double cell, were assigned the most
closely supervised jobs, and, worst of all, were threatened with a ninety-day period of
solitary confinement if caught engaged in an act, such as “holding hands, kissing, or

standing ‘too close’ to another inmate,” that could be interpreted as sexual. 116 In

111 Ibid.
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neighboring Washington, C. Chris Wheeler, a transgender prisoner, had been denied a
request for sex reassignment surgery by the prison administration and told by their parole
board “to forget the operation and become a man.” “l have been a Transsexual for 30
years,” Wheeler wrote to whoever would read, “and I cannot ‘become a man.’”’117
Prisoners who wrote to gay organizations or publications seeking help risked
punishment. The contents of gay inmates’ letters were often closely monitored. Steve
Williams, the inmate in Colorado, wrote in October 1971: “The [prison] Mail Office is
getting more particular with regard to the content of my outgoing letters and has informed
me that I can make no personal comments in ‘bussiness [sic] letters.’... Other than my
relatives, I am only permitted 2 ‘friends’ as personal correspondents.”118After he managed
to mail photographs of the segregated gay cell block from inside the Atlanta Penitentiary
to the editors of the Great Speckled Bird in September 1972, H. Alan “Bunny” Vaughan
was punished with a transfer to the federal penitentiary in Leavenworth, Kansas.119 Many
wrote anyway, sometimes requesting concrete assistance. Eddie Koopman, for instance, a
22-year-old inmate in Hagerstown, Maryland, asked readers of the Gay Alternative for a
temporary place to stay and a job opportunity, noting that the state’s Parole Board required

inmates to have a home and employment lined up before they could be released. 120

segregated units, excluded from the facility’s drug rehabilitation program, and not informed of their legal
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Requests for free copies of gay newspapers and newsletters were common, even though
they were banned in many prisons. More often, gay, lesbian, and transgender inmates asked
to be put in contact with other gay correspondents. “We are not allowed any literature in
here,” one 26-year-old woman in Rockwell City, lowa explained, “[but] letters we can
receive.”121

We can capture a glimpse the increasing scope and depth of the gay liberation
public sphere in the early 1970s from the dozens of requests for pen pals that inundated the
Atlanta Lesbian Feminist Alliance offices between 1972 and 1974. These requests came
from male and female inmates, in institutions within and beyond the South, most of whom
had come across the organization in the pages of the Great Speckled Bird.122 Many of their
letters offer an intimate window into the authors’ unique personalities and their lives in
prison. Several different inmates of the women’s prison in Columbia, South Carolina,
wrote to ALFA individually, seeking companionship. One of them, Joey Bennett, a twenty-
two-year-old serving a three-year sentence for shoplifting, flirtatiously described her
measurements and physical attributes for her reader’s benefit and confided that she had “no
relatives or friends [nearby], only the women that too are confined here.” Following a
volley of correspondence, Bennett expressed her appreciation for the ALFA volunteers
who had taken the time to read and reply to her letters, writing: “I think it’s a wonderful
thing your [sic] doing not only for me but for women all through the country.”123 ALFA

also received numerous requests for pen pals and reading material from gay and lesbhian

121 Penny Hendry to ALFA, n.d. [1973], Box 3, Folder 3, ALFA Archives.
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inmates in the North Carolina Correctional Center for Women, the North Central
Correctional Facility in lowa, and the Chillicothe Correctional Facility in Ohio. Because,
in most cases, the racial identities of most letter-writers were unknown (although poor
spelling and grammar were common, suggesting their working-class background), these
epistolary exchanges also cut across the rigid social boundaries and hierarchies that
structured the gay and lesbian communities. 124

Prisoners appealed to readers of underground gay newspapers for solidarity and
support across social difference, testing the integrity of the collective bonds of the gay
community. As Jack Childers, an Oklahoma inmate explained, “being gay” meant “more
than just sex” (and there was “plenty of sex” to be had in prison anyhow); it meant “a
feeling, a companionship, a brotherhood.”12s Eddie Koopman, the Maryland prisoner
seeking help with his parole, concluded his letter to readers of the Gay Alternative with a
direct challenge to live up to this promise: “I’m not writing to an organization but to every
person who took part in the Gay Pride March, to every person sitting now in a Gay Bar, to
every person who believes they are right in themselves being Gay.”126 There are many of
us here in Prison across the U.S.,” Koopman added, “and if you want to write to others in

Prisons, ask. | will send you a list.”127 Two such prisoners, Phillip Davis and Charles E.

124 Not all prisoners were silent about their racial identities. John L. Wright, a self-described “Black inmate”
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Bell, wrote from the Ohio State Penitentiary of their longing for recognition and inclusion
from the gay community:

We need people. The Beautiful People. We would like to correspond with

anyone who would desire to do so. You, the People, are doing and causing

great and truly beautiful things. We here would like at least to feel we are a

part of that beauty and greatness.... We, the many men incarcerated here,

are reaching out our hands to you. Looking and hoping for someone to grasp

them and hold us up to keep us from sinking into that deep and darkened pit

of despairing insanity.12s
While they were excited by the prospect of corresponding with, or even meeting, other gay
men, prison inmates feared the possibility that they would be rejected or otherwise
disappointed. “Because of my prison background,” wrote a man identified as Richard, “I
wonder if I will be accepted, after my release, even by the gay world.”129 In the Spring
1976 issue of the gay men’s journal RFD, Thomas Breamfield, “a very lonely prisoner” in
prisoner in Miami, Florida, wrote: “I am Black, which I hope won’t make a difference.”130
The next issue featured a letter from a prisoner who hoped to meet “gay people who care
for [him] as a person and not just a sex object.”131

Not all messages from prisoners were quite so introspective. Many, for instance,
posted short notes in the personals sections of gay underground newspapers. A single issue
of Gay Sunshine included the following ads: “LONELY gay prisoner, looking for someone
to write to,” in Huntingdon, Pennsylvania; “PRISONER, male, 23, tall & slender, educ.

Will be paroled shortly. Want to develop new relationships,” in Monroe, Washington;

“YOUNG gay prisoner wants to hear from beautiful people in the Free World,” in
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Chillicothe, Ohio; and simply, “PRISONER,” in London, Ohio.132 Others, like Johnny
Burr in Washington State Prison at Walla Walla, asked readers to take political action on
their behalf. Writing in Gay Sunshine, Burr demanded that “people on the streets [and] in
other institutions... write letters to the Department of Institutions [to call for the removal
of the warden].”133

The gay and transgender prisoners in Walla Walla were particularly well organized,
and they were assiduous letter-writers. In February 1971, C. Chris Wheeler—the inmate
who had been denied sex reassignment surgery—announced to Agape and Action that a
group of fifteen inmates had formed a GLF chapter and filed a class action lawsuit against
the prison administration.134 Over the following years, Wheeler appealed to readers of
several other publications, including Gay Sunshine and the Oregon Liberator, for funds to
cover their legal fees and medical expenses for transgender inmates.13s To that end, the
Walla Walla prisoners went on to establish the National Gay Prisoners Coalition (NGPC),
which listed three main objectives: the investigation of conditions faced by “gay and
transexual [sic] prisoners” in the United States; the abolition of all laws regulating sex

between consenting adults; and legislation providing alternatives to prison “for gays in

132 “Personals,” Gay Sunshine 17 (March-April 1973), 18. The subsequent issue included listings from
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134 Charlie, “Letter from Prison,” Agape and Action 7 (February 1971), Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection;
“Washington State Penitentiary Gay Liberation Front and The Aid for Transexuals in Prison Commission,
Walla Walla, Washington: Platform Statement and Constitution,” ¢. 1970, Box 2, Folder 8, GLF-LA Records.

135 Wheeler, “The Forgotten Ones”; “Walla Walla,” Gay Sunshine 14 (Aug. 1972), 2; “N.G.P.C.,” Gay
Sunshine 16 (January-February 1973), 10; Wheeler, “Washington State Continues Prison Reforms with RGC
& NGPC,” Oregon Liberator (June 1973), and Wheeler, “Message to O.S.P. Gay Brothers,” Oregon
Liberator (June 1973), Way Center Periodicals Collection.
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trouble.”136 In a statement, Wheeler described the NGPC’s founding committee as a group
of prisoners, from “different ethnic groups and cultural backgrounds,” committed to legal
and nonviolent methods of social change.137 By June 1973, the organization had grown to
include chapters at the Southern Ohio Correction Facility in Lucasville, and the federal
penitentiaries in Leavenworth, Kansas, and Terre Haute, Indiana, among other locations.13s

To facilitate the growth of the NGPC, Wheeler requested that underground
newspapers make their pages available for coordination between people incarcerated
around the country. As gay inmates learned about the treatment and resistance of prisoners
elsewhere from accounts published in the underground press, they responded with their
own stories. Ronald Endersby, a prisoner in Salem, Oregon, wrote that he “read with
extreme interest [Wheeler’s] article” about Walla Walla in the Oregon Liberator,
particularly as he faced similar discriminatory treatment at his institution. To the editors of
the Liberator, he wrote: “Publications such as yours give us the incentive to continue our
fight for pride and dignity.”139 Shortly thereafter, Wheeler responded with a letter to the
“Gay Brothers” in Salem, urging Endersby to send an affidavit to the NGPC legal counsel.
“We are not allowed to correspond with you there,” Wheeler wrote, “since we are in prison

ourselves so hopefully you will read this article.”140

136 “N.G.P.C.”
137 Ibid.

138 “Prison Gays: Success & Setback,” Oregon Liberator (June 1973), Way Center Periodicals Collection;
Nuntius (Houston, TX), November 1972, 10, Box 371, LGBT Periodicals Collection, NYPL.

139 “A View from the Inside.” See also: Endersby, “Inside Prison.”

140 Wheeler, “Message to O.S.P. Gay Brothers.”
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Published exchanges between prisoners, and accounts of their self-organized
activity, in turn catalyzed activism—on and off the page—from readers on the outside. In
1973, after John Gibbs and Ernest Valenzuela, two inmates at Leavenworth, were put in
solitary confinement in retaliation for organizing an NGPC chapter, the Oregon Liberator
coordinated a letter-writing campaign to the prison warden and the Director of Federal
Prisons in protest.141 That same year, Gay Sunshine circulated a petition—drafted by the
Bay Area gay prison solidarity organization Join Hands—demanding that the California
State Department of Corrections end discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation with
regard to parole, involuntary lock-up in special “gay units,” access to recreation facilities
and programs, job training, and retaliation for political organizing, dress, and
appearance.142 Editors of both papers also encouraged readers to correspond with inmates.
The Liberator even published a detailed guide to prison letter-writing that included a list
of suggested phrases and items to consider sending. (“Write to us to tell of your
experience,” they added.)143 In Sunshine, members of Join Hands explained that “letter
writing is a good way to start [helping prisoners].” They continued:

It’s a way of establishing a personal relationship with somebody. Some of

us were afraid to write; we had in mind the stereotype of people in prisons

as criminals, and also didn’t know how we would respond to differences in

class and race. We’ve found from writing that prisoners are no different

from us. We could be in jail, too, just for being gay. We all have the same

needs of being loved and supported, but in prison you are much more

isolated... Some of us are planning to visit people that we’ve been writing
to. We’re excited about meeting each other.144

141 “Prison Gays: Success & Setback.”
142 Endersby, “Inside Prison.”
143 “Gay Prisoners and Your Interest,” Oregon Liberator (June 1973), Way Center Periodicals Collection.

144 “Join Hands,” Gay Sunshine 14 (August 1972), 1.
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As this statement indicates, many gay liberationists regarded prison solidarity work
as an opportunity to include greater numbers of poor, working-class, and nonwhite people
in their movement. To that end, activists around the country endeavored to support “the
thousands of brothers incarcerated in prisons, jails, and mental institutions” with more than
rhetoric.145 Following the alleged suicide of Raymond Lavon Moore, a twenty-five-year-
old gay black man incarcerated at the Tombs in Lower Manhattan, February 1971,
members of New York City GLF demanded an investigation and rallied outside the prison
with the Young Lords and the Black Panther Party. One of their key demands was that gay
prisoners be permitted “unlimited and uncensored correspondence” and “full access to all
literature in whatever language needed.”146 That May, Chicago activists held a picnic and
march demanding the release of all gay prisoners and psychiatric inmates.147 The next
Spring, thirty men and women from the San Francisco Radical Gay Caucus demonstrated
outside the California State Medical Facility at VVacaville, following the suicide of Westley
Ashmore, a twenty-five-year-old inmate who had been sentenced at nineteen for “lewd and
lascivious conduct” and denied parole due to “immoral conduct.”148 On Father’s Day,

lesbian feminists in Los Angeles picketed outside the Sybil Brand Institute in response to

145 Don Jackson, “We Are All Fugitives,” Gay Sunshine 10 (January 1972), 4.

146 “Support Lesbian, Transvestite, & Gay Inmates,” Gay Flames 10 (February 12, 1971), LGBT Periodicals
Collection, NYPL.

147 “May Day March to Free Gay Prisoners,” Chicago Gay Alliance Newsletter, Vol. 1 No. 6 (April 1971),
3, Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection.

148 Zack Mansfield, “Prison Demo,” Gay Sunshine 13 (June 1972), 3.
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a report indicating that lesbian prisoners were subject to discriminatory abuse, kept
segregated, and often placed in solitary confinement.149

By the summer of 1972, the reporter Don Jackson observed in Gay Sunshine,
discussion of gays in prison, once “taboo,” had “become chic,” with organizations forming
“to aid gay prisoners” and “prison articles [having] become regular features of gay
publications.”1s0 That December, a large two-day conference on gays in prisons was held
in San Francisco that brought together members of Join Hands, the Gay Activists Alliance,
the Society for Individual Rights, the Metropolitan Community Church, and the Gay
Sunshine editorial collective.151 In Los Angeles, the Gay Community Services Center
established a pioneering prison probation and parole program to help inmates find jobs and
housing after their release.1s2 Lesbian activists at Seattle Central Community College,
meanwhile, helped inmates at the Purdy Treatment Center for Women by lobbying prison
officials to recognize their GAA chapter, soliciting books for a Feminist and Lesbian
literature library section, raising money, and setting up a night school.1s3

Not all of these mutual aid initiatives generated anything like the sense of affinity

and shared identity that the members of Join Hands had believed would develop

149 Don Jackson, “The Daddy Tank,” Gay Sunshine 14 (Aug. 1972), 3. For more about the conditions faced
by lesbian prisoners, see: Kelly, “Cell Block 4200,” Lesbian Tide Vol. 1, No. 10 (May 1972), 8; and Kelly,
“Dehumanization Continuing,” Lesbian Tide, Vol. 1, No. 11 (June 1972), pp. 15-18.

150 Jackson, “The Daddy Tank.”

151 Don Jackson, “Conference,” Gay Sunshine 16 (January-February 1973), 2. Panels on prison work,
meanwhile, increasingly became a routine part of gay liberation conferences. See, for example: “West Coast
Conference,” Gay Sunshine 14 (Aug. 1972), 2.

152 “Interview with Don Kilhefner.”

153 Therese Coupez and Rita Brown, Student-Prisoners Coalition, Seattle Central Community College, Open
Letter, October 8, 1973, Box 16, Folder 42: Gays in Prison, ALFA Archives.
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organically. A group of predominantly “white, middle-class, fairly ‘butch’-type” members
of the New York Mattachine Society and Gay Activists Alliance who counseled a group of
over thirty inmates at Rikers Island beginning in the summer of 1971—at the request of
the prison warden—found “establishing rapport” with the mostly “Black or Puerto Rican...
transvestites or ‘feminine’ gays” to be supremely “difficult.”’1s4 Corresponding with, or
even visiting, prisoners could throw into sharp relief the social fissures within the gay
community even as such activities marked an advance toward the concrete realization of
the inclusive liberationist imaginary: it was, after all, a remarkable act of solidarity to
extend concern, sympathy, and even financial resources to complete strangers whose only
shared attribute was their sexual orientation.

The gay underground press of the early 1970s engendered solidarities that crossed
geographic distances and physical barriers, in many instances leading to collective action.
The epistolary exchanges that helped to expand the gay liberation public sphere resembled
the communication networks that formed in the earlier homophile publications of the
1950s, but they also marked a continuity with the print culture of the new left. Radical
newspapers in the 1960s prominently displayed letters and other materials from readers not
only to bring people out of isolation, but also to signal their commitment to participatory
democracy and to topple the walls separating private and public discourse. As the historian
John McMillian writes, their editorial practices helped to construct a “democratic

community”—first in ink, then in action.1ss

154 “Mattachine Workers at Rikers Island with Gay Inmates,” October 30, 1972, New York Mattachine
Newsletter, Box 16, Folder 42: Gays in Prison, ALFA Archives; “Reaching Gay Prisoners.”

155 McMillian, "Our Founder, the Mimeograph Machine,™ 95.
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4.5 Toward A Gay Counterculture

Much as the European underground press of the late 1960s and 1970s served as
“one of the primary places in which the counterculture theorized itself,” in the words of
historian Timothy Scott Brown, the post-Stonewall underground gay liberation press gave
shape and clarity to the politics of the gay liberation movement 1s6 Its pages are a repository
of attitudes and beliefs critical of the American social order—including the existing gay
world—and of radical desires to reshape it from the ground up. Indeed, the very form and
appearance of most underground gay publications expressed contempt for conventional
journalism. “The ‘news’ is by its nature linear, dated, clocked, and measured,” wrote the
editors of Fag Rag. “‘News’ is straight; ...it denies us our own reality and
humaneness.” 157 The quest for authentic “reality” and communal “humaneness” that
permeated the gay liberation press provided the basis for a critique of what Dennis Altman
called “the pseudo-community of the old gayworld.”1ss

To an extent, the humanistic terms of this critique echoed the complaints of earlier
left-wing gay intellectuals. In 1944, the poet Robert Duncan denounced “the cult of the
homosexual” for its insularity and artifice. 159 In the late 1950s, David McReynolds

described the gay world of Greenwich Village as “a destructive sub-culture” in which “sex

156 Brown, West Germany and the Global Sixties, 133.
157 Fag Rag Collective, “Who We Are,” Fag Rag No. 5 (Summer 1973), 2, 20.
158 Altman, Homosexual; Oppression and Liberation, 116.

159 See: Robert Duncan, “The Homosexual in Society,” politics (August 1944), 209-211; Jarnot, Robert
Duncan, 90.
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is substituted for real personal relations.”160 But where these earlier critics envisioned no
alternative path forward for gay politics and culture, gay liberationists in the 1970s could
believe they were witnessing a sweeping redefinition of gay identity and power relations
across all of society.

This revolution was less political than cultural, waged against the repressive,
superficial culture of artifice and “role-playing.” Craig Alfred Hanson’s essay, “The Fairy
Princess Exposed,” which appeared in the January 1972 issue of Gay Sunshine, painted a
picture of the older homosexual as a pathetic figure whose social function of “making
things cute and pretty” for wealthy heterosexuals had rendered him complicit in his own
subordination and ultimately trapped in a plastic “fairyland” of compulsive consumption
and celebrity-worship.i61 The “fairy princess” was “unable to separate the real from the
imagined,” and incapable of recognizing, let alone addressing, the emptiness of his
emotional life. “Liberation,” Hanson argued, implied an entirely new consciousness and
sensibility, grounded in love and honesty.

Other writers counterposed alienation of the old gayworld to the authenticity of the
new counterculture. Joseph Raphael, writing in Detroit’s Gay Liberator, described the “the
old homosexual” as being “an exile from society,” “forced by public opinion to isolate
himself.” Like Hanson, Raphael asserted a connection between the stunted personality of
this character type and reactionary politics: barred from achieving psychological

independence, the old homosexual “sometimes abandoned all morality because his vision

160 David McReynolds, “The Gay Underground — A Reply to Mr. Krim,” in The Village Voice Reader: A
Mixed Bag from the Greenwich Village Newspaper, eds. Daniel Wolf and Edwin Fancher (Garden City, NY:
Doubleday & Company, 1962), 167.

161 Craig Alfred Hanson, “The Fairy Princess Exposed,” in Out of the Closets, eds. Jay and Young 266.
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was so narrow that he thought he had to accept the principles of the group in power or have
no principles at all.”162 Similarly, in an early issue of Philadelphia’s Gay Alternative,
Jeffrey Escoffier argued that the “camp” sensibility of the traditional gay subculture
reflected a hostile and atomized social environment. The campy affect that was often
associated with male homosexuality, he wrote, “preserves [the homosexual’s] self-
contempt” by amplifying the bemused judgment of the “normal” man. Even worse, for
Escoffier, camp humor tended to trivialize emotional intimacy; it simply left no room for
the “honest and open exchange of private feelings.”163 The culture of the old gayworld,
then, was at best outmoded, and at worst, an obstacle to liberation.

Underground newspapers were filled with denunciations of the gay bar, which,
despite being the one public accommodation available to gays and lesbians in most of the
United States, was widely seen as exemplifying the most atomizing and artificial features
of American society to the point of caricature. In the liberationist imagination, the gay bar
was a space of extreme alienation, competition, and self-loathing, not least of all because
most gay bar owners and staff held their customers in utter contempt. To one Philadelphian,
these exploitative institutions were “the tool by which the oppressor and his underworld
cohorts perpetuate their hatred of us as an oppressed people and the lifestyle in which we

desire to express ourselves.”164 In accordance with such views, gay activists across the

162 Joseph Raphael, “The New Homosexual,” Detroit Gay Liberator No. 15 (Feb. 1, 1972), 8.
163 Jeffrey Escoffier, “Breaking Camp,” The Gay Alternative no. 4 (1973), 6-8.

164 “Gay Bars,” Gay Dealer (Philadelphia, PA) No. 1 (1970), Way Center Periodicals Collection.
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United States routinely boycotted and picketed the bars in an effort to dissuade people from
patronizing them.1es

Beyond the text itself, the aesthetics and graphic content of the gay underground
press embodied the anti-authoritarian and democratic sensibility of the movement while
prefiguring more “liberated” social relations and states of being. As the lesbian activist Rita
Mae Brown wrote in 1970: “Most homosexuals live in a world of stylized, unreal
communication. We artificially posture our way through alien territory. [...] Our lives are
highly stylized.”166 Against the mannered artifice of a repressive society, liberationist
publications aimed to offer not only words, but also images that reflected natural desires
and authentic emotions. In this regard, they once again reflected the broader left-wing
counterculture, which deployed the visual “as a highly specific means of enacting a
rebellion of the self, with potential [...] to reshape society.”167

The appearance of alternative publications could vary widely, from a simple and
somewhat impersonal double-sided page of typed text—as in the case of the Dayton, Ohio,
Gay Liberation Front’s newsletter (Figure 8)—to the hand-drawn and cartoonish look of

New York’s GLF News (Figure 9). With few exceptions, however, their visual qualities

165 Karla Jay describes picketing the gay bars for exploiting the community and discriminating against select
categories of people in the early 1970s in Los Angeles (Tales of the Lavender Menace, 212). Gay
liberationists in Washington, DC, picketed the Plus One over its “discriminatory admission policies” in early
1971 (Gay Blade Vol. 2, no. 5 [February 1971], Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection). Simultaneously, members of
Houston’s Gay Liberation Front picketed outside of a gay bar that allegedly discriminated against African
Americans (“Houston Gay Liberation Front — Gay or Political?”” Nuntius Vol. 2, No. 1 [January 1971], 12,
Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection).

166 Rita Mae Brown, “Eat Your Heart Out,” Come Out Vol. 1, No. 4 (1970), 20.

167 Brown, West Germany and the Global Sixties, 232.
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Figure 8 (at left): Newsletter of the Gay Liberation Front—Dayton, Ohio, Vol. 1, No.
4 (Jan. 15, 1971). Box 166, LGBT Periodicals Collection, NYPL. Figure 9 (at right):
GLF News (New York, NY) No. 9 (Feb. 10, 1970). Box 166, LGBT Periodicals
Collection, NYPL.

indicated a rejection of the cultural authority of professionals and an embrace of what one
cultural historian calls “the DIY spirit of the era.”168 Handwritten text, amateur-quality
illustrations, and other whimsical flourishes or imperfections laid bare the traces of the
printing process, heightening the intimacy between readers and writers. The haphazard,
collage-like look of the (Roanoke, Virginia) Big Lick Gayzette or the Effiminist-affiliated
Revolutionary Limpwristed Faggot (Figure 10), for instance, signaled a healthy distance

from the bureaucratized production of large-scale corporate media. As readers passed along

168 For more on the aesthetics of the counterculture, see the essays and images collected in Geoff Kaplan, ed.,
Power to the People: The Graphic Design of the Radical Press and the Rise of the Counter-Culture, 1964-
1974 (Chicago: U. Chicago Press, 2012).
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and received newspapers, moreover, rips, stains, creases, and other damage served as a

physical reminder of the growing public sphere of which they were a part.
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Figure 10 (at left): Revolutionary Limpwristed Faggot, n.d. [c. 1971]. Box 1, Ted Rauch
Collection. Figure 11 (at right): Hlustration from The Gay Dealer (Philadelphia, PA),
June 4, 1970, William Way LGBT Community Center Ephemera Files.

