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Stonewall Was a Riot—Now We Need a Revolution

August 2008

To my dear friend Anh,

Merle Woo

Last spring, as you were about to graduate from high school, you

asked me about the significance of the Stonewall Rebellion in New

York. You had just come out and you were so curious about so

many things. I’m glad you asked, because Stonewall was key to

our liberation as queers of color.
Since next year will be the 40th anniversary of that rebel-

lion, it’s a good time to reflect on what it was all about, the kind

of movement it engendered, and what Stonewall can tell us about

organizing a militant, unified movement today.

At the Stonewall Inn

On Friday night, June 27, 1 969, during a routine police raid, cops

began their usual brutalizing of customers at a rundown gay bar

in Greenwich Village called the Stonewall Inn. Both the Mafia and

the NYPD were getting kickbacks from the bar’s management, but

the patrons were undesirables in an undesirable dump, quite un

like the neighborhood’s chic heterosexual bars and respectable gay

bars for Ivy League types. Stonewall’s customers were mostly Black

and Puerto Rican, young teenage street queens, dykes and effemi

nate gays. They were tired of police brutality, filled with righteous

anger, and had nothing to lose.
And this time, they did not go quietly, peacefully or in shame.

They started a riot.
They yelled and screamed and called for people to join them.

The cops brought in paddy wagons and tried to round up the en-

raged queens. But as soon as one group of queens was herded into

a paddy wagon, they’d pop back out and return to the melee. They

formed chorus lines and kicked their heels high like the Rockettes

at the Radio City Music Hall, singing,

We are the Stonewall Girls.
We wear our hair in curls
We wear no underwear
We show our pubic hair
We wear our dungarees
Above our nelly knees!

One cross-dressed dyke was arrested for not wearing at least
three items of clothing “appropriate to one’s gender” (a New York
law) . She was loaded onto a wagon but promptly got back out and
started rocking the paddy wagon on its side.

When the crowd saw the cops brutalizing the patrons, they
started to boo and throw coins and garbage. The cops locked them-
selves inside the Stonewall Inn for protection, but the windows
were broken out and lighter fluid and burning matches were tossed
inside. The crowd grew larger and larger, threatening, chanting
and yelling. Tactical police squads were brought in, but the riot
continued on.

This was the night that drag queens, transgendered folks, les
bians and gay said NO! No more to gay oppression, police bru
tality, societal contempt. The homophobia that had oppressed so
many for so many years would no longer be tolerated.

Did they say “No” to racism because they were Black and
Puerto Rican?

Or “No” because of their gender or sexual orientation?
Was it “No” because they were poor and working class?
It was all of those things.
That night turned loose all the anger. The undesirables fought

back for being outsiders, for being treated like dogs. They chal
lenged sex-role stereotyping, racism and class bigotry. They chal
lenged the dysfunctional monogamous nuclear family, its patriar
chal values, oppression of women and children, and sermons that
sex is for procreation only.

Capitalist Patriarchal Amerikkka got it in the face: from drag
queens who wanted to dress like women and effeminate males;
from perverts outrageous enough to behave like women—those
slaves of slaves, the weaker and subordinate sex; from diesel dykes
who committed the biggest crime of all—daring to assume the male
role in this patriarchal capitalist society.

For three consecutive nights, gays, lesbians, transvestites and
their supporters clashed with roving tactical squads. There was no
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going back. The subsequent ad hoc organizing within the gay corn-

rnunity laid the basis for today’s Queer movement, infused with

the vigor of youth and armed with revolutionary ideas, strategies

and tactics. Almost overnight, militancy replaced the moderate ho-

rnophile movement. What a time to be alive—at the awakening!

Post-Stonewall: the 1970s

Before Stonewall, there were gay and lesbian organizations like

the Mattachine Society and the Daughters of Bilitis (whose leaders,

Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon, married for the second time in San

Francisco in 2008—a meaningful celebration of over 50 years of

their political activism in the Queer Movement).

