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Abstract 
 

Intersections between gay liberation’s intellectual, communications, and transnational history 

reside at the core this thesis.  Methodologically indebted to actor network theory, critical theorizations 

of counterpublics and the public sphere, and transnational historiography, the thesis develops four main 

arguments.  First, far from a short-lived burst of Stonewall-era radicalism, gay liberation was a distinct 

formation of queer activism that stretched from the end of the 1960s to the emergence of HIV-AIDS in 

the early 1980s.  Second, the decentralized dialogues, debates, and knowledge-making projects that 

animated gay liberation’s intellectual history cannot be reduced to a single intellectual framework or 

political ideology. Third, the periodicals in which gay liberation’s intellectual history materialized also 

constituted a transnational actor-network by bringing far-flung readers, writers, ideas, analyses, and 

discourses into association.  Fourth, language and culture were much greater barriers to the circulation 

of gay liberation periodicals than national borders or absolute geographic space, and the Anglo-

American world was the seat of a distinctive and profoundly interconnected manifestation of gay 

liberation as such. After exploring the diverse intellectual influences that nourished gay liberation across 

the Anglo-American world, this thesis examines activist writings on themes such as: the psychiatric, 

psychological, and psychoanalytic pathologization of homosexuality; the historicity and genealogy of 

homosexual resistance to oppression; complex entanglements between gay liberation and lesbian 

feminism; child and youth sexuality; and paedophilia and intergenerational sex. 
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Chapter One  

Introduction 

 

From the close of the 1960s, a distinct formation of queer activism called gay liberation spread 

outwards from major metropolitan centres in California and the Northeastern United States. Albeit 

geographically unevenly, this new activist formation rapidly crisscrossed the Anglo-American world.  By 

the early 1970s, gay liberation organizations had emerged in cities from Auckland to London, from 

Toronto to Sydney. At the most general level, gay liberation was characterized by a militant, often 

confrontational style with roots in the New Left and the counterculture of the long 1960s. It is a 

historical phenomenon about which we know both a great deal and very little. A great deal about is 

known about gay liberation’s socio-political history in separate national contexts, which began receiving 

scholarly attention as early as the 1980s, often by former gay liberationists who subsequently pursued 

academic careers.1 A great deal is also known about gay liberation’s organizational structures, formation 

in particular cities, and social movement repertoires, to employ the sociological parlance.2 Similarly, 

there are excellent studies in a number of thematic domains, such as gay liberation’s fraught 

                                                           
1
 John D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the United States, 

1940-1970 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998); Jeffrey Weeks, Coming Out: Homosexual Politics in Britain 
from the Nineteenth Century to the Present (London: Quartet Books, 1990); Graham Willet, Living Out Loud: A 
History of Gay and Lesbian Activism in Australia (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2000); Tom Warner, Never Going Back: A 
History of Queer Activism in Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002). 
2
 Terrence Kissack, “Freaking Fag Revolutionaries: New York’s Gay Liberation Front, 1969-1971,” Radical History 

Review, 62 (Spring 1995); Lisa Power, No Bath But Plenty of Bubbles: An Oral History of the Gay Liberation Front, 
1970-73 (London: Cassell, 1995); Elizabeth A. Armstrong, Forging Gay Identities: Organizing Sexuality in San 
Francisco, 1950-1994 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002); Brett Beemyn, “The Silence is Broken: A History 
of the First Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual College Student Groups,” Journal of the History of Sexuality, 12.2 (April 
2003); Marc Stein, City of Sisterly and Brotherly Loves: Lesbian and Gay Philadelphia, 1945-1972 (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 2004); Elizabeth A. Armstrong and Susan M. Crage, “Movements and Memory: The 
Making of the Stonewall Myth,” American Sociological Review, 71 (October 2006); Lillian Faderman and Stuart 
Timmons, Gay L.A.: A History of Sexual Outlaws, Power Politics, and Lipstick Lesbians (New York: Basic Books, 2006) 
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relationships with the left, Christianity, and liberal media organizations.3 But surveying the existing 

interdisciplinary scholarship and historiography, several considerable gaps are immediately apparent. 

Few studies have explored – rather than simply glossed or asserted – the contours of gay liberation’s 

intellectual history, specifically its theoretical influences, epistemological moorings, conceptualizations 

of human sexuality, socio-political analyses, and critical engagements with the human sciences. Even 

fewer studies have closely examined the periodicals – newspapers, newsletters, journals, and magazines 

– in which gay liberation’s ideas and analyses materialized and circulated. Finally, there is a dearth of 

scholarship that adopts a truly transnational frame to study what was always a transnational 

phenomenon. It is precisely at these understudied intersections of gay liberation’s intellectual, 

communications, and transnational history that “Out of the Closet and Into Print” endeavours to make a 

scholarly contribution.  

Specifically, this dissertation develops a series of interconnected arguments. First, gay liberation 

was not merely a brief burst of radical energy; it persisted as a distinct formation of queer thought and 

activism into the early 1980s. Second, the movement’s intellectual history must be located within 

diverse currents of feminist, countercultural, anticolonial, antipsychiatric, socialist, Marxist, anarchist, 

sexological, and liberal thought. In a formulation that many activists would no doubt have laughingly 

embraced, gay liberation was intellectually promiscuous. Rather than constructing a single “intellectual 

framework,” gay liberationists engaged in a series of productive dialogues, heated debates, and original 

                                                           
3
 Justin David Suran, “Coming Out Against the War: Antimilitarism and the Politicization of Homosexuality in the 

Era of Vietnam,” American Quarterly, 53.3 (September 2001); Ian Lekus, “Queer Harvests: Homosexuality, the U.S. 
New Left, and the Venceremos Brigades to Cuba,” Radical History Review, 89 (Spring 2004); Lucy Robinson, Gay 
Men and the Left in Postwar Britain: How the Personal Got Political (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
2007); Melissa M. Wilcox, “Of Markets and Missions: The Early History of the Universal Fellowship of the 
Metropolitan Community Churches,” Religion and American Culture, 11.1 (Winter 2001); R. Stephen Warner, “The 
Metropolitan Churches and the Gay Agenda: The Power of Pentecostalism and Essentialism,” Christine L. Williams 
and Arlene Stein (eds) Sexuality and Gender (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2002); Heather Rachelle White, 
“Proclaiming Liberation: The Historical Roots of LGBT Religious Organizing,” Nova Religio, 11.4 (May 2008); Tina 
Fetner, How the Religious Right Shaped Lesbian and Gay Activism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2008); David Eisenbach, Gay Power: An American Revolution (New York: Carroll and Graf, 2006); Fred Fejes, Gay 
Rights and Moral Panic: The Origins of America's Debate on Homosexuality (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2008). 



3 
 

knowledge-making projects that loosely clustered around several major themes, namely: the nature of 

homosexuality, sources of gay oppression, and paths to liberation. Third, the periodicals in which gay 

liberation’s intellectual history largely materialized were also a primary means by which the movement 

achieved transnational dimensions. Established to overcome significant barriers to communication 

within the public sphere, gay liberation periodicals brought otherwise disconnected activists, ideas, 

analyses, news, material resources, and so forth into association. But far from passive bearers of activist 

intentions, such periodicals were also social actors in their own right. Fourth and finally, language and 

culture were much greater barriers to circulations of gay liberation periodicals than national borders or 

absolute geographic space. And the Anglo-American world -- herein understood as comprised of the 

United States, the United Kingdom, English Canada, Australia, and New Zealand – was a domain of 

particularly dense interconnections between activists, and the seat of a distinctive manifestation of gay 

liberation as such.  

----- 

Periodizations are not simply creatures of temporality, as they construct lines of inclusion and 

exclusion with ontological implications. While debates over periodization may devolve into relatively 

unimportant disagreements over symbolic signposts, such debates may also entail important 

implications regarding which actors and sites are granted central positions in historical accounts, and 

which actors and sites are marginalized, even excluded. For example, historians have debated how to 

periodize the range of socio-political and cultural phenomena that are collectively referred to as “the 

sixties.” Were the sixties the span of ten years nested between 1959 and 1970? Did the sixties have a 

mild start, a productive and elongated middle, and a breakneck, violent, ultimately disillusioning 

conclusion in 1969? Or did the sixties somewhat ironically exceed the confines of a single decade? 

Specific answers to these questions have important implications.  To periodize the sixties in a strictly 

“decadal” fashion privileges white men, the middle class, post-secondary students, the hippie 



4 
 

counterculture, and the United States.4  Adopting a long sixties periodization does a better job of 

encompassing Third World decolonization movements, Red Power and Chicano activisms, women’s 

liberation, gay liberation, and sites outside the imperial hegemon.5 Nevertheless, extending the sixties 

too far backwards or forward in time entails a risk of diluting the meaning of the historical phenomena it 

is supposed to elucidate.  

Periodizations of gay liberation also entail high stakes, and the movement has been periodized 

in at least three very different ways. The first of these can be characterized as over-elongations. Some 

scholars have claimed to discern the movement’s existence years before anyone self-identified as a gay 

liberationist, and well before the term had been coined. In such accounts, gay liberation encompasses 

nebulous practices of gender non-conformity, queer resistance, and radical activism relatively early in 

the 1960s. For example, Susan Stryker places the birth of gay liberation in the context of a riot at San 

Francisco’s Compton’s Cafeteria in 1966, which saw a small group of street queens respond to police 

harassment by breaking windows, throwing dishes and trays, and burning down a nearby newsstand.6  

Betty Lucy Hillman likewise positions this event as part of gay liberation, and apparently believes that it 

is possible to examine drag and gender presentation within “the San Francisco Gay Liberation 

Movement” from 1964.7 On the front end of such over-elongations is Tom Warner’s work on Canada, 

                                                           
4
 For example: Todd Gitlin, The Sixties: Years of Hope, Days of Rage (New York: Bantam Books, 1987); James Miller, 

‘Democracy Is in the Streets’: From Port Huron to the Streets of Chicago (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1987); 
David Burner, Making Peace with the 60s (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996). 
5
 For example: Fredric Jameson, “Periodizing the 60s,” Social Text, 9.10 (Spring-Summer 1984); Van Gosse, 

Rethinking the New Left: An Interpretative History (Houndmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave-Macmillan, 2005); Karen 
Dubinsky, Catherine Krull, Susan Lord, Sean Mills, and Scott Rutherford (eds) New World Coming: The Sixties and 
the Shaping of Global Consciousness (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2009); Sean Mills, The Empire Within: 
Postcolonial Thought and Activism in Sixties Montreal (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
2010). 
6
 Susan Stryker, “MTF Transgender Activism in the Tenderloin and Beyond, 1966-1975,” GLQ, 4.2 (1998); Susan 

Stryker and Jim Van Buskirk, Gay by the Bay: A History of Queer Culture in the San Francisco Bay Area (San 
Francisco: Chronicle, 1996). 
7
 Betty Lucy Hillman, “‘The most profoundly revolutionary act a homosexual can engage in’: Drag and the Politics of 

Gender Presentation in the San Francisco Gay Liberation Movement, 1964–1972,” Journal of the History of 
Sexuality, 20.1 (January 2011). 
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which rejects suggestions that the movement ceased several decades ago, and asserts that “gay 

liberation – today more appropriately termed lesbian and gay liberation – is a presence still.”8 

Another way that scholars have periodized gay liberation is as a generative but exceptionally 

brief burst of radical energy that quickly dissolved with the rise of identity politics, liberal cooptation, 

and conservative retrenchment. For example, Steven Angelides asserts that “Western gay liberation 

movements were extremely short-lived. Groups in Britain, North America and Australia had all but 

disbanded by the early to mid-1970s, their aspirations for broad-based social change vanishing into 

utopic space.”9 In a similar fashion, Fred Fejes writes of the United States that “by the mid-1970s the 

politics of the gay community had evolved from revolution and radical liberation to accommodation and 

liberal reform.”10 Mary Bernstein’s account is perhaps the most breakneck and declensionist of all. 