The imagery of underground newspapers also underscored the links between gay
liberation and the politics of the new left (Figure 11). A photograph of two female North
Vietnamese soldiers (Figure 12), for instance, appeared in the March 1971 issue of Gay
Flames beneath the GLF slogan, “An Army of Lovers Cannot Lose.” The editors of
Philadelphia’s Gay Dealer, meanwhile, captioned a photograph of the Japanese American
gay liberationist Kiyoshi Kuromiya with an African American youth above the same slogan
(Figure 13). Such images suggested an alignment of Third World solidarity with same-sex
fraternity, women’s liberation, and anti-racism.

The inclusion of such portraits, which clearly depicted the faces of gay men and
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Figure 12 (at left): Portrait of two Vietnamese women in Gay Flames (New York, NY)
No. 12 (March 1971). Box 164, LGBT Periodicals Collection, NYPL. Figure 13 (at
right): Portrait of Kiyoshi Kuromiya with unidentified man, Gay Dealer
(Philadelphia, PA), June 4, 1970, William Way LGBT Community Center Ephemera
Files.

lesbians, was another revolutionary aspect of the appearance of gay underground
publications at a time when many of their contributors still published under pseudonyms.
Traditionally, the gay print culture had included few images of living individuals whose
identities could be easily verified. The gay men who were photographed sunbathing on a
beach, for example, on the cover of the July 1958 issue of ONE, had either turned their
faces away from the camera or were too far away for their features to be captured in
meaningful detail.169 By contrast, post-Stonewall publications regularly printed pictures of
young men and women who looked straight on at the camera, and who were visibly

comfortable with publicity, thus modeling what it meant to “come out” (Figure 14).

169 See Loftin, Masked Voices, 56-57.
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Figure 14: Portrait of members of the New Orleans Gay Liberation Front,
Sunflower (New Orleans, LA) Vol. 1, No. 2 (February 1971). Box 1, Ted
Rauch Collection.

In addition, most gay male subjects of these photographs challenged both the
stereotypical view of gay men as “swishes” and the hegemony of rugged masculine types
as the object of male homosexual desire. As Loftin writes, male physique magazines in
particular had, ever since the late 1950s, established “an idealized gay male aesthetic” that
eroticized tropes “such as soldiers, cowboys, and motorcycle gangs,” in large measure as
an imaginary counterpart to the presumably effeminate reader.170 The Advocate and other
mainstream gay print outlets were filled with images of body-builder torsos, speedo-
sporting surfers with movie-star good looks, tough policemen gripping phallic nightsticks,
and leather-clad working-class toughs (Figure 15). In an effort to counter what Allen Young

called the “masculine-image-building of most gay male art [and] pornography,” and to

170 Ibid., 214.

208



promote instead “honesty and awareness of self,” the underground press presented
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Figure 15 (above): Advertisement from
Chicago Gay Pride (June 1972), p. 10.
Box 55, LGBT Periodicals Collection, L , :
NYPL. Figure 16 (at right): Image from s
Brother: A Forum for Men Against
Sexism (Berkeley, CA) No. 4 (April
1972), p. 9. Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection.

something rather different: ordinary gay men as they actually were.171 Many of these
people, it turned out, were long-haired, bearded hippies, outwardly indistinguishable from
heterosexuals (Figure 16).

To gay liberationists, transmitting an authentic visual representation of the gay
community necessarily implied deconstructing the “sex-role system” of rigid gender
binaries and sexual exploitation. As one New Yorker wrote in Come Out:

Whatever we do, we have to go beyond our narrow roles to include both the

171 Allen Young, “Revolution Grows from Love,” Gay Flames 12 (March 1971), LGBT Periodicals
Collection, NYPL.
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masculine and feminine components of our personalities. To be a man, in
straight society, is to be only half a human being, to be hard, tough, violent,
aggressive, competitive, controlling. We must explore the other part of
ourselves, be soft, tender, peaceful, unaggressive, cooperating, yielding.172

In keeping with this perspective, the gay underground press eschewed the conventional

masculinity and blatant sexual imagery common to mainstream gay print culture, instead

Figure 17: Hlustration from The Flaming Faggots: The Double-F Journal No. 1
(Summer 1972), p. 2. Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection.

172 Tony Diaman, “The Search for the Total Man,” Come Out Vol. 1, No. 7 (December 1, 1970), 22. Likewise,
many lesbians idealized androgyny as liberation from the constraints of conventional femininity. One New
Orleans woman wrote of her desire “to be and develop as a whole person—to explore my full range of
feminine and masculine potential” (Sunflower [New Orleans, LA], Vol. 1, No. 2 [February 1971}, Box 1,
Ted Rauch Collection).
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offering a (no less idealized) pictorial language of androgyny and male sensuousness that
connoted vulnerability and compassion. Nude drawings and photographs tended to depict
men kissing and embracing rather than copulating (Figure 17), their genitals exposed but
rarely erect or foregrounded—in direct contrast to what one critic denigrated as the
“capitalist exploitation of male bodies” in the pages of “almost all [mainstream] gay
publications.” 173 In these artworks, the body functions as more than a sex-object,

representing the physical exterior of a unique individual instead.

4.6 From the Headlines to the Margins: 1972-1976

As they clamored for a complete overhaul of the practices and institutions of the
old gayworld, liberationist writers found themselves increasingly out of step with the
growing gay public sphere. Most of the men drawn to the movement, writes historian Toby
Marotta, “found participation in the gay male subculture genuinely fulfilling” and did not
respond well to moralistic denunciations of “traditional gay male patterns” as
“unliberated.”174 The supposed boundaries between the “political” world of the streets and
the “apolitical” world of the bar, moreover, were far less rigid than the neat logic of gay
liberation allowed. Historian John D’Emilio has also described how these distinctions lost
their meaning during the 1979 “White Night” Riots in San Francisco, which followed the
lenient sentencing of Harvey Milk’s assassin, Dan White. In that moment, he writes, “the

bars proved themselves to be repositories of political consciousness and places from which

173 Stewart Scofield to the Gay Alternative Editorial Collective, December 28, 197[?], Box 2, Folder 6, Jeffrey
Escoffier Records.

174 Marotta, The Politics of Homosexuality, 105.
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gay anger erupted.”175 As their readership expanded, underground newspapers were forced
to confront the considerable gap between their stringent idealism and stubborn social
realities. As the editors of Philadelphia’s Gay Alternative observed, even the most
dogmatic critics of the existing subculture willingly participated in it:

Jeff: [...] The liberation movement is full of analyses of what bars do to

people, how bars bring out the worst of the masculine, predatory, sexual

instinct.

Dan: Of course, all of us go into them!

Jeff: That’s the contradiction.

Steve: And enjoy them sometimes as well. That is a contradiction.17e

In letters to the editors of underground publications, readers frequently expressed
frustration with their militant pronouncements. Articles about coming out especially struck
many as careless, condescending, and out of touch. Liberationists urged every gay person
to come out of the closet, completely and at once, as a matter of principle. But, as one
reader of Fag Rag replied, if he were to follow the editors’ advice, “l would lose my job
...retirement pension, my home, to say nothing of breaking the hearts of a lot of people I
deeply love thereby shattering their lives, and, of course, the loss of all my straight
friends.”177 Similarly, a lesbian reader of Gay Sunshine in Columbus, Ohio, bristled at the
idea that she must out herself in a particular manner or timeframe:

“Coming out” is a thousand different ways. Please don’t break down my

closet door. Let me open it. It might be slow—it might be fast. I might turn

around and go back in—but when I do come out I’ll have more and more
confidence.17s

175 D’Emilio, “Gay Politics, Gay Community,” 93.
176 “Editorial Collective Discussion,” n.d. [c. 1972], Box 2, Folder 5, Jeffrey Escoffier Records.
177 Signo Canceris, “From the Closet,” Fag Rag No. 4 (Jan. 1973), 6-7.

178 Arlene Arnold, Letter to the Editor, Gay Sunshine 7 (June-July 1971), 16.
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As the exponents of a “liberated” and authentic alternative to the mainstream gay
world, underground press outlets directed their antipathy toward The Advocate, the nation’s
most widely read gay newspaper, and held it up as a symbol of everything that they
opposed. To the Fag Rag collective, the paper was “crassly commercial and sexist.” Its
editors, they wrote,

...want [gays] to be ‘good Americans’ and mirror the appropriate image of

straight America. Such a newspaper is destructive of a national gay

community of trust and strength in which we can not only be free ourselves,

put frqm which we can exercise a healthy critique of the pervasive sickness

In soclety.179
In a somewhat different vein, some liberationists found the Advocate’s publication of
“reams of advertisements for ‘adult’ books, movies, photographs, and baths” to be in poor
taste, and held such material responsible for “creating the very image of homosexuals as
sex freaks that we are trying to do away with.”180 The journalist Don Jackson, meanwhile,
condemned The Advocate as “largely a paper of, by, about and for middle-class
homosexuals,” and pointed to its neglect of issues, such as the “soaring” arrest rate, prison
conditions, and discrimination in housing and employment, that principally affected the
poor and working class majority. “Publications such as Gay Liberator, Fag Rag and Gay
Sunshine are printing in-depth, catalytic material that the Gay establishment press will not

handle,” Jackson wrote, while The Advocate served as an ideological mouthpiece “for

reinforcing the conservative dogmatism of the Gay capitalists,” intended to “[anesthetize]

179 “Open Letter to The Advocate,” Fag Rag No. 6 (Fall 1973), 31.

180 “Memo to the Advocate,” The Griffin (Hartford, CT), Vol. 3, No. 1 (March 1972), Box 1, Ted Rauch
Collection.
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Gays with the illusion that progress is being made,” and perpetuating the mistaken notion
“that reformism is working.”181

There was some truth to these scorched-earth attacks on The Advocate, which were
commonly rehearsed throughout the gay liberation counterculture (a Miami activist, for
instance, called it “our most sexist, semi-pornographic newspaper. .. [made exclusively for]
middle-classed white gentile males”). They nonetheless belied the considerable degree of
collaboration and overlap between mainstream and underground publications.is2 In fact,
the Los Angeles newspaper had started out as a mimeographed pamphlet following a 1967
bar raid—an origin story that was similar to that of many underground press outlets.1s3
Having gained more than 23,000 paying subscribers across the country within three years,
moreover, The Advocate was clearly the gay paper of record. Whatever their values, the
editors of alternative newspapers could not pass up the opportunity to form a solid working
relationship with its staff. In May 1970, for instance, an editor at the Detroit Gay Liberator
wrote to ask founding Advocate editor Dick Michaels for “favorable mention” in his
publication, and added, on a flattering note: “We consider The Advocate to be the best and
most comprehensive paper of its kind.”184 Several months later, Allen Young wrote to
Michaels on behalf of the Gay Flames editorial collective to request a subscription, and
begrudgingly admitted: “we know that we need to receive Advocate here for its excellent

news coverage.”185

181 Don Jackson, “Gay Lib. vs. Gay Business” Gay Sunshine 19 (September-October 1973), 4.
182 Mark Silber to Allen Young, October 17, 1973, Box 5, Folder 2, Allen Young Papers.
183 Allyn, Make Love, Not War, 153.

184 Sunny King to The Advocate, May 5, 1970, Advocate Records.
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The growth of the underground press in the early 1970s coincided with a steep rise
in the Advocate’s circulation. Between September 1971 and September 1974, subscriptions
jumped from 21,797 to 38,770—an increase of more than 75%. Revenue, during the same
period, more than tripled.1ss To Michaels, this commercial success was proof that the
newspaper did not need to pitch toward a more radical, countercultural audience in
imitation of the underground press. As he wrote to one journalist: “we are more convinced
than ever that the Advocate did the right thing from the start in pitching our newspaper to
the broadest possible gay readership.”1s7

In the meantime, many underground newspapers were forced to close for a
combination of financial, political, and personal reasons. Print outlets in rural areas
especially struggled to find writers and reach a sizable population of readers. The Le-Hi-
Ho, in Pennsylvania’s Lehigh Valley, went under in July 1971 due to a “lack of interest on
the part of the local people.” 188 The commitment of many radical papers to a non-
commercial and democratic model of production also left their staff stretched thin. Even
Winston Leyland, the editor of the relatively successful Gay Sunshine, complained that the
newspaper needed “fifteen committed people” to get “involved in writing articles, [...] help
out in selling the paper, [and get] bread together,” instead of the current eight.1s9 Like other
185 Allen Young to Dick Michaels, September 15, 1970, Box 4, Folder 24: Gay Flames (GLF-NY), 1970-
1971, Advocate Records; “Proposal for a New Gay Newspaper in the Los Angeles Area,” n.d. [c. 1974], Box
4, Folder 98: Goodstein, David B., Advocate Records. The following year, the editors of Fag Rag requested

a similar arrangement (Fag Rag Collective to The Advocate, October 21, 1971, Box 3, Folder 89: Fag Rag,
1971-1972, Advocate Records).

186 “Proposal for a New Gay Newspaper in the Los Angeles Area.”

187 Dick Michaels to John F. Hunter, September 18, 1970, Box 3, Folder 141: Gay (N.Y.), 1970-1973,
Advocate Records.

188 Le-Hi-Ho, July 1971, 1, Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection.

189 Leyland, “Gay Sunshine Speaks!”
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gay liberation organizations, underground papers ran on shoestring budgets and relied on
volunteers for office space, printing, editing, and distribution. But they were willing to bear
the associated costs of disruption, inconsistency, and burnout if it meant upholding their
principles.

Finding a reliable printer could be difficult for many gay newspapers, given their
explicit content and tenuous political relationships. In November 1970, Liberation Press, a
Communist Party-affiliated publisher that offered its services to the editors of Gay Flames,
refused to handle an issue that included an article critical of the Party.19 In October 1972,
the editors of Motive, in Washington, D.C., were forced to delay publication of an issue
after their printer rejected it as “pornography,” and then refused to return their plates. 191
Similarly, an image of two women kissing on the August 1974 cover of Lesbian Tide
proved too controversial for a number of Los Angeles printers.192 The editors of Fag Rag,
meanwhile, reported: “We have never been able to find a distributor; our printer for the last
three issues has just dropped us, and few bookstores will handle the paper.”193

Internal struggles for creative control and competing visions for the underground
press also divided many papers, including Come Out, which printed its last issue in
September 1972 after a bitter struggle among its staff.194 Many activists viewed the

underground press instrumentally: to Gay Sunshine editor Zack Mansfield, the purpose of

190 Dick Leitsch, “Around the Movement,” New York Mattachine Times, November-December 1970, Box 1,
Ted Rauch Collection.

191 Dave [?] to Allen Young, October 9, 1972, Box 2, Folder 7, AYP.
192 Cordova, When We Were Outlaws, 36.
193 “Who We Are.”

194 “Cross Currents,” Lesbian Tide Vol. 2, No. 4 (November 1972), 21, LGBT Periodicals Collection, NYPL.
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the editorial collective was “not to produce newspapers, but committed radicals.” 195
Furthermore, the radical newspaper should seek to embody the ideals that it communicates
by adopting a non-hierarchical organizational structure, rejecting professionalization, and
refusing to print advertisements. As the editors of Fag Rag, for instance, proudly
proclaimed: “[We are] not a capitalist, money-making enterprise... We refuse
advertisements because they are bribery and ugly.” 196

At the same time—as Winston Leyland, who was also an editor at Sunshine, pointed
out—such policies left newspapers with “limited financial resources,” and thus “unable to
pay regular salaries,” increase the “frequency of publication, number of pages, circulation”
or “improve [their] aesthetic quality.”197 To Leyland, the chief objective of the editors
should be to deliver high-quality journalism and criticism to a gay readership. Political
purism jeopardized that goal by inhibiting financial viability. Going further, fellow
Sunshine editor Tony Da Rosa complained that the reigning attitude of “letting everyone
do their thing” had resulted in an “unprofessional” appearance that would only serve to
alienate the uninitiated. If “the aim of any newspaper of the liberation movements is to
reach those who are not participating,” he wrote, “a house organ that is dull and smudgy
and pieced together like a tattered dress won’t do.”198 Due to these disputes regarding
internal democracy, advertising policy, and overall vision, the Sunshine editorial collective

split into two rival factions in 1972.199

195 Zack Mansfield to Allen Young, November 13, 1972, Box 2, Folder 7, Allen Young Papers.
196 Ibid.

197 “Editorial,” Gay Sunshine 16 (January-February 1973), 2.

198 Tony Da Rosa to Morris Kight, July 20, 1971, Box 2, Folder 4: “D,” Morris Kight Papers.
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By 1973, few of the gay liberation newspapers that formed shortly after Stonewall
still existed.200As the remaining smaller, scrappier publications struggled to stay afloat, The
Advocate consolidated its dominant position in the gay public sphere. In 1974, Liberation
Publications, headed by the wealthy financier and philanthropist David Goodstein,
purchased the newspaper for $350,000, moved its offices from Los Angeles to Menlo Park,
California, and unveiled a plan to convert it into a monthly magazine with an expanded
circulation target of 400,000 copies per issue within four years.201 Apart from its
repercussions for the gay newspaper industry, the move signaled a significant political shift
toward the center. To Carl Wittman, Goodstein personified “the commercialization of a
gay market,” and his investment in The Advocate marked “the ascendancy of respectable
middle class gay rights.”202 Indeed, that same year, Goodstein joined the leadership of the
National Gay Task Force (NGTF), the first nationwide gay lobbying organization in the
United States and a much more moderate political force than the gay liberation groups that

had formed in the previous half-decade.203

Conclusion
In the course of the 1970s, publications like The Advocate increasingly dominated
the gay public sphere, dampening radicals’ hopes of leading a cultural revolution on and

off the page. As their influence waned, many liberationist editors and writers despaired of

200 Karla Jay and Allen Young, interview. See also: Winston Leyland, “Gay Radical Press: 1972 Gay
Sunshine 15 (October-November 1972), 5.

201 “Proposal for a New Gay Newspaper in the Los Angeles Area.”
202 Carl Wittman, “San Francisco, 1969,” Gay Community News, June 23, 1979.

203 Self, All in the Family, 240.
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having any effect on the larger gay community. In February 1975, the editors of
Rhinoceros, a publication in Denver, wrote:

It is perfectly possible and just about probable that the gay movement has

not touched the general gay population very deeply at all. Every indication

shows that what the general gay population wants is to be left alone to live

the life they have grown accustomed to: a life whose bars and baths are a

little dangerous because they might be raided at any time, whose media is

always at least slightly pornographic and sexually commercial, whose social
acceptance is marginal.2o04

Some underground publications adapted, shedding their objections to conventional
eroticism. In 1973, the Gay Alternative published a controversial essay that criticized the
“anti-sex sentiment” of the liberation counterculture and praised pornography for putting
gay men “in touch with instinct.”205 In a 1975 essay in Morning Due, a men’s liberation
journal based in the Pacific Northwest, another writer narrated his journey from
disparaging gay bathhouses as “places to hide one’s sex” to embracing them as “liberated
zones...where Gay men...relate to each other freely sexually and almost as freely
socially.”206 “They are spaces,” he continued, “where we Gay men (if only temporarily)
deny the overwhelming bullshit that straight male pig society has dished out to us and share
our Gayness together openly. 207 This passage demonstrates the extent to which the
meanings attached to “liberation” had shifted by mid-decade with the defeat of the new

left. No longer did the word carry any implication of broad social transformation. The

204 “Editorial,” Rhinoceros (Denver, CO), February 1975, 1, Box 96, LGBT Periodicals Collection, NYPL.
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Community Center Ephemera Files.
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author’s “liberated zone” is something much more modest: a temporary refuge from a
hostile society.

A few writers and publications continued to uphold the far-reaching ideals of gay
liberation well into the 1970s, even as they found themselves increasingly isolated from
much of the movement. In the Winter 1975-76 issue of the Gay Liberator, Allen Young
declared:

[Gay] liberation has a revolutionary dimension which should not be lost.

That dimension challenges the reformist myths. Ultimately, our struggle for

freedom will be shortchanged if we stop at acceptance, tolerance, and ‘equal

rights’ in a society that exploits workers, divides people according to skin

color, insists on separate models of behavior for men and women, destroys

the environment, and attempts to dominate smaller nations by economic and

military coercion.2os

To Young’s “reformist” targets, The Advocate and the NGTF, these criticisms were
the histrionic death gasps of a stale fashion. As Ron Gold, the NGTF communications
director, told supporters the previous year, it was time for the gay movement to abandon
“ideological purity” and leave behind the notion that gay and lesbian activists were “part
of a broad cultural revolution.” 209 Or, as David Goodstein wrote in a January 1976
editorial:

All the buzzwords of ‘Liberation’ are as obsolete today as McCarthyism...

The problems of the gay community are different even from those of 1972.

We have the straight community's attention today...Evidence is that the gay

movement, like every other civil rights movement in 1976, has to have clout

in the voting booth and the bank... [We must give up on any hope of] this

country changing its economic and political system in fundamental
ways. 210

208 Allen Young, “Survival in A Hostile World,” Gay Liberator (Detroit, MI) 47 (Winter 1975-76), 10.

209 Quoted in Allen Young, “An Airing of Differences,” Gay Liberator (Detroit, MI) 43 (February-March
1975), 5.

210 David Goodstein to David Aiken, et. al., January 21, 1976, Box 20, Folder 10, Allen Young Papers.
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Chapter 5: The Language of “Liberation”

In March 1971, the New York City editor Sol Stein shared his excitement about “a
number of Gay Lib books coming later this year and next year,” two of which his firm,
Stein & Day, was planning to publish: The Gay Militants, by Donn Teal—which, he wrote,
“has the chance to have a fantastic sale in paperback”—and Sappho Was A Right-on
Woman: A Liberated View of Lesbianism, co-written by Sidney Abbott and Barbara Love.1
Stein & Day was far from the only commercial publisher to regard the new “Gay Lib”
phenomenon as a potentially profitable source of print material. 1971, which one observer
dubbed “the year of the first gay liberation books,” saw the release of such as titles as
Dennis Altman’s Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation, Arthur Bell’s Dancing the Gay
Lib Blues, and John Murphy’s Homosexual Liberation: A Personal View. The following
year, Out of the Closets: Voices of Gay Liberation, a compilation of essays and articles
edited by Karly Jay and Allen Young, hit bookshelves, along with Jill Johnston’s Lesbian
Nation, Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon’s Lesbian/Woman, and Peter Fisher’s The Gay
Mystique, and other paperbacks. 2 As Winston Leyland, editor of Gay Sunshine,
commented in January 1972: “From Praeger, Simon & Schuster, Norton, Stein & Day,
Random House and many lesser known publishing houses they pour forth—books on gay
oppression and liberation, gays and the military, radical lesbians, gays in history—with

1 Sol Stein to unknown recipient, March 16, 1971, Box 92, Folder: Miscellaneous Papers, Arthur Bell Papers,
Manuscripts and Archives Division, The New York Public Library (hereafter cited as Arthur Bell Papers).

2 Allen Young, “Book Review: The Gay Militants, by Donn Teal; Dancing the Gay Lib Blues, by Arthur

Bell; Homosexual Liberation: A Personal View, by John Murphy,” unpublished draft, n.d. [1971], Box 20,
Folder 10, Allen Young Papers.
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more in the presses and still more promised in the near future.”3 By September 1973, one

Philadelphia journalist commented, “A trickle, which may well lead to a flood of published

memoires [sic] by gay people (prominent and not so) to cash in on the liberation market

has begun.”s

This crop of books supplemented the magazines and newspapers (like Gay

Sunshine) in which they were advertised, further expanding the gay public sphere and

GAY LIB BOOK SERVICE
Box 40397 S.F Cal. 94140

GAY LIBERATION BOOKS

DOUT OF THE CLOSETS: VOICES OF GAY LIBERA-
TION. Edited by Karla Jay & Allen Young $3.95 paper.
Anthology of essays, interviews, manifestos. Highly recom-
mended.

OTHE GAY LIBERATION BOOK. Edited by L. Richmond
and G. Moguera. 1973. $3.95 paper. Anthology of articles,
photos. : .

O HOMOSEXUAL OPFPRESSION AND LIBERATION by
Derinis Altman. Superb writing on the crystallization
of gay liberation consciousness, $1.65 paper.

OGREAT GAY IN 'THE MORNING. $1.75 paper. One
group’s approach to communal living and sexual politics.