The Daughters of Bilitis (DOB), like the men’s organizations,

focused on educating people that gays and lesbians were just like

everyone else. They urged respectablefitting in and trying to change

institutions without fundamentally questioning them. It was cou

rageous, nonetheless, because the DOB was started in the 1950s at

the height of McCarthyism’s witch hunts. Despite the legal perils,

lesbians needed to find each other, to fight isolation and invisibil

ity, and to establish community.
They had to fight not only homophobia but also entrenched

sexism, which are inextricably connected. Lorraine Hansberry,

Black radical playwright and award-winning author of A Raisin in

the Sun, said it best in an anonymous letter to The Ladder, DOB’s

publication: “homosexual persecution and condemnation has at its

roots, not only social ignorance, but a philosophically active anti-

feminist dogma. . .“ (from Jonathan Katz’s Gay American History.

Thomas Crowell, 1976.)
In Gay Resistance: The Hidden History (Red Letter Press, 1997),

authors Sam Deaderick and Tamara Turner aptly describe what

came immediately after Stonewall:

An unprecedented upsurge of gay protest ensued, sparked

by the Stonewall riots but drawing inspiration, courage

and expertise from the Black struggle, feminism, and the

antiwar movement. Borrowing their rhetoric, political

ideas, and organizational precepts largely from the New

Left, chapters of the vociferous Gay Liberation Front

sprang up nationwide.

The GLFs were often explicitly socialist and multi-issue; there
were diversity caucuses, a promise of a revolutionary rainbow
coalition.

A GLF activist spoke at a Black Panther rally in New Haven
(May Day, 1 970), and while wholly supporting Black liberation,
he publicly admonished the Panthers for homophobia: “The very
oppression that had made so many gay people identify with the
Panthers was being reproduced within the Panther movement”
(Martin Duberman in Stonewall, Penguin, 1993). Three months
later, Huey Newton published “A Letter from Huey to the Revo
lutionary Brothers and Sisters About the Women’s Liberation and
Gay Liberation Movements.” He wrote,

Homosexuals are not given freedom and liberty by anyone
in the society. Maybe they might be the most oppressed
people in the society. ...

But there’s nothing to say that a homosexual cannot
also be a revolutionary. . . . maybe a homosexual could be
the most revolutionary.

It was incredibly significant that a nationally known Black
leader recognized not only the depth of gay and lesbian oppression
but also our potential for radical leadership!

Although the GLFs strongly inclined toward a movement allied
with women, people of color and radicals, they generally lacked
organizational structure and hence were dominated by charismatic
personalities. Many prominent gay male leaders imitated the male
chauvinism, lack of organizational structure and leadership of the
New Left.

Women’s leadership, especially, was never respected or en-
couraged in the early GLFs. Lesbian rights were considered periph
eral to “general, “ i.e., male, gay liberation. Inspired by feminism,
lesbian activists criticized, threatened, warned, and finally, amid
bitter political fights, stormed out of GLFs nationwide.

Unfortunately, at that time the more privileged sectors of
the feminist movement cowered from the charge that feminism
equaled lesbianism. They distanced themselves from lesbians and
ostracized them. Rejected, many lesbians turned to lesbian sepa
ratism and the fantasy of a women-only paradise somewhere in
the woods. Separatism was a dead end, especially for lesbians of
color. They could not afford to abandon their ethnic communities
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in which they fought together against the racism outside—and the

simultaneous battle against sexism and homophobia within their

communities. We queers of color live these multi-issue contradic

tions on a daily basis, and many of us figured out that the logic of
multi-issueism leads to anticapitalism.

The bottom line is this: single-issue reform politics or multi-

issue, anticapitalist, revolutionary politics.
Single-issueism isn’t about focusing on one issue; it’s about

raising that issue above all others. Capitalism can absorb a single-

issue movement by watering it down and diverting it into moder

ate reformist politics. It’s the perfect divide-and-conquer strategy.

For example, the New York GLF disintegrated when one faction

championed single-issue, exclusively gay, reform politics, ignoring

links between gay liberation and the women’s movement, racial

equality struggles and working-class solidarity. From the GLF split

came the Gay Activists Alliance, which soon drifted toward that

same single-issue strategy and out of existence.
Despite their subsequent adulteration and demise, the explo

sive force of the leftist GLFs broke political ground for many suc

cessful gay rights campaigns. From 1969 until the mid-’70s, the

movement grew powerful enough to overturn sodomy statutes in

several states and to codify protections against discrimination in

many municipal ordinances.
However, after substantial reforms had been won, a new layer

of rich, professional gay males crept out of their closets and quickly

rose to public prominence by selling out the needs of the com

munity’s less affluent and less respectable layers—you guessed it:

working class lesbians, transgenders and people of color.