Suggesting that gay activists failed to form meaningful coalitions with women and racialized minorities, 

Bernstein writes that,  

snubbed by those they saw as allies and riddled with organizational problems the gay 
liberation movement, like other radical movements of the 1960s, went into decline … 
As gay liberation organizations disappeared, single-issue lesbian and gay organizations 
relied on (or at least portrayed publicly) a more fixed identity and sought political 
power and rights for lesbians and gay men as a group.11  

 
As Stephen L. Cohen’s work on gay liberation youth organizations in New York City shows, it is not 

impossible for an unduly declensionist and over-elongated periodization to co-exist in the space of single 

study. Cohen’s study begins in 1966 and concludes with gay liberation’s apparent “dissolution and the 

rise of identity politics by 1975.”12  

                                                           
8
 Warner, Never Going Back, 7; 4-5. 

9
 Steven Angelides, A History of Bisexuality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001): 133. 

10
 Fejes, Gay Rights and Moral Panic, 53. 

11
 Mary Bernstein, “Towards a Historical Understanding of the Lesbian and Gay Movement,” Social Science History, 

26.3 (Fall 2002): 552. 
12

 Stephen L. Cohen, The Gay Liberation Youth Movement in New York: ‘An Army of Lovers Cannot Fail’ (London 
and New York: Routledge, 2008):1; 4. 
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At this juncture it is worth asking what is wrong with the preceding periodizations in 

methodological terms.  With respect to over-elongations, the answer is simply that sound historical 

scholarship should always avoid projecting political affiliations, identifications, and meanings onto actors 

and events anachronistically. In his celebrated methodological meditations on intellectual and political 

history, Quentin Skinner captures this imperative when he writes that “an acceptable account of an 

agent’s behaviour could never survive the demonstration that [the account] was dependent on the use 

of criteria of description and classification not available to the agent.”13  Simply put, it is hard to imagine 

how gay liberationists could possibly be operating in the mid-1960s before the emergence of gay 

liberation as a term, political category, and form of identification. But on what grounds might one object 

to declensionist periodizations of gay liberation that variously date the demise of the movement in the 

early or mid-1970s? Once again, the answer relates to the historiographic necessity of listening closely 

to the ways that actors self-identified and spoke, and refraining from unduly imposing categorizations 

that erase their subjectivities and self-understandings.14  This means that if activists identified as gay 

liberationists, and wrote on issues that they thematized as gay liberation concerns, well into the late 

1970s and early 1980s, it is unsound for historians to interpret their utterances as belonging to 

something other than gay liberation. Like it or not, some activists continued to protest, publish, and self-

identify as gay liberationists throughout this period. And to suggest that the movement had died by 

1972, 1974, or some other premature date obliterates flesh-and-blood subjectivity, and presumes to tell 

activists who they actually were. Another problem with periodizing gay liberation in an overly 

attenuated and declensionist fashion pertains to the movement’s uneven temporality and spatiality. 

                                                           
13

 Quentin Skinner, Visions of Politics: Volume I, Regarding Method (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2002):77-78. 
14

 Here Skinner writes “It will generally be fatal to revise the terms where an historian is trying to identify beliefs – 
as opposed to the logically subsequent task of explaining or commenting on them – it will generally be fatal to 
revise the terms in which they are expressed. The beliefs in question will only be identifiable as possessing their 
precise subject-matter by virtue of the particular terms in which the agents themselves chose to express them. To 
revise those terms will be to talk about a different set of beliefs.” Ibid, 51. 



7 
 

Baldly asserting that gay liberation ended by the mid-1970s with the collapse of the original U.S. Gay 

Liberation Front organizations marginalizes activists in the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, and 

many parts of North America outside California and the Northeastern U.S. where gay liberation 

unevenly emerged between 1971 and 1974. 

A third way of periodizing gay liberation stretches from the close of the 1960s to roughly the 

beginning of the 1980s. And it should come as no surprise that much of the scholarship adopting this 

time-frame has been penned by former gay-liberationists themselves. For example, John D’Emilio 

suggests that far from experiencing a rapid decline with the disbandment of original gay liberation front 

organizations, the movement “continued to thrive throughout the 1970s.”15 Taking a similar view, 

Jeffrey Weeks writes of “the evolution of the movement as it moved into the late 1970s.”16 Oral history 

interviews with former gay liberationists are in broad agreement on this point. For example, when asked 

if he still identified as a gay liberationist by the end of the 1970s, Ed Jackson appeared perplexed. After a 

pause he simply answered: “as opposed to what?” Pressed to pinpoint the period in which he no longer 

identified as a gay liberationist, Jackson surmised that he “began to feel slightly embarrassed” by this 

term at some point in the 1980s, when it increasingly seemed “somewhat naïve.”17 Some former 

activists mnemonically link the end of gay liberation to a rising tide of conservatism and the emergence 

of HIV-AIDS. For instance, Michael Hurley remembers the decline of gay liberation in relation to the 

disillusioning election of Malcolm Fraser in Australia, the rise of Thatcherism in the United Kingdom and 

Reaganism in the United States, the growing power of the religious right, and the emergence of the HIV-

AIDs crisis.18 For Ken Davis, the decline of gay liberation occurred in two phases. First was the 

disappearance of an initial wave of gay liberation organizations by the mid-1970s. But the second phase 

                                                           
15

 John D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the United States, 
1940-1970 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998): 235. 
16

 Jeffrey Weeks, Coming Out: Homosexual Politics in Britain from the Nineteenth Century to the Present (London: 
Quartet Books, 1990): 230. 
17

 Edward Jackson, Interview with Scott de Groot, Toronto, Ontario, 7 June 2013. 
18

 Michael Hurley, Interview with Scott de Groot, Melbourne, Victoria, 9 January 2013. 
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of decline was more difficult to pin down because, as Davis emphasizes, “we all kept going. And a lot of 

us didn’t lose our radical lesbian or gay liberation or whatever politics … So people [didn’t] just stop 

being gay liberationists.”19 Drawing on the scholarship and memories of former activists, “Out of the 

Closet and Into Print” periodizes gay liberation as a historical phenomenon that did not dissolve until the 

beginning of the 1980s with the emergence of HIV-AIDS crisis. But this is not to suggest that gay 

liberation was dominant throughout this entire period. After enjoying a relatively brief period of 

hegemony as the prevailing form of queer activism in the early to mid 1970s – the precise temporality 

varies from locality to locality – gay liberation became a minority current within a much broader, 

increasingly overtly liberal gay movement.  

This raises an ontological question, namely: what exactly was gay liberation? Although gay 

liberationists were overwhelmingly leftist in orientation, it is important to emphasize that they did not 

uniformly espouse revolutionary political goals. For all his pioneering wisdom, Barry D. Adam is simply 

incorrect that gay liberationists invariably understood their movement as “a revolutionary struggle to 

free the homosexuality in everyone.”20 Adam similarly errs in suggesting that gay liberationists 

necessarily spurned civil rights and law reform, because they refused to engage with a political system 

“riven by racism, sexism, militarism, and heterosexism.”21 Likewise, Kevin Floyd greatly oversimplifies 

the diversity of gay liberation thought and politics in writing that the movement eschewed “subjective 

sexual categories” and all engagement with the liberal, “constitutional state.”22 Floyd is on equally shaky 

ground when he absolutely juxtaposes homophilism as a “minoritarian, constitutional politics focused 

largely on reformist rights-claims” against gay liberation as “a politicized, insurrectional universalizing of 
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Homoeroticism.”23 Finally, one cannot speak alongside Stephen Angelides of an “ideologically united 

global gay liberation movement.”24  

The question remains: what was gay liberation in a positive sense? On this front Robert 

Reynolds provides important guidance, as he does not shy away from highlighting internal 

contradictions and tensions. For example, Reynolds argues that there were always contradictions 

between broad understandings of gay liberation as the struggle to realize a universal bisexuality or 

polymorphous human sexuality, and the narrower project of elaborating a specifically gay identity and 

constructing a distinct social movement. In other words, Reynolds correctly detects within the 

movement what Eve Sedgwick describes as the “unrationalized coexistence” of both “universalizing” 

and “minoritizing” conceptualizations of homosexuality.25  However, Reynolds is somewhat less 

convincing in describing gay liberation’s “radical intellectual framework” as rooted in “transcendence,” 

defined as a “utopian belief that one could transcend the limits and burdens of existing social structures 

and subjectivities.”26 To be fair, this focus on transcendence is at least partially helpful. Particularly in 

the early years of the movement, many gay liberationists held that oppression could be overcome 

through the transformation of their individual psyches and consciousness, largely through collective 

procedures such as consciousness raising. Moreover, some gay liberationists certainly espoused “visions 

of a glorious and transformed future,” which could be realized through reconfigurations of sexual and 

gender identities, norms, and roles.27 But there is a problem here: Reynolds’ account of gay liberation 

overemphasizes utopian, idealistic, and psychological themes. And ultimately it is misleading to speak of 

gay liberation’s “radical intellectual framework” in the singular. 
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Tom Warner’s conceptualization is earthier and achieves greater balance. Capturing the eclectic 

nature of gay liberation’s concerns, he refuses absolute dichotomies between reform and revolution. To 

be sure, Warner conceptualizes gay liberation as bound up with changes in the social psychology and 

consciousness of many queer people in the second half of the twentieth century. And he rightly 

emphasizes that the movement was concerned with combating the internalized effects of longstanding 

constructions of homosexuals as sick, sinful, criminal, abnormal, deviant, and/or pathetic.28   But Warner 

equally stresses that gay liberation entailed combatting oppression in concrete ways that were never 

restricted to overcoming collective trauma, revolutionary coalition building, or to activities designed to 

overthrow the socio-political order as a whole. Certainly, there were always gay liberationists for whom 

sweeping, revolutionary objectives existed above all other considerations. However, Warner also notes 

that many activists struggled in very concrete terms against discrimination in employment and housing, 

and demanded legislative and social-policy reform.29 It is a mistake to suggest that these activities were 

somehow wholly incompatible with more radical political objectives. After all, Maurice Flood, an 

influential Vancouver based gay liberationist and committed Marxist, once argued in The Body Politic 

that obtaining human rights “for the large minority of human beings who are presently homosexually 

oriented” should be a priority. Flood insisted on this approach not because he regarded human rights as 

sufficient or an end in themselves.  Rather, he saw legal protections as preparing a groundwork that 

would permit more gay people to come out of the closet and join the struggle for gay liberation with 

fewer possibilities for negative repercussions “in the practical realm where we are forced to live.”30 For 

Flood, such legal protections were a first step towards a society in which the free development and 

expression of human sexual possibilities could flourish – “a society in which the labels ‘heterosexual’ and 
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‘homosexual’ will be thought to be archaic.”31 It is worth pointing out that Dennis Altman, widely 

acwknowledged as an Anglo-American gay liberation theorist par excellence, expressed quite similar 

views. In Sydney’s Gay Liberation Press in 1974, Altman critiqued the posturing of gay activists who 

completely discounted efforts to obtain concrete social and legal reforms in favour of revolutionary 

action or a total assault on “the system.” He wrote “the distinction that is often drawn between 

reformism and revolution as if they are necessarily incompatible seems to be totally untrue; it is not 

even good Marxism, for those who aspire to be Marxists.” Altman added that it was entirely possible to 

further revolutionary aims by supporting certain reforms, and that “it is often very bad revolutionary 

tactics to oppose reformism in the name of revolution as the German Communists discovered when 

they spent all their energy fighting the Socialists rather than fighting the Nazis in the early 1930s.”32 

What the preceding discussion suggests is that attempts to bind gay liberation to a single 

political ideology or intellectual framework are bound to fail. Understanding this fact well, Graham 

Willett has argued that gay liberation is best understood as the product of diverse radical, 

countercultural, and even liberal currents that “mingled and eddied together within a pool from which 

those in the movement drew on in often quite indiscriminate ways.”33 Willett also suggests that while 

the organizational structures and rhetorical modes often differed between homophile and gay liberation 

groups, the intellectual underpinnings of these political formations were, in at least some respects, less 

pronounced than often believed. To unpack this argument: there is no question that gay liberationists 

tended to privilege collective, consensus-based decision-making, while homophile activists were 

typically drawn to formal, constitutional organizational structures. Furthermore, gay liberationists 

frequently used strident rhetoric and insisted on militant publicity, while homophile activists tended to 
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be more rhetorically decorous and publicly circumspect.  Intellectually, gay liberation was influenced by 

Black power, women’s liberation, anti-psychiatry, Third World liberation movements, and the Freudian 

left to a much greater extent than homophilism.  But there were also lines of continuity between these 

two activist formations, such as the intellectual influence of such figures as Alfred Kinsey, Evelyn Hooker, 

Margaret Mead; pervasive notions of a universal homosexual subject; and the deployment of human 

and civil rights discourses.  