O LESBIAN/WOMAN by Del Martin & Phyllis Lyon. §1.50
Fape; (and $7.95 hardcover). Personal account by two
aunders of gay women’s liberation movement.

D GMP by Gertrude ‘Stein. 1st U.S. edition. Includes her “A
Long Gay Book.” Stein on homosexuality in her cubist
style. $3.45 paper.

| POETRY ~

OWE ARE ALL LESBIANS, a gay women's poetry an-

thology. $2 paper (just published} -

OTHE .MALE MUSE A Gay Poetry Anthology, edited

by lan Young 40 poets, including Ginsberg, Goodman,

Wicners, Norse, Jonathan Williams ete. $3.95: paper. Highly
recommended. Sy

O THE FALL OF AMERICA by Allen Ginsberg. Poems from™

1966 on. $2.50 paper. ..

(] SELECTED POEMS by John Wieners. $3.95 paper. Many.
gay poems incl. See review, Gay Sunshine No. 16.

O SELECTED POEMS by Larry Eigner. $2.50 paper. Strong,
open poetry. .

0O MANROOT Na. 8 (Spring 1973) A special womanhood
issue. Poctry Sl,ﬁl'.l_ paper.

O MANROOT No. 9. First rate poetry by various poets. §1.50
paper.

O SAPPHO '71 by Harriette Frances. Collection of gay
women’s poetry & drawings. $2.50 paper.

0O ON AMPHETAMINE AND IN EUROPE. Vol 3 of

Taylor Mead’s diary-poems. 1968 cd. $5 paper.

0 SOME GREEN MOTHS. Poems by lan Young. $2 paper.
O LOOKING AT WOMEN. Poems by Fran Winant. $1 paper.

OTHE HART CRANE VOYAGES by Hunce Voelcker. $2
paper. Poctic translations of Crane’s six love poems to Emil
Opffer follow a survey of his earlier love affairs.

O SONGS FOR THE REVOLUTION by Hunce Voelcker.
Sonnets, $1.25 paper.

O LOGAN by Hunce Voclcker. $1.50 paper. Poetic story of
two boys, lovers, giving birth to a poetic son, a poem.

GAY LIBERATION PACKETS

OGAY LIB PACKET No. 1. Collection of individual articles,
papers, ctc. §2, .

O GAY SUNSHINE PACKET No. L. Ten back issues of Gay
Sunshine paper. (Nos. 817) $5.

D GAY SUNSHINE PACKET No. 2. Five rare back issucs of
Gay Sunshine paper (Nos. 2,4-7). Only a few left. $5

Cash with order please. California residents add 5% =les tax,
Postage included. Please allow 2-5 weeks. Make check or
money order payable to Gay Sunshine. Owerseas orders:
please add 50 cents per hard cover, 25 cents per soft cover

for postage. Minimum mail order: §3

Figure 18: Advertisement for Gay Liberation Book Service, Gay
Sunshine 19 (Sept.-October 1973).

disseminating the ideals of the liberationist counterculture to a greater number of readers

3 Winston Leyland, “Gay Lib and New Gay Lit”, Gay Sunshine 10 (January 1972), 6.

4 Weinstock, “The Streetcorner of Them All.”
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after 1971 (Figure 18). “Gay liberation ideas,” Jay and Young explained in a radio
interview, had been limited to publications “with very small circulation,” making it “really
important to get them all together between two covers.” s Even more than the underground
press, the gay and lesbian books of the early 1970s publishing boom provide a window into
the contested meaning of “liberation.” Through a combination of personal narrative and
general observation, authors explored the implications of sexual freedom and the gay
movement at great length, revealing and at times exemplifying the unresolved tensions
between individual fulfillment and social transformation.

Despite their ideological and biographical differences, these authors all celebrated
coming out—the signature political act of gay liberation—as the achievement of an
authentic personal identity, and so cast the private search for authenticity as the basis of a
collective struggle against a repressive culture. Their objection to the gender “roles” that
divide people into bounded (and unequal) social categories, and their contempt for artifice
of any kind, proved difficult to reconcile with the political necessity of uniting people of
disparate backgrounds on the basis of a shared, and stigmatized, sexual identity. In the face
of deeply entrenched sexual-political dynamics, all but a few liberationist authors shied
away from offering a coherent political analysis of homophobia, patriarchy, or any of the
other institutionalized forms of oppression to which they signaled their opposition. Most
left the impression that voluntary acts of self-transformation sufficed as a political strategy.
By and large, then, the gay liberation literature of the early 1970s substituted “lifestyle” for
social action, reflecting an overall contraction of emancipatory possibilities in the context

of the new left’s retreat.

5 Jay and Young, interview.
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The formal elements of these books, and the criteria according to which they were
judged within the gay counterculture, underscore the importance of personal authenticity
in liberationist discourse. It was not enough for a writer to espouse an opinion; they needed
to support it, and give it substance, with the testimony of their experience. While Paul
Goodman was judged a hypocrite for embracing bisexuality without “appearing to fully
live it,” Allen Ginsberg earned praise for actually doing “what he [taught].”’s One reviewer
of a 1973 book about the gay community in Greenwich Village criticized the author for
treating his subject with too much distance, and for neglecting to discuss “his [own]
coming-out experience, his decision to leave his family, how he integrated his professional
and social life, how he mixes with his straight friends.”7 In order to satisfy readers’
expectations, gay authors had to render their own lives transparent and immediately
accessible, exposing their intimate thoughts and emotions. Most generalized about gay
liberation through the lens of their own experience, typically choosing autobiography or
personal narrative as the genre most suitable for communicating their ideas.

This chapter traces the history of ideas about the self, authenticity, and social
change in the published books that circulated within the gay liberation movement (with
supplementary citations from newspapers, magazines, correspondence, and ephemera,
where appropriate). It begins with their origins in an earlier reformist literature that
challenged draconian sex laws and bigoted attitudes toward sexual minorities, but which
nonetheless treated certain aspects of the gay subculture as a matter of public concern.

From there, it demonstrates the significant extent to which liberationists after Stonewall

6 Altman, Homosexual; Oppression and Liberation, 164, 170.

7 Steve Weinstock, “The Streetcorner of Them All,” Gay Alternative No. 5 (Sept. 1, 1973), 23.
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merged their critique of the existing gay subculture—particularly the gay bar—with a
countercultural and feminist discourse of authenticity and “sex roles.” This chapter
examines the meanings that the authors of popular gay liberation books, including three
personal narratives about coming out from 1971-72, attached to these concepts. Close
readings of these texts demonstrate a clear trajectory from collective action to private
withdrawal. The chapter ends with a coda to these liberationist books from the early 1970s:
Charles Reich’s 1976 memoir, The Sorcerer of Bolinas Reef, which epitomizes the

“lifestyle politics” that had triumphed by the middle of the decade.

5.1 The Critique of the “Old Gayworld”

As in the underground press, the new gay liberation books of the early 1970s
expressed a shared antipathy to what the political theorist Dennis Altman in 1971 referred
to as “the old gayworld.”s Liberationists trained their critical lens not just at antigay
discrimination and violence, but more particularly at the socializing institutions—the
family, the media, schools, psychiatry, and organized religion—that inculcated a “sense of
loneliness, guilt feelings, and self-hatred” among gay people.s Accordingly, many post-
Stonewall gay authors viewed the gay subculture as by no means immune to these
dynamics, and held it responsible for internalizing and intensifying the hostility and guilt
originating in the wider culture.

During the early 1970s, liberationists around the country established a clear

dichotomy between their vision and the oppressive conditions of the existing gay

8 Altman, Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation, 117.

9 Onge, The Gay Liberation Movement, 12.
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subculture. In a July 1970 newsletter, the Seattle GLF declared:

We simply must find an alternative to the kind of life and distorted self
image that gay people have endured in this country...How ‘gay’ is the gay
world? There are not many gay people who are unaware of the deep sense
of alienation and the loneliness which pervades the Gay world. Anyone who
has ever spent long hours in a gay bar knows in a very personal way what it
means to be caught up in a syndrome in which a man is valued only for his
body, where every other aspect of his being accounts for virtually nothing.
...[There] is this terrible and preposterous loneliness. Young men refusing
opportunities for real love and deferring for an absurd myth. Endlessly
wandering through the dark and lonely gay bars, the baths, the streets and
the parks millions of gay people waist [sic] their lives in this sad and
helpless journey... We [in GLF] want to bring gay people together in a
situation in which people care about each other as human beings and where
there is an atmosphere of love and mutual respect.1o

Similarly, in his keynote address to that year’s National Student Gay Liberation Conference,
which circulated widely in the underground press, twenty-year-old San Francisco State
undergraduate Charles Thorp held “the three Big B’s: the Bars, the Beaches, and the Baths™
responsible for keeping gay people “controlled and patrolled.”11 For New York City GLF
activist and Come Out editor Perry Brass, meanwhile, “the old institutions of
homosexuality”—*“cruising” and “the stand-up-and-look-pretty bars” especially—
mirrored “the oppressive institutions that heterosexual society should have thrown out
years ago.”12 They were not worth preserving.

These activist polemics against the old gayworld informed the extended criticisms
of urban gay life that run through books such as John Murphy’s Homosexual Liberation:

A Personal View (1971), Altman’s Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation (1971), Peter

10 “GLF on Freedom and Love,” Seattle Gay Liberation Front Newsletter VVol. 1, No. 3 (July 24, 1970), Box
4, Folder: Gay Liberation Front (GLF) — Seattle, WA, Advocate Records.

11 Charles P. Thorp, “I.D., Leadership and Violence,” in Out of the Closets, eds. Jay and Young, 355.

12 Perry Brass, “Work in Process,” Unpublished Manuscript, Box 96, Folder: Writings, Perry Brass Papers,
Manuscripts and Archives Division, NYPL (hereafter cited as Perry Brass Papers).
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Fisher’s The Gay Mystique (1972), and Barbara Love and Sidney Abbott’s Sappho Was A
Right-On Woman (1972). These authors painted a grim picture of the gay bar as “the
ultimate sexual marketplace,” a “controlled environment”—like a “cage” or a “meat
market”—in which people assess and consume each other like cheap commodities. The
gay man or lesbian who looks to the bar for “community, freedom, love, and ego support,”
Love and Abbott wrote, is bound for disappointment; there, he or she will only find “games

9% ¢

of conquest,” “competition, exploitation, degradation, and frequently loveless sex.” By
encouraging “a...compulsive need for sexual activity” and reinforcing the “loneliness” and
“desperation” of their patrons, these authors all agreed, gay bars perpetuate stereotypical
views of gays and lesbians as sex-obsessed and psychologically unstable when in fact, the
hyper-individualistic and atomized world of the gay bar actually reflects prevailing cultural
norms “in a blatant and undisguised form.” Liberation therefore implies the transcendence
of an old gayworld that offers little more than “a parody of the straight life.”13

For decades, bars had been among the few institutions where gay men and lesbians
could assemble in relative safety. Indeed, the Council on Religion and Homosexual
reported in 1965, “there hardly seems to be any place other than the gay bar in which
[homosexuals] may freely associate without baleful scrutiny and the need to wear a
mask.”14 It is therefore surprising that post-Stonewall accounts of the gay bar consistently
emphasized a lack of community or authentic personal connection but had little to say

about the continuing threat of vice raids. Of the four authors mentioned earlier, only Altman

gave sustained consideration to the effect that fear of police harassment, and its legal and

13 Ibid.

14 “A Brief of Injustices” (originally published in ONE, Oct. 1965, 6-17), in The Stonewall Riots: A
Documentary History, ed. Marc Stein (New York: NYU Press, 2019), 33.
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social repercussions, tended to have on bar patrons. In his view, the gay bar was an
ingenious form of social control that simultaneously contained gay people in an isolated
space while preventing them from trusting one another. Rather than forming genuine
attachments, as might be possible in a freer environment, the terrified people in gay bars
together constituted “no more than a pseudo-community.” 15 To Altman, the political
consequences of this were clear: “Insecurity,” he wrote, “produces conservatism as much
as it does radicalism.”16

To liberationist authors, the oppressive social conditions of the old gayworld were
given sanction in gay literature. In a section of Homosexual Liberation titled “Queer Books,”
Murphy argued that the gay-themed writings of John Rechy, Hubert Selby, Jr., Gore Vidal,
and other novelists of the late 1950s and 1960s tended to reinforce feelings of inferiority
among gay readers and inflame the “the straight world's fear of the homosexual.”17 Murphy
lamented the fact that nearly all postwar American fiction writers who had addressed the
subject of homosexuality

...seem to have unconsciously adopted the classic attitude of homosexuality

as either sin or neurosis. Thus, when they try to deal openly with love

between persons of the same sex, they become so preoccupied with the

matter of the character's homosexuality that they are unable to complete

their creation of a genuinely complicated human being.1s
The bleak portrayal of the lives of gay characters in these books, Murphy wrote, established

“an uncomfortable parallel between homosexuality and death” that profoundly affected his

own self-image as a gay man. “They were my only source of information outside of my

15 Altman, Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation, 29.
16 Ibid., 18-19.
17 Murphy, Homosexual Liberation, 59.

18 Ibid., 53.
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own abortive experiments,” he writes, “and they held very little promise for any kind of
future.”19 A liberated gay literature, in his view, would show individuals of the same sex
“being affectionate to one another without fear, acting as people, not as bodies.” 20

This humanistic critique of the gay subculture, especially the bar, built upon a half-
decade of writing that associated “depersonalized” sex with psychopathology, self-hatred,
and reactionary politics. Journalist John Gerassi’s 1966 book, The Boys of Boise: Furor,
Vice, and Folly in an American City, exposed the business and political elites who led a
draconian crackdown on that city’s tiny gay community in 1955 but themselves engaged
in furtive encounters with other men.21 The book, a plea for tolerance and openness,
established a connection between closeted homosexuality and other forms of dishonest and
hypocritical behavior. Similarly, in his 1968 book The Gay World, psychiatrist Martin
Hoffman identified the open expression of homosexuality with mental health, while
denigrating gay bars, bathhouses, cruising grounds as a “sexual marketplace” that
reinforces neurosis, guilt, and overall psychological maladjustment.22 Hoffman lamented
the fact that

...the public places of gay life are based on and, at the same time, encourage

sex fetishization of a most dehumanizing kind. The focus in some of the

public places is on a very brief sexual encounter, measured in terms of

minutes, which occurs often under the most degrading circumstances. The

gay bar tends to encourage the ‘one-night stand.” This is sex without
obligation or commitment, without significant personal encounter, sex for

19 Ibid., 47-48.
20 Ibid., 56.

21 John Gerassi, The Boys of Boise: Furor, Vice and Folly in an American City (New York: Collier Books,
1966), 30.

22 Martin Hoffman, The Gay World: Male Homosexuality and the Social Creation of Evil (New York: Basic
Books, 1968), 53.
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the sake of sex alone.23
The gay world, in Hoffman’s view, socializes gay people to be incapable of forming
meaningful attachments and to regard one another as mere “sexual object[s].”24 Caught in
“the web of promiscuity and instability,” they suffer an “alienation of the most terrible
kind”: the inability to “[integrate] sex with love.”25

Like Gerassi, Hoffman is careful to avoid blaming homosexuals for these
conditions, and he makes it clear that they are caused by bigotry and repression. As an
advocate of reform, he intended his study to persuade heterosexuals that an acceptance of
homosexuality is in their interest, as well, by showing that the psychological instability
produced by persecution and exclusion carries the risk of social tension, and even increased
criminality. Greater tolerance will, Hoffman reassures his reader, allow the homosexual to
become more like the well-adjusted heterosexual, who is free of inner conflicts capable of
“structuring of [their] life... to [experience] a whole, rich involvement with another
person.”26

No analysis of the gay subculture had a greater influence on liberationist writers
than the controversial 1970 book, Tearoom Trade: Impersonal Sex in Public Places, by the
sociologist Laud Humphreys. An ethnographic study of cruising in “tearooms” (slang for
men’s restrooms), it offered a detailed portrait of the inner life of the closet and the effects
of openness and repression. The sexual underworld depicted by Humphreys, himself a

closeted gay man at the time, is full of menace and despair. Communication in the tearoom

23 |bid., 62.
24 |bid., 153.
25 Ibid., 198.

26 Ibid.
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is minimal, indirect, and entirely non-verbal. Tearoom relationships are purely
transactional; they require a maximum of anonymity and emotional detachment.
Humphreys thus describes the tearoom as an “automat [...] providing a low-cost,
impersonal [...] means of commodity distribution.”27

Humphreys’s interviews and survey research showed that men who self-identified
as gay and socialized with other homosexuals were “more accepting of their own sexual
natures and more intent upon establishing love relationships with others.”’2s Closeted men
who denied their homosexuality and scorned the gay community, on the other hand,
suffered a self-imposed “social isolation” and an intolerable feeling of guilt. The “covert
deviant,” Humphreys warned, “may prove most dangerous to themselves and the rest of
society.”29 Although more likely than the openly gay person to visit the tearooms, he was
also more likely to assume the role of “moral crusader” and endorse crackdowns by vice
patrols.so Relatedly, Humphreys reported that many closeted men espoused right-wing
political views and belonged to extremist organizations such as the John Birch Society—a
finding that had a particular resonance for gay liberationists who associated impersonal sex

with self-loathing and political reaction.31

27 Laud Humphreys, Tearoom Trade: Impersonal Sex in Public Places (Chicago: Aldine, 1970), 154.
28 Ibid., 143.
29 Ibid., 129.
30 Ibid., 141.

31 Craig Hanson, for example, wrote to Allen Young that Humphreys “exposed the tearoom queens of St.
Louis as a gang of extreme right-winger, hypocritical Birchers!” (Craig Hanson to Allen Young, November
16, 1972, Box 2, Folder 7, Allen Young Papers), and a California activist cited Tearoom Trade to support his
claim that “the vast majority of those who have sex in toilets are right wing extremists in their political views”
and that closeted individuals “suffer from a greater insecurity—emotional, economic and physical” (Don
Jackson, “Thomas M. Edwards and Other Problems,” Bay Area Reporter No. 2, Vol. 15 [July 26, 1972], 2,
Box 1, Rauch Collection).
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Tearoom Trade, like Hoffman’s The Gay World, offered a liberal argument for sex
law reform and a plea for a more tolerant culture. To that end, Humphreys praised the
existing institutions of the gay world—including gay bars—for providing gay people with
“self-esteem” and “relief from torment.”32 Additionally, he argued that the gay world
served to “mediate [the homosexual’s] relationship with the larger society,” and that by
enabling them to form stable and emotionally fulfilling relationships, it diminished the
incidence of psychopathology and criminal behavior. 33 “Every means,” Humphreys wrote,
“by which [gay] men are helped to think better of themselves and to relate to others in the
homosexual subculture will lessen any threat they may constitute for the society at large.” 34
Like Hoffman, Humphreys hoped to see the healthy reintegration of homosexuals into a
society that he viewed as essentially rational—in contrast to liberationist critics who

described the gay world as representative of an alienated culture.

5.2 Artifice, Authenticity, and Sex Roles

Perhaps no problem so preoccupied the post-Stonewall gay liberation
counterculture as how to access and unlock the authentic self, and how to distinguish
between artifice and truth. To gays and lesbians, “liberation” meant “being able to think,

talk, touch, act and love as we really are, as we really feel, as we really know ourselves to

32 Humphreys, Tearoom Trade, 166.
33 Ibid.

34 Ibid.
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be,” and finding a “true self identity.”3s This marked a significant departure from the 1960s
discourse of authenticity, which, as Morris Dickstein notes, implied the creation of
something new rather the recovery of something lost or forgotten. This conception, he
writes, “takes the self as problematic and yet as a vast field of possibility. The authentic
person aims to become himself, not simply to be himself: the self must be created and won,
not simply excavated.”ss For gay and lesbian authors, by contrast, liberation required the
unlearning of “gender programming” and “cultural conditioning” and the rescuing of the
indivisible, un-fragmented person from damage and corruption.

In the gay liberation literature of the early 1970s, the word “liberation” commonly
represents the antithesis of the artifice and “role-playing” of the old gayworld. In
Christopher and Gay: A Partisans View of the Greenwich Village Homosexual Scene
(1973), author Wallace Hamilton recalls with shame how “in the pre-liberation days, almost
everyone in the gay subculture went by a different identity than that used in contacts with
the straight world.”37 Such secrecy and subterfuge were widely viewed as the hallmarks of
gay oppression. “Much of the tension of gay life results from the knowledge that one is
continually acting,” wrote Dennis Altman, “that we are not as we appear.”3s For one of the
nine authors of Great Gay in the Morning!: One Group's Approach to Communal Living
and Sexual Politics (1972), the gay subculture stifled individuality and growth by

presenting roles as “the only solution to social identity,” leaving gays and lesbians “to find

35 Dan Sherbo, “The Alternative Rap,” Gay Alternative No. 4 (1973), 3; Ralph Hall, “Identifying My
Revolution,” Unpublished Manuscript, n.d. [c. 1971], Box 91, Folder: Ralph Hall, Arthur Bell Papers.
36 Dickstein, Gates of Eden, 191.

37 Wallace Hamilton, Christopher and Gay: A Partisan's View of the Greenwich Village Homosexual Scene
(New York: Saturday Review Press, 1973), 49.

38 Altman, Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation, 24.
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some way of coping with an alien society by acting out those roles.”39

The language of roles referred to both their subjective effect—the denial of one’s
true identity—and their objective function as an externally imposed form of social control.
These concepts derived from a number of sources, including the counterculture, existential
psychology, and women’s liberation. In The Greening of America, counterculture
enthusiast Charles Reich argued that young Americans were freeing themselves from the
“role-prison” into which they had been socialized, and regaining contact with their
authentic selves.40 For the antipsychiatrist writer R.D. Laing, the source of psychic
disturbance in the modern individual was the primal division, beginning in infancy, of the
holistic human being into fragmented “roles.”s1 Laing’s anti-authoritarian (and anti-
familial) critique of roles was an important influence on many American gay liberationists,
to which they added a particular emphasis on the dichotomized gender roles that so
thoroughly shaped individual and social identities. In an essay in Come Out titled “Games
Male Chauvinists Play,” for instance, Perry Brass linked conventional masculinity to “a
frightening lack of self-understanding and self-confidence,” observing that most men could
not withstand interaction “without the roles pre-defined, the definitions roled out.” The
gendered role-playing that gay men had to play, even in the gay world, forced them “to

shut out all of the real tenderness and sensitivities associated with femininity.”42 The effects

39 25 to 6 Baking & Trucking Society, ed., Great Gay in the Morning! One Group’s Approach to Communal
Living and Sexual Politics (Washington, N.J: Times Change Press, 1972), 81.

40 Charles A. Reich, The Greening of America: How the Youth Revolution is Trying to Make America Livable
(New York: Random House, 1970), 139.

41 See the discussion of Laing in Sedgwick, Psycho Politics, pp. 111-121; and Chapter 7, “Theory and
Therapy II: Laing and Cooper,” in Jacoby, Social Amnesia, pp. 131-151.

42 Perry Brass, “Cruising: Games Men Play,” in Out of the Closets, eds. Jay and Young, 265.
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of this self-division, moreover, were as much intrapsychic as they were social: “Just as we
act in straight society out of fear that they will discover us,” Brass wrote, “we react with

each other out of fear that we will discover ourselves also.”43

To overcome role-playing, then, was to break the key link in the chain of gay
oppression. “If we don't recognize that the entire system is geared to keeping people in
these sexual...roles,” wrote John Murphy, “then we will never change what is oppressing
us.”44 Gay radicals built upon the analysis of the “sex-role system” articulated by
Shulamith Firestone, Kate Millett, and other feminists, extending it to a critique of

homophobia. The members of Chicago’s Third World Gay Revolution explained:
The oppression of women and that of gay people are interdependent and
spring from the same roots, but take different forms. Women and children
are oppressed by how they fit into the sex-class structure. Gay people are
persecuted because we don't fit into that structure at all... Sexism was the
founding oppression—the original inequality, the original domination.45
Taken together, the different forms of domination and alienation experienced by women
and gay men fell under the term “sexism,” an extremely supple category that could refer to
both domestic or antigay violence and, less straightforwardly, as Murphy wrote, “the guilt-
ridden promiscuity, the pressures against proclaiming one's homosexuality openly, the

fascination with appearances, [and the] extremely masculine and feminine stances that

many homosexuals adopt.” 46 “Sexism” explained the role-playing that prevented the

43 |bid.
44 Murphy, Homosexual Liberation, 144.

45 Third World Gay Revolution, “Gay Revolution and Sex Roles,” in Out of the Closets, eds. Jay and Young,
25455,

46 Murphy, Homosexual Liberation, 28.

235



development of an authentic gay community.