Liberalism and the Democratic Party

Careerists like David Goodstein, the wealthy owner of The Advocate,

a tabloid for gay males, began to mold a tasteful, moderate image

of gays that would be acceptable to non-gay sympathizers within

the Democratic Party (the other Party of Corporatism) . These pro-

fessional queers advocated the notion that lesbian and gay rights

must be approached slowly in cautious little stages. Radicals and

militants must be denounced and discredited.

However, the momentum of Anita Bryant’s rabid antigay cru

sade in the mid-’70s—and the militant response of lesbians and

gays—caught gay liberals off guard. During Gay Pride Week in

June 1977, the largest gay demonstrations in history were staged.
More than 250,000 people marched in San Francisco, and 100,000
people in New York. Marches occurred throughout the United
States and around the world.

Gay moderates had tried to counter the hysteria of Bryant’s
crusade with public information campaigns that emphasized pri
vacy rights, downplayed or didn’t even mention homosexuality,
and ignored the far right’s ongoing mobilization against all civil
rights gains. These timid reformists scorned alliances with other
oppressed groups and insisted that outspoken opposition to anti-
gay initiative campaigns would spark a backlash. They betrayed
gay rights, as they have betrayed people of color, workers and
women—as ifthere are no gays among these groups.

In the mid-’80s, one gay San Francisco Supervisor refused to
fight for inunigrant rights while he campaigned for gay rights legis
lation, saying, “I don’t want to hitch my wagon to a losing star.” As
if there are no queer immigrants. Last year, the Human Rights Com
mission refused to add transgender rights (“gender identity”) to
the Employment Non-Discrimination Act (ENDA) because we’re
supposed to accept liberation in stages!

For utter opportunism and conservatism—the standard modus
operandi of the Democratic Party—the examples above are excru
ciatingly typical.

It was during the Clinton years in the 1 990s when gay career-
ists tried to bury the gay movement in the Democratic Party. Only
the onslaught of the AIDS crisis kept the movement alive and mili
tant. President Clinton’s “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy drastically
worsened the status of lesbians and gays in the military. DADT is
actually a draconian employment law that requires the firing (dis
honorable discharge) of armed services personnel because of their
sexual orientation!

Further, Clinton’s “Defense of Marriage Act” clearly states that
the federal government does not recognize same-sex marriage as a
legal union. In 2004, Democratic Party leaders—gay and straight—
tried to hush up the same-sex marriage issue before election time.
Afterwards, they blamed Bush’s presidential victory on the “spec-
tacle” of thousands of queer couples, in cities nationwide, lining
the sidewalks waiting for marriage licenses. But it was precisely
these same displays of matrimonial civil disobedience—in deli -

ance of state law and the party line—that set the stage for the 2008
California court victory for same-sex marriage rights!

A
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And don’t forget that voters put the Democrats in charge

of Congress in 2006, because they believed Dems who said they

would get us out of the illegal war in Iraq. Well, it’s August 2008,

and we are still there.
Now the same Democratic Party fakers urge us to vote for

Barack Obama, who (like John McCain) refuses to support gay
marriage. On the campaign trail, Obama vows to rescind “Don’t

Ask, Don’t Tell, “ but I think he’ll stall on that one.

Onthe
Left

Many queers, radicalized by Stonewall and fed up with reformist
single-issue politics, gravitated to the Left in the 1970s, but they

didn’t
always find the welcome mat out. If you want to understand

how radical parties and organizations have responded to the les
bian/gay uprising in the United States, it’s crucial to know their his-

tory, political analyses and the resulting programs that guide them.
To begin with, lots of the earliest gay pioneers were socialists

inspired by the October 1 9 1 7 Russian Revolution, which granted
many new freedoms for women and gays in the Soviet Union. The
domination of the monogamous nuclear family was weakened—an
institution so aptly described by Frederick Engels as one in which
men had been the “bourgeoisie” and women were the “proletar
iat. “ Homosexuality was decriminalized, abortion was legalized,
and women could easily obtain a divorce.