Returning to the question of what gay liberation was, Annamarie Jagose rightly emphasizes that 

in various national contexts as well as transnationally, “gay liberation was neither a monolithic nor even 

an entirely coherent social movement.”34 Miriam Smith develops a very similar conceptualization in her 

work on Canada, suggesting that the more she interviewed activists, the more she realized that “this 

movement was indeed a set of loose networks, a web of associations and overlapping connections 

rather than a coherent actor.”35 Instead of implying that gay liberation was hopelessly incoherent or 

confused, Smith and Jagose simply assert that it is erroneous to imagine gay liberation as the unified, 

homophonic, nationally or globally integrated collective actor that appears in some of the scholarly 

literature. Smith in particular suggests that such monolithic constructions are sometimes a problem of 

language. And in Lesbian and Gay Rights in Canada she admits that “throughout the book I speak of the 

lesbian and gay rights political movement in the singular,” despite repeatedly acknowledging that “the 

movement itself is a product of diverse political movements and diverse communities.”36 This 

dissertation exudes the same paradox. While incorporating Smith’s refusal to conceptualize gay 

liberation as a monolithic actor, the following pages often refer to “the gay liberation movement” and 

even “the movement.” Part of the reason for this grammar is stylistic, insofar as it becomes 

cumbersome to constantly speak of various “gay liberation movements” or “gay liberationist networks.” 

                                                           
34

 Annamarie Jagose, Queer Theory (Melbourne: University of Melbourne Press, 1996): 36. 
35 Miriam Smith, Lesbian and Gay Rights in Canada: Social Movements and Equality-Seeking, 1971-1995 (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 1999): 27. 
36

 Ibid, 10. 



13 
 

But a more substantive reason pertains to the status of gay liberation as rooted in both overlapping 

material networks and a kind of transnational social imaginary. To be sure, depending on their location 

activists often identified with a British, American, Canadian, or Australian gay liberation movement. On 

other occasions they might primarily identify with a subnational or local iteration of gay liberation, such 

as with “the Ontario movement” or with “Boston gay liberation.” Nevertheless, many of those same 

activists tended to imagine themselves as participating in a struggle that transcended any particular 

locality or jurisdiction. In other words, there were always activists in different nation-states and on 

different continents who identified with gay liberation as a single, transnational force with potentially 

global aspirations. In this sense it is very much possible to discuss gay liberation in the singular without 

falling prey to the pitfalls of a monolithic conception.  

To summarize, “Out of the Closet and Into Print” does not conceptualize gay liberation as a 

straightforwardly left-wing revolutionary project, an ideology of universal bisexuality and polymorphous 

perversity, or a substantively unified global movement. Rather, the following pages regard gay liberation 

as overlapping networks of largely urban-based activists, who were variously oriented towards 

revolutionary objectives and concrete reforms, and intellectually nourished by diverse intellectual 

frameworks and traditions, but committed to overcoming commonly identified sources of gay 

oppression. Gay liberationists neither agreed on the ontology of their movement’s collective subject, 

nor on the best ways of achieving liberation, nor even on what a liberated future would or should look 

like. Rather, they were engaged in shared dialogues, debates, knowledge-making projects, and practices 

of collective action that were oriented towards a series of interconnected themes that will now be 

identified and explored. 

----- 

When one thinks of gay liberation, a number of images flood to mind: broken windows at the 

Stonewall Inn; police in riot gear; clenched fists and gay power salutes; protesters marching arm in arm; 
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placards announcing that “gay is good;” psychedelic graphics; bearded men in dresses and other gender-

fuck stylizations.  To be sure, the iconography of gay liberation does not generally include activists deep 

in thought; reading in libraries; working at typewriters; operating printing presses; or producing 

periodicals and rushing to distribute them. Despite the fact that such intellectual and communicative 

scenes were always constitutive aspects of gay liberation, this iconographic economy is not surprising. 

Indeed, social movements are too often romanticized as concerned with barricades, not books; action, 

not erudition. Exploring the scholastic repercussions of this phenomenon, Laura Briggs argues that 

scholars have tended to introduce an unfortunate division between the activists they research as 

bearers of a romanticized agency, and themselves as possessors of the analytical tools to decipher and 

interpret it. Briggs also notes that in rhetorical gestures of solidarity, progressive scholars often offer the 

fruits of their intellectual labour back to the social movements they study, ostensibly in the way they are 

best equipped, as those who think. However noble the underlying intention, Briggs suggests we need to 

move beyond such gestures, for in treating activism as a site of action and resistance where “the 

thinking stops,” and by searching for the meaning of social movements with reference to extraneous 

theoretical frameworks, there is a risk of losing the specificity and sometimes startling originality of 

social movement thought.37 In other words, there is a danger of crowding-out or altogether missing 

what Robin D.G. Kelly identifies as “the new knowledge, new theories, new questions” that social 

movements invariably generate.38 In his celebrated work on The Black Radical Imagination, Kelley 

indeed writes that “the most radical ideas” often emerge from the concrete, intellectual engagements 

that are necessitated by activist confrontations with systems of oppression.39 And it is a shame when 

such ideas are crowded out by the interpretations and analyses of scholars, who presume to know what 

was “really going on,” and attempt to divine some greater significance lurking “behind” activist 
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utterances. This is not to endorse the chimerical pursuit of allowing historical subjects to speak 

completely for themselves, as if it were possible to restore past realities to the present in an 

unmediated form. Nor is it to embrace the notion that activists always “got it right,” or that they 

occupied an epistemologically superior positionality. Rather, the point is to acknowledge that the 

intellectual work of scholars is “not always different in kind” from the intellectual work of the social 

movements they study.40 This is the type of approach that Ian McKay has consistently adopted in 

studying the history of the Canadian left.  In addition to reconstructing the “ways of thinking and seeing” 

of past leftists, McKay refuses to conceptualize historical time as a pure barrier, and confers the status 

of “co-investigators” upon his historical subjects.41  

 Approaching the history of gay liberation in a fashion that is compatible with Briggs, Kelley, and 

McKay’s methodological ethos entails dealing with considerable empirical complexity. Indeed, it involves 

jettisoning sweeping and schematic characterizations of the movement’s intellectual history, and 

listening closely to decentralized, polyphonic, and at times idiosyncratic outpourings of thought and 

writing that loosely clustered around at least three major themes. The first of these themes might be 

called ontological in nature, and entailed questions regarding the nature of homosexuality and the 

political subject of gay liberation. A second theme concerned sources of gay oppression, such as sexism 

and homophobia, the nuclear family structure, social and legal discrimination, urban ghettoization, 

psychiatric pathologization, historical erasure, heteronormative systems of education, and internalized 

self-hatred. Another major theme focused on potential pathways toward liberation, which included (but 

were not limited to) practices of consciousness raising and coming out, public displays of gay pride, 

collective living, strategic alliances with other social movements, the achievement of full human rights, 

the production of new knowledge. While there were often profound disagreements between gay 
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liberationists with respect to the significance and even meaning of many of these thematic concerns, a 

common epistemological politics nevertheless tended to underpin such disagreements. Prone to 

challenge the hegemony of expertise, gay liberationists embraced lived experience as an 

epistemologically legitimate form of evidence, and homosexual subjectivity as the most qualified 

position from which to generate knowledge related to homosexuality.  

 At this juncture it is pertinent to emphasize that gay liberationist thought did not inhere in some 

free-floating, discursive ether. And this dissertation argues that gay liberationist theorizations, critiques, 

socio-political analyses, and knowledge-making projects materialized in print materials, above all in 

periodicals that functioned as social actors. In some quarters it remains controversial to confer the 

status of a social actor upon non-human objects; there are certainly historians who rage against any 

suggestion that humans and non-humans might stand as equals at the nexus of socio-historical 

causation. But in the wake of actor network theory (ANT) and the material-semiotic interventions of 

Bruno Latour, humanistic denials of the socially constitutive character of “things” are difficult to 

maintain. Ironically not a theory at all, ANT emerged within science and technology studies in the 1980s 

as a method for studying how networks of people and things, ideas and materials often combine in 

unpredictable ways to produce outcomes that cannot be reduced to human agency.  Refusing to 

privilege the role of human beings a priori, early practitioners of ANT demonstrated that even the 

smallest and seemingly mundane components of a network can have profound implications within that 

overall network. In the pioneering studies of Bruno Latour and Michel Callon, everything from bacteria 

to administrative practices to scallops were investigated as full-fledged actors – or “actants” -- within 

the material-semiotic networks that they helped to constitute, in part by “enrolling” new “actants.”42 
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One could write many pages on the precise technical vocabulary of ANT, and assess the reservations and 

debates that this vocabulary has engendered. But the larger point here is simply that from its localized 

roots in science and technology studies, ANT has grown in importance within the general domain of 

social theory primarily through the increasingly interdisciplinary interventions of Bruno Latour.43 

In the broad context that is most relevant to this dissertation, ANT does not conceptualize the 

social as an aggregate domain with discrete laws and patterns, or as a locus of occult forces existing 

somewhere “out there.”44 Instead the social becomes an ontologically open-ended “type of connection 

between things that are not in themselves social.”45 More specifically, ANT conceptualizes the social as a 

fluid topology of actor-networks, which is to say contingent and undulating associations between 

people, things, practices, resources, ideas, discourses, and so forth -- all of which have a potentially 

equal capacity to influence and shape the networks that they collectively comprise. In refusing to 

privilege human over non-human actors, ANT does not veer into materialistic extremism and assert that 

jugs make people collect water or that saws force us to cut wood. Rather, ANT axiomatically accepts that 

actors of all types can potentially allow, support, enable, influence, recruit, block, or forbid social 

outcomes. At its core, ANT is a dynamic, open-ended, and radically empirical way of studying the 

diversity and fluidity of interdependencies that comprise our social worlds. It is the methodologically 

fruitful admission that, as Latour puts it, there can be “no flock of sheep without a shepherd – and his 

dog, his walking stick, his piles of vaccination certificates, his mountain of paperwork to get EU 

subsidies.”46 Or to use a formulation better suited to the topic of gay liberation, ANT entails acceptance 
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that “even love has to have its vehicles, its specific techniques, its conduits, its equipment just as much 

as a trading room, a headquarters, or a factory.”47  

In concrete terms, this dissertation is informed by ANT in arguing that gay liberation print 

materials and above all periodicals were not neutral instruments of a political project. Instead, such 

periodicals were full-fledged social actors, insofar as they actively helped constitute gay liberationist 

actor-networks, and brought otherwise disconnected ideas, experiences, strategies, financial resources, 

and activists into association. Put another way, periodicals opened – one might say mediated -- 

intellectual, dialogical, material, personal, and even sexual connections between gay liberationists 

located in far-flung cities and nation-states who otherwise would have had little or no contact in an era 

preceding the internet. In a word, periodicals formed an indispensable part of gay liberation’s conditions 

of possibility as a transnational social movement. And the articles that such periodicals contained 

sometimes spurred major political conflicts and chains of association that were independent of activist 

intentions, as will be explored in relation to The Body Politic’s publication of Gerald Hannon’s “Men 

Loving Boys Loving Men” in Chapter Eight.  