Gay liberationists anchored their politics of authenticity in a critique of sex roles,
opposing the plastic surface of gender convention to the undifferentiated reality underneath.
The “gay mystique” of the title of Peter Fisher’s 1972 book, for instance, referred to the

fragmentation of human experience along gendered lines. “Many people,” he wrote,

...deny themselves a richness and breadth of experience simply because

they have been taught that one must adhere strictly to either a man's or a

woman's role, and nothing in between. We are all a blend of masculine and

feminine and are more likely to be at home with ourselves and the world if

we acknowledge and explore that fact.47
Sex roles inhibited men from expressing emotion, just as they reinforced women’s
subordination—in both cases, producing a profound alienation. By heralding the
reintegration of the suppressed masculine elements of the female and the suppressed
feminine aspects of the male, gay liberation therefore represented the leading edge of a
revolution in consciousness and power relations.4s To many gay and lesbian radicals, sex
roles underpinned militarism, racism, and all other forms of domination in American
society. As one New Yorker wrote, “we are the true revolutionaries in the totalness of the
revolutionary spectrum.”49

The lesbian whose androgyny subverted conventional femininity arguably struck

the most severe blow to the sex-role system. In Christopher and Gay, Wallace Hamilton

praised “butch” women as “full-dimensional people,” and marveled that “[the] varieties of

a7 Fisher, The Gay Mystique, 74.

48 Some heterosexuals expressed envy that gay men had the freedom to “more easily break from [restrictive]
roles if they wish” (Calamus and Camelias [Tallahassee, FL], Vol. 1, No. 1 [May 1971], Box 1, Ted Rauch
Collection).

49 Hall, “Identifying My Revolution,” Arthur Bell Papers.
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roles they could play was almost infinite, ranging free of the rigidities of gender-bound
self.”’so The liberated woman, according to Abbott and Love, was uniquely capable of
inhabiting “many roles [...] simultaneously,” and thus exploding the notion of roles
altogether.s1 Similarly, one New Orleans liberationist proclaimed her freedom “to explore
[the] full range of feminine and masculine potential,” adding that she had resolved to leave
behind “games, ...[and] super-imposed identities.”s2

Openly gay men and lesbians were a vanguard force in the struggle against the sex-
role system, in this view, because their structural position at the margins of a
heteronormative society necessarily gave them a critical insight into its hollowness. “[TThe

really important thing about being gay,” wrote Martha Shelley,

...1s that you are forced to notice how much sex-role differentiation is pure
artifice, is nothing but a game... The roles are beginning to wear thin. The
roles—breadwinner, little wife, screaming fag, bulldyke, Hemingway
hero—are the cardboard characters we are always trying to fit into, as if
being human and spontaneous were so horrible that we each have to pick
on a character out of a third-rate novel and try to cut ourselves down to its
size.53

Shelley was far from the first writer to articulate what might be described as a “gay double-
consciousness.” Susan Sontag had, in her famous 1964 essay, “Notes on Camp,”
established a connection between gay culture (and other pariah groups, such as Jews) and

the playful subversion of prevailing tastes and norms.s4 But in a post-Stonewall context,

50 Hamilton, Christopher and Gay, 164.
51 Abbott and Love, Sappho Was a Right-on Woman, 96.
52 Sunflower (New Orleans, La.), February 1971, Box 1, Ted Rauch Collection.

53 Martha Shelley, Gay Is Good (New York: Gay Flames, September 1, 1970), 3, Box 164, LGBT Periodicals
Collection, NYPL.

54 See Susan Sontag, “Notes on Camp,” Partisan Review Vol. 31, No. 4 (Fall 1964): 515-530.
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the practices and sensibility long associated with the gay subculture, such as drag and camp
humor, were more often viewed as fortifying rather than challenging the sexual-political
order. 55 Liberationists insisted on coming out—publicly proclaiming their authentic
selves—and rejected an old gayworld they associated with shame, guilt, and secrecy.

Liberationists shared a clear conception of what was wrong with the existing society,
but their grand visions of a liberated future left unanswered many questions about how to
achieve it. Many assumed that simply by choosing their identities, they could escape the
clutches of the repressive, patriarchal culture that had shaped them from birth. Murphy, for
instance, urged his readers to “cast off oppressive sexual definitions” and start living
“genuine life styles.” “Homosexuals,” he wrote, “must actively choose the ways in which
they relate to each other and to the straight world.”ss Abbott and Love characterized
liberation, in similarly individualized terms, as a matter of sheer will: “Lesbians are taking
their lives into their own hands, being responsible for themselves.”s7 Having seen through
their own false consciousness, liberated women made genuine decisions about how to live,
society be damned.

The voluntarism of these assertions, and their assumption of a radically
underdetermined subjectivity, coexisted uneasily on the page with the liberationist
argument that a matrix of institutions—the family, psychiatry, the media, the church, and
the school—had socialized people to become alienated from their inner nature and learn to

“oppress themselves.” Abbott and Love, for example, had written that it was nearly

55 See Jeffrey Escoffier, “Breaking Camp,” The Gay Alternative No. 4 (1973), pp. 6-8.
s6 Murphy, Homosexual Liberation, 29.

57 Abbott and Love, Sappho Was A Right-on Woman, 228.
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impossible, in their society, “for individuals to discover and live their own life-styles, to
sense the validity of their needs, and to be effective if they do undertake such a search.”ss
The totalizing conception of “sexist programming” that reverberated around the movement,
as the political theorist Jean Bethke Elshtain argued, left no room for the sort of individual
agency that these writers called upon as the solution.se For Abbott, Love, Murphy, Fisher,
and others, coming out—expressing homosexuality honestly and publicly—was a
profound act of personal risk and political commitment.eo The very choice to identify as
gay and live an openly gay life, for them, was itself tantamount to “liberation.” But, as
Elshtain noted, the conflict in their narrative was too easily overcome, as it combined “an
image of total oppression... with the assertion that those thus oppressed are also models of

what it is to be totally ‘free.’”’s1

To identify as exclusively homosexual, and to build an identity around that sexuality,
could also be interpreted as standing in tension with the liberationist ideal, expressed in the
New York City GLF’s General Platform, of “freedom...[from] all limiting roles and
boxes.”62 Gay radicals nonetheless squared this circle by arguing that homosexuality,
gender nonconformity, and the redefinition of the family all threatened the deeply
entrenched sex-role system, and thus stood to liberate a much greater universal capacity

for self-expression and love than was currently available. “To see the total withering away

sg Ibid., 185.

59 Jean Bethke Elshtain, “Homosexual Politics: The Paradox of Gay Liberation,” Salmagundi 58/59 (Fall
1982-Winter 1983), 263.

60 “To come out is to refuse to oppress oneself, refuse to play the game” (Fisher, The Gay Mystique, 250).
61 Elshtain, “Homosexual Politics,” 266.

62 Quoted in Teal, The Gay Militants, 155.
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of the distinction between homo- and heterosexual is to be utopian,” Altman wrote, but it
was the eventual goal of the movement, much as, for Marx, the withering away of the state
followed the conquest of state power.s3 In the meantime, gays and lesbians modeled what
it meant to break free of inhibiting sex roles, become a “whole” person, and rediscover the
self’s lost unity.e4 “Being Gay” wrote Perry Brass, “[means] sharing love on an equal,
roleless, basis.”ss Likewise, for Jeffrey Escoffier, it entailed an experience of “rolelessness”
that remained inaccessible to those bound by the heterosexual nuclear family structure.es
Across the underground press, writers affirmed an equivalence between homosexuality and
“experience[ing] your total being—both maleness and femaleness,” “forget[ing] you are a
man and remember[ing] that you are a person,” and discovering “the person in back of the

facade.” 67

The image of “liberation” that emerges from gay books of the early 1970s is one of
primal, cosmic unity, beyond the more specific goals of sexual freedom, community, or
political rights. It is perhaps best captured by the conclusion to Christopher and Gay.
Inspired by the sight of his lover waking up beside him, “roused out of sleep from the
womblike waterbed,” Hamilton meditates on a future beyond roles, ritual, and power. “All

that’s real is thereness,” he writes. “The thereness is hereness and they meld in being.”es

63 Altman, Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation, 225.

64 Suzannah Lessard, “Gay Is Good for Us All” (first published in Washington Monthly, December 1970), in
MccCaffrey, ed., The Homosexual Dialectic, 208.

65 Brass, “Work in Process,” Perry Brass Papers.
66 Jeffrey Escoffier, “Why Body Politics?,” The Gay Alternative No. 3 (April 1, 1973), 3.

67 “Oppression Is A ‘Drag’!” Calamus and Camellias (Tallahassee, Fla.), No. 1 (May 1971), 4, Box 1, Ted
Rauch Collection; “Gay Yoga”; Jeanne Cordova, “Herstory,” Lesbian Tide Vol. 1, No. 3 (October 1971), 5.

68 Hamilton, Christopher and Gay, 210.
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This is, once again, the language of the counterculture, for which, as the political scientist
David Apter explained in 1971, “innocence is itself the goal, the source of redemption, the
means and the end. The search for directness and simplicity is precisely what is wanted as
the ultimate answer to complexity and compromise.”s9 For Abbott and Love, gay liberation
implied a “realization of innocence,” a return to what another writer described as “the
youthful [...]Age of Innocence and birth when once I was aware that [ was both unisensual
and multisexual in expressing my feelings and love for and with all brothers and sisters.” 70
To Altman, the logical endpoint of this search for “rolelessness” was an embrace of “human
diversity” and the achievement of a deeper individuality, but this liberationist utopia—an
existence scrubbed clean of all complicating divisions, in which everything is everything
and nothing all at once—clearly also had somewhat opposite, even dystopian, implications.
As the journalist Suzannah Lessard remarked in the Village Voice, the future imagined by
gay activists was one in which “large numbers of people, having no role assigned to them,
[would go] out of their minds for lack of an identity.” 71 Freedom from ‘“cultural
conditioning” seemed to open onto an empty, homogeneous universality—the proverbial

night in which all cows are black.72

69 David E. Apter, “The Old Anarchism and the New: Some Comments,” in Anarchism Today, eds. Apter
and James Joll (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1971), 9.

70 Abbott and Love, Sappho Was a Right-on Woman, 160; Hall, “Identifying My Revolution,” Perry Brass
Papers.
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5. 3 Self-Transformation as Liberation: Three Personal Narratives

Many gay liberation authors communicated their ideas about the self, roles,
authenticity, and social change through the medium of the personal narrative, a choice that
in itself reflected their emphasis on emotional intimacy and self-revelation. Their stories
of self-transformation, which follow a trajectory from alienation to belonging and freedom,
offer a window onto the various meanings that gays and lesbians attached to the term
“liberation” and chart their efforts to live the ideals of gay liberation in practice. Taken
together, books such as John Murphy’s Homosexual Liberation: A Personal View (1971),
Arthur Bell’s Dancing the Gay Lib Blues: A Year in the Homosexual Liberation Movement
(1971), and Great Gay in the Morning! One Group's Approach to Communal Living and
Sexual Politics (1972), illustrate the contradictions within “liberation” discourse, and its
depoliticization over the course of the early 1970s.

While it includes accounts of political events, Homosexual Liberation is
fundamentally a story of the author’s awakening and adoption of a new “lifestyle.” Readers
accompany Murphy as he sheds his conservative upbringing and fashions a new identity
for himself as a radical gay activist in New York City. At first, as “a child of the aspiring
middle class,” he finds it difficult to part with “the trappings of straight bourgeois society”
and embrace leftist politics and the counterculture.73 Despite his reservations, he joins the
GLF, attracted by its message of changing consciousness. As he pickets, demonstrates, and
organizes, while still holding onto his “bourgeois job,” he senses that he is being pulled in

different directions.74 At one GLF meeting, the words of an African American transvestite

73 Murphy, Homosexual Liberation, 81.

74 1bid., 110.
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strike him at his core:

[They told us that] the revolution, the total change in life styles as well as

politics, must not be simply something to do for middle-class people. It was

not an occupation or an amusement, to be picked up or dropped at will. You

had to realize that if you were going to be in it, you had better be all the way

in it, or stay out. The revolution wasn't a matter of what you said, or how

much violence you promised. It was what you were.75
From this point on, Murphy is determined to make the complete personal commitment that
the revolution requires. But his political work in the GLF is disappointing, and falls fall
short of the fulfillment that he seeks.

Collective action, in fact, leaves Murphy with feelings of powerlessness and futility.
He is demoralized when the GLF abandons its protest campaign against a bar that refused
to serve transgender people of color. “I wanted my actions to mean something,” he writes,
“to change some little part of the rigid system I kept running up against.” 76 In the meantime,
he becomes frustrated with the sectarian rancor and lack of strategic thinking within the
movement. Even the 1970 Christopher Street Liberation Day, a momentous celebration of
the first anniversary of the Stonewall Riots that saw tens of thousands of gays and lesbians
march through the streets of Manhattan, is a disappointment. At first moved by the occasion,
Murphy is soon overcome by a feeling of emptiness. “How could this be such a good thing,
such a big deal,” he asks, “and still be boring? We had made our gesture, and that was what
it was, in the end.”77 Even at its most climactic, movement politics is too banal to satisfy

his desire for action and results.

Murphy also recoils at the puritanical politics of authenticity espoused by many

75 Ibid., 109.
76 Ibid., 112-113

77 Ibid., 104.
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GLF militants. At one point, he describes a demonstration on 42nd Street, a hub for male
hustlers and pornographic cinemas and magazine vendors, in the course of which several
activists encircle one middle-aged man and urge him “to come into the streets, liberate
himself, and throw off the bonds of sexist oppression.” Their proselytizing leaves Murphy
feeling “very foolish and a little tired,” and confused about the aims of the movement. They
“had come to save” this man, and others like him who visited the area for its
commercialized sex, but such people “certainly didn't want us and, in their minds at least,
didn't need us.”78 The encounter reveals for Murphy the arrogance of assuming that one
lifestyle is better, more authentic and liberated, than another—and the futility of trying to
instruct other people on how to live. “We had come up from the Village to show these
people a thing or two,” he writes

...and now we were going right back. What had we changed? How had we

offered that man—whose life frightened and saddened and fascinated me—

any real alternative? We were making fun of what he had struggled to get

to, and he hated us for it, and I couldn't blame him.”79
Internally, meanwhile, the GLF is riven by a tiresome and competitive race among its
members to prove that they are more “liberated.” At one meeting, someone unexpectedly
removes his clothes and dares everyone else to do the same.so For Murphy, such irrelevant
and self-involved gestures only underscore the GLF’s isolation from the culture that it
desperately needs to transform.

In the span of less than a year, Murphy despairs of maintaining a “total commitment”

to movement work and concludes: “despite all the talk, the actuality of creating new life

78 Ibid., 116.
79 Ibid.

go Ibid., 130.
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styles was incredibly difficult work, perhaps even impossible.”s1 The utopian vision that
gay liberation promised feels too remote from everyday life and “the fact[s] of genuine
oppression.” While the “GLF was talking about destroying society,” he writes, “I was
worried, in a more mundane but equally urgent manner, about how I would meet that
month's rent.”s2 By the book’s conclusion, Murphy has arrived at a pragmatic compromise,
investing his personal life with the potentialities that politics has failed to realize. He quits
his white-collar job, moves to a bohemian neighborhood, changes his hairstyle, and has his
first emotional and sexual relationship with another man. He even changes his name—*a
small but concrete step toward destroying the concept of family, which could have stifled
me, as it has so many”—and joins a gay men’s consciousness-raising group to further
scrutinize his psychological makeup.s3 “I had completely altered the way I live,” he writes
with satisfaction.ss His story of “living a revolution” is, furthermore, symptomatic of a

99 ¢¢

broad and “irreversible” “change in the thinking of our culture.”’ss

Homosexual Liberation traces its author’s move from collective action to individual
consumption. The “revolution” that Murphy describes is composed of stylistic choices
regarding his clothes, hair, name, neighborhood, and job—and their effect on his self-image.
His retreat from the self-marginalizing politics of the GLF to a more modest program of

personal reinvention throws into relief the vexed question of how to live a liberated life in

an unliberated society. “Where,” he wonders, “do we draw the line between the adjustment

g1 Ibid., 113.

g2 Ibid., 130-131.
g3 Ibid., 15.

84 Ibid., 174.

g5 Ibid., 140.
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of social conditions and assimilation into the society that we are trying to change?”ss
Murphy’s narrative suggests that a meaningful life as an openly gay man has become
possible, and that gay liberation is a matter of individuals choosing to live according to
their desires.

In Dancing the Gay Lib Blues, Arthur Bell recounts a similar process of activist
commitment, disillusionment, and depoliticization. Bell, who would later write a gossip
column for the Village Voice, is characteristically more concerned with personal disputes
and romantic intrigue within the movement than with its practical activity. Politics and
personal life are so intertwined that that ’the reader,” as Allen Young quipped, “is left with
the lingering thought that Bell's decision to expose [the Gay Activists Alliance] is
intrinsically tied up to a lover's quarrel between him and GAA ‘heavy’ Arthur Evans.”s7
Like Homosexual Liberation, Bell’s book is meant to distill a general perspective on gay
liberation from one man’s search for fulfillment and meaning, and demonstrates in the
process a transition from collective action to “lifestyle.”

Although at first a member of the GLF, Bell leaves to establish the GAA instead,
“a radical group devoted [exclusively] to the cause of homosexual liberation.” Unlike the
GLF, the new organization, he explains, “would take responsible actions only, carefully
planned actions working within the framework of our society, actions without violence.”ss
Dancing the Gay Lib Blues includes his accounts of some of the GAA’s early

achievements: lobbying the Greenwich Village City Councilwoman Carol Greitzer to

g6 Ibid., 159.
87 Allen Young, “Book Review.” Ironically, Young himself would later be rejected by the editors of
Liberation magazine for obscuring the political significance of gay liberation “in a web of personal narrative”

(David Rosen to Allen Young, August 16, 1974, Box 3, Folder 6, Allen Young Papers).

ss Arthur Bell, Dancing the Gay Lib Blues, 18.
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sponsor an antidiscrimination bill; picketing the New York Post for printing homophobic
material; and securing a private meeting with Mayor John Lindsay’s staff. These well-
organized campaigns and concrete victories do not produce any of the doubt and confusion
that haunt Murphy throughout his tenure in the GLF. Instead, petty jealousies and
infighting threaten to tear the GAA apart.

Like most of the GAA in New York City, Bell was committed to a strategy of
electoral lobbying, litigation, and public pressure, and held a liberal pluralist conception of
gays and lesbians as an interest group. “Homosexuals were responsible for a good many
votes in New York,” he explains, “and it was time the mayor's office recognized the fact.”s9
Although at first Bell regards the GLF’s emphasis on “consciousness” as a distraction from
more important political work, his outlook changes as GAA splits into rival factions and
moves in a “moderate conservative” direction (and as he breaks up with his lover, another
GAA member).9 At a pivotal moment in his memoir, a friend explains to Bell that
“liberation” is not about political power or civil rights, but instead replacing “impersonal
sex” with “rewarding and fulfilling” relationships.e1 “Until homosexuals can relate to each
other as human beings and not as sex objects,” Bell comes to understand, “gay liberation
will not be achieved. Until sex is an expression of affection and communication between
people, liberation will not be achieved.”92

By the book’s conclusion, Bell’s conversion is complete. Distinguishing “gay

power” from “homosexual liberation,” he defines the latter as the far more important work

g9 Ibid., 38.
90 Ibid., 158.
a1 Ibid., 178.

92 Ibid., 178-179.

247



of self-acceptance and personal discovery. He embraces consciousness-raising as
“fascinating, mindblowing, and beyond a shadow of a doubt the best thing that's happened
to me in a long, long time,” and describes his consciousness-raising group as “a miracle
family” whose “tenderness and unity” and “warm and comforting” dynamics embody the
promise of liberation in a way that politics simply cannot. 93 Contented by his withdrawal
into private life, Bell concludes by relating his desire to transform this therapeutic
community into a commune, or an extended family. Ensconced in their womblike niche,
he writes, together they can each escape into “the arms of Beyond,” where “there’s no
anger,” and embark on a “never-ending process toward self-liberation.”94

If Dancing the Gay Lib Blues ends with a fantasy of collective living, Great Gay in
the Morning follows the experiences of nine people (two lesbians and seven gay men) who
actually live together in a commune. Their unconventional book consists of short, episodic
memoirs, private manifestoes, prose fragments, bursts of poetry, and illustrations (one
hostile reviewer complained that the slim book was marred by “senseless cartoons, and
irrelevant songs and essays’).95 These formal aspects of the book reflect the authors’ search
for a unity of individuality and collective purpose, as their distinct views and experiences
create a composite narrative without being collapsed into a singular, dominant perspective.
The content of the work, however—in particular, the authors’ attempts to carry their
utopian ideals over into everyday life—reveals the tensions within liberationist thought.

The authors of Great Gay in the Morning—a “heterogeneous collection of young

93 Ibid., 190-191
94 Ibid., 191.

95 Bernard Boyle, “Book Review: Great Gay in the Morning,” The Gay Alternative No. 2 (Jan. 1, 1973), 15.
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freaks,” in the words of Andrew Kopkind—call themselves a “family,” but unlike a
traditional nuclear family, theirs is based on voluntary consent.g6 “I am here with these
people because I want to be here,” one explains, and “[we] have selected each other to meet
all kinds of needs that we have and we are free to change and move on, feeling stronger
because of the bonds that we've formed.”9s7 Where the institutionalized heterosexual family
is based in biology, property, and law, this arrangement depends on genuine affection and
shared values. The wreckage of the new left, from which their values are derived, casts a
shadow over their commune. Many of the authors are disillusioned with the antiwar
movement, which one denigrates as a collection of “strangers who emerged once a week
from their separate lives to hash and rehash, to split hairs and pull hairs, and deal with
everything but their own lives.”9s

As liberationists, the authors observe no such stark cleavage between private life
and politics, and they regard the commune as both a political project and an experimental
alternative to the “super-competitive atmosphere” of mainstream society, with its “social
games” and its “alienated... ‘plastic’ people.”99 In this broad sense, Kopkind was correct to
observe that “their description of the process of ‘communizing’ is applicable to any
collection of people” who identified with the counterculture, not just gays and lesbians.100

At the same time, they specifically envision communes as “gay liberated zones”—

96 Andrew Kopkind, “Book Review: Great Gay in the Morning,” Gay Sunshine 19 (September-October
1973), 12 (first published in The Boston Phoenix, Jan. 30, 1973).

97 Great Gay in the Morning, 5-6.
98 Ibid., 59.
99 Ibid., 42.

100 Kopkind, “Book Review: Great Gay in the Morning.”
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substitutes for a gay subculture that reinforces “roles,” feelings of “guilt and self-hatred,”
and alienation.101 The isolation and self-contained nature of gay communes make possible
the achievement of a new “sense of self.”102

In a manner similar to Murphy and Bell, the authors of Great Gay in the Morning
hold up their private thoughts and experiences to the reader for intense scrutiny. Reflecting
on their childhood and education, they lament their “masculine” training, possessiveness,
and “heterosexual brainwashing.”103 Each contributor is engaged in a struggle to remove
these layers of repressive socialization and recover the authentic person buried underneath.
All are committed to overcoming gender roles—a task which, for the seven men, is
principally bound up with the reclamation of a suppressed emotionality and sensuousness.

The authors of Great Gay in the Morning, like Murphy and Bell, intended to set an
example for readers seeking to /ive the ideals of gay liberation. Allen Young praised it as
“one of the best gay liberation books,” particularly for “its ability to express the ideas of
gay liberation not in terms of abstract ideology but in terms of how people live together
day-to-day in such a way as to build personal and world freedom.”104 Yet, the picture that
emerges of the authors’ attempts to transform themselves in the company of likeminded
comrades hardly demonstrates that a decentralized program of “lifestyle” experimentation
would yield the kind of large-scale social reconstruction they desired. Instead, the book is

largely a catalog of their leisurely lives: meals, conversations, idle downtime. Absent are

101 Great Gay in the Morning, 52, 81.

102 1bid., 13.

103 Ibid., 71.

104 Allen Young, “Great Gay in the Morning: A Book Review,” Box 20, Folder 10, n.d. [1972], Allen Young
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the problems of daily life, such as career, family, money, and personal conflict (although
the authors do complain about a lack of privacy and an unfair, gendered division of
household chores). The only political action they take is to dance “in a big, warm, defiant
circle” while the police search their house for illegal drugs.i0s The commune comes to
appear less a new beginning than a precious balance wheel, an attempt to make vacation
permanent. The unity of the project, meanwhile, is fragile: as one member of the collective
writes, “the rejection of values that we knew were destroying us and the pursuit of good
times held it all together.”106 Ultimately, their efforts are haunted by a sense of futility.