However, abject poverty, technological backwardness—and
immediate imperialist invasions by nearly 20 countries—left the
new government in dire need of a way to organize and distribute
what little food and other goods existed. In these circumstances,
a bureaucracy arose under Joseph Stalin, the man put in charge
of distribution. Stalin and his cronies skimmed goods from the
top, traded favors for favors and engineered what was really a
counter-revolution. As his power and self-serving support grew,
Stalin brought back the oppressive nuclear family structure with its
bourgeois morality—he called it the “revolutionary fighting fam
ily”—and revised the Soviet constitution to strip women and gays
of their newfound rights. Leon Trotsky, a co-leader of the Rus
sian Revolution, became Stalin’s fiercest critic and the leader of

the opposition. Trotsky maintained the necessity of leadership by

the most oppressed, in direct contradiction to that of a privileged
bureaucracy. He was exiled in 1929 and eventually murdered by a

Stalinist assassin in Mexico in 1 940. To this day, Stalinism’s adher
ents revile sexual minorities.

Maoism, a variant of Stalinism, was well represented in the
United States by the Revolutionary Union in this statement from
the late 1970s:

Gay liberation is anti-working class and counter revo
lutionary. Its attacks on the family would rob poor and
working class people of the most viable social unit for their
survival and the revolutionary struggle. . . . The only real
liberation . . . for homosexuals—like all people caught in
the mire and muck of bourgeois decadence—is to elimi
nate the reactionary, rotting system that drives them to
homosexuality.
(from Yolanda Alaniz and Megan Cornish’s Viva la Raza:
A History ofChicano Identity and Resistance. Red Letter Press,
2008)

Parties that emerged from the Trotskyist movement had a
more progressive view, but nonetheless, most saw gay and wom
en’s rights as secondary issues, separate from “classical Marxism.”
They conveniently ignored the analysis put forth by Frederick
Engels in The Origin ofthe Family, Private Property and the State, which
describes patriarchy as a fundamental building block of the system
of private property upon which capitalism is founded.

The Socialist Workers Party (SWP), the dominant Trotskyist
party during the 1 970s, recruited a large number of committed
queer activists during its brief period of gay activism but later shed
both its gay rights platform and its Trotskyist ideas, concluding that
too close an association with gay liberation would give the SWP an
“exotic image” and alienate it from the masses.

The militancy of today’s queer movement has forced the Left
to sit up and take notice. But the same theoretical shortcomings
that led to the SWP’s opportunism—a failure to understand the
revolutionary potential of feminism, of which gay liberation is an
integral part—still plagues many left groups.

A case in point is the International Socialist Organization
(ISO). After decades of ignoring the LGBT movement, ISO hopped
on the bandwagon in search of recruits when thousands of queers
hit the streets in defense of same-sex marriage. At the same time,
however, the ISO teaches its members that the autonomous gay
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and feminist movements are fundamentally “bourgeois” in nature

and “divisive” to the working class struggle. They fail to see that

what divides the U.S. working class is racism, sexism, homophobia

and xenophobia!
Four decades of activism as a working-class mother, Asian

American lesbian and daughter of immigrants has taught me that

it is precisely us—the workers—who face double and triple forms

of oppression, and it is our several civil rights movements that have

rekindled the labor movement. And it is we who will be the cata

lysts for revolutionary change.

Lesbians and Gays of Color

In the fall of 1 969, because of the Third World Student Strikes

the year before, I got my first teaching job in the Educational Op

portunity Program at San Francisco State University. Because we

found ourselves teaching students of color who never dreamed

they would find themselves on a college campus, our orientation

was toward race liberation first. My environment overflowed with

Maoism and “Marxist-Leninism”—sexist and homophobic—which

was part of the legacy from the Student Strikes.