One persistent criticism of ANT concerns the issue of power. Donna Haraway has complained 

that ANT is relatively blind to the power relations that exist outside of but nevertheless influence the 

actor-networks it studies.48 Andrea Whittle and André Spicer criticize ANT for ostensibly reinforcing 

social phenomenon by simply describing them in a neutral manner, ignoring hierarchical distributions of 

opportunity, and for remaining at the surface-level of power relations rather than critically examining 

their underlying structures.49 A partial answer to this critique might be that depending on the type of 

questions a researcher pursues, ANT can be politically very useful in generating specific, empirically 

nuanced, strategically revealing accounts of how powerful institutions and processes actually function 
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(and might therefore be disrupted). More to the point is that ANT does not have to be adopted in an 

absolutist fashion that would preclude all considerations external to an actor-network under 

investigation. It is simply an instructive method that need not blind one to structures of inequality, 

discrimination, power, and so forth. While informed by ANT in exploring material details of gay 

liberation periodicals – including the details of their actual production – “Out of the Closet and Into 

Print” is also attuned to structural inequalities preventing queer access to mainstream communicative 

forums and the public sphere.50  

Scholars such as Nancy Fraser, Eric O. Clarke, and Michael Warner have convincingly argued that 

contrary to liberal and formalist fictions, the public sphere was never – contra Jürgen Habermas – a 

rationalistic communicative arena characterized by expanding inclusivity, universalistic politics, or 

capacity for self-correction. From a queer theory perspective, Eric O. Clarke has suggested that the 

formation of the public sphere entailed a transmutation of certain “‘private vices’ into ‘public virtues’: 

acquisitiveness, competition, and rational calculation from private commerce; compassionate love, 

voluntary association, and self-cultivation from the intimate domestic spaces of the conjugal family.”51  

He argues that the public sphere’s seemingly democratic and equitable promise of increasing social and 

political enfranchisement was from the beginning stymied by a “moral conception of the human” rooted 

in a normative ideal of publicity, which has long entailed representational limitations vis-a-vis 

homoeroticism and queer social life.52 Summarizing this position, Clarke writes that,   

Historically, the greatest impediments to queer public sphere inclusion have been 
twofold: first, the heterosexist tenor of bourgeois familial morality defining proper 
civic personhood and universal humanity; and second, the relegation of erotic 
experience, which has largely shaped a queer sense of self and collective belonging, to 
the proprietary privacy of the intimate sphere. Acting together, these two 
impediments have meant that even as the public sphere both draws on and 
legitimates specific forms of intimacy and erotic experience – indeed is saturated by 
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spectacles of intimacy – those that do not conform to a heteronormative standard are 
demonized and repudiated.53 

 
From a feminist standpoint, Fraser likewise asserts that from its classical origins the public sphere was 

founded on a number of fundamental exclusions, particularly the exclusion of women, the working class, 

and minorities. Indeed, she argues that far from an increasingly inclusive arena of rational debate, the 

public sphere functioned during its supposed golden age as a space in which bourgeois, European men 

asserted their class universality, superior rationality, and fitness to govern.54 Emphasizing the 

representational and communicative limits of the public sphere, Fraser notes that “members of 

subordinated social groups – women, workers, peoples of color, and gays and lesbians – have repeatedly 

found it advantageous to constitute … subaltern counterpublics.”55 And she posits that such 

counterpublics constitute “parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups 

invent and circulate counterdiscourses to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, 

interests, and needs.”56 As a particularly successful example, Fraser points to late-twentieth century 

networks of feminist periodicals, bookstores, publishing companies, conferences, and so forth. Within 

this “counterpublic sphere,” she contends that feminist women were free to “expand discursive space,” 

and invent “new terms for describing social reality, including ‘sexism,’ ‘the double shift,’ ‘sexual 

harassment,’ and ‘marital, date, and acquaintance rape.’”57 

Michael Warner has at once drawn upon and expressed dissatisfaction with Fraser’s 

conceptualization of subaltern counterpublics. In addition to questioning the appropriateness of the 

term “subaltern,” Warner argues that counterpublics are characterized by more than oppositional 

interpretations and new idioms for describing social reality. He suggests that counterpublics are more 
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fundamentally characterized by the circulation of discourses “that in other contexts would be regarded 

with hostility or with a sense of indecorousness.”58 Unpacking this argument, Warner notes that 

counterpublics – like publics -- are spaces of discourse that entail the circulation of concatenated texts 

through time, interlocutors, and a relationship between strangers who become a social entity by virtue 

of being textually addressed.59 But unlike publics, which are prone to “misrecognizing the indefinite 

scope of their expansive address as universality or normalcy,” Warner posits that counterpublics involve 

an instinctive awareness of a subordinate social status, as well as otherness vis-à-vis a dominant cultural 

horizon.60 While addressing indefinite strangers, counterpublic discourse encounters significant limits 

and even intense resistance to circulation. For example, of queer or gay counterpublic discourse Warner 

notes that “no one is in the closet: the presumptive heterosexuality that constitutes the closet for 

individuals in ordinary speech is suspended.”61 And thus such counterpublic discourse can only circulate 

so far, as many readers would not want to be marked by participation in this type of queer discourse, 

and also because of the indecorous and potentially unsettling speech entailed. Simply put, counterpublic 

discourses are perceived by many to be shocking, immoral, disturbing, illegible, disgusting, and/or 

criminal. Warner summarizes that a counterpublic entails aspirations of a dominated group “to re-create 

itself as a public and in so doing finds itself in conflict not only with the dominant social group but with 

the norms that constitute the dominant culture as a public.”62  

Returning to gay liberation, Fraser, Clarke, and Warner are helpful in thinking through the 

structural conditions that underpinned the creation of the periodicals this dissertation studies, as well as 

the nature of the communicative space these periodicals collectively constituted. In our present era of 

prime-time representations of gay and lesbian families, state commemorations of LGBT history, 
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proliferating court rulings in favour of same-sex marriage, and popular transgender celebrities, it is 

important to emphasize the extent to which representations of homosexuality – even words such as gay 

and lesbian – were very recently blocked from circulating in the public sphere. To be sure, there was a 

small amount of coverage of homosexual issues in popular media as gay liberation began to emerge at 

the end of the 1960s. But this limited media coverage was at best ambivalent about increasingly 

assertive queer communities and activisms. Virtually none of it was commissioned, produced, or framed 

by openly gay people themselves. And much of the media discourse that surrounded any representation 

of same-sex eroticism or queer social life was downright condemnatory, pathologizing, and 

homophobic.  Silence, censorship, and barriers to media access were systemic problems. Liberal 

newspapers and television and radio programs generally had no interest in covering the activities of gay 

liberation groups. Many media organizations had overt policies banning such coverage, or even using of 

the word gay in relation to sexuality. This issue arose recurrently as gay liberation groups across the 

Anglo-American world attempted to publicize their political actions in the early 1970s, or attempted to 

respond to discriminatory content.  

For example, in 1972 the Sunday Telegraph of London published an editorial note that it would 

not publish “any advertisements designed to put homosexuals in contact with one another,” adding that 

Westminster’s 1967 decriminalization of homosexuality “was intended to protect an unfortunate 

minority from persecution, but not to empower them to spread their deviant ideas in society at large.”63 

In response, London activists wrote a flurry of letters to the newspaper’s editor challenging claims that 

homosexuals were deviant, and announcing that gay was good.  While refusing to publish these letters, 

the Sunday Telegraph’s editor did pen a response. Defending the newspaper’s policy, he wrote 

“homosexuals who often courageously resist homosexual practices should not be undermined by such 
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proselytising.”64 To give another example of this general phenomenon, in 1973 The Body Politic 

unsuccessfully attempted to place an ad in the classified section of the Toronto Star, which simply read 

“The Body Politic: Gay Liberation Journal. $2.00 for six issues. 4 Kensington Ave., Toronto, Ont. M5T 

2J7.” Explaining his refusal, The Star’s director of marketing wrote that it was against policy to accept 

material “that would identify or tend to identify a person as a homosexual or to carry advertising related 

to homosexual activity.”65 Arguing that this constituted discrimination and a denial of freedom of 

speech, members of The Body Politic collective -- the periodical’s governing body -- arranged a meeting 

with editors of The Star to try to effect a policy change. However, The Star remained steadfast and 

refused to print homosexual ads on the grounds that it was a “family newspaper,” and because the ads 

might be inadvertently viewed by vulnerable youth and “proselytize” them.66 It is hard to imagine a 

better empirical referent for Eric O. Clarke’s claim that one of the greatest impediments to queer 

inclusion in the public sphere has been “the heterosexist tenor of bourgeois familial morality defining 

proper civic personhood and universal humanity.”67 

 It was not only mainstream, liberal newspapers that blocked gay liberationist efforts to 

communicate. Even alternative and countercultural periodicals were frequently unsupportive or even 

hostile to gay liberationist attempts to advertise, notify, and circulate discourse. For example, the Village 

Voice was far from a politically mainstream, morally prudish or sexually reticent publication. And for a 

time the periodical even aligned itself with the so-called sexual revolution. But in response to the 

Stonewall Riots, the Village Voice printed an article that contemptuously called the event as “the Great 

Faggot Rebellion,” and repeatedly referred to participants as “queers,” “swishes,” and “fags.” Moreover, 

it soon became clear the newspaper’s classified section was censoring gay liberationist submissions. 

After an ad for the new gay liberation periodical Come Out! was printed without the phrase “Gay Power 
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to Gay People,” an inquiry revealed that the Village Voice refused to print classified ads containing the 

words “gay” or “homosexual,” as they were obscene. Thus in the fall of 1969 the Gay Liberation Front 

staged a major protest outside the Village Voice’s Manhattan headquarters. The action was successful 

and resulted in a reluctant policy change.68 However, not all gay liberation confrontations with 

alternative media produced the desired result. For instance, members of Toronto Gay Action were less 

successful in influencing the editors of Guerilla, a countercultural periodical that provided a small 

amount of space for gay liberation communications as the movement crystallized in Toronto. Following 

Guerilla’s heavy editing of activist submissions and its publication of content trivializing homosexual 

politics as the domain of “ballet dancers and hairdressers,” members of Toronto Gay Action publicly 

demanded an expression of support and solidarity. Guerilla’s response was equivocating and 

ambivalent, which contributed to the 1971 founding of an independent gay liberation periodical in 

Toronto, namely The Body Politic.69  

In the face of such disdain and marginalization, as well as profound barriers to mainstream and 

even alternative media access, it is no wonder that one of the first things that many gay liberationists set 

out to do in their respective localities was establish periodicals. To paraphrase Nancy Fraser, the pages 

of such periodicals constituted a free space in which gay activists could devise new terms for describing 

oppressive social realities; elaborate strategies for achieving socio-political change; and formulate new 

interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs. But such periodicals also constituted 

counterpublics in Michael Warner’s sense, as their pages overflowed with speech that many would have 

considered indecorous, obscene, disgusting, and criminal if it had been circulating in the public sphere. 

Indeed, gay liberation publications regularly printed articles describing techniques of queer sex; 

espousing the virtues of free love and gender-fuck androgyny; attacking the nuclear family structure and 
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the institution of marriage; questioning constructions of childhood sexual innocence; and demanding 

the repeal of oppressive laws, to list just a few examples. Especially in the early years of gay liberation, 

such publications also routinely printed expletives such as “fuck” and “cunt,” and referred to politicians, 

police, and other authority figures as “pigs” and “swine.” There was a palpable sense of rage, 

frustration, dissention, and heterodoxy in the pages of gay liberation periodicals. But there was also 

considerable joy, enthusiasm, candour, and catharsis in the writings of activists who were in a many 

cases expressing and contemplating their sexuality for the first time in print. Rather than simply entailing 

disclosure to family, friends, and others within an immediate social circle, coming out often entailed 

multifaceted practices of gay publicity, which included coming out of the closet and into print.   

Martin Meeker has argued that “perhaps the most stubborn problem faced by homosexuals 

over the course of the twentieth century has been one of communication.”70 And while this problem has 

been overcome by queer communities and activisms in distinctive ways throughout the century, the 

primary solution for gay liberationists was found in the form of the periodical. As Sean Latham, Robert 

Scholes, and Tess Jordan have noted, it is very difficult to make meaningful generalizations about 

periodicals as a communicative form because they include such a wide range of genres and types of 

print materials.71 However, this diversity is precisely why the term has been adopted as a general 

designation for the entire range of print materials examined here. Indeed, “periodical” is no doubt the 

only term capable of encompassing the gay liberation newsletters, newspapers, rags, journals, and 

magazines explored by this dissertation. Nevertheless, for all its vagueness the term periodical does 

                                                           
70

 Martin Meeker, Contacts Desired: Gay and Lesbian Communications and Community, 1940s-1970s (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2006): 1. Meeker’s study is smart and innovative in many respects, but it adopts a very 
curious stance vis-à-vis gay liberation. Periodizing gay liberation as existing only between 1969 and 1973, Meeker 
largely ignores the movement’s periodicals. And this exclusion is rather questionably and cryptically justified on 
the following basis: “In the overall context of gay male history, the communication innovations surrounding the 
expansion of gay male bars warrant more attention than the radical gay liberation movement which flourished for 
a brief period of time.” Ibid, 200. 
71

 Sean Latham and Robert Scholes, “The Rise of Periodical Studies,” PMLA, 121.1 (March 2006); Tessa Jordan,  
 “Branching Out: Second-Wave Feminist Periodicals and the Archive of Canadian Women’s Writing,” ESC, 36.2-3 
(June-September 2010); Tessa Jordan, “Branching Out, 1973-1980: Canadian Second-Wave Feminism, Periodical 
Publishing and Cultural Politics,” PhD Thesis, University of Alberta, 2014. 