Great Gay in the Morning nonetheless reflects the stillborn aspirations of the gay
liberation counterculture of the early 1970s. The book, for instance, persuaded one
reviewer that

...[s]eceding from....an alien and hostile culture...would give us more

room to grow and the occasion to view ourselves from a different

perspective, one of our own making. Until we rid ourselves of the shackles

imposed upon us from without, we are not to attain real freedom.107
Like Murphy and Bell, the book’s nine contributors attempted to put their values into
practice and change themselves, but—even more than Homosexual Liberation, Dancing
the Gay Lib Blues, and the other gay liberation books of the time—Great Gay demonstrates
how attempts to collapse the distance between self-transformation and social

transformation through personal life merely reaffirmed it.

105 Great Gay in the Morning, 16.
106 Ibid., 42.

107 Boyle, “Book Review,” Gay Alternative.
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5. 3 Lost in the Supermarket: Charles Reich and the New Lifestyle Politics

Six years after the commercial success of his 1970 book, The Greening of America,
Charles Reich published The Sorcerer of Bolinas Reef, a narrative of his journey from the
Ivy League to the hippie counterculture. While it recapitulated and reinforced the central
message of his previous book—that “reform and radical politics did not work,” that the
solution to social problems “was inside of us,” and that “[there] would be no real change
unless and until people themselves changed”—Sorcerer offered an intimate portrait of its
author’s path to understanding these necessary truths. 108 This painful process of
enlightenment and “personal change,” moreover, is bound up with his gradual acceptance
of his homosexuality.109

Sorcerer repeats a familiar critique of American society as inauthentic and alienated,
illustrating its points with examples drawn from the professional milieus of law and
academia. As a clerk for a Supreme Court Justice in the 1950s, Reich writes, “One coated
over one's real self with a public self—every pore covered, if one were really professional,
until the public self became first the only visible self, then the only real self.”110 Work
threatened his “consciousness” and drove his “real self...far inside.” 111 Against the
unnatural, unhealthy, and inauthentic world of work, Reich finds salvation in leisure and
consumption. He takes long walks and develops a love for the smell of gasoline. As in

Greening, he expresses his excitement about the dazzling array of foods available for

108 Charles Reich, The Sorcerer of Bolinas Reef (New York: Random House, 1976), 8.
109 1bid., 10.
110 Ibid., 28.

111 Ibid., 30.
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purchase at a nearby supermarket.112 These features of the landscape give him the thrill and
hope he needs to feel alive.

More than anything else, though, it is the company of young men that brings Reich
closer to liberation. Teenage boys, he writes, “still had their juices running in them. Their
bodies were still warm.”113 In the late 1950s, he becomes close friends with a boy named
Dave, who has just started high school, and regularly drives him around in a car with no
destination in mind, “guided by impulse” and treating the city as “a playground.”114 Dave,
he writes,

teased me... hit me over the head with pillows... tickled me... made me

furious in a way that caused us both to break up laughing... We were always

doing outrageous and slightly illegal things, like drinking beer in the car.

He stole the round knob off my gearshift.115
These joyrides with Dave offer Reich an escape from the sterile, alienated world of career
and adulthood, and a glimpse of the rebelliousness and spontaneity that he has lost, but
their relationship is “a perilous gamble” that threatens to destabilize his identity.116 This is
the case, not least of all, because this new sensation of freedom is inextricably bound up
with his “repressed and secret homosexual feelings” for Dave.117

Despite this dawning awareness in the 1950s, Reich represses his homosexuality

until the age of 43 when, following the publication of Greening in 1971, “sensual forces”

112 Ibid., 53.
113 Ibid., 90.
114 1bid., 91.
115 1bid.

116 Ibid., 92.

117 Ibid.
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at long last well up and threaten his “secure position as a tenured professor.”118 One day,
two undergraduates whom he has befriended directly ask him whether he is gay. “These
two messengers shook my Yale self to its depths,” he writes. “I could not really hide
anymore, certainly not from myself.”119 Following the revelation, Reich immediately takes
a leave of absence and relocates to the San Francisco Bay Area—where he knows no one—
and becomes acquainted with the city’s gay subculture, where “the sham,” “self-deception,”
“politeness and pretenses” that characterize American culture are all unknown. “Down,
down, down and dirty” they might be, he writes, “but true.”120 His first experience of
homosexual intercourse (with a prostitute) is no less revelatory; it is “the first purely
instinctual, wholly natural act of [his] life.”121

Reich’s sexual awakening is accompanied by a renewal of his emotional sensitivity.
Recovering the compassionate, childlike natural self from under its adult armature, he
writes, was “as important as finding the sexual being within me.”122 Although, with time,
his view of the San Francisco gay scene becomes more sober (“Sometimes the faces in a
bar on Polk Street nearly drove me to despair, they all looked so used up by life”), he finds
in his coming out story a resounding affirmation of the upbeat prognosis of cultural

revolution he had put forward in The Greening of America.123 The personal transformation

us Ibid., 172.
119 lbid., 173.
120 1bid., 184.
121 1bid., 181.
122 Ibid., 186.

123 Ibid., 196.
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he describes in Sorcerer is one small part of “a much greater human transformation.”124
Like many others, Reich was able to “glimpse ...[his] true self” and see “that it was not
dead but a prisoner” of society. He explains,

...Iit was my own false knowledge and false conditioning which kept me

imprisoned. Because of alienation, my own actions and responses did not

obey the needs and desires of my true self. Instead, my actions and

responses oppressed and betrayed my soul. Alienation had severed the

connection between my soul and my behavior in the external world.125
Society had conditioned him to fear intimacy and repress his emotions and sexuality,
fragmenting his self into a set of public roles, behind which the soul remained stifled and
hidden—Dbut the resulting damage and alienation could be reversed.

Admonishing his readers of “the ineffectuality of political change,” Reich counsels
submission to “the growth of a new awareness” based on desire and personal choice.126
One must learn to only “serve the commands of [the] true self,”” and listen to “the deepest
voices within [it].”127 Reich’s mantra, like that of earlier liberationists, raises a number of
key questions and ambiguities. How to assess the authenticity of a desire? How to choose
between conflicting desires? How to overcome the fear and conditioning that prevent these
“commands” from triumphing over false needs or external obligations? And, how to
balance individual desires with commitments to others? His ostensibly straightforward

answers to these problems are evasive: “We dismiss the ego, and yield to nature and the

universe,” he writes, and accept “a revolutionary epistemology which declares that our

124 1bid., 174.
125 1bid., 206.
126 Ibid., 10.

127 Ibid., 210, 211.
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feelings are factual truth.”12s

Conclusion

Years after Out of the Closets: Voices of Liberation was published, Karla Jay
reflected with pride on the difference the anthology of radical gay writings that she and
Allen Young compiled had made in many readers’ lives:

People wrote us that somehow the book had reached them in mental

hospitals where they had been incarcerated by families determined to make

them into heterosexuals. The essays about psychiatry made these lesbians

and gay men realize that they weren't sick, and they walked out or escaped

from shock treatment and aversion therapy. Others had less dramatic but

equally important revelations: They discovered that they weren't the only

ones in the world attracted to members of the same sex......A few wrote to

us that they were contemplating suicide until they discovered this
anthology, which assured them they were normal. 129

In one letter to Young, a high school student in Beloit, Wisconsin wrote that the book gave
him “insight to look proudly at myself for what I am” and that it helped him overcome
“thoughts of suicide and [...] feelings of self pity.”130

This letter demonstrates the degree to which the consolidation of the gay
community in the early 1970s depended on writing that affected readers’ inner lives,
emotions, and self-image. The act of narrating one’s own experiences for others’
consumption served to deepen and multiply the affective solidarities that composed the
movement. The new books that appeared in the early 1970s offered gay liberationists the

opportunity to test ideas and explore possibilities, but they also provided activists with a

128 1bid., 175, 245-6.
129 Jay, Tales of the Lavender Menace, 259 261.

130 Ben to Allen Young, October 29, 1974, Box 3, Folder 7, Allen Young Papers.
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conceptual vocabulary that legitimated their struggle for people beyond the movement. In
his speech at the 1972 Democratic National Convention demanding that the Party include
a gay rights plank in its platform—the first ever to be delivered to the convention by an
openly gay person—Jim Foster, of the Society for Individual Rights, cited a passage from
Dennis Altman’s Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation that defined “liberation” as “not
just freedom from sexual restraints, but also... the fullfillment [sic] of human potential, a
large part of which has been unnecessarily restricted by tradition, prejudice, and the
requirements of social organization.”131 Books also contained vital information that could
not be found anywhere else. The 1974 paperback re-issue of Karla Jay and Allen Young’s
anthology, Out of the Closets, which “appeared at the front of supermarkets and in bus
terminals where people who didn't have access to liberal bookstores grabbed them up,”
included a list of gay businesses and institutions that, according to Jay, helped readers
“locate a gay organization or bookstore.”132 (She also alleges that the anthology became
known as one of the books most frequently stolen from public libraries.133) Books also
inspired people who lived far from the gay bars of San Francisco or the publishing houses
of New York City to organize. John Francis Hunter, author of the 1971 book, The Gay
Insider, for example received a letter from readers whom he had inspired to form a gay

liberation group in their West Virginia town.134

131 Jim Foster, Speech at the Democratic National Convention, unpublished transcript, n.d. [1972], Box 3,
Folder 14: Dem. Natl. Convention, 1972, Advocate Records.

132 Jay, Lavender Menace, 261.
133 Jay, Brass, and Bronski, panelists, “Past and Future of the Queer Press.”
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Despite its promising start, the post-Stonewall gay liberation book boom was short-
lived, as the initial interest shown by such major publishers as Stein & Day and Random
House did not last. The flood of books had already thinned to a trickle by 1973, when Fag
Rag editor Charles Shively lamented:

[Most] publishers [of gay liberation books] are small, little known concerns,

who have not put top priority on getting [them] out quickly; nor will they

probably take great pains in distribution. By contrast, Abbie Hoffman, Jerry

Rubin and Ed Sanders (all rather sexist, anti-gay) received a $30,000

advance to write a ‘book’ on last summer’s conventions... Unfortunately,

we still lack the means of getting our message to the people.13s
While gay fiction writers such as Armistead Maupin, Andrew Holleran, and Larry Kramer
would go on to achieve commercial success late in the decade, most “queer books™ in the
early 1970s were released by publishers with few resources and limited reach. Jay and
Young, for example, struggled to obtain a contract for Out of the Closets despite their
extensive contacts in the New York publishing world, and eventually signed with an
obscure countercultural press.i36

The declining volume of gay liberation publishing mirrored the process of
deradicalization that this chapter traces, as “liberation” began to signify the achievement
of personal fulfillment and a more tolerant sexual culture without any reference to broader
ethical and political commitments. By the time that Out of the Closets appeared in 1972,
the profound optimism expressed in many of the essays that it includes had already begun

to fade. As Charles Shively wrote in a review of the anthology, it was less accurate to say

that Young and Jay had amplified gay liberation than to say that they “record[ed] it and in

135 Charles Shively, “Reviews: Len Richmond & Gary Noguera, eds., The Gay Liberation Book: Writings
and Photographs on Gay Liberation, and Karla Jay & Allen Young, eds., Out of the Closets: Voices of Gay
Liberation), Gay Sunshine 17 (March-April 1973), 8.

136 Jay, Brass, and Bronski, panelists, “Past and Future of the Queer Press.”
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a sense preserve[d] it, because too much of the movement is now more history than
reality.”137 Already in the early 1970s, many liberationist writers interpreted the popular
notion, inherited from the new left, that “the personal is political” in such a way that
“lifestyle” served as a substitute for collective action. Neglecting power relations, they
embraced an individualistic ideal of personal choice as their goal. One reviewer of Dancing
the Gay Lib Blues explained Bell’s argument, with approval: “Gay Liberation is working
together in our own valid ways, different though they be.”138 Abbott and Love insisted on
replacing “the present monolithic structure of values” with “a more accepting
pluralism.”139 Having rejected the dogmatism of the GLF, Murphy comes to see liberation
as the self-directed pursuit of happiness, and recognizes that something is only authentic
because it is chosen rather than given. (Murphy cites the “great differences in life styles,
politics, even clothes” among homosexuals as evidence that the culture is being liberated,
and concludes: “there is no ideal.”140) Peter Fisher celebrated liberation as the rejection of
any authority outside the self—or, in his words, “radical freedom and individuality, a
refusal to be defined by others, [and] a deep commitment to self-determination.”141 Even
Dennis Altman, the most politically astute of these writers, agreed: “Gay liberation is both
an affirmation of the right to live as we choose and an intent to extend that right to

others.”142
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139 Abbott and Love, Sappho Was A Right-on Woman, 202, 214.
140 Murphy, Homosexual Liberation, 116, 179.

141 Fisher, The Gay Mystique, 230.

142 Altman, Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation, 223.

259



Many of these authors maintained that the pursuit of a diversity of lifestyles was
political but offered no analysis of the interrelations of public and private life to make their
claims concrete. Abbott and Love, for example, solemnly reminded readers that their
grievances were “deeply rooted in social, economic, and political systems rather than in
themselves” and insisted that “there is no personal solution” to the problems of gays and
lesbians, even as their writing suggested otherwise.143 For Altman, the paradoxes of the
personal and the political resolved themselves through a murky dialectic of the individual
and society and an overly optimistic assessment of the power of consciousness to transform
social relations.144 “The movement in America today,” he wrote, “recognizes no barriers
between politics and culture, art and life, public and private.”145s Ultimately, liberationists
described the search for an authentic identity as a structural problem rooted in repressive
institutions and entrenched cultural practices, but their narratives affirmed the opposite
notion that the voluntary act of “coming out” sufficed as a political strategy and that living
in harmony with one’s desires was possible without fundamental social transformation.
Like the counterculture and the women’s movement that inspired them, gay liberationists
confronted but could not overcome the conflict between individual fulfillment and social

change.

143 Abbott and Love, Sappho Was A Right-on Woman, 186-187.
144 On this point, see Cornell, Unruly Equality, 276.
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Chapter 6: “A New Selfhood”:

Postwar Radicalism and the Personal Politics of Greg Calvert

The gay liberation movement of the 1970s inherited a preexisting set of ideas and
attitudes regarding the complex relationship between self-transformation and social
transformation. Although American radicals had debated this relationship for many
decades, it took on new urgency in the 1940s, as the fate of the individual became a key
political question in the context of totalitarian government, technological expansion, and
mass communication. Through the radical pacifist and civil rights movements of the 1940s
and ‘50s, a new politics of personal resistance and commitment was born that welded
private morality to public action in the face of oppression. Simultaneously, the writings of
the Beats placed new emphasis on the autonomy and authenticity of the self from a corrupt
and totalizing culture of conformity and alienation. The new left of the 1960s synthesized
these influences into a politics of the self, adopting the phrase “the personal is political” to
define its outlook on the integral connection between everyday life and systemic racism,
capitalism, and imperialism. The radical feminist and gay liberation movements that
emerged late in the decade took these ideas into another realm, challenging the organization
of personal life and the psyche while politicizing sexuality along lines that had been
suggested in the work of radical critics of postwar society. In the course of the 1970s, the
therapeutic discourse of consciousness and interpersonal relations became increasingly
siloed and unmoored from the possibility, and even the desire, to fundamentally transform
American society—a dynamic that is evident both in the gay liberation movement as well
as the women’s movement and the broader counterculture.

The trajectory sketched out here is reflected, on a more granular level, in the
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intellectual biography of Greg Calvert, an overlooked but important figure in the history of
postwar radicalism in the United States. An activist, writer, and therapist, Calvert’s career
traverses the antiwar, gay liberation, countercultural and anti-authoritarian movements
discussed throughout this dissertation. His intellectual biography combines the genealogy
of social thought and the political history of the new left described in chapters 1 and 2. As
a student in the 1950s, he absorbed the literature of radical pacifism, the Beats, and the
Freudian Left, particularly the works of Herbert Marcuse and Paul Goodman. A highly
original and influential thinker, he was largely responsible for introducing sexual politics
and the rhetoric of “liberation” into Students for a Democratic Society (SDS)—the largest
left-wing organization during the 1960s. Reflecting on his involvement in SDS late in his
life, for example, Calvert characterized his perspective as a pursuit of “the unity of the
erotic, psychological, and the political,” and explained that he found “a Marcusean
framework [...] very interesting [...] because it dealt with questions of sexuality and
liberation, and that was part of my hidden agenda in the [movement].”1 As National
Secretary of SDS and editor of the SDS newspaper New Left Notes during the mid-1960s,
Calvert articulated the paradoxes of prefigurative politics with exceptional clarity, seeking
to merge cultural radicalism with antiwar organizing, especially draft resistance, and
celebrating the movement as a vehicle both for overcoming repression and building
authentic community.

Following his departure from SDS in 1968-69, Calvert continued to work in the

draft resistance movement and became a mental health counselor, utilizing the techniques

1 “The Politics of Compassion” [n.d., 1980s], unpublished manuscript, Greg Calvert Papers, private
collection (hereafter cited as Calvert Papers); Gregory NeVala Calvert, interview by Ronald J. Grele, 1987,
transcript, Student Movements of the 1960s Project, RBML, p. 150.
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and theories of humanistic psychology, gestalt therapy, and antipsychiatry. In his political
writings from the late 1960s and early 1970s, he drew heavily on Marcuse’s ideas to anchor
the new left’s aspirations for revolutionary social transformation in a politics of radical
consciousness and sexual liberation. In 1972, he came out as a gay man and moved to the
San Francisco Bay Area, where he was drawn into the gay liberation movement. Personal
crises and political disappointments in the early 1970s drew Calvert away from the fraying
new left and the new social movements. By the middle of the decade, he had taken refuge
in spirituality, particularly Buddhism. Nonetheless, after only a few years he became
frustrated with the depoliticized nature of religious life and, in the 1980s, returned to the
task of articulating a workable synthesis of the personal with the political. The result of
that search, Calvert’s dissertation—published in 1991 as Democracy from the Heart:
Spiritual Values, Decentralism, and Democratic Idealism in the Movement of the 1960s—
is a combination of personal memoir, social theory, and historical analysis. Calvert
established the origins of the new left in the traditions of nonviolent direct action, sexual
liberation, and cultural radicalism, showing how each built a politics of self-transformation
and tracing their influence on his own life and thought. In contrast to “liberal reformism,
Social Democracy, and the Old Left,” Calvert described postwar radicalism as a political
expression of “the deepest longings for human freedom,” and declared: “the struggle for
this freedom—the struggle for the birth of a new selfhood—was the heart and soul, the
very core of what we were about and that was what we meant by ‘liberation,’” a word that
had particular prominence in his writings throughout his career.2

Despite his important role as an activist and theorist of the new left, Greg Calvert

2 Calvert, Democracy from the Heart, 203.
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remains a relatively obscure figure. This was not always the case. Early histories of the
antiwar movement and SDS give him a great deal of attention. He plays a leading part, for
example, in The Resistance, Staughton Lynd and Michael Ferber’s 1969 book about the
politics of draft resistance during the Vietnam War. (The book, in fact, opens with a
quotation from Calvert.) SDS, journalist and author Kirkpatrick Sale’s magisterial 1973
history of the organization, documents many of the pivotal decisions Calvert made and the
ideas that he contributed during the period from 1966 to 1968, which ranks among the most
consequential and dramatic phases of the antiwar movement. Calvert’s charisma,
competence, and intellectual acuity make him a uniquely compelling and remarkable figure
in Sale’s narrative. Historian Wini Breines’s 1982 book, Community and Organization in
the New Left, offers another lens on Calvert and his impact on SDS. Breines identifies
Calvert as a leading advocate of the “prefigurative politics” that her book both historicizes
and defends, and credits him with attempting to make it “viable on the national level” in
his capacity as National Secretary.3

The late 1980s saw the publication of several histories of the 1960s, many of them
written by veterans of SDS, that indelibly shaped the subsequent historiography and
collective memory of the new left. Calvert is barely featured in these accounts, which
include Todd Gitlin’s The Sixties, from 1987, and James Miller’s Democracy is in the
Streets, published the following year. One often-noted legacy of this literature is an
enduring distinction between the “good” Sixties and the “bad” Sixties—the former

characterized by open-ended experimentation, the idealism and sincerity of youth,

3 Wini Breines, Community and Organization in the New Left, 1962-1968: The Great Refusal (New York:
Praeger, 1982), 64. Calvert, who met Breines when they both were graduate students at Cornell University
in the early 1960s, in turn praised her book as one of the best histories of the new left (Greg Calvert to Susan
Tipograph, July 31, 1991, Calvert Papers).
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interracial unity, and a commitment to nonviolence; the latter characterized by Marxist-
Leninist dogma, left-wing terrorism and armed struggle, and an uncritical reverence for
authoritarian movements and regimes, particularly in the Third World.s Although these
two stereotypes, marking where SDS began in 1960 and where it ended up in 1970, are
based in some truth, to take them at face value is to invite a teleological reading that
obscures events as they unfolded in the intervening years.

Greg Calvert belongs to the neglected middle period of SDS, bridging the two very
different organizations that existed prior to 1966—when he took a position in the national
leadership—and after 1968, when he began to cut ties with the organization. Tracing his
involvement in SDS therefore helps us to see beyond a limited conception of the history
and ideology of the new left. Looking beyond this period and placing it in the longer
narrative of Calvert’s life and thought, moreover, allows us to contextualize the ideals and
contradictions of the new left in the longer history of postwar radicalism, from the antiwar
politics of the 1940s up through the gay liberation and women’s movements of the 1970s.
As an influential and exceptionally articulate figure who gave expression to the collective
ideals and aspirations of the postwar politics of the self, refracted through the concept of

“liberation,” Calvert’s story also illustrates its limits.

4 For critical responses to this historiography, see: Van Gosse, Rethinking the New Left: An Interpretative
History (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); Kissack, "Freaking Fag Revolutionaries"; and Wini Breines,
"Whose New Left?" Journal of American History, Vol. 75, No. 2 (Sept. 1988): 528-545.
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Figure 19: Calvert Family Portrait, n.d. [1940s], with Greg seated at
right. Greg Calvert Papers.

6.1 Childhood and Education, 1937-1966
Greg Calvert was born in Washington State, in 1937, to a Finnish American mother
and a millhand father from Texas. The Calverts lived in rural poverty, and as a young boy,
Greg worked as a farm laborer while attending classes at the one-room schoolhouse in the
logging town of Kelso.s Despite his secular upbringing, the precocious student developed
an interest in religion, attending Sunday School and receiving a baptism in the First

Christian Church on his own initiative.s According to his later recollections, Calvert

5 Calvert, interview transcript, 7-9.

6 Ibid., 14.
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developed feelings for another boy in the church youth group, and learned to repress his
homosexuality after receiving a beating from his father.7

In 1955, Calvert earned a scholarship to attend the University of Oregon at Eugene,
where he hoped to study to become a minister. Compared to Kelso, Eugene was “a cultural
mecca” by the mid-1950s.s Calvert immersed himself in the town’s literary counterculture.
He was drawn to the Beat poets, especially Allen Ginsberg, as well as the writings of Paul
Goodman, and became interested in “nonviolent revolution” through Liberation magazine,
which he read “with great interest.”9 Francis Dart, a physics professor and outspoken
pacifist, introduced the undergraduate to yoga, Zen Buddhism, and the writings of
Mahatma Gandhi.1o At the same time, Calvert also became “deeply interested in the history
of radicalism,” especially the Industrial Workers of the World, to which his Finnish
immigrant grandparents had belonged. 11 Meanwhile, back home, his mother had a
psychotic breakdown. Calvert visited her at an asylum, where he was appalled by the
conditions and found her to be “so severely electroshocked she was hardly recognizable.”12
He soon abandoned divinity training, instead opting to study European history under Val

Lorwin, a labor scholar and socialist whom Senator Joseph McCarthy once publicly

7 Ibid., 16, 15.

g Ibid., 50. “A Model Democratic Community: Grassroots Democracy, Decentralism, and Ecology in
Eugene- Springfield,” n.d. [late 1980s], unpublished manuscript, Calvert Papers.

9 Calvert, interview transcript, 54, 214, 203.
10 Ibid., 55-56; Calvert, Democracy from the Heart, 181-183.
11 Calvert, interview transcript, 54; Greg Calvert, interview by Douglas Kellner and Frank Morrow,

Alternative  Views, Austin  Community Television, n.d. [1979], accessible online at:

https://archive.org/details/AV_022-GREG_CALVERT_SDS_AND_THE_NEW_L EFT.