I came out as a lesbian in the early 1960s. But I didn’t claim

that identity openly—or within myself as a vital part of who I

was—because I feared ostracism from my family, my community,

the Catholic Church and society at large. (Thankfully, my daugh

ter didn’t have to come out as I did, moving toward wholeness bit

by bit.) So being a proud Asian American came first. Then, in the

early 1970s, came feminism. I ran into the Freedom Socialist Party

and Radical Women, two Trotskyist feminist organizations (found-

ed in 1967). There I found a revolutionary program that saw the

most oppressed—people of color, women and gays—as central to

the coming revolution. They said lesbians and gays of color were

going to lead the revolution! And this was before Stonewall! Actu

ally, it was they who pointed out the international significance of

the Stonewall Rebellion to me.

It was also in the mid- 1 970s that the writings of Audre Lorde

and the Combahee River Collective gave me a sense of what it

meant to be different, an outlaw. And to take extraordinary pride

in being all things at once: a lesbian of color, a multi-issue anti-

capitalist and an advocate for revolution that had to be feminist

and antiracist.

For many lesbians and gays of color, autonomous organizing,
as a temporary tactic, helped them to build their identities, define
their issues and become confident of their leadership. For exam-
ple, besides the Black lesbian feminist Combahee River Collective
(Boston), there were the National Coalition of Black Gays (NCBG),
Unidos (in California), and the Gay Latino Alliance in San Fran-
cisco—organizations that drew inspiration from lesbian/gay orga
nizations around the Latino world.

In October 1979, the NCBG organized the first National Third
World Lesbian and Gay Conference in Washington, D.C. More
than 450 lesbians and gays of color convened and called for a mo
bilization to “end all social, economic, judicial and legal oppression
against us.” They then led the 100,000-strong National Lesbian
and Gay March on Washington, imparting to it the vibrancy of
internationalism and militancy.

Unlike moderate gay leaders, lesbians and gays of color under-
stand that more than sexual orientation is at stake in their struggle.

Reproductive rights, employment equality, police violence and the
right to boycott, organize unions and strike, are gay issues, just as
gay freedom is a working-class issue. Lesbians/writers/activists of
color like Pat Parker, Audre Lorde, Barbara Smith, CherrIe Moraga,
Gloria Anzaldüa, Chrystos, Kitty Tsui and Wfflyce Kim began pub-
lishing works that made us proud, and they gave young lesbians
of color affirmations of themselves and their responsibilities. As
Audre said, “We are not responsible for our oppression. We are
responsible for our liberation!”

In 1 979, a sisterhood developed with the coming together of
the anthology This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women
of Color, edited by CherrIe and Gloria. The majority of contribu
tors were lesbians or transgenders. And we were radicals, although
from a diverse spectrum; we demanded root change based on our
triple oppressions. That was a beautiful and inspiring time to get
the support to write as women of color who were silenced until
that moment.

I joined Radical Women and the Freedom Socialist Party just
before comrades went to the March on Washington in 1979. In
1981, I spoke at the San Francisco Lesbian and Gay Pride Celebra
tion, whose theme that year was “On the Front Line of Freedom.”

That summer I was secretly demoted at UC Berkeley, and a
year later I was fired because I was out as a radical lesbian and
a staunch supporter of student democracy. Through the help of
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my organizations, we built a multi-issue defense committee, and

because I had the full support of my union, the American Federa

tion of Teachers, I was able to beat UC three times: in 1983, 1984

and 1989. We charged UC with violations of my free speech rights

and discrimination based on race, sex, sexuality and political ide-

ology. In 1 984, UC offered an out-of-court settlement because a

faculty member was willing to testify that my boss had said, “It is

inappropriate for a lesbian to represent Asian American Studies.”

I was fired for the same reasons in 1997 from Women Stud-

ies (back at San Francisco State again) because a few of us want-

ed to maintain community involvement, student democracy, and

lesbian-focused undergraduate classes. Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon

publicly went to bat for me. Gays and lesbians, transgendered folks

and transvestites have always been the most supportive of me.

Back to the Future

The 1 980s initiated the years of the AIDS epidemic, Reagan’s “Fam

ily Protection Act,” and the destruction of social and health services

funding. The AIDS crisis galvanized the gay movement because at

the time, AIDS was a death sentence and there was nothing to lose.

ACT UP (AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power) became a nationally

known organization committed to direct action.