26 
 

denote at least one crucial characteristic that these gay liberation publications shared: each appeared at 

temporal intervals, and thus achieved a concatenated circulation through time.72 It is little wonder that 

gay liberationists consistently turned to periodicals as a primary form of communication, intellectual 

expression, and social connection, because relative to other forms of media their production did not 

require major capital outputs or technical expertise. As John McMillan has noted, prior to the 1960s 

periodical copy was generally set in hot type on a Linotype machine, a nineteenth century behemoth 

that was both costly and difficult to operate. However, with the advent of photo-offset printing, the 

production of periodicals, from a purely technical standpoint, “suddenly became cheap and easy. All one 

needed was a competent typist, a pair of scissors, and a jar of rubber cement with which to paste copy 

onto a backing sheet, which was then photographed and reproduced exactly as it was set.”73 Using this 

method enabled the production of thousands of copies of periodicals for only a couple of hundred 

dollars. For even less money, periodicals could be produced using a mimeograph machine – although 

the quality of mimeographed publications tended to be quite poor and large print-runs were difficult to 

achieve given this technology’s reliance on a stencil and ink. Regardless of whether activists opted for 

mimeographs or photo-offset printing (most chose the latter), technological conditions were such that a 

periodical could be established by a relatively small but committed group of activists. And the paper 

form of the periodical was such that it could easily be manipulated, folded, and mailed out across vast 

distances. It is not an exaggeration to state that these printed, paper objects were able to bring activists 

located many thousands of kilometers apart into association and, in a sense, conquer geographic space. 

Simply put, it was through gay liberation periodicals that the movement’s transnationality was to a 

considerable extent achieved. 
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Here it is expedient to briefly explain what is meant by transnational history, a primary 

methodology adopted by this dissertation. In the most basic terms, transnational history is a pivot away 

from the nation-state as “the basic organizing category of historical scholarship,” as Anne Curthroys puts 

it.74 In political terms, transnational history also entails a critical stance vis-à-vis the nationalistic origins 

and structure of the discipline of history, a structure that still pervades everything from graduate 

training to hiring practices to the framing of monographs. However, transnational history is not simply 

an attempt to cover more ground, bring a larger number of spaces into view, or attain a global vantage. 

It is not analogous with geographic scale or a level of magnification. Moreover, transnational history 

does not entail comparisons of historical phenomena that are connected primarily through the act of 

comparison itself. Rather, it is a method that highlights and investigates the flows, circulations, and 

interrelationships across and between sites that are essential to understanding a great many historical 

phenomena.75 A transnational approach is therefore achieved by laboriously following the pathways 

taken by historical actors themselves. And here there is a profound methodological complementarity 

between transnational history and actor network theory. As articulated by Bruno Latour, ANT entails the 

painstaking empirical process of following the circuitous, winding, sometimes unexpected paths that 

actors take – paths that cannot be prefigured or assumed in advance. Every connection must be 

accounted for, which is why Latour frequently resorts to metaphors of topography. Indeed, ANT 

attempts to render the social as continuous as possible in order to ensure that the travels taken by 

actors remain traceable, and so too do many transnational histories. Studies proceeding in the spirit of 

ANT stand an excellent chance of achieving a certain degree of transnationality merely by following the 
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actors themselves. And studies that are methodologically transnational stand an excellent chance of 

intentionally or unintentionally revealing the kind of actor-networks studied by ANT. 

Neither transnational history, nor ANT, nor this dissertation suggest that that national borders 

are irrelevant, or that actors always circulate smoothly between sites and jurisdictions, regions and 

nation-states without any obstacles or impediments. As Marc Stein has rightly noted, “nation-states 

remain terribly powerful in today's world, especially in the ways they deal with legal rights, social 

benefits, human migration, and political citizenship; it would be naïve to ignore the significance of 

national borders.”76 In terms of gay liberation periodicals, problems with national customs and postal 

carriers certainly emerged at various points during the 1970s. One of the better known examples is the 

case of John Kyper, who was detained at the Niagara Falls border crossing and denied entry to Canada in 

1974 for transporting copies of Boston’s Gay Community News and Fag Rag. More specifically, that 

Kyper was transporting such material provided a sufficient basis for border agents to question his 

sexuality, and ultimately deny him entry because homosexuals were on the Canadian Immigration Act’s 

list of prohibited persons.77 National obscenity laws were another obstacle that occasionally stymied the 

circulation of texts. For instance, in 1974 a shipment of The Male Muse, penned by the Canadian poet 

Ian Young and published by a U.S. firm, was deemed obscene and destroyed by United Kingdom 

Customs.78 Dealing with customs agencies could certainly be uncomfortable and demeaning for gay 

activists, as an editorial collective member of the Winnipeg based periodical After Stonewall learned in 

1977. Instructed by Canada Post that an international package was being held by Canada Customs, Bill 

Fields traveled to the Customs office, filed out the requisite paperwork, presented identification, and 

was given “the ‘God damn fairy’ look” by smirking Customs officers, who explained that a review board 
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would have to assess the legality of his package, which contained gay periodicals from the United 

States.79 

Yet the extent to which customs agencies, border controls, and postal operators blocked the 

circulation of gay liberation periodicals was far less striking than the extent to which such blockages 

were infrequent, ad hoc, and ineffective. Indeed, gay liberationists based across the Anglo-American 

world were generally able to mail their publications both nationally and internationally without major 

disruption. And they tended to find creative ways of overcoming inconsistent regulatory barriers. For 

instance, as Gay Community News of Boston expanded in size as a national newspaper of record for the 

U.S. gay and lesbian movement in the mid-1970s, it faced a problem vis-à-vis the U.S. postal service. As a 

periodical, Gay Community News was deemed “second-class mail,” and postal regulations stated that its 

name therefore had to be visibly printed on a return address. Since Gay Community News was a 

generalist gay community newspaper (as opposed to an entirely gay liberationist publication), many 

readers would have canceled their subscription if anything bearing the word “gay” arrived in their 

mailbox. Gay Community News simply responded by changing its legal name to GCN, a term “born out of 

legal and situational necessity, not, as some may think, due to any alphabetical fetish on the part of the 

staff.”80 To give another example of such creativity, in 1972 The Body Politic sought to reach more 

readers in Australia, but was concerned about the prospect of Australian Customs seizures, given the 

country’s notoriously tight border controls and censorship restrictions. A solution was found in simply 

shipping bundles of the periodical directly to Dennis Altman -- who had previously travelled to Toronto 

as a guest of The Body Politic -- at his University of Sydney office. The strategy worked because very 

different regulations applied to “educational materials” than to periodicals to be sold commercially. But 

this is not to suggest that The Body Politic’s entry into Australia was undertaken to generate income – 

far from it. As collective member Jearld Moldenhauer noted, the periodical would be satisfied if it could 
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simply recoup postage costs, and was “much more concerned that the paper is arriving and getting out 

to a few gay people.”81  

Rather than the nation-state or absolute geographic space, this dissertation argues that 

language and culture were much greater barriers to the circulation of Anglo-American gay liberation 

periodicals. But before elaborating this argument, a few brief caveats. Clearly it would be erroneous to 

suggest that bilingual or multilingual readers of Anglophone gay liberation periodicals did not exist in 

Continental Europe, Latin America, or French Canada. It would be equally problematic to deny 

connections between gay liberationists located in such spheres with those based in the United States, 

the United Kingdom, Australia, or English Canada. For instance, the thought of French gay liberationist 

Guy Hocquenghem generated a flurry of excitement in the mid-1970s, particular among members of the 

London based Gay Left collective. So too did the thought of Italian gay liberationist Mario Mieli, who 

helped found the Fronte Unitario Omosessuale Rivoluzionario Italiano (better known as FUORI).  These 

two figures certainly stand out as radical gay liberation theorists par excellence. Yet their influence must 

also be qualified in relation to Anglophone gay liberationists unable to read dense prose in either French 

or Italian. It was not until 1978 that Hocquenghem’s major intervention, Homosexual Desire, appeared 

in an English translation published by Allison and Busby, a small publishing house in the United Kingdom. 

And it was not until 1980 that Mieli’s major text, Homosexuality and Liberation, was translated into 

English and published by the Gay Men’s Press of London. It is also important to recognize that 

Hocquenghem and Mieli worked within very different intellectual traditions than did the vast majority of 

Anglo-American gay liberationists. For example, in addition to psychoanalysis, Hocquenghem was in 

constant conversation with Jacques Lacan, Louis Althusser, Giles Deleuze, Felix Guattari, and Michel 

Foucault – figures whose thought had only just begun to influence a small number of Anglophone gay 

intellectuals by the late 1970s. Mieli was also deeply concerned with psychoanalytic themes, and with 
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intellectual giants of Italian Communism, such as Antonio Gramsci and Amadeo Bordiga.82 Simply put, 

Hocquenghem and Mieli were belatedly received by Anglo-American activists towards the end of the 

gay liberation era, at which point they appeared as a radical breath of fresh air, in part because of the 

newness of the intellectual traditions through which Hocquenghem and Mieli expressed their thought.83 

The more basic point here is that while there were important crossovers between gay 

liberationists in different cultural and linguistic spheres, there were also fundamental differences in 

terms of how gay liberation developed and manifested within these spheres. To give just a few 

examples, gay liberation in Francophone Quebec was not particularly independent in comparison to 

English Canada, largely because of the power and prevalence of the Quebec sovereignty and labour 

movements. To provide a brief overview, gay liberation activism emerged in Quebec after a 

countercultural periodical Mainmise translated major U.S. gay liberation manifestos into French, and 

several activists associated with the publication established Front de libération homosexuelle in 1971 in 

Montreal. Like so many early gay liberation front organizations, Front de libération homosexuelle quickly 

collapsed, as did an early group called the Montreal Gay Association / Association Homophile de 

Montréal, which ultimately failed to bring Anglophone activists from McGill University into meaningful 

association with their Québécois counterparts. By the mid-1970s gay liberation had all but evaporated in 

Francophone Quebec, and most specifically gay organizations in the province were focused on social 

service provision, such as the Centre homophile d’aide et de libération of Quebec City. According to Ron 

Dayman, what prevented the movement from taking root with the same vigour that it did in English 

Canada was the strength of the Quebec sovereignty and labour movements. Indeed, Dayman noted that  

many gays have directed their energies to cultural, economic, and linguistic – rather 
than to sexual – liberation. There is a high percentage of gays among independentistes 
and among the writers and artists who have forged, in the last fifteen years, Quebec’s 
new cultural identity. For them, independence for Quebec will have to arrive before 
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other social movements can become a priority. All too often their gay identity is 
relegated to a secondary role for the sake of the Québécois cause.84 

 
A turning point occurred in 1977 following a major raid at a Montreal gay bar called Truxx, which 

resulted in the arrest of 146 men as “bawdy house” found-ins and numerous charges of gross indecency. 