12 Calvert, interview transcript, 58.
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accused of being a Soviet agent.13 Calvert went on to enroll in the European History
doctoral program at Cornell after graduating from Oregon in 1959.14

Calvert’s first two years of study at Cornell occurred against the backdrop of dramatic
civil rights campaigns in the South that include the 1960 lunch counter sit-ins and the 1961
Freedom Rides. Not wanting to sit on the sidelines, Calvert joined a group of leftist
graduate students. Among them was his close friend Mendy Samstein, who in 1963 would
abandon the doctoral program in history to become a full-time organizer for SNCC in
Mississippi.1s Samstein introduced Calvert to the writings of Herbert Marcuse, with whom
he had studied while an undergraduate at Brandeis University.i6 Two of Marcuse’s books
would deeply affect Calvert’s outlook: Reason and Revolution (1940), which presented a
humanistic interpretation of Marxism that he found compelling; and Eros and Civilization
(1955), which offered him solace because it portrayed homosexuality as a source of radical
insight rather than a crime or mental illness. (According to Calvert, Samstein piqued his
interest by remarking, “You know Marcuse believes that after the revolution we’ll all be
bisexual.”)17 Years later, he would call Eros and Civilization “one of the most important
books in my life,” adding that “it gave me a place to hold it together when there was nobody

to talk to.”18

13 Ibid, 52; Calvert, Democracy from the Heart, 179.

14 Calvert, interview transcript, 59.

15 Greg Calvert, “A Left-Wing Alternative,” Liberation, May 1969, 23; Calvert, interview transcript, 62.
16 “Dialogue on Revolutionary Males,” unpublished manuscript, n.d. [c. 1972], Calvert Papers.

17 Calvert, Democracy from the Heart, 173.

18 “Dialogue on Revolutionary Males.”
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In 1961 Calvert received a fellowship to study in Paris and left the United States for
the first time in his life. The closeted twenty-four-year-old took advantage of his
anonymity, living in a foreign city where he knew no one, and began to date men—
something that was not possible in Eugene or Ithaca.19 On a visit to Amsterdam that
December, he attended a meeting of COC Nederland, a pioneering gay rights organization
founded in 1946.20 Calvert was further drawn into the gay subculture and left-wing politics
by a young Trotskyist named Jean-Louis Deveau. Just before they met, Deveau had been
arrested at an October 17w rally for Algerian independence during which police massacred
an estimated 40 to 200 people. The following week, the two men (on their first date) joined
a protest against political repression that brought hundreds of thousands of people into the
streets of Paris. It was by far the largest political demonstration that Calvert had ever
witnessed.21 For the next two years, Deveau was Calvert’s “political comrade [and] sexual
companion,” introducing him to Michel Foucault, Roland Barthes, and other left-wing
intellectuals who criticized the Communist Party for its cultural conservatism and
complicity with French imperialism.22 Within this milieu, Calvert gained exposure to the
anti-authoritarian Marxism of the young European left and learned of the efforts of French
students to sabotage the Algerian War effort through coordinated draft resistance and mass

desertion.23

19 Calvert, interview transcript, 74-78.

20 Ibid., 91.

21 Ibid., 81.

22 |bid., 80, 83.

23 Ibid., 84; Greg Calvert and Carol Neiman, A Disrupted History; the New Left and the New Capitalism

(New York: Random House, 1971), 28.
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By the time that he returned to the United States in September 1963, Calvert was
“searching for a new left” that opposed American foreign policy and dispensed with what
he saw as the economistic dogmas of the traditional left.24 lowa State University, where he
was hired as a lecturer of European history, seemed an unlikely place to find it.2s After
experiencing gay life among the Marxist intelligentsia of Paris, Calvert found Ames, lowa
claustrophobic and reactionary. Still, the young instructor managed to find common ground
with “some encouraging fringe elements”—including the Unitarian Fellowship, where he
delivered a sermon on the topic of existentialism and Marx’s 1844 Manuscripts, and left-
wing undergraduates, with whom he organized civil rights solidarity rallies.2s He gained
notoriety as an outspoken radical, peppering his syllabi for courses on the History of
Western Civilization and the Economic History of Modern Europe with the works of
Herbert Marcuse, Isaac Deutscher, and Paul Goodman.27 Calvert also served as the faculty
advisor both to the campus chapter of SDS and its propaganda organ, the lowa Liberator,
and delivered a “teach-in” on the history of American imperialism in February 1965,
following the bombing of North Vietnam.

In an interview with the campus newspaper in October 1965, Calvert explained why

the younger generation gave him hope:

24 Calvert, interview transcript, 93.
25 lbid., 96.

26 “Calvert: ‘New Left’ Belongs to Student,” lowa State Daily, October 15, 1965, 90; Greg Calvert, review
of Community and Organization in the New Left (The Great Refusal), by Wini Breines, Telos, Winter 1982-
83, p. 196.

27 Calvert, interview transcript, 101; “Soviet Ideological and Foreign Policy Changes After 1953,”
undergraduate student paper, Box 46, Folder 8, Students for a Democratic Society Records, 1958-1970, Mss
177, Wisconsin Historical Society (hereafter cited as SDS Records); Calvert, interview transcript, 105;
“Calvert: ‘New Left’ Belongs to Student.”
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There has been a great transition from the ‘beat’ generation of the ‘50s to a
politically conscious ‘new left’ of the ‘60’s... I regard this as an
encouraging sign of the return of some kind of meaning to society... If there
is a true radical left today, it is due to the college campuses... [In the 1950s,
many] felt the life society was offering really wasn’t worth much. This
search for meaning in their own lives in the struggle for freedom is proof
that society can’t exist without some worth and meaning.2s
Although still closeted, Calvert did not shy away from sexual politics. Early in 1965, he
organized a sexual liberation workshop that was sponsored by the united campus ministry.
In conjunction with the event, the Liberator reprinted excerpts from Towards a Quaker
View of Sex, a pamphlet published the previous year in the United Kingdom (and later
reprinted in Liberation) that promoted sexual freedom, including homosexuality.29
Calvert’s two years at lowa State (1964-1966) coincided with the escalation of the
United States’ military involvement in Vietnam, and with the ascent of SDS as the engine
of a resurgent American left.so The effects of this rapid political shift were felt even in
Ames: while the first civil rights vigil that Calvert attended on the campus attracted just a
few people, by his departure antiwar demonstrations regularly drew crowds of over three
hundred.s1 As student protest spread like prairie fire, Calvert became more involved in the

organization and began a romantic relationship with Jane Adams, SDS’s regional organizer

for the Upper Midwest. A former SNCC organizer in Mississippi, Adams was raised by

28 “Calvert: ‘New Left’ Belongs to Student,” 92.

29 Calvert, Democracy from the Heart, 183-184. see "Towards a Quaker View of Sex: An Essay by a Group
of Friends," Liberation, Summer 1963, pp. 23-33.

30 See Kirkpatrick Sale, SDS (New York: Vintage Books, 1974), 183-185.

31 Calvert, interview transcript, 106-7. According to the FBI, Calvert was “instrumental” in setting up the
lowa State SDS chapter in March 1965 (Special Agent in Charge, Chicago, to Director, FBI, May 25, 1967
[Subject: Gregory Calvert; SM — Miscellaneous], File No. 100-447549, obtained under the Freedom of
Information Act from the Federal Bureau of Investigation; requested as “Gregory Nevala Calvert” January
2018; received February 2018).
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Communist Party members in Carbondale, Illinois and was a strong advocate for women
in the organization.s2 After she became the Interim National Secretary in the spring of
1966, Calvert moved with her to Chicago to begin working full-time in the SDS National
Office (NO)—effectively ending his academic career.s3

As a charismatic public speaker, a talented writer and editor (for the SDS
newspaper, New Left Notes), and—yperhaps most importantly—a competent administrator,
Calvert quickly proved his worth. In August 1966, he was overwhelmingly elected to take
over as National Secretary.ss Charged with overseeing a fragmented and dysfunctional
organization that, despite its climbing membership, remained stuck in a “desperate”
financial situation, Calvert established new sources of funding to keep it afloat.ss As he
improved the efficiency of the Chicago office, the twenty-nine-year-old developed close
friendships with his idealistic younger colleagues, most of whom “identified with the
counterculture” and firmly believed in implementing the values of radical democracy in
their everyday lives .3s Calvert would later describe the Chicago office as “a truly beloved

community” that symbolized the promise of the new left.s7

32 Calvert, interview transcript, 116; Jason Victor Serinus, in conversation with the author, March 2018.
33 Calvert, interview transcript, 119.

34 “SDS Elects National Officers,” New Left Notes Vol. 1, No. 34 (September 9, 1966), 1.

35 Greg Calvert to NIC, September 20, 1966, Box 36, Folder 6, SDS Records.

36 Calvert, interview transcript, 182. See Sale, SDS, 308, 340. In June 1967, one staff member proudly listed
the following among the NO’s achievements during the previous nine months (Calvert’s tenure as National
Secretary): 150 staff visits to local chapters; nearly 200 speaking engagements; 100 film screenings; 100,000
pamphlets, 8,000 posters, 10,000 buttons, and 3,000 stickers produced and mailed; 233,000 copies of New
Left Notes edited, laid out, addressed, bundled and mailed; 25,000 fundraising letters sent out; 6,000 pieces
of inter- and intra-organizational correspondence; and 9,000 phone calls made (Dee Jacobsen, “What The
Hell Has The National Office Been Doing?”” New Left Notes, June 26, 1967, p. 17).

a7 Calvert, interview transcript, 171. According to Kirkpatrick Sale, Calvert “provid[ed] the solidarity of

continuity that the NO had lacked [...] and act[ed] as the centripetal force for many of the people around the
NO who were several years younger” (Sale, SDS, 392).
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6.2 Resistance, Alienation, and the Beloved Community, 1966-1968

While serving as National Secretary of SDS, Calvert repeatedly entered into a debate
about the relationship between the “beloved community” and political action. The SDS
activist Richard Flacks laid out the terms of this debate in a June 1965 essay. Drawing a
distinction between “existential humanism” and structural political change, Flacks argued
that radical politics should “encompass both sets of orientation.” Without “an existential
ethic,” he wrote, politics risked becoming “manipulative, power-oriented, sacrificial of
human lives and souls”—but without a clear strategic focus, SDS would likely devolve
into a solipsistic “search for personally satisfying modes of life.” To prevent either
outcome, the two elements of the new left’s personal politics must be held in tension with
one another, not collapsed together.ss

In several highly personal essays that he published in New Left Notes in 1966 and
1967, Calvert wrestled with this tension. In a November 1966 essay titled “Beyond the
Beloved Community,” he described the NO as a worthy experiment in prefigurative
community-building that had ended in political irrelevance. “While struggling to liberate
the world,” Calvert wrote, the office staff had tried to “create the liberated world in [their]
midst.”’39 Motivated by a shared desire for “human relatedness and love,” as well as a
profound ‘“faith in the potentialities of a liberated humanity,” they had successfully

“transformed the universe of how one could be in the world,” but failed to make any impact

38 Dick Flacks, “Some Problems, Issues, Proposals: Working Paper, June 1965, SDS Convention, Kewadin,
ML, in The New Radicals: A Report With Documents, eds. Paul Jacobs and Saul Landau (New York: Vintage
Books, 1966), 164.

39 Greg Calvert, “National Secretary’s Report: Beyond the Beloved Community — A Response to Pat and
Ken,” New Left Notes, November 25, 1966, 3.
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on the world around them.4o0 Yet Calvert insisted—against the “cynical disbelievers in
human freedom” who would dismiss their utopian endeavor—that “[feelings] of
lovelessness, aloneness, and despair are...psychologically and existentially prior to and
prerequisites for all other revolutionary demands.”41 Not material injustice, but an
awareness of alienation and a fidelity to one’s thwarted desires, formed the basis of radical
politics. SDS, Calvert concluded, should aspire to be a “a revolutionary community of
hope,” prefiguring the liberated future in which its members believed.42

Following his call for a “two-dimensional anti-politics” capable of bringing the self
out of alienation and into the community, Calvert reversed course the following month in
an essay titled “The Two-Fold Task.”s3 Striking a very different tone, he now called on
readers to exercise “a greater sense of responsibility,” and noted that as SDS became “a
mature political organization,” it was necessary to balance “ends and means, values and
implementation, freedom and discipline.” 44 Several weeks earlier, the SDS National
Council had adopted a resolution urging members to protest the Selective Service System,
shelter draft resisters, and refuse to serve in the military themselves.ss By encouraging
people to defy the law, SDS risked a direct conflict with the state. In Calvert’s view, a

coordinated draft resistance campaign promised to advance the organization beyond its

40 Ibid,, 3, 1, 3.
41 Ibid.

42 Ibid., 8.

43 Ibid., 3.

44 Greg Calvert, “National Secretaries Report for the National Council: ‘The Two-Fold Task,”” New Left
Notes, Vol. 1, No. 49, December 23, 1966, 2.

45 Michael Ferber and Staughton Lynd, The Resistance (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971), 61.
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“liberal phase of dissent” and into genuinely revolutionary action requiring an existential
commitment from activists.s6 He still maintained, by February 1967, that psychological
alienation “from the meaningless alternatives of this society” was the foundation of radical
politics, but replaced prefigurative community with draft resistance as the proper channel
for movement strategy.47 Not only would draft resistance hinder the war effort, according
to Calvert, it would also politicize disaffected American youth, “promote a...break of
consciousness and force a reexamination of the assumptions that support the current
system.”’48

In the spring of 1967, Calvert spoke at over one hundred college campuses,
addressing audiences that often included many draftees.49 In his speeches, the former
divinity student couched draft resistance in terms of a spiritual struggle for meaning: he
used the word “resistance,” the antiwar activists Michael Ferber and Staughton Lynd write,
to communicate an idea of “personal liberation and political effectiveness not as opposites,
things to be chosen between, but as aspects of a single process.”so Apart from its effect on
the war effort, Calvert told the New York Times in May 1967, resistance meant “helping
people break out of their own prisons.” “In the process of resistance,” he explained, “there

is a rediscovery of the self in the midst of a dehumanized society.”s1 This emphasis on the

46 Greg Calvert, “From Protest to Resistance,” New Left Notes, Vol. 2, No. 2, January 13, 1967, 1.

47 Greg Calvert, “National Secretary’s Report: The Moderation of Cooptation — Double-Think and Student
Dissent,” Feb. 13, 1967, 2.

48 “December NC Minutes,” New Left Notes V. 2, No. 2, Jan. 13, 1967, 8.

49 Sale, SDS, 324

50 Ferber and Lynd, The Resistance, 130.

51 Paul Hofmann, “The New Left Turns To Mood of Violence In Place of Protest,” The New York Times,

May 7, 1967, 74.
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effect of draft resistance on individual consciousness treated the campaign as an end-in-
itself, more valuable for radicalizing people than for its strategic weight. Calvert admitted
as much in January 1967 when he wrote that draft resistance “offers no clear path to
power”; its significance “above all” lay in the fact that “it engages the lives of people in
new ways.” Going further, he continued: “Neither ideological clarity...nor organizational
stability are fundamentally important to SDSers.” What they desired instead was to engage
in “a subjective struggle for individual freedom and meaning,” an existential battle to
“achieve [their] authentic humanity.” “Resistance” was about dismantling the war
machine, but it was also about showing “what people can do with their lives [...] and with
their bodies.”s2

To many in SDS, Calvert exhibited a cavalier disregard for strategic thinking.
Pittsburgh member Paul Le Blanc, for example, wrote in New Left Notes that Calvert’s
vision for the movement as “engaging our (SDSers’) lives—rather than attempting to reach
other people” betrayed a lack of faith in democracy.s3 Jeff Shero wrote, “We must deal
with questions of power rather than act out our generation’s alienation.”s4 Todd Gitlin,
meanwhile, admonished him that “liberation” required more than “just a liberated
feeling.”ss In response to these criticisms, Calvert drafted a speech, titled “In White
America,” which he delivered at a political education conference at Princeton University

in February 1967. In it, he once again articulated a vision of radical politics grounded in

52 Calvert, “From Protest to Resistance.”
53 Paul Le Blanc, “In Defense of Politics: A Response,” New Left Notes Vol. 2, No. 7, February 20, 1967, 3.
54 Quoted in Breines, Community and Organization, 94.

55 Todd Gitlin, “Resistance and the Movement: Provoked by Greg Calvert’s ‘From Protest to Resistance,””
New Left Notes Vol. 2, No. 11, March 20, 1967, 3. See: Breines, Community and Organization, 89.
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self-transformation; additionally, he recast white, middle-class American college students
as a revolutionary force.se

“In White America” begins with a story about Guatemalan guerrilla fighters, whose
example Calvert cited in order to illustrate the centrality of alienation to radical politics.
When they “enter a new village,” he explained, rather than give “lessons on dialectical
materialism” or “distribute copies of the Communist Manifesto or of Chairman Mao’s On
Contradiction,” they gather the people to talk about “their own lives” and “their deepest
longings and the things they’ve striven for and hoped for,” and how their society has
frustrated these desires. Before long, the villagers come to appreciate that “their problems
and longings are all the same,” and that they “must unite together in the struggle to destroy
the conditions of their common oppression.”s7 Despite the subject with which it opens,
Calvert’s speech does not dwell on the plight of the Third World peasantry. Instead, he
once again anchored radicalization in feelings of psychological and spiritual alienation that
were shared across national, ethnic, and class lines, and went on to assert that white college
students—the majority of SDS—were not privileged adjuncts to the “real” revolutionary
struggle, but were themselves an “unfree” and “oppressed” “revolutionary class” with the
power to transform American society.ss The foundation of radicalism, he wrote, was “the
perception of oneself as unfree, as oppressed” and the will to overcome the contradiction

“between ‘what one could be’ and the existing conditions for self-realization.”s9

56 See Calvert, interview transcript, 193.

57 Greg Calvert, "In White America: Liberal Conscience vs. Radical Consciousness," in Revolutionary Youth
and the New Working Class: The Praxis Papers, the Port Authority Statement, and Other Lost Writings of
SDS, ed. Carl Davidson (Aliquippa, PA: Changemaker Press, 2011), 11.

sg Ibid., 12.

s9 1bid, 15.

277



“In White America,” which was later published as an essay in the National Guardian
and circulated as an SDS pamphlet, established Calvert’s reputation as “one of the leading
theoreticians among the young radical leftists.”60 SDS President Carl Davidson declared:
“No one can understand the new left unless he grasps the dynamic of Calvert's argument.”s1
But Calvert’s argument, which, as the historian Doug Rossinow writes, “elevated
alienation above poverty as the core of oppression,” became less tenable in the months that
followed.s2 Over the summer, riots erupted in Watts, Detroit, and Newark, while the war
in Vietnam continued unabated. The radical journalist Andrew Kopkind summarized the
mood in September: “To be white and a radical in America [...] is to see horror and feel
impotence. It is to watch the war grow and know no way to stop it, to understand the black
rebellion and find no way to join it, to realize that the politics of a generation has failed and
the institutions of reform are bankrupt, and yet to have neither ideology, programs, nor the
power to reconstruct them.”s3 In this context, talk of nonviolence began to seem quaint,
and the student movement at best peripheral to the struggle that lay ahead. Within SDS,
many called for a reorientation of ideology, strategy, and tactics. To many, it was far from
obvious that individual struggles for self-realization could form the basis of collective

political struggle. A new language of hard-boiled anti-System militancy replaced talk of

60 “Ferment on the New Left: The First Time is Tragedy; The Second Time, Farce,” The Texas Observer,
July 18, 1969, 3.

61 Quoted in Sale, SDS, 319.
62 Rossinow, The Politics of Authenticity, 196.

63 Andrew Kopkind, “They’d Rather Be Left,” New York Review of Books Vol. 9, No. 5, Sept. 28, 1967.
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personal liberation and of a revolution in “consciousness.” By the fall, Wini Breines writes,
“the prefigurative [had] lost out” to an emphasis on anti-racism and anti-imperialism.e4
The complex intellectual origins of Calvert’s perspective in the late 1960s are evident
in the syllabus he designed for the Teacher-Organizer (T-O) Institute, a political education
conference for SDS campus organizers held in Chicago in the summer of 1967. Calvert
assigned Marx’s Capital, Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy’s Monopoly Capital, and other
works of socialist political economy, providing many attendees with their first introduction
to Marxism. His background in the French anti-imperialist Left was also on full display, as
his syllabus included Frantz Fanon’s Wretched of the Earth and Regis Debray’s Revolution
in the Revolution?, a recently-published tactical instruction manual for guerrilla fighters.es
In a very different vein, Calvert also included Wilhelm Reich’s Mass Psychology of
Fascism, which theorized the relationship between sexual repression and authoritarian
mass politics. Not only was the syllabus, as Robert Pardun recalls, “weighted heavily
toward personal liberation,” but Calvert also arranged the schedule to include “encounter
sessions” in which “people talk[ed] about their own personal issues as a way of
understanding the concept of liberation.”es Like the NO, the T-O Institute resembled “a
short-term intentional community” that combined self-transformation with political
organizing.s7 In many instances, attendees of the conference shared deeply repressed

feelings: during one encounter session, for example, a young campus organizer named Guy

64 Breines, Community and Organization in the New Left, 119.

65 Jane Adams, in conversation with the author, March 4, 2018. Cathy Wilkerson credits Calvert with
introducing Marxism into SDS (Cathy Wilkerson, Flying Close to the Sun: My Life and Times as a
Weatherman [New York: Seven Stories Press, 2011], 95

66 Pardun, Prairie Radical, 201.

67 Ibid.
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Nassberg admitted to having homosexual desires. Nassberg (later known as Jason Serinus)
would go on to become a member of the New York City Gay Liberation Front two years
later.es

Following the end of his term as National Secretary in June 1967, Calvert moved to
New York, where he served as the liaison between SDS and the National Mobilization
Committee to End the War in Vietnam, an organization led by the veteran pacifist and
founding editor of Liberation, Dave Dellinger. Together with a group of activists that
included Dellinger, Barbara Deming, Arthur Kinoy, Bradford Lyttle, Norma Becke and
Fred Halstead, Calvert spent the summer planning a major demonstration in Washington,
D.C. that October, securing permits for the march and pressuring SDS to turn out members
from across the country (despite the National Council’s refusal to endorse it).e9 As
Dellinger later recalled, these efforts were critical to making the historic demonstration—
the same event discussed at the beginning of Chapter Two—possible.7o On the afternoon
of October 21, nearly 50,000 people marched on the Pentagon, cut through the perimeter
fence, and swarmed around the enormous structure. Thousands remained well into the
night, standing within twenty yards of the country’s military headquarters and blocked only
by a tense line of police and the National Guard. From his position near the front of the
demonstration, Calvert intervened to prevent armed provocateurs from hurling insults and
throwing debris so as to precipitate a violent confrontation. After successfully prevailing

on them to stop, he then delivered an impromptu “teach-in to the troops” about the war,

68 Ibid. Jason Serinus, in conversation with the author.
69 Calvert, interview transcript, pp. 235-245.
70 David T. Dellinger, From Yale to Jail: The Life Story of a Moral Dissenter (New York: Pantheon Books,

1993), 305.
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asking them to lay down their weapons and join the protest.71 “Fanciful as it may seem,”
writes Kirkpatrick Sale, “perhaps someone was listening,” for the soldiers did not advance
on the crowd, instead holding their positions until the crowd eventually dispersed several
hours later.72

Many in the SDS leadership regarded the March on the Pentagon as a missed
opportunity to clash with the police. To Calvert, on the other hand, the March on the
Pentagon was “a truly educative experience,” in that it had demonstrated the power of
nonviolent direct action and exposed “the vulnerability of the power of the state.”73 In fact,
the protest did convince many government officials that the antiwar movement was a dire
threat to the social order. The FBI had already begun surveilling Calvert in May after he
was quoted in the New York Times as saying: “We [in SDS] are working to build a guerrilla
force in an urban environment. We are actively organizing sedition.”74 FBI field officers
pursued his case even more doggedly after the March on the Pentagon and sought to
confirm rumors that his teach-in had persuaded three National Guardsmen to defect. In
December, a student at the University of Oklahoma wrote to Hoover requesting that Calvert

be arrested for making “treasonous” remarks about draft resistance in a speech that he

71 Calvert, interview transcript, 246; Bruce Dancis, Resister: A Story of Protest and Prison during the
Vietnam War (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014), 132. Addressing himself to the leaders of the
government, Calvert cried out: “The troops you employ belong to us and not to you. They don't belong to the
generals. They belong to a new hope for America that those generals never could participate in” (quoted in
Sale, SDS, 384). See also: Ferber and Lynd, The Resistance, 140.