My own experience in ACT UP showed me that although its

militancy helped the coalition gain respect, there was no political

program to bolster ongoing action. ACT UP’s attitude toward lead-

ership came directly from the New Left: If you attended the most

meetings and spoke out, you were a leader. Such leadership was

generally antiradical, and they made decisions based on consen

sus—the tyranny of the minority. But I loved the passion and even

heroism of it. ACT UP’s achievement was to educate the general

public about AIDS as a medical condition—instead of a condem

nation by god for being gay—and they succeeded in demands for

funding for research and medical services.

ACT UP’s opposite were the single-issue civil rights activists who

held candlelight vigils for AIDS victims instead of militant protests.

Today, although we have made huge progress, the Queer

movement is fragmented. We are at an urgent period similar to

that which preceded Stonewall in 1 969 . But where 1 969 called for

a riot, 2008 calls for revolution. Where 1 960s discrimination based

on race, sex, sexuality and class became so oppressive that rebellion

was the only answer, today’s climate demands much, much more.
Now, it’s life or death for the majority of people. We are living in a
deepening, worldwide, capitalist political and economic crisis: run-
away oil prices and inflation; soaring unemployment and poverty;
cuts in health care, pensions and social services; the debacle of the
Iraq and Afghanistan wars; the brutal occupation of Palestine; and
a growing environmental catastrophe. How must the future look
to you—queers on youth’s side of life’s spectrum?

No doubt, there are some great things happening: dykes in
the service industries are organizing LGBT caucuses in the unions,
lesbians and gays of color are leading the fight against AiDS in
their communities, and young gender-benders are defending gay!
straight alliances in their schools, joining immigrant rights marches
and blockading arms shipments to stop the war.

California and Massachusetts have legalized gay marriage (only
48 more states to go!) . And as long as there are murders of trans
youths of color, like teens Gwen Araujo (2002) and Lawrence King
(2008), we are far from free. Transgenders are the most reviled in
the Queer movement; they are openly ridiculed and murdered. It is
they, then, who have the greatest potential to lead the movement
for radical social change. We must have a broader, more encom
passing agenda.

We need to build an explicitly Queer Socialist Movement that
is antiracist, feminist, and international. We can no longer afford to
have our militancy, anger, and commitment to freedom absorbed
into the Democratic Party, nonprofits, or organizations focused on
social and professional networking.

Queers are key to socialism. The persecution of lesbians and
gays is an extension and intensification of the oppression of all
women in a class society, and that is why Queer liberation is integral
to the struggle for socialist revolution. We’re not fighting for just
sexual freedom alone, but to end the economic, political and social
oppression that characterizes our lives in capitalist society.

Forty years of gay resistance since Stonewall teaches us some
very important lessons:

1 . The growth of gay resistance since 1 969 has always
coincided with movements of women, workers and
radicals. And whenever the gay movement was weak-
ened, so were the other movements—and by a right-
wing and state apparatus that was multi-issue;
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2. Attacks on the movements always intensify under

economic chaos and right-wing reaction. These are the

times in which we now live;

3 . Queers of color demand more than gay rights or gay

marriage. Their agenda is much broader and more in-

clusive;
4. Women’s right to an abortion and queer rights are the

focus of right-wing attacks because they represent, on

the most fundamental level, people’s right to control

their bodies and sexuality;

5. When we can see the real interpenetration of sexual

oppression with class exploitation, then we will be

able to intervene in the Queer movement and lead it

to revolutionary action;

6. Gay liberation cannot fully be won short of interna

tional socialism, and international socialism will not

be won without the liberation of queers. Our goal is

to create an egalitarian socialist democracy and a truly

human culture.

The Stonewall Rebellion put us on a trajectory that was radi

cal, fully inclusive of all who make up the Queer movement, and it

was led by the most disenfranchised among us. Now it is up to you

and other queer youth to carry that rebellion into freedom.

.

My dear Anh, there will be no revolution without you. And

when the reality of the conditions of your lives is understood in the

context of the necessity for change at the very root of the problem,

you will fight for yourself and in the process, fight for everybody.

I will be there for sure, standing shoulder to shoulder with you. I

look forward to your response!

Peace and solidarity,
Merle I
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