In response, activists formed L'Association pour les droits des gai(e)s du Québec (ADGQ) and held large-

scale, militant demonstrations in downtown Montreal. Condemnation of the police’s heavy-handedness 

was relatively widespread, and ADGQ soon secured support within the governing Parti Québécois for 

the inclusion of a sexual orientation clause within Quebec’s human rights charter, which was rapidly 

amended in 1977.85 Challenging instances of discrimination in Quebec society by employing this clause – 

the first of its kind in North America -- became a preoccupation of ADGQ, which also founded a 

periodical called Le Berdache. But rather than understanding themselves as part of an international or 

Canadian struggle for gay liberation, ADGQ activists tended to be nationalists committed to the cause of 

sovereignty. Another key difference is that Québécois gay activists tended to be more successful in 

engaging with the state than their Anglo-American counterparts. As Miriam Smith notes, the pro-

sovereignty periodical Le Berdache successfully lobbied for a subsidy from the PQ Quebec government 

at the same time as The Body Politic was being prosecuted on obscenity charges by the government of 

Ontario.86   

To give another example, in the Spanish context gay liberation did not begin to crystallize in 

Iberia until after the death of General Francisco Franco in late 1975. Although an early gay liberation 

organization called the Movimento Espanol de Liberacion Homosexual had briefly and furtively existed in 

the early 1970s, it was only with democratic reform and increasing freedom of association that anything 

approximating a gay liberation movement began to flourish. During the frenzied period of reform and 
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democratization that occurred between 1976 and 1978, Spain indeed saw the creation of groups such as 

d’Alliberament Gai de Catalunya, Coordinadora de Collectius d’ Alliberament Gai, and Frente de 

Liberacion Homosexual de Castilla. In addition to seeking law reform and equal rights, Spanish gay 

liberationists militantly problematized sexual identity categories, and were far more consistent in 

challenging homosexual-heterosexual binaries than their Anglo-American counterparts, even to the 

point of rejecting homosexual as a noun.87 Moreover, gay liberation in Spain enjoyed strong links to a 

wide constellation of radical leftists from Trotskyists to Maoists to anarchists. Ideologically, the Spanish 

movement was much more consistently oriented towards Marxism and anarchism -- particularly 

anarcho-syndicalism -- than gay liberation across the Anglo-American world. Another difference was 

that Spain generally saw even less collaboration between gay male and lesbian activists.88 Writing in The 

Body Politic in 1977, Mariana and Clara Valverde believed that this situation was connected to the 

prevalence of machismo within Spanish culture, and could also be 

compared to the situation in Quebec. Both in Spain and in Quebec economic 
backwardness and Catholic ideology have acted to keep women more oppressed 
than in Anglo-Saxon countries, and hence in both nations the politicized lesbians 
tend to identify more with feminism than with a male dominated gay movement.89  
 
To give a final example, gay liberation in France was inaugurated by the formation of Le Front 

Homosexuel d'Action Révolutionnaire (FHAR) in Paris in 1971. While steeped in the social and political 

ferment emanating from the events of May 1968, FHAR was also influenced by transnationally 

circulating discourses of gay liberation emanating from the United States. Denouncing “fascist sexual 

normality,” FHAR staged militant protests, zapped a popular radio program during an episode titled 

“Homosexuality, this painful problem,” and published a special issue of a leftist periodical called Tout! 

Coordinated by Guy Hocquenhem, contributors to the issue variously declared that “deep down, 
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everyone is more or less homosexual,” proclaimed “the right of minors to freedom of desire and its 

satisfaction,” and expressed pride in having been “buggered by Arabs.”90 This latter claim proved too 

much for the French state; Tout! was consequently raided by police and the periodical’s editorial 

director, Jean-Paul Sartre, was charged under obscenity laws.91 While FHAR remained a vibrant force of 

gay liberation politics in France until its demise in 1973-74, it was also a very lonely organization. Unlike 

in Anglo-American countries, gay liberation in France took a long time to spread beyond the capital, and 

FHAR did not establish a periodical in an effort to communicate with gay people in the provinces.92 

Indeed, the group was more intellectual (even Deleuzian) than populist in nature, and centred on the 

experimental Vincennes University, which had been founded directly in response to student demands 

during May 1968. In any case, only in 1975 with the formation of the Groupes de Liberation 

Homosexuelle (GLH) did gay liberation take root in provincial cities such as Marseilles, Lyons, Lille, 

Nantes, and Lyon.93 But the hegemonic, Parisian chapter of this new political configuration, namely 

Groupe de Liberation Homosexuelle Politique et Quotidien (GLH-PQ) was less concerned with concrete 

approaches to overcoming gay oppression than with the place of homosexuals within far left politics. In 

general, GLH-PQ regarded forging connections within Communist and Maoist circles as more important 

than reaching out to and building a mass movement of French homosexuals. Part of the relative 

disinterest in issues of civil rights was no doubt connected to the historical and cultural effects of the 

Napoleonic Code, which ignored homosexuality, and submerged it within a deeply protected realm of 

French privacy, despite Gaullist laws targeting “indecent exposure” that were sometimes used to 

                                                           
90

 Frederic Martel, The Pink and the Black: Homosexuals in France since 1968 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 1999): 21-22.  
91

 Ibid. Also see: Todd Shepard, “‘Something Notably Erotic’: Politics, ‘Arab Men,’ and Sexual Revolution in Post-
decolonization France, 1962–1974,” The Journal of Modern History, 84.1 (March 2012). 
92

 Martel, The Pink and the Black, 29. 
93

 Ibid, 93. 



35 
 

regulate homosexual expression in a vaguely defined public.94 As Dennis Altman put it in 1977, 

establishing a mass French gay movement had proven very difficult given “a lack of such a clear symbol 

to rally around as is provided by anti-homosexual laws in the Anglo-Saxon world.”95  

The above sketches are certainly too brief to capture the complex manifestations of gay 

liberation that emerged in Quebec, Spain, and France. But that was not their purpose. Instead, these 

sketches were drawn to signal how differently gay liberation developed in separate cultural and 

linguistic spheres – spheres with fundamentally distinct historical conditions in terms of political culture, 

intellectual trends, systems of law and government, and so forth. They were also drawn to provide 

points of contrast for the following discussion of the fundamentally similar and overlapping historical 

development of gay liberation across the Anglo-American world, a unit that requires considerable 

explanation. The best way of explaining what this dissertation means by the Anglo-American world 

begins with Ludwig Wittgenstein’s concept of family resemblance, developed in the larger context of his 

late philosophy -- or rather an anti-philosophy -- of language. The late Wittgenstein did not regard 

language as having a single, underlying, logical structure in need of philosophical excavation. Nor did he 

regard language as a formal system of words that corresponded to objects.96 Rather, language was a 

multiplicity of different social activities that Wittgenstein called “language games.” And it was within the 

play of these surface-level language games that words derived their meaning. Put another way, for 

Wittgenstein language did not exist in a cold and frictionless metaphysical space; it was lived, 

experienced, applied, and bound up with particular “forms of life.”97 The concept of “family 

resemblance” emerged as one of the ways that Wittgenstein explained this philosophy -- or anti-

philosophy -- of language. In the Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein wrote, 
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Instead of pointing out something common to all that we call language, I’m saying that 
these phenomena have no one thing in common … Consider, for example, the 
activities that we call ‘games.’ I mean board-games, card-games, ball-games, athletic 
games and so on. What is common to them all? … If you look at them, you won’t see 
something that is common to all, but similarities, affinities, and a whole series of them 
at that … I can think of no better expression to characterize these similarities than 
‘family resemblances’; for the various resemblances between members of a family – 
build, features, colour of eyes, gait, temperament, and so on and so forth – overlap 
and criss-cross in the same way. And I shall say ‘games’ form a family.98 

 
To summarize, Wittgenstein used the concept of family resemblance to argue that language had no 

essence waiting to be unearthed, as it was a series of overlapping similarities between the ways in which 

language was used “to describe, report, inform, affirm, deny, speculate, give orders, ask questions, tell 

stories, playact, sing, guess riddles, make jokes, solve problems, translate, request, thank, greet, curse, 

pray, warn, reminisce, express emotions, and much else.”99 Wittgenstein’s concept of family 

resemblance was therefore opposed to a philosophical tendency to look for something in common to all 

the entities subsumed under a general term.100  

Scholars in working in a wide range of fields -- from Soviet history to evolutionary biology, from 

literary theory to construction economics -- have found Wittgenstein’s concept of family resemblance 

useful in the context of diverse knowledge-making projects.101 This dissertation regards the concept as a 

tool for thinking through the Anglo-American world as a unit without falling prey to essentialism. Here 

the Anglo-American world refers to a Wittgensteinian family resemblance between the United Kingdom, 

the United States, English Canada, Australia and New Zealand.102 In seeking to elaborate how these five 
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countries form a unit, it would be very easy to posit meaningless, even dangerous generalizations about 

what they all have in common. For example, conservative proponents of “the Anglosphere” as a positive 

force in international relations have posited mythic platitudes regarding common traditions and values 

of liberty, democracy, individualism, and the rule of law stretching back at least to Magna Carta.103 But 

when one follows Wittgenstein and actually looks at what these countries have in common, it is not a 

mythic essence, but rather a series of criss-crossing and partial similarities. To give a few practical 

examples, consider issues of government. While the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia and New 

Zealand follow a Westminster parliamentary system, the United States adopted a strong bicameral and 

presidential system. Although the United States, Canada, and Australia are federations, the United 

Kingdom and New Zealand are centralized, unitary states with the power to create or abolish 

subnational jurisdictions. In terms of law, while the United States, Canada, and Australia have formal 

constitutions, the United Kingdom and New Zealand have uncodified or unwritten constitutions. 

Australia does not have a bill or a charter of rights, unlike the United States, Canada, Australia, the 

United Kingdom, and New Zealand. With respect to patterns of settlement, United States, Canada, 

Australia, and New Zealand are settler colonies that genocidally displaced Aboriginal populations, but 

settlement patterns within Britain entailed migrations and displacements stretching back to antiquity. 

Further examples of crisscrossing rather than absolute similarities abound in areas such as 

political economy, popular culture, military history, etc.  But rather than continuing to draw up such 

lists, at this juncture it is worthwhile to examine a productive tension that emerges within 

Wittgenstein’s concept of family resemblance. In philosophical terms, Nicolas Griffin argues that 

Wittgenstein errs when he says, 
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‘you will not see something that is common to all [games].’ But it is quite clear that we 
will: all games, for instance, are activities, all take place at a certain time, all begin and 
end and so on. What Wittgenstein ought to have said is ‘you will not see something 
common to all games by virtue of which they are called games’ …104 

 
Moreover, Griffin suggests that the metaphor to which the family resemblance concept is fused partially 

undermines the very point that Wittgenstein is trying to make, as 

all the members of a (literal) family are, independently of their physical resemblances, 
genetically related; which games are not. Thus what Wittgenstein ought to have said is 
not ‘family resemblance’ but ‘resemblance like the physical resemblance of members 
of a family.’105 

 
However, this is not what Wittgenstein wrote. And as Carlo Ginzburg points out in an examination of 

family resemblance as a “cognitive metaphor,” the literal referent of a metaphor is never simply neutral 

or innocuous.106 Simply put, there is something of a tension built into Wittgenstein’s concept of family 

resemblance – a tension between a militantly anti-essentialist conceptualization and the genetic or 

genealogical metaphor through which it is expressed. This tension is actually quite welcome here, 

insofar as “Out of the Closet and Into Print” conceptualizes the Anglo-American world in both an anti-

essentialist and a genealogical fashion.  