72 Sale, SDS, 384.

73 Ibid., 385; Calvert, interview transcript, 253.

74 FBI Director to Special Agent in Charge, Chicago, May 12, 1967, [Subject: Gregory Calvert; Security
Matter — Miscellaneous], File No. 100-447549, obtained under the Freedom of Information Act from the

Federal Bureau of Investigation; requested as “Gregory Nevala Calvert” January 2018; received February
2018; Sale, SDS, 443; Hofmann, “The New Left Turns to Mood of Violence.”
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delivered there.7s In early 1968, the Attorney General’s Internal Security Division opened
a secret investigation of Calvert, while the FBI added him to the “Rabble Rouser Index,” a
special list of targets designated for especially close monitoring (Figure 20).76 In May, FBI
Director J. Edgar Hoover urged that his case be pursued ‘“aggressively and with
imagination.”

This escalation of state repression coincided with the decline of Calvert’s influence
in SDS. As the new leadership sought to build a base beyond college campuses, they moved
away from anti-militarism, nonviolence, and draft resistance, rejecting Calvert’s proposal
for a nationwide student strike against the war in the spring of 1968.77 Even as unrest within
the armed forces increased and civilian support for the war plummeted, Calvert’s desire to
see SDS assume “a leadership position within the anti-war movement” became an ever
more distant possibility.7s By early 1968, he had lost all patience. In March, the National
Council approved a motion to print and distribute copies of SNCC leader James Forman’s

essay “Liberation Will Come from A Black Thing” for chapters around the country.79

75 Undisclosed author to Federal Bureau of Investigation, December 14, 1967 [No Subject], File No. 100-
447549 (Obtained under the Freedom of Information Act from the Federal Bureau of Investigation; requested
as “Gregory Nevala Calvert” January 2018; received February 2018).

76 In February 1968, the special agent in charge of the FBI’s Chicago office requested the Bureau Director’s
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February 2018).

77 Sale, SDS, 402.

78 Carl Davidson and Greg Calvert, “The International Days of Resistance or 10 Days to Shake the Empire,”
New Left Notes Vol. 2, No. 43, December 4, 1967, 2.

79 Sale, SDS, 420-21; Calvert, interview transcript, 295-297.
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Forman argued that the Black Power movement was the vanguard of revolutionary struggle

in the United States—precisely the opposite of the position, now regarded as passé, with
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which Calvert had been identified since his speech at Princeton one year earlier. Over the
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intervening twelve months, SDS had grown enormously. In the process, it had become a
much more fractious and sectarian organization than it was at the time that Calvert joined

its leadership.

6.3 Sexual Liberation and Cultural Revolution, 1968-71

In the summer of 1968, Calvert moved to Austin with Carol Neiman, his girlfriend
since the previous fall. A native Texan, Neiman was a fixture of the city’s radical
community—distinguished, according to Robert Pardun, by its “strongly libertarian” flavor
and considerable overlap with the youth counterculture—and she had recently co-founded
the local underground weekly, The Rag.so Together with Neiman, Calvert established a
legal aid network for antiwar activists and helped to run a Gl coffeehouse close to Fort
Hood, one of the country’s largest military bases.s1 Freed of his responsibilities to SDS,
the former aspiring academic turned to political theory, guest teaching the work of Herbert
Marcuse at the University of Texas and, in collaboration with Neiman, producing a three-
part analysis of the new left for the local SDS chapter that they published in the Guardian.s2

Calvert and Neiman framed their analysis in traditional Marxian political-economic
terms, citing Baran and Sweezy’s Monopoly Capital and the Grundrisse liberally, but their
arguments bore the imprint of Marcuse. In effect, they expanded upon the analysis put

forward in a December 1967 article in New Left Notes, in which Calvert argued that “the

go Pardun, Prairie Radical, 265-66; Calvert, interview transcript, 292.

81 Ibid., 322; Special Agent Howard W. Riley, FBI Field Office, San Antonio, TX, Report on the activities
of Gregory Alan Calvert, April 7, 1969, File No. 100-447549, obtained under the Freedom of Information
Act from the Federal Bureau of Investigation; requested as “Gregory Nevala Calvert” January 2018; received
February 2018.

g2 Calvert, interview transcript, 293.
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end of material scarcity” in the advanced industrial societies of Europe and North America
made possible the achievement of a “non-repressive society.”ss Under contemporary
conditions, Calvert argued, “the vanguard of the new left” was not, as many in SDS
leadership believed, the most exploited and oppressed, but instead alienated middle-class
youth, whose yearning for “the elimination of repressive institutions” uniquely pointed
beyond capitalism. Their anti-authoritarian vision, he wrote, “is the Marxian vision of post-
scarcity communism—the liberation of man from material need and the society of equals
where ‘no man is an object for another man’s needs.’”’s4 At this new stage of development,
he and Neiman explained, radical politics could no longer concern itself with material
injustice. Demands for jobs, better labor standards, and higher wages could be all too easily
absorbed by a “neocapitalist” system which retained legitimacy through its well-kept
promises of “delivering the goods.”ss

Soon after Calvert and Neiman’s articles appeared in The National Guardian,
Random House offered the couple a contract to expand the essay into a book. With the
publisher’s “great distribution,” Calvert hoped to introduce a large readership to what he
described as their “attempt to update Marxist doctrine and formulate an ideology for the
New Left.”ss A Disrupted History: The New Left and the New Capitalism, as the book was

83 Greg Calvert, “Participatory Democracy, Collective Leadership and Political Responsibility,” New Left
Notes Vol. 2, No. 45, December 18, 1967, 7.

84 Ibid.

85 Greg Calvert and Carol Neiman, “Socialist Consciousness and the New Left,” Guardian, Aug. 24, Sept. 7,
Sept. 14, 1968.

ss D.W. Bacon, Assistant Commissioner (Compliance), Internal Revenue Service, to J. Walter Yeagley,
Assistant Attorney General, Internal Security Division, Department of Justice, January 17, 1969, [Subject:
Gregory Alan Calvert], File No. 100-447549, obtained under the Freedom of Information Act from the
Federal Bureau of Investigation; requested as “Gregory Nevala Calvert” January 2018; received February
2018; Karen Elliott, “Book to Update Marxist Doctrine,” Summer Texan (Austin, TX), August 23, 1968, 43-
44,
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called, attracted little notice, however.s7 One reviewer dismissed it as “stretches of theory

29 ¢¢

sandwiched between editorials against the system,” “admirable in its earnestness” but
offering “no imagery, nothing solid, nothing tangible.”ss Nonetheless, the following year
Herbert Marcuse praised it as “the most articulate, honest, critical, and charming” of any
work “on the New Left and the present phase of capitalism.”ss The German American
philosopher’s enthusiasm for the book is unsurprising, given that his own writings on
instinctual repression and sexual liberation so clearly informed its arguments.

In A Disrupted History, Calvert and Neiman reaffirmed their belief in the
revolutionary consciousness of alienated youth and the obsolescence of class politics in the
advanced industrial nations but expanded their analysis by placing sexuality at its heart.
The influence of Marcuse’s writings—Eros and Civilization as well as such later texts as
An Essay on Liberation (1969) and Five Lectures (1969)—is apparent throughout the book,
as is the influence of Wilhelm Reich and Norman O. Brown. Calvert and Neiman described
the contemporary subject as having internalized the “repressive and life-denying values”
of “guilt, self-denial, and self-hatred,” losing as a result “his own life-energy, his Eros” and
suffering “neurotic tension.”9 This overall “psychological and cultural oppression”—with

“sexual repression” at its root—undergirds all other forms of social domination. o1

Consequently, the only authentically revolutionary struggle is the one being waged by

g7 Sarito Carol Neiman, in conversation with the author, February 2018.

88 Reid Whittemore, “Sweet Violins in the Word House,” The New Republic July 17, 1971, 28-29.
89 Herbert Marcuse, Counterrevolution and Revolt (Boston: Beacon Press, 1972), 10.

90 Calvert and Neiman, A Disrupted History, 112, 117.

a1 Ibid., 111.
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countercultural youth on behalf of the “rational, life-affirming drives” denied by a “plastic,
boring, dehumanized world.”92 As a rejection of “the totality of social repression at an
instinctual level,” their rebellion promises to dismantle external forms of oppression.93
Calvert and Neiman wrote A Disrupted History just as women’s liberation and gay
liberation were on the ascent—twin developments that gave considerable plausibility to
their argument. In the book, they argued that while earlier periods of sexual liberalization
broke down “primitive sexual taboos” and strengthened “genital sexual expression,” the
new sexual politics instead recognized “the sensual entirety of the human organism” as
well as the polymorphously perverse nature of desire, and that it endorsed a “much broader
expression of eros and sensuality beyond the requirements of the ‘performance principle.’”
This radical form of sexual liberation embraced “the bisexual nature of the species,” thus
challenging the false homosexual-heterosexual binary.es It had also reconfigured gender
identities, establishing “a new manhood” in opposition to the repressive form of
masculinity and “dominant-aggressive values” undergirding American militarism.ss
While the counterculture’s “critique of the programmed society” lacked “political
articulation,” the new left, on the other hand, had failed to grasp its importance.s Calvert

and Neiman wrote that “Marxists” in SDS who stood for “repressive values” refused to

92 Ibid., 171, 78.
93 Ibid., 17.

94 Ibid., 116-117.
95 |bid., 123.

9 Ibid., 17, 107.
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believe that a change in consciousness was “capable of radically challenging the capitalist
system.”97 Against their obstinate orthodoxy, Calvert and Neiman warned:

if we cannot transcend the values of repressive civilization in our living and

thinking, in our loving and acting, if we cannot develop a revolutionary life-

style or mode of behavior—a revolutionary practice—which transcends the

social norms of bourgeois society, then we cannot make a revolution.es
The new left, they insisted, must absorb cultural radicalism in order to be effective. Without
a “political strategy which could make [instinctual] demands into an over-all program,” the
movement risks “self-isolation and paranoid withdrawal.”99

To the extent that Calvert had such a strategy in mind, it involved the prefigurative

community-building that he had written about during his tenure as SDS National Secretary.
In a Spring 1969 debate with Carl Davidson, his former ally in the national leadership,
Calvert criticized the new left for failing to create “the embryonic forms of revolutionary
society” that could “embody in [the] immediate present [its] hopes and values.”100 His
remarks, published in the May and June issues of Liberation, anticipated the Freudian Left-
inspired arguments that appeared in A Disrupted History. Insisting on the primacy of
“personal liberation,” Calvert insisted:

It is guilt which sustains the repressive controls and taboos of the unfree

society as an internalized mechanism which divides the individual from

himself, makes him fear his real feelings and instincts, and thus prevents

him from envisioning or acting on alternatives to established behavior. It

makes us hate our real selves—our needing, giving, energetic, loving,

polymorphously perverse, animal selves. It makes us act irrationally,

against our real needs and interests. Only through a process of self-
affirmation can we overcome guilt and begin to act in those new ways which

97 Ibid., 127, 75.
98 Ibid., 117.
99 Ibid., 153, 162.

100 Calvert, “A Left Wing Alternative.”
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establish an alternative mode of being and begin to initiate a revolutionary
process.io1

Unfortunately, not enough radicals shared this view. “It is very fashionable in SDS these
days,” Calvert lamented, “to denounce something called personal liberation” as
“bourgeois.”102
Calvert’s interlocutors were not necessarily unconvinced of the importance of

cultural rebellion, but they disagreed strongly with his assertion that educated, middle-class
youth stood at the helm of history. As Davidson pointed out in his reply, Calvert had
nothing to say about black and Third World militancy at a moment of urban uprisings in
the United States and guerrilla struggles abroad. In this context, the notion that American
college students were the vanguard because of their acute sense of alienation seemed
ludicrous.103 Decades later, Todd Gitlin echoed this critique:

Were [American college students’] boredom and powerlessness comparable

to the wounds of the Vietnamese or the starvation of Guatemalan peasants?

What if the logic of their individualist revolt led no further than sex, drugs,

rock 'n’ roll, and dodging the draft? Precisely because there were so many

students in motion it was self-evident that students did not suffice, that other

forces were needed to make The Revolution. The problem remained not just

what was to be done, but who was to do it.104
Many of Calvert’s contemporaries recognized this problem. Richard Flacks also argued for
the political importance of “the young intelligentsia,” but he acknowledged that that they

were only a small and isolated segment of the population who could not in themselves

constitute a mass movement capable of transforming society. To be effective, Flacks wrote,

101 Greg Calvert, “A Response,” Liberation, June 1969, 36.
102 Calvert, “A Left Wing Alternative,” 21.
103 Carl Davidson, “Greg Calvert and the Politics of Guilt,” Liberation, June 1969, 32, 34.

104 Todd Gitlin, The Sixties: Years of Hope, Days of Rage (New York: Bantam Books, 1993), 384
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the new left would have to “connect the struggle of the intelligentsia with the aspirations
and needs of the people as a whole.”105s Even Marcuse, the source of much of Calvert’s
argument, qualified his enthusiasm for the counterculture, stating in 1967 for instance that
the counterculture could only perform a “preparatory function” to catalyze other sectors—

especially the industrial working class—into revolutionary struggle.1o6

6.4 Coming Out and Looking In: Gay Liberation and Psycho-Politics, 1971-1974
As Calvert completed his withdrawal from SDS, the thirty-two-year-old made a
long-deferred effort to come to terms with his sexuality. Living in Dallas with Neiman, he
began writing a novel based on his experiences in the NO in 1966-67. The manuscript,
entitled Not to Bring Peace, provides what Calvert later called a “painfully honest” look
“into everybody’s life, at the deepest level, in SDS,” specifically “in psychosexual
terms.”107 The story is primarily concerned with the erotic relationships that form between
Ray Fields, the protagonist (and stand-in for Calvert), and the other men in the
organization. While Fields and these other men are drawn to one another both emotionally
and sexually, a fear of appearing vulnerable and violating powerful taboos prevents them
from expressing their honest feelings.
Even though political meetings and rallies only provide the setting for the action in

Not to Bring Peace, it is nonetheless a political memoir insofar as it represents one more

105 Richard Flacks, “Revolt of the Young Intelligentsia: Revolutionary Class-Consciousness in a Post-
Scarcity America,” in The New American Revolution, eds. Roderick Aya and Norman Miller (New York:
Free Press, 1971), 233.

106 Herbert Marcuse, “Liberation from the Affluent Society,” in Congress on the Dialectics of Liberation, et
al., The Dialectics of Liberation (Brooklyn, NY: Verso, 2015), 188.

107 “Dialogue on Revolutionary Males.”
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attempt by Calvert to articulate the emancipatory potential of the new left. The novel is
also a personal account of his individual experience as a closeted gay man in the new left.
In the story, it is the beloved community of the NO that liberates Ray Fields, bringing him
face-to-face not only with his homosexuality, but with an inescapable need for love. While
delivering a speech at a political rally, Fields’s mind wanders back to his youth:

He...thought of the nights and days of Greyhound bus terminals. The furtive

street sex in public johns. The fear, the loneliness, and the cold sense of

being lost and needing love. Needing love in a world that drove him

underground and made him a de facto criminal. He felt the anger and pain

and the angry voice of the orator turned on again inside of him and began

to compose speeches denouncing a world that made love a crime. 108
Implicit in this passage, and throughout Calvert’s novel, is a distinct perspective on the
relationship between the new left and his own coming out. Not to Bring Peace suggests
that a painful, honest reckoning one’s own inner life is a fundamental aspect of political
change. The story conveys the ways in which the movement drew out, but failed to sustain,
men’s capacity to exhibit tenderness and love toward one another, and makes it clear to the
reader that it was the community in SDS that rescued Calvert from his own sense of shame
and alienation. Although he did not come out while in SDS, the values of authenticity and
community, which the organization attempted to embody, made it possible for him
eventually to accept and embrace his own homosexuality.

The editors at Random House declined to publish Not to Bring Peace on the grounds

that the novel was far too explicit in its content.109 In retrospect, Calvert viewed this

rejection as one instance in a pattern of homophobia that he experienced in the late 1960s,

108 Greg Calvert, “Not to Bring Peace,” unpublished manuscript, Calvert Papers, pp. 83-84.

109 Calvert says that he received a “shocked reply” from his editor in “reaction to the homosexual material in
the novel” (Calvert, interview transcript, 333); Neiman, in conversation with the author.
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including within SDS. The intimacy and cultural experimentation he had witnessed in the
National Office fueled his hope, he later wrote, that the new left

...would produce a liberatory culture that would support gay and bisexual

men and women and which would point toward a world in which our

universal homoerotic potential would make of bisexuality a norm and in

which our ability to love persons of our own gender would be seen as part

of the magnificence of our human potential rather than something perverse

which should be pathologized and repressed.110
Instead, Calvert found that his fellow activists in SDS “generally met [his Same-sex
feelings] with scorn, fear, and rejection.”111 By the time that he left the organization in
1969, many people in its leadership either knew or suspected that he was gay and, on
several occasions, used that information against him.112 Homophobia was a problem
beyond SDS, however. In 1970, Calvert declined an offer from Staughton Lynd to work as
a community organizer in Gary, Indiana when he began to sense that the older,
“puritanical” activist was uncomfortable with his homosexuality.113

As he withdrew from SDS, Calvert turned to less explicitly political forms of social

action and community-building. In 1971, he and Neiman moved to Chicago, where he
briefly worked as a drug abuse counselor for veterans who had recently returned from

Vietnam.114 Shortly thereafter, the relocated to Holyoke, Massachusetts, where they were

placed in charge of a new outpatient clinic that was intended to reintegrate discharged

110 Greg Calvert to Jim Simons, August 6, 1989, Calvert Papers.
111 Ibid.
112 Calvert, interview transcript, 137, 282-283, 335.

113 Greg Calvert to Staughton Lynd, August 11, 1975, Calvert Papers. See also: Calvert, interview transcript,
331.

114 Calvert, interview transcript, 355.
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psychiatric patients into society.115 Calvert, whose critical views of the mental health
professions had been shaped by his mother’s institutionalization and by the writings of
R.D. Laing, ran the small clinic according to the egalitarian and radical-humanistic values
of the new left, working to create a supportive environment for the largely homeless patient
population. In his counseling, he applied the therapeutic techniques of gestalt therapy he
found in the writings of Fritz Perls and Paul Goodman. Calvert envisioned the clinic as a
counter-institution similar to Kingsley Hall, an experimental commune for the mentally ill
that Laing and other antipsychiatrists established in London in 1965, and imagined it as a
refuge where some of the most deeply stigmatized and neglected people in American
society could form solidarity and gain a sense of personal autonomy.116

At the same time, several miles away, at the Westover Air Force Base in Chicopee,
Massachusetts, the former SDS leader Tom Bell was organizing antiwar resistance efforts
inside the military. In support of these efforts, Calvert and Neiman designated one room in
the clinic as a Gl coffeehouse where antiwar servicemembers could freely socialize,
organize, and obtain legal counsel.117 Meanwhile, Calvert and Bell became romantically
involved and moved in together, and Neiman departed Massachusetts on amicable terms.
Shortly after entering this same-sex relationship—his first since returning from Paris in
1963—Calvert lost his job at the clinic when one staff member complained about him

kissing Bell in front of the facility.11s

115 1bid., 356.
116 Neiman, in conversation with the author; Calvert, interview transcript, 22, 27, 58.
117 Neiman, in conversation with the author.

118 Calvert, interview transcript, 356.
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Calvert’s work with Gls, veterans, the mentally ill, and the homeless between 1970
and 1972 coincided with his renewed effort, after almost ten years back in the closet, to
live as an openly gay man. Against the backdrop of these experiences in his personal and
professional life, he began to articulate a politics of the self that attacked the repressive and
authoritarian institutions—psychiatric, familial, and, above all, military—inhibiting the
expression of human sensuousness and compassion. By 1972, he had come to see gay
liberation as the leading edge of this politics, and, after relocating to San Francisco with
Bell that year, immersed himself in the gay counterculture.119 Calvert joined a men’s
consciousness-raising group at the Lavender University, a free university “run by—and
almost exclusively for—homosexuals,” where he was exposed to humanistic psychology
and new therapeutic discourses.120

In the fall of 1972, Calvert and Bell went on a speaking tour across the United
States, publicly discussing their experiences of homophobia in SDS. At an appearance in
Buffalo, New York, Calvert expressed his hope that women’s and gay liberation would
revive the new left as “an honest movement.”121 As people who share “both a deepened
understanding of oppression and a broader awareness of the meaning of liberation,” gay

men and women were uniquely positioned to participate in this effort.122 In particular, as

119 From 1972 to 1976, “the only political work™ that Calvert engaged in was “Gay Liberation work™ (Calvert,
interview transcript, 357-358). Staughton Lynd recalls, “he talked about [gay liberation] a lot, and I think it
was a more and more central aspect of his life” in the early 1970s (Staughton Lynd, in conversation with the
author, February 2018).

120 William Sievert, “Out of the Academic Closet,” Change, Vol. 6, No. 3 (April 1974), 22; Calvert, interview
transcript, 358.

121 “Dialogue on Revolutionary Males.”

122 Greg Calvert, “Gay Freedom Week Speech,” n.d. [1978], Calvert Papers.
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he later wrote: “The experience of being an outsider to the male socialization process, and
of being trashed all of your life for your deepest feelings of love and sensuality, is an
experience which [enables you] to see through the games and phoniness that go on.”123
This experience of alienation and exclusion provided women and gay men with insight into
the hollowness of social relations and institutions, endowing them with a “special role to
play” in transforming American culture.124

This emphasis on authenticity, and on breaking through “games and phoniness,”
was common in the literature of gay liberation during the early 1970s, but Calvert
connected it to anti-militarism, articulating an ideal of “gay consciousness” as the
expression of an all-embracing erotic openness. As he explained to Lynd:

Gay liberation was never for me a simple question of sexual rights, but the

hope that whatever the form of our bodies we would recognize each other

as potential lovers to the point where the thought of causing pain would be

inconceivable. The logic of war seemed to me the logic of the repression of

life.125
The beloved community he had sought to build while in SDS (and after) was not just an
end-in-itself, but a way of combatting domination and violence. Convinced more than ever
that “it takes a highly repressed eros, a highly repressive social structure, a highly
repressive economic structure to organize warfare,” Calvert spent the next four years

(between 1972 and 1976) training and practicing as a therapist, focusing in particular on

the relationship between repression, masculinity, and militarism.126

123 Calvert, interview on Alternative Views.
124 Calvert, “Gay Freedom Week Speech.”
125 Greg Calvert to Staughton Lynd, April 29, 1975, Calvert Papers.

126 Greg Calvert, Kenneth Carpenter, and Ron Phillips, After the War, unpublished manuscript, n.d. [1980],
Calvert Papers, p. 62.
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While he enthusiastically supported gay liberation, Calvert was uncomfortable with
the minoritizing idea of a bounded “gay community,” and held firmly to the Freudian Left’s
notion of a universal human bisexuality. His ideal of “gay consciousness” referred not to
sexuality per se, but to the “deepest values—spiritual, moral, political.”127 Less “a question
of being attracted to men’s bodies,” gay liberation was a matter of finding “a different way
for men to be with each other,” to display “tenderness and affection and sweetness” as a
result of having overcome “the taboo on homoeroticism.”128 As he wrote in a March 1975
letter:

one label or another (gay, straight, or bisexual) is [not] going to free us from

fear, but... the socially conditioned fear around the question of our

homosexuality can only be overcome through public courage. Only when

we are no longer afraid of being exposed as ‘queer’ in public are we free to

discover the wholeness of ourselves.129
Calvert’s discovery in 1974 of Dennis Altman’s Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation
both sharpened and confirmed his views on the matter.130As discussed in Chapter One,
Altman envisioned gay liberation as heralding the broader transformation of the libido and

the eroticization of everyday life of which Marcuse wrote in Eros and Civilization.1s1 For

Calvert as well, gay liberation had universal implications; it was “tied to the question of

127 Greg Calvert, journal entry, February 24, 1975, Calvert Papers.
128 Ibid.

129 Greg Calvert to John, March 13, 1975, Calvert Papers

130 Greg Calvert to Rick, October 8, 1974, Calvert Papers.

131 See Chapter One.
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the total possibility of human freedom.”132 As he stated in a 1980 interview, “some day I
would like the word gay not to define a ghetto, or even to define a sexual orientation.”133
In practice, the gay liberation movement did not live up to this utopian standard.
Moreover, Calvert found the gay subculture in San Francisco to be disappointing. After his
lover abruptly committed suicide in the fall of 1974, Calvert lamented that he had “never
really found any community of support within the gay movement.” 134 The following
spring, he wrote to a friend: “Coming out as a gay man certainly has not given me much
comfort in these last years. Trusting in the possible brotherhood of liberated male eros |
thought I might have friends again. The gay male world just gave me another sense of
alienated possibilities.”135 Having initially romanticized the gay liberation movement as a

2

Whitmanian “brotherhood in the good struggle for human freedom,” he instead
encountered a vapid world of “dehumanized robots.”136 The gay bars of the Castro, he
complained, offered only “meat-racking and sexual objectification,” but never love or
comradeship.137 In just a few short years, he had burned through all of his hopes the
movement, writing in 1975: “the discovery of gayness in men could have a revolutionary

effect that we’ve not even begun to fathom. But that potential [...] never quite

developed.”138

132 Calvert journal entry, February 24, 1975, Calvert Papers.

133 Calvert, After The War, 129-130.

134 Calvert to Jason V. Serinus, February 24, 1975, Calvert Papers.

135 Greg Calvert to Jan Hughes Secor, March 13, 1975, Calvert Papers.

136 Calvert journal entry, February 24, 1975, Calvert Papers; Calvert to Serinus, February 24, 1975, Calvert
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137 Ibid.