The primary genealogy that underpins the existence of the Anglo-American world as a unit 

entails configurations of imperial power that slowly shifted from London to Washington over the course 

of several hundred years. In many respects, it is a profoundly violent and unhappy genealogy that 

cannot be detached from once-prevalent notions of Anglo-Saxon superiority, which facilitated the 

genocidal displacement of supposedly “inferior races” standing in the way of Anglo-American settlement 

and colonization.107 Moreover, in the domain of international relations, the genealogy of the Anglo-
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American world encompasses a series of special relationships, trade deals, treaties, and military 

alliances, which stretch back over two centuries, and have enabled countless invasions, regime-changes, 

coups, assassinations, trade wars, sanctions, and embargoes. Employing the term “Anglosphere,” Srdjan 

Vucetic argues that these interrelationships were historically underpinned by a racialized Anglo-Saxon 

identity which has since gone underground rather than fully dissipated.108 Indeed, as racism and 

imperialism became increasingly discursively covert in the second half of the twentieth century, code 

words such as “the English-speaking peoples” and “common law nations” came to function as a kind of 

disguise for solidarity between what Winston Churchill more bluntly called the “branches of the Anglo-

Saxon race,” and “a special edition of mankind.”109 No doubt Churchill would be proud of the extent to 

which the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand have maintained a 

remarkably durable series of alliances that have only intensified and proliferated in the twenty-first 

century, for example through the “Five Eyes” intelligence gathering program.110 Churchill might also 

beam with pride over contemporary conservative projects that employ the Anglosphere to: undermine 

Australia’s pivot towards greater community with its Asian neighbours and reassert the importance of 

the British monarchy; rewrite Canada’s official history and Citizenship Guide in relation to martial glories 

of British imperialism; declare the failure of the European Union and propose to reorient Britain towards 
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its former dominions; and draw on the support of (more or less) predictable allies to buttress and help 

legitimize U.S. military interventions that are a requisite aspect of maintaining imperial hegemony.111   

Given the violent and reactionary dimensions of this genealogy, it is little wonder that many 

progressive scholars have avoided -- even recoiled -- from adopting the Anglosphere or the Anglo-

American world as a unit of inquiry. However, the Anglo-American world is too important to simply 

abandon as an inherently conservative unit because it has also been a domain of manifold 

interconnections between – and specific manifestations of -- progressive social movements and projects 

of resistance. No doubt important transnational studies are waiting to be written on the 

interrelationships between labour movements, feminisms, anti-imperialisms, and other progressive 

activisms that crisscrossed the Anglo-American world with considerable intensity and simultaneity due 

to the existence of a common language, as well as overlapping cultural conditions. To give but one 

example, while Black power must be primarily situated within what Paul Gilroy influentially called the 

Black Atlantic, there were also ways in which Black power’s spread was facilitated by commercial 

publishing networks that spanned the Anglo-American world.112 Indeed, the late 1960s and early 1970s 

saw the widespread diffusion of the thought of U.S.-based Black power intellectuals such as Stokely 

Carmichael, Eldridge Cleaver, Bobby Seale, and Huey P. Newton in part through the commercial 

activities of multi-national Anglo-American booksellers. For instance, affordable and widely 

commercially available UK/Commonwealth paperback editions of Soul on Ice, The Black Panthers Speak, 
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Seize the Time, and Black Power provided intellectual sustenance for Black power mobilizations not only 

in the United Kingdom but in Australia. Such books formed the backbone of Black power study groups 

established by indigenous Australians who found in their pages concepts and analyses well suited to 

their own struggles against racism and colonization. Kathy Lothian has noted that Stokely Carmichael 

and Charles Hamilton’s Black Power was read with particular avidity; for instance in 1969 the indigenous 

activist Bruce McGuinness declared that the book “should be a prized possession of every Aborigine,” 

and encouraged his comrades to “buy a copy.”113 Chapter Two briefly touches on this phenomenon, and 

suggests that the ideas of women’s liberation were also widely diffused across the Anglo-American 

world in part through cheap mass-market paperback editions of texts such as Kate Millett’s Sexual 

Politics, Shulamith Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex, and Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch. 

But returning to gay activism, this dissertation argues that from the close of the 1960s the 

Anglo-American world saw a specific manifestation of gay liberation that was at once characterized by 

significant transnational linkages, as well as a family resemblance in the sense of overlapping rather than 

absolute or essentialist similarities. To be sure, the legal situation was one source of such similarities. 

While the United Kingdom and Canada had recently decriminalized narrowly-defined homosexual acts in 

private between adults as gay liberation crystallized, and while a small number of U.S. states had already 

repealed sodomy laws, homosexual acts remained illegal in most of the United States and all of Australia 

and New Zealand.  Nevertheless, the age of consent for homosexual acts was very disproportionate for 

homosexual vis-a-vis heterosexual sex in the jurisdictions where homosexual sex was legal at all. And a 

large assemblage of obscenity and morality laws existed on the books in all of these countries that could 

be (and were) deployed against intrusions of homosexuality into public space or the public sphere. So 

regardless of specific and partial decriminalizations, an oppressive legal apparatus similarly faced gay 
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liberationists across the Anglo-American world. In contrast to the broad tradition of the Napoleonic 

Code and modern civil law, which made no mention of homosexual acts, there was a consistent strain of 

puritanical and overt sexual regulation within various traditions of common law. No doubt this partially 

accounts for the fact that despite erroneous scholarly assertions that gay liberation was uniformly 

unconcerned with law, demands for decriminalization and legal equality were consistent features of 

foundational manifestos and ‘We Demand’ statements from New York City to Auckland, from Ottawa to 

London.114 

 Another series of overlapping similarities concerns intellectual conditions. Unlike much of 

Continental Europe, where psychoanalysis was extremely influential and was integrated into a great 

deal of radical left discourse, psychoanalysis had peculiarly conservative and heteronormative -- even 

homophobic -- manifestations across the Anglo-American world. These conservative manifestations of 

psychoanalysis were most pronounced in the United States, where influential psychoanalysts such as 

Irving Bieber, Charles Socradies, and Lionel Ovesey conceptualized homosexuality as a disease of 

arrested development.115 However, this psychoanalytic interpretation was also manifested to a 

considerable extent in English Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand, no doubt in 

part due to U.S. influence.116 Simply put, psychoanalysis never enjoyed the same level of prestige in the 

Anglo-American world as it did in Continental Europe, and was far more associated with conservative 

reaction than with the left or progressive politics. Unlike in France, where the intellectual history of gay 

liberation cannot be disassociated from critical conversations with radical psychoanalytic texts -- and 

indeed from Deleuze and Guattari’s attacks on the psychoanalytic mommy-daddy-me triangle -- gay 

                                                           
114

 “We Demand,” TBP, 1 (November-December, 1971); “We Demand” Come Out!, 1.7 (Dec-Jan. 1970); “Gay 
Liberation University Manifesto,” Gay Lib News (May 1973); “Principles,” Come Together, 4 (February 1971) 
115

 Henry Abelove, Deep Gossip (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003). 
116

 Mary Louise-Adams, The Trouble With Normal: Postwar Youth and the Making of Heterosexuality (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1997); Joy Damousi, Freud in the Antipodes: A Cultural History of Psychoanalysis in 
Australia (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press, 2005); Rebecca Jennings, “The most uninhibited party 
they’d ever been to”: The Postwar Encounter between Psychiatry and the British Lesbian, 1945–1971,” Journal of 
British Studies, 47 (October 2008). 



43 
 

liberation across the Anglo-American world did not seriously engage with psychoanalysis until quite late 

in the 1970s and even then in a relatively small number of circles.117 The main way that Freud entered 

the picture was in a refracted form, primarily through the philosophy of Herbert Marcuse, whose new 

left syntheses of Freud and Marx exercised a profound influence. Even Dennis Altman has admitted that 

he did not seriously engage with Freud independent of Marcuse until after the 1971 publication of 

Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation.118 In any case, far more influential than psychoanalytic texts 

were those of anti-psychiatry, particularly the writings of Thomas Szasz, David Cooper, and R.D. Laing. 

Herbert Marcuse’s profound influence speaks to another characteristic of gay liberation across 

the Anglo-American world, specifically the extent to which it was rooted in the new left as opposed to 

the “traditional left.” Indeed, gay liberationists in English Canada, the United States, the United 

Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand were often very critical of and sometimes, particularly in the early 

years of the movement, even hostile towards Marxism and communism. To be sure, they had good 

reasons for adopting this stance; Marxist-Leninist and communist organizations and ideologues often 

saw homosexual politics as at best a frivolous distraction and at worst a reactionary indication of how 

decadent Western, bourgeois culture had become.119 This is not to deny important currents of Marxism 

and socialist traditions within gay liberation, particularly in the United Kingdom, where periodicals such 

as Gay Marxist and Gay Left were respectively founded in 1972 and 1975. But in general terms gay 

liberation across the Anglo-American world was not as connected to the traditional left or to labour 

movements as their Continental European counterparts, who were more inclined to iterate gay 

liberation within a broad horizon of Marxist and/or anarchist discourse. In any case, gay liberation in 
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Canada, the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand had stronger foundational 

connections to the New Left, the sixties counterculture, and identity politics.  

This list of overlapping rather than absolute similarities is by no means exhaustive; additional 

family resemblance characteristics of Anglo-American gay liberation will emerge in successive pages. But 

at this juncture it is more germane to focus on transnational linkages and interconnections, for while 

cognizant of the existence of similarities and differences between iterations of gay liberation in different 

cities, regions, nation states, and cultural-linguistic spheres, this dissertation is not animated by a 

comparative approach. Certainly, one could fruitfully compare and contrast the emergence of gay 

liberation in a select number of sites or within a specific geographic scale. For instance, one could draw 

out, emphasize, and explore differences and similarities between gay liberation in New York vs. San 

Francisco, the Pacific Northwest vs. the Great Lakes region, or in the United Kingdom vs. Australia. Given 

the overwhelming extent to which the historiography and interdisciplinary scholarship of gay liberation 

has proceeded largely within the local-urban and national frame, such a comparative approach would 

have a great deal of material on which to draw and synthesize (although the regional scale would 

require more empirical research). However, “Out of the Closet and Into Print” is oriented towards the 

networks and interconnections that crisscrossed the Anglo-American world, which to a considerable 

extent inhered in transnationally circulating periodicals.  

To be sure, these periodicals were diverse productions. They included a first wave of short-lived, 

gay liberation front organs such as New York City’s Come Out!, London’s Come Together, Sydney’s Gay 

Liberation Newsletter, and Auckland’s Gay Lib News; a more durable core comprised of Toronto’s The 

Body Politic, San Francisco’s Gay Sunshine, Boston’s Fag Rag, and Detroit’s Gay Liberator; a number of 

less influential but still transnationally circulating periodicals such as Sydney’s Gay Liberation Press, 

Vancouver’s Gay Tide, Christchurch’s Aequus, and Winnipeg-Saskatoon’s After Stonewall; a smattering 

of thematically leftist periodicals that included London’s Gay Marxist and Gay Left, and Los Angeles’ 
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Come Out Fighting; and generalist gay community newspapers that published gay liberation content, 

such as London’s Gay News and Boston’s Gay Community News. To greater and lesser extents these 

periodicals reprinted each other’s articles; borrowed graphics and photographs; and advertised in one 

another’s pages. They also constituted a dialogical and counterpublic space; circulated gay liberationist 

ideas and analyses; brought far-flung activists into association. To demonstrate how such actor-

networks functioned in concrete terms, the remainder of this introduction will pivot towards a narrative 

mode of exposition, and tell a story about Dennis Altman’s life, his book Homosexual Oppression and 

Liberation, and his relationship to The Body Politic. It is a story that at once encapsulates and makes an 

initial empirical contribution to the arguments outlined above.  

----- 
 

Born in Sydney in 1943, Dennis Altman was the first-born son of Central European Jews who had 

immigrated to Australia to escape the horrors of Nazism. While spending much of his childhood in 

Sydney and Melbourne, Altman eventually relocated with his family to Hobart, Tasmania. He remembers 

the broader cultural experience of postwar Tasmania as overwhelmingly Anglocentric. In secondary 

school Altman was taught the greatness of British history from the Tudors to Victoria. For leisure he read 

Agatha Christie and P.G. Wodehouse. On weekends he watched the latest films from England (and 

increasingly the United States). Altman recalls that “Tasmania in the 1950s was as staunch bastion of 

conventional Anglocentric values as such other Imperial outposts as Vancouver Island or the south 

island of New Zealand.”120 More generally, he characterizes Australia in the postwar period as “a country 

which looked across the Equator to Britain and perhaps the United States as constant reference points, 

seeing ‘Asia’ as an undifferentiated mass of peoples who were both poor and threatening.”121  

 Enrolling as an undergraduate at the University of Tasmania, Altman became increasingly 

politicized in the early 1960s, particularly in relation to issues of racism and Third World decolonization. 
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Like many of his peers, he opposed racist immigration restrictions known as the White Australia Policy. 

He also protested apartheid in South Africa.122 Writing an honours thesis on the decolonization 

movements that were sweeping across the African continent, Altman simultaneously developed a strong 

interest in the politics and history of South-East Asia. After completing his undergraduate degree, he left 

Tasmania to pursue graduate studies as soon as possible. Altman writes that “going abroad was the 

constant dream of my generation, and the only unusual step was that I went to study in the United 

States rather than Britain.”123 After failing to obtain a scholarship at the London School of Economics, he 

opted for Cornell University. 