138 Greg Calvert to Carole, March 14, 1975, Calvert Papers.
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While gay liberation failed to catalyze the cultural transformation that he wished to
see unfold, Calvert himself underwent a significant personal transformation in the mid-
1970s. His embrace of homosexuality coincided with a renewal of his interest in
spirituality. In 1973, he decided to study Buddhism after reading an interview with Allen
Ginsburg conducted by Allen Young and published in Gay Sunshine.13s Calvert later
reflected that his spiritual yearnings and sexual desires were closely linked, two repressed
elements of human nature that he struggled to bring into politics. In the summer of 1974,
meanwhile, he worked up the courage to come out to his estranged father, writing in a
letter: “Being queer in a queer-hating society, I’ve tried out of social rejection to build a
decent life for myself. | have not given up my ideals about a good society or my hopes for
a loving relationship just because I’m gay.”140 The following year, Calvert fell in love with
Ken Carpenter, a draft resister and pacifist who had just been released from federal prison
after serving a three-year sentence.141 The two men would remain together for the rest of

Calvert’s life.

6.5 Democracy and Faith, 1974-1991

Like many other disappointed new left radicals in the mid-1970s, Calvert
increasingly turned to religion—Ileaping, in the words of the journalist Andrew Kopkind,
“from politics to mysticism.” In July 1973, Kopkind profiled Calvert, alongside the well-

known antiwar activists Rennie Davis and Jerry Rubin, as part of a growing population of

139 Greg Calvert, “Conversation with Ellen Maslow,” August 11, 1975, Calvert Papers.
140 Greg Calvert to his father, July 28, 1974, Calvert Papers.
141 Kenneth Carpenter, in conversation with the author, April 2017. See: Ken Carpenter, Borderlands Boy:

Love, War and Peace in the Atomic Age (Santa Fe, NM: Sunstone Press, 2019).
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“refugees from the new left,” noting that he had become “seriously into Sufism and Gestalt
therapy.”142 These were not new interests for Calvert, who had practiced Christianity as a
child, trained to be a minister in college, and developed a familiarity with yoga and Vedanta
Hinduism in graduate school. By the time he joined SDS, in 1964, he was meditating and
attending Quaker meetings regularly.143 At lowa State, he was introduced to Sufi and
Buddhist teachings, further adding to his eclectic spiritual interests.144 These interests
faded into the background when Calvert became more devoted to political organizing in
the mid-1960s. In his view, their reemergence in the mid-1970s was related to his
experience of coming out.145

Calvert’s return to spirituality began in San Francisco in the early 1970s, when he
studied with the Chilean psychiatrist Claudio Naranjo, a leading figure in the Human
Potential Movement. (Calvert would later describe the movement’s goal as the “integration
of humanistic questions, psychotherapy and Eastern religious traditions.”) 146 In the
summer of 1974, he attended a Buddhist poetry festival at the Naropa Institute in Boulder,
Colorado that brought together the Beat writers Allen Ginsberg, Peter Orlovsky, Diane Di
Prima, William S. Burroughs, and Phillip Whalen, and a roster of intellectuals that included
the anthropologist Gregory Bateson.147 The conference impressed Calvert immensely. As

142 Andrew Kopkind, “Refugees from the New Left,” in The Thirty Years’ War: Dispatches and Diversions
of a Radical Journalist, 1965-1994 (New York: Verso, 1995), 236.

143 Calvert to Staughton Lynd, April 15, 1974, Calvert Papers
144 Calvert, Democracy from the Heart, 183.
145 Calvert, “Conversation with Ellen Maslow.”

146 Calvert, interview transcript, 357. See Jeffrey J. Kripal, Esalen: America and the Religion of No Religion
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 174-177.

147 Calvert, journal entry, Aug. 9, 1975. He records in his journal, August 9, 1975, that he has made the
decision “to seek refuge in the Buddha as an example, in the Dharma as path, and in the Sangha as
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he wrote to a friend: “This whole scene is clearly one of the most interesting developments
in the country.”148 In the months afterward, he undertook an intensive study of Vipassana
Buddhism and joined a three-month silent retreat in Maine.149 In the spring of 1975, he was
ordained as a Buddhist monk.

At first, Calvert felt that, through his spiritual questing, he had managed to reintegrate
the “previously split parts of [himself].”150 Having found “a community of faith,” he was
now ready to enter “a period of growth and building.”151 But the depoliticization of the
spiritual movement gnawed at his conscience. As early as the summer of 1974, he had
grumbled about an “apparent lack of democracy” at Naropa and fretted over what seemed
like a cult of personality around the Institute’s spiritual leader, Chogyam Trungpa. 152
Calvert allayed these doubts by aligning his commitment to Buddhism with his earlier
political idealism. Just as “The Movement,” he wrote in 1975, “gave [him] life and hope
and a new experience of the possibility of sanity and freedom in a liberated loving
community of humankind,” Buddhism represented “another step along the way,” and had
to be understood as part of “the very same movement of the spirit of love, truth, and

liberation.” 153 In a letter to Staughton Lynd from April of that year (just after his

community.” See Beats at Naropa: An Anthology, eds. Anne Waldman, Laura E. Wright, and Naropa
University (Minneapolis: Coffee House Press, 2009).

148 Greg Calvert to Al Jones, August 14, 1975, Calvert Papers.

149 Calvert, journal entry, Dec. 16, 1975, Calvert Papers.

150 Greg Calvert to Bob Buckle, November 1, 1975, Calvert Papers.

151 Calvert, journal entry, Aug. 9, 1975, Calvert Papers; Calvert to Buckle, November 1, 1975.
152 Calvert to Lynd, April 25, 1975.

153 Calvert, journal entry, Aug. 9, 1975, Calvert Papers.
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ordination), Calvert went so far as to speculate that “it is from such questing efforts that
the next wave of political radicalism will be born.” 154
By the end of the decade, Calvert was thoroughly disillusioned. His experience of
what he called “the largely middle class human potential movement” had left him feeling
an acute “political tension.” Furthermore, he was aware that the meditation retreats and
experimental therapies in which he took part were being marketed to professional class
people as “hip” luxury commaodities. Partly for this reason, he later wrote, his “attempt at
wholistic politics in the 1970s” had not brought him inner peace or helped to advance social
justice. “All in all,” he wrote, “I ended the decade in a state of deep depression and almost
drank myself to death in 1980.”1s5
Still, Calvert continued to aspire toward the spiritual-moral-political synthesis that
had long eluded him. In an unpublished manuscript from the 1980s, he acknowledged that
the “spiritual revolt” of the previous decade was “mostly apolitical” and included “a lot of
nonsense,” but defended its adherents as people who were “motivated by alienation from
the world that advanced capitalism has produced.” Calvert defined spiritual seekers, like
he had college-educated youth and gay people before them, as a group whose alienation
from society made them the shock troops of a sweeping cultural revolution. What the
“spiritual revolt” had lacked, he admitted, was a theory of social change and an appreciation
of power and injustice. “[A] spiritual revival without a socialist consciousness,” he wrote,
“risks becoming escapist and irrelevant at best, and outright reactionary at worst.” At the

same time, he warned that political radicalism without spirituality lacks “that sense of

154 Calvert to Lynd, April 25, 1975.

155 Calvert, “The Politics of Compassion,” n.d. [1980s], unpublished manuscript, Calvert Papers.
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human community without which petty egoisms cannot be overcome and transcended.”
Calvert, now well into his forties, aimed to unite these two perspectives: to go “beyond
Marx and Marxism” and “beyond Buddhism and Christianity” by bringing both together,
and thus laying the basis of “a truly revolutionary consciousness.”’156

These thoughts drew Calvert back to the academy. He would go on to complete a
doctorate in the History of Consciousness program at the University of California, Santa
Cruz, receiving a degree close to his fiftieth birthday. His dissertation, written under the

supervision of political theorist John Schaar, combined reflection on his own political

Figure 21: Portrait of Greg Calvert accompanying the article,
“Prominent ‘60s Activists to Discuss Draft Resistance,” April 2, 1987,
Oregon Daily Emerald (Eugene, OR), Calvert Papers.

156 Ibid.
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biography, history, and philosophical speculation on the relationship between the personal,
the political, and the spiritual. The resulting manuscript—which Calvert published in 1991
under the title Democracy from the Heart: Spiritual VValues, Decentralism, and Democratic
Idealism in the Movement of the 1960s—was both memoir and manifesto, an encapsulation
of its author’s life and an attempt to articulate the promise of the new left.

Calvert’s argument in Democracy from the Heart was that the politics of the new
left were always underpinned by moral and spiritual commitments that its adherents
refused to acknowledge—to the ultimate detriment of their movement. Calvert
reinterpreted the history of the new left in light of its guiding philosophy, which he called
“democratic idealism,” and grounded it in a genealogy of thought and action that began
with the radical pacifism, civil rights activism, and Beat literary movement of the 1940s
and ‘50s. Cultural radicalism and sexual liberation were central to his narrative.

Referring to the Beats, Calvert wrote that the “revolt against advanced technological
society was originally expressed in poetry and prophecy, in cultural and spiritual
questing.”157 Several of them—including, most prominently, Gary Snyder—had found in
Buddhism “a new kind of non-repressive, nonviolent community based on the rejection of
consumerism,” while others had embraced “erotic (including homosexual) liberation.” 158
At a time of rigid sexual and gender conventions, writers like Allen Ginsberg had dared to
challenge “traditional concepts of masculinity,” and even flouted “the taboo on male

homosexuality.”159 Speaking for his generation of gay men, Calvert added: “in the end and

157 Calvert, Democracy from the Heart, 20.
158 Ibid., 19, 20.

159 Ibid., 27.
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because of their courage, we were all profoundly changed.”160 In all of these ways, the
Beats helped to midwife the new left. Meanwhile, their contemporaries, the radical pacifists
associated with the Catholic Worker and the journals politics and Liberation, also struck a
blow against both militarism and the gender order by refusing military service—an act that
was, Calvert wrote, “tantamount to rejecting the dominant model of masculinity.”161 These
activists and writers were also unique for the time, and important to the new left later on,
in that they sought to ground politics in morality. “In their personal lives and political
actions,” he noted, “they inspired a belief that politics should be moral and morality
political.”162 In particular, Calvert celebrated A.J. Muste, Dwight Macdonald, and David
Dellinger for asserting the “primacy of values in political life,” a perspective they shared
with James Lawson, Martin Luther King, Jr., Ella Baker, and others who contributed to the
faith-based social action of the black freedom struggle.163 All of these currents eventually
flowed into the 1962 Port Huron Statement, which marked a break with the old left and the
“triumph of a philosophy of democratic idealism.”164

Having established the “democratic idealist” origins of the new left, Calvert then
elaborated on certain aspects of its history and described his own journey through the
movement. Among the most important initiatives conducted by SDS, he argued, was its
Economic Research and Action Project (ERAP), a community organizing initiative that

placed SDS members in poor neighborhoods around the country. What chiefly interested

160 Ibid., 35.
161 1bid., 38.
162 1bid.

163 Ibid., 53.

164 Ibid., 103.
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Calvert about ERAP was that it brought activists into a collective structure held together
by idealism and trust. Much like his own experience in the NO, the ERAP activists were
engaged in building “parallel institutions” that were creative and experimental. 165 To
Calvert, this prefigurative community exemplified the very best of participatory democracy
and made possible the kind of radical honesty that eventually allowed gay liberation to
emerge from the new left. “It is perhaps no accident,” he wrote, “that the same person who
would later articulate the New Left's first manifesto of Gay Liberation, Carl Wittman, was
also the person who was responsible for some of the clearest statements of ERAP's
philosophy and goals.” 166

By the end of the 1960s, Calvert explained, the values of the Port Huron Statement
had been eclipsed by a more conventional separation of the political from the realms of
psychology, sexuality, and spirituality. His goal in revisiting the history of the new left was
to correct this error and reestablish a connection to the moral, religious, and philosophical
presuppositions that nurtured it. Democracy from the Heart ultimately suggests that
subsequent decades have not yielded any more promising alternatives: neither the religious
“navel-gazing” nor “the new ‘politics of [gay] identity,”” he argued, will suffice to bring
about necessary and sweeping social transformation. 167 But neither will a politics that lacks
foundations in the self and in personal life. “The need to live morally, spiritually, and
politically integrated lives,” Calvert declared, “may have constituted the most authentic

‘revolutionary’ demand of the New Left.”168

165 Ibid., 136. Calvert attributes this term to Paul Goodman.
166 1bid., 117.
167 Ibid., 258, 260.

168 Ibid., 258.
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Conclusion

In her polemical 2011 book, A Nation of Outsiders: How the White Middle
Class Fell in Love with Rebellion in Postwar America, the historian Grace Hale identifies
Greg Calvert’s writings from the mid-1960s, particularly “In White America,” as
exemplary of the ideology of the new left and the counterculture. Hale argues that by
equating alienation with authenticity, Calvert moved the focus of political struggle from
society to the psyche. By urging “the activist [to look] inside rather than outside, at the self
rather than at the world,” she writes, he and others legitimized a self-indulgent withdrawal
from politics.169 Furthermore, Hale writes that Calvert’s speech fits a postwar pattern of
white middle-class Americans identifying themselves as marginalized and oppressed, thus
obscuring racial and class inequalities in their own “quest for transcendence.”170 The
“romance of the outsider” served as a “tool of white middle-class self-invention, especially
for men,” and it “supported the very structures of class and racial privilege radical politics

was supposed to oppose.”171
Hale’s critique of Calvert, which she skillfully draws from the mythical image of
Guatemalan guerrilla fighters that appears at the beginning of “In White America,” is one
of only several extended discussions of his writings in recent scholarship. In his 2017
memoir, the historian Paul Le Blanc (the same SDS member cited earlier in this chapter)

raises similar objections to Calvert’s essays in New Left Notes from the mid-1960s. Le

169 Grace Elizabeth Hale, A Nation of Outsiders: How the White Middle Class Fell in Love with Rebellion in
Postwar America (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 225-26.

170 1bid., 235.

171 Ibid., 303; 236.
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Blanc recalls his distaste for Calvert’s baroque description of the draft resister as a martyr,
“trapped” and destined to die in the “jaws” of a machine. In Le Blanc’s view, Calvert had
abandoned coherence, strategy, and analysis for “a politics of self-expression.” Although
his essay was “absolutely sincere,” it could provide no sense of what actions ought to be
taken. Instead, it seemed to justify a paralyzing and morbid infatuation with one’s own
psyche.172

Both Hale and Le Blanc are right—to a point—and their criticisms reflect back onto
the writers and intellectual traditions that shaped Calvert’s thinking, as well. However, they
overstate the degree to which a concern with “one’s own psyche” and even a “quest for
transcendence” were foundational to the new left and did not necessarily lead to the
abandonment of political struggle. Calvert struggled to balance the personal and the
political at every stage in his intellectual and political development and remained consistent
in his belief that the self must be changed through community. He was, in fact, critical of
the depoliticizing tendencies of cultural politics, writing in Democracy from the Heart that
the new left “became trapped in an increasingly negative expression of its alienation from
‘the system’” and condemning “psychotherapeutic or spiritual undertakings which
are...apolitical, devoid of social conscience, and motivated by self-indulgent
individualism.”173

Holding self-transformation and social transformation, or what the historian

Barbara Epstein calls “the politics of experience” and “the politics of immediate efficacy,”

172 Paul Le Blanc, Left Americana: The Radical Heart of US History (Chicago, IL: Haymarket Books, 2017),
174,

173 Calvert, Democracy from the Heart, 11, 258.
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in tension with one another proved to be a challenge throughout Calvert’s life.174 As he
told an interviewer in 1979, the self and society

do not form...an easy dialectic... They’re never easily put together in one

moment, but they are part of the cultural change process, which 1 think

precedes any real major social revolution in history... No real revolution

that has really changed society in a fundamental way has not been preceded

by a long period of cultural change.175
Calvert was far from unique in this belief, which he shared with many others in the new
left and in the new social movements of the 1970s, and which he recognized as descending
from postwar cultural and political radicalism. His is distinguished, however, by how
thoroughly he explored the idea that “the personal is political” again and again, in many
different movements and realms of experience—including gay liberation, antiwar activism,

psychotherapy, and spirituality—confronting the paradoxes and limits of that idea but

remaining undeterred.

174 Epstein, Political Protest and Cultural Revolution, 49.

175 Calvert, interview, Alternative Views.

308



Conclusion

The radical phase of gay liberation that began in the late 1960s crested in 1971
before beginning its nationwide decline. As early as September 1972, one Houston Gay
Liberation Front member reported: “There really isn't much of a movement here
[anymore]... It exists mostly on paper.”1 Even in New York City, the GLF, Radicalesbians,
and Daughters of Bilitis had all disbanded by the end of 1973.2 Far from indicating the
demise of gay politics altogether, this was instead a sign of the growing appeal of civil
rights organizations, such as the National Gay Task Force, and of an interest-group
framework for gay activism. As the decade progressed, these organizations could boast
significant achievements: in 1975, the Civil Service Commission removed its Cold War-
era prohibitions on hiring gay employees, and by 1980, more than half of all states had
repealed their sodomy laws, while a few had passed antidiscrimination statutes.s Radical
critics continued to plead their case in the few surviving underground publications like The
Gay Liberator and Gay Sunshine, condemning the gay rights lobby for seeking such goals
as “a ‘climate’ in the Pentagon favorable to gay people,” but, as the Boston writer Charles
Shively admitted, they could offer only “rhetoric and theory without social substance.”s

The rapid passage of radicalism from the mainstream of the gay community to its

margins reflects the contraction of political possibilities for the left in the 1970s more

1 Ronnie Young to Allen Young, September 20, 1972, Box 2, Folder 6, Allen Young Papers. On the decline
of radicalism, see John D’Emilio, foreword to Out of the Closets: Voices of Gay Liberation, eds. Karla Jay
and Allen Young, 20t Anniversary Edition (New York: New York University Press, 1992), xi-xxx; Self, All
in the Family, 221-223; and Adam, The Rise of a Gay and Lesbian Movement, 97-101.

2 Marotta, The Politics of Homosexuality, 309.

3 D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, 238.

4 Young, “Survival in A Hostile World”; Shively, “Reviews,” 9.
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broadly.s It also seemed, to many at the time, to refute the liberationist premise that
revolutionary social transformation must be rooted in changes to the self and to personal
life. Gay liberationists, as this dissertation has shown, inherited this assumption from a
genealogy of postwar social theory and radical political movements. As the quest for
personal liberation became a widely shared phenomenon in the 1970s, especially among
white middle-class Americans, self-transformation largely became “a depoliticized
holdover from the Sixties,” divested of its radical implications.s Gay and lesbian radicals,
who had insisted that personal liberation could not be separated from politics, were forced
to acknowledge that the movement’s “emphasis... on ‘liberated’ life-style counter
cultures” had no effect on “the larger institutions of... society which determine our very
selves—the mass media, the schools, the state, the corporate monopolies... [and] the
family.” They were left with no choice but to either double down on “life-style” or else
look for “new political strategies.”7

The “postmaterialist” assumptions framing gay liberation’s politics of the self
crystallized in a context of affluence, in which a search for new forms, subjects, and arenas
of struggle replaced the left’s traditional concern with class and political economy.s These
assumptions became less tenable in the mid-1970s, and increasingly less so in the decades

since. As economic growth declined, unemployment increased, and the attack on the

5 Howard Brick and Christopher Phelps, Radicals in America: The US Left since the Second World War,
Cambridge Essential Histories (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 124, 177-179.

6 McAdam, Freedom Summer, 201. See Rossinow, The Politics of Authenticity, 320, 325.

7 Bill Cutler, “For A Southern Convention and Association of Gay Militants,” n.d. [1972], Box 16, Folder 3:
Southeast Gay Coalition, ALFA Archives; Britton, “Untitled Essay,” Jeffrey Escoffier Records.

s Howard Brick, Age of Contradiction: American Thought and Culture in the 1960s (Ithaca, NY: Cornell

Univ. Press, 2000), 7. See Breines, Community and Organization in the New Left, 16; and Epstein, Political
Protest and Cultural Revolution, 239-240.
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welfare state gained steam, even educated middle class Americans no longer enjoyed the
relief from material pressures that had enabled the utopian speculation and cultural
experimentation of the 1960s to flower. Given the ease with which the market and the
capitalist state have been able to absorb demands for gay civil rights and recognition, it is
tempting for historians to regard gay liberation (alongside women’s liberation) as the
unwitting handmaiden of neoliberalism and read an anti-social, consumerist subtext into
the movement’s critique of sexual norms and the patriarchal family.s Nonetheless, as the
political scientist Melinda Cooper argues, liberationist challenges to “the normative
constraints of the Fordist family wage” in the 1960s and 1970s prepared the ground for “a
novel politics of redistribution that delinked risk protection from the sexual division of
labor and social insurance from sexual normativity.”10 Their search for alternatives to the
male breadwinner family that formed the basis of the American welfare state should not be
taken to imply a rejection of a welfare state in principle.

Unfortunately, gay liberationists of the early 1970s never articulated a
redistributionist politics that would have made the reorganization of the family and
personal life that they envisioned a possibility for the many, rather than only a prefigurative
alternative available to the dedicated few. In this respect, they fell well short of the radical
feminists with whom they otherwise shared so much in common. As Ellen Willis argues in
an unpublished essay on the “unfinished cultural revolution” of the 1960s and 1970s, the

women’s liberation movement sought to establish “new ways to fulfill the family’s historic

9 See Eli Zaretsky, Political Freud, 151; Nancy Fraser, “Feminism, Capitalism, and the Cunning of History,”
in Fortunes of Feminism: From State-Managed Capitalism to Neoliberal Crisis (Brooklyn, NY: Verso,
2013), pp. 209-226; and Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Gregory
Elliott (New York: Verso, 2007). On the ease with which identity-based demands for inclusion have been
met at the same time that the welfare state has contracted, see Self, All in the Family, 14, 400.

10 Cooper, Family Values, 21.
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functions of organizing sexual relations, child rearing, and domestic life.” Despite their
rejection of the patriarchal family, she writes, gay men showed no interest in joining this
project, gravitating toward ‘““a sexual libertarian politics” instead.11

The radical phase of gay liberation failed to generate a coherent analysis or a viable
political strategy. Gay liberationists were impatient with the pace and formalities of
conventional political activity and overconfident in the malleability of culture. They
expected a full-scale revolution both in their own lives and throughout their society,
seemingly all at once. Describing the activists who marched in New York City’s
Christopher Street Liberation Day (in celebration of the first anniversary of the Stonewall
Riots), John Murphy wrote in 1971:

These groups of quiet, half-smiling, somewhat bewildered young women and men
were going to try to change the whole direction of Western culture. They were
going to take on the Bible, the U.S. Government, an army of psychiatrists, their
own families, the media, the radical establishment, and even hidden aspects of
themselves.12

It is easy to be cynical about their belief that any of this might be achievable. Yet, as John
D’Emilio writes, “[the] failure of a revolution to materialize should not cause us to dismiss
the seriousness with which it was pursued or the depth of political conviction that made
many subscribe to it.”13 Gay liberationists confronted the limits and contradictions of
personal politics and dreamed of a future in which repression has been banished, alienation
has been overcome, and “both self and society...work in harmony.”14 This dissertation

reconstructs a moment—however brief—of profound cultural experimentation and radical

11 Willis, Draft Introduction to Return of the Repressed, Ellen Willis Papers, 6.
12 Murphy, Homosexual Liberation, 104.
13 D’Emilio, foreword to Out of the Closets, xX.

14 Abbott and Love, Sappho Was A Right-on Woman, 226.
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political imagination that should inspire us and give us hope, however different the
circumstances we face in the present. As the French intellectual Daniel Cohn-Bendit
declared in 1968, “an experiment that will not last... allows a glimpse of a possibility:
something which is revealed for a moment and then vanishes. But that is enough to prove

that something might exist.”15

15 “Jean Paul Sartre interviews Danlel Cohn Bendit,” Verso Books Blog, entry posted May 16, 2018,
an-paul-sa ja endit (accessed March

15, 2020).
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