  Arriving at Cornell in 1964, Altman had every intention of pursuing Southeast Asian studies. Yet 

he became increasingly fascinated by the United States. Intrigued by everything from American 

patriotism to exotic food such as cheeseburgers, he left Cornell’s Southeast Asian program, and instead 

studied U.S. politics. Retrospectively, he believes this decision was “hardly surprising. Why learn 

Indonesian when there was this great new world opening before me whose language I already 

spoke?”124 At Cornell, Altman participated in seminars with the visiting scholar Hannah Arendt, and the 

growing student movement opposing the Vietnam War. Cornell also entailed new opportunities for 

sexual exploration. Reading a copy of John Rechy’s City of Night, Altman was alerted to homosexual 

possibilities at the YMCA, which he pursued in Ithaca and on trips to New York City.125  

Yet Altman became increasingly homesick and ambivalent about academic life. And in 1966 he 

dropped out of Cornell’s PhD stream and returned to Australia with a Master’s. The demographic baby 

boom had created a burgeoning student population and almost exponential demand for university 

instructors. So Altman easily obtained a lectureship at the recently established Monash University in 

Melbourne before transferred to the University of Sydney in 1969. There he discovered that the political 
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and countercultural phenomena of “the 60s” were suddenly burgeoning in Australia’s largest city. To be 

sure, Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War had spurred major anti-war protests, and 

countercultural expressions such as musical Hair were stirring national controversy. However, Altman 

soon longed to return to the United States, which he regarded as the epicenter of a broader and historic 

revolutionary moment. Recalling that “one of the lazy pleasures of academic life in those days was the 

right to sabbatical leave without a clear project or commitment,” he left Sydney for New York City in 

1970 “with the vague intention of becoming involved in some sort of political activity.”126  

 The gay radicalism unleashed by the Stonewall Riots still hung in the air. After answering a listing 

in the Village Voice, Altman became the roommate of Adolph Garcia -- a painter whose apartment was a 

meeting space for gay liberationists who produced the periodical Come Out! Serendipitously, Altman 

became connected with one of gay liberation’s major communicative vehicles. And in addition to 

occasionally writing for Come Out!, he began participating in gay liberation protests, including a Gay 

Activists Alliance (GAA) occupation of Harper’s Magazine for printing an article describing homosexuality 

as “anathema” and homosexuals as “cursed.”127 Flooding into Harper’s Manhattan headquarters, GAA 

set up an information table, handed out leaflets and coffee to passing workers, and expressed pride in 

their homosexuality. Altman reflects that “out of this incident I resolved to write a book about the new 

gay affirmation, and began trudging around New York City in search of a possible publisher.”128  

Originally titled No Liberation without Us: Gay Liberation and the Changing Consciousness of 

America, Altman’s book proposal was repeatedly rejected. Random House simply cited “commercial 

considerations” – it did not believe that a book on homosexuality would generate enough profit.129 For 

Basic Books, Altman’s proposal was too activist -- in the words of a senior editor, it was “too much of a 
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‘movement’ book.”130 Holt, Reinhardt and Winston rejected Altman’s proposal because it believed that 

with a smattering of forthcoming gay liberation titles, the tiny market for such literature would soon be 

“glutted.”131 Ultimately Altman met Harris Dienstfrey, whose a small publishing house Outerbridge & 

Dienstfrey was willing to take a gamble. A rigorous editor, Dienstfrey helped shape No Liberation 

without Us with insightful, chapter-by-chapter commentary, which continued via airmail after Altman 

returned to Sydney following the end of his sabbatical. Dienstfrey also influenced a title change; he 

regarded Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation as clearer and more commercially viable.132 

Defying easy summation, Homosexual was a brilliant and chaotic text that combined deeply 

personal musings, informal ethnography, literary criticism, theoretical analysis, radical pronouncement, 

and futuristic prophecy. Drawing on eclectic influences, Homosexual jumped from discussions of theatre 

to social-scientific scholarship, from Continental philosophy to Black power, and from fiction to women’s 

liberation. Within Altman’s prose, literati such as James Baldwin, Gore Vidal and Christopher Isherwood 

intermingled with the Freudian-Marxist synthesis of Herbert Marcuse. Ethnographic commentary on 

homosexuality rubbed up against the thought of radical intellectuals such as Frantz Fanon, Kate Millett, 

Eldridge Cleaver, Huey Newton, and Germaine Greer. Like so many of the New Left texts it referenced, 

Homosexual was epistemologically rooted in the “evidence of experience,” and Altman asserted that 

“the best social analysis grows out of personal experience.”133 In terms of the conceptualization of 

sexuality, Homosexual held that human beings were essentially bisexual – or “polymorphous perverse” – 

and that the heterosexual imperative was a cultural rather than biological one. Altman understood 

homosexual identities to be ontologically artificial rather than natural. But he reasoned that such 

identities should be strategically occupied, as they announced erotic possibilities beyond genital coitus 
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and outside the nuclear family structure, and were therefore politically efficacious for the time being. In 

addition to overturning restrictive sex roles and prevailing sexual moralities, Altman prophesied that gay 

liberation’s historic function might be to overcome the false homosexual/heterosexual binary, and bring 

about the “creation of a new human for whom such distinctions are no longer necessary.”134 Somewhat 

controversially, Altman suggested that “in the long run, then, gay liberation will succeed as its raison 

d’être disappears.”135 As the gender theorist Raewyn Connell has written, Homosexual was produced 

during a period of revolutionary excitement in which a remarkable intellectual synergy existed between 

a broad range of social movements and anything seemed possible; the “horizon of struggle still seemed 

to be widening without limit.”136 Reflecting on Homosexual from the vantage of 1993, Altman suggested 

that “without fully understanding what I was writing, I was in fact a social constructionist without 

knowing the term.”137 

Within the confines of a limited budget, Outerbridge & Dienstfrey attempted to vigorously 

promote Homosexual, and to distinguish it as an intellectual alternative to other, more journalistic gay 

liberation titles on the market. Review copies were sent to a huge number of periodicals such as The 

Atlantic, Boston Globe, Chicago Daily News, Canadian Dimension, Cosmopolitan, Esquire, Harper’s, 

Houston Chronicle, Life, New Yorker, New York Review of Books, Newsweek, New Republic, Philadelphia 

Inquirer,  Playboy, Rolling Stone, San Francisco Chronicle, Toronto Star, Vogue, and Washington Post.138 

The vast majority of these periodicals did not run reviews, despite the contemporary mania for activist 

texts that expressed the ideas of New Left social movements. David Outerbridge was clear that 

Homosexual was a difficult book to promote, writing to Altman that “I myself am frustrated by the 
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difficultly of obtaining reviews for it … People are just scared of treating this subject openly.”139 An even 

more disappointing avenue of promotion was television. While TV programs regularly featured women’s 

liberationists and Black power activists, very few such opportunities were available to gay activists. 

Despite repeated attempts, Outerbridge & Dienstfrey largely failed to secure promotional television 

appearances for Altman.140 What ultimately saved the book from commercial oblivion was a lukewarm 

review in TIME magazine, followed by a much more enthusiastic review in The New York Times, in which 

Martin Duberman hailed Homosexual as “the only work that bears comparison, in terms of sustained 

analysis and theoretical complexity, with the best to appear from Women’s Liberation.”141 Partially as a 

result of this exposure, Outerbridge & Dienstfrey was able to negotiate the re-publication of 

Homosexual as an Avon mass-market paperback in 1972. That same year Angus & Robertson purchased 

the rights for a British Commonwealth edition.142 

Nevertheless, Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation was far from a runaway bestseller. Unlike 

paperbacks penned by high profile women’s liberationists and Black power leaders, Homosexual sold 

tens of thousands of copies, not hundreds of thousands or millions of copies.143 Altman recalls that the 

royalties received were relatively small, even mismanaged, and that the paperback rights were sold to 

Avon for a pittance relative to industry norms.144 Although Altman had a somewhat easier time with 

book promotion in Australia, where he did secure appearances on national television, efforts to raise the 

profile of Homosexual were often grassroots and self-organized.  To be sure, Altman’s publisher David 

Outerbridge recommended engaging with the burgeoning gay liberation press as a way of boosting 
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lacklustre sales.145 But it was not primarily monetary considerations that drove Altman to promote his 

book through interviews with gay liberation publications and community talks. Rather, Altman was 

driven by a steadfast belief in the political value that Homosexual had for a movement that was close to 

his heart, and whose collective insights had enabled Homosexual in the first place. Jeffrey Weeks has 

written that as a young gay liberationist based at the London School of Economics, he lacked a 

“systematic presentation” of the ideas of his movement and desperately “needed a map.”146 Obtaining a 

copy of Homosexual in 1972, Weeks recounts that the book “helped make sense of the helter-skelter 

experiences and readings of the previous, hectic eighteen months … It helped give shape to a host of 

inchoate ideas. It started many intellectual hares running.”147 It was partially for the benefit of activists 

such as Weeks that Altman fought hard to achieve a wide circulation for his book within gay liberation 

circles by embarking on grass-roots, largely self-financed speaking tours.  

One of these tours occurred in the summer of 1972, when Altman travelled across North 

America to give talks, engage in community dialogues, and promote Homosexual from California to 

Wisconsin to New York. The most memorable stay on his journey was in Toronto as a guest of The Body 

Politic, which was already emerging as a leading gay liberation periodical internationally. In a public form 

organized by the periodical’s collective and attended by over 150 people, Altman engaged his audience 

in a dialogue concerning not only the ideas expressed in Homosexual, but the many socio-political 

similarities between Australia and Canada – countries he regarded as better positioned to achieve 

meaningful social change than the United States.148 What Altman remembers most about his Toronto 

trip was staying at a Body Politic collective house on Marchmount Street, and participating in the social 

life of the collective. “I just felt comfortable with those guys,” Altman recounts.  “And I think I probably 
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slept with a couple of them, at some point, because that’s what people did.”149 Revisiting The Body 

Politic collective several times over the course of the 1970s and early 1980s, Altman came to regard 

Toronto as having the strongest sense of gay community “of all the cities I know,” and as a place in 

which gay people were “constantly re-imagining the social meaning of making sexuality central to one’s 

sense of the world.”150 Moreover, Altman viewed The Body Politic as one of the best gay liberation 

periodicals in existence due to its mix of serious analysis and playful humour, its talented and dedicated 

collective, and what Altman calls the publication’s “sensible leftism. It didn’t fall for crazy, hard-line, 

Trotskyist-type analyses.”151 

Members of The Body Politic collective likewise have fond memories of Altman’s time in their 

midst. Gerald Hannon emphasizes that he had sex Altman at the Marchmount collective – after all, free 

love and non-monogamous sex was a widespread ethos of gay liberation.152 On an intellectual and 

political level, Ed Jackson recalls that Homosexual “was one of the great books at the time,” and that 

over the course of several visits “we became quite good friends, the group of us at The Body Politic and 

Dennis Altman. He was a real catalyst for discussion, and he brought an international perspective.”153 

Merv Walker likewise recounts that as a guest at collective meetings and the Marchmount house, 

Altman  

sparked some very interesting meetings … We were all interested in what he had to 
say about what was going on in Australia … I remember being very taken with him; he 
was a very articulate man who had thought deeply about a lot of issues of relevance to 
us.154 

 
However, relations between Altman and the collective were not devoid of conflict and criticism. For 

example, Altman recalls that,  
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something that always bothered me was the monolingualism … I mean, to me, the 
possibility to become bilingual in Canada was very great. And here were all these very 
smart English-Canadians rejecting it, and it seems to me deliberately not wanting to 
speak French. I always thought this was odd … This was one of the great failings of TBP. 
I don’t think it ever seriously engaged with the Quebecois movement.155 
 

On the other hand, some members of The Body Politic felt that Altman’s critique was based on an 

idealized and inaccurate view of Canada as a bilingual society rather than a (relatively recently) officially-

declared bilingual nation-state. For all Altman’s contributions to the intellectual life of the collective, Ken 

Popert complained that, 

He had this strange habit of referring to anyone who could speak even two or three 
words of French as a Francophone. And of course people in the rest of the English-
speaking world don’t use that word the way that we use it. Here, to say you are a 
Francophone implies, if not a native speaker, then a great deal of acquisition of the 
language. 
 

Popert ultimately found Altman’s attempts to practice his French with collective members in the 1970s 

somewhat grating, as “we never spoke that language with each other.”156 Nevertheless, Altman is 

insistent that one of the great failures of gay liberation in English Canada – and Anglo-American gay 

liberation generally -- was that it did not sufficiently engage with what was occurring outside its own 

linguistic borders. He asserts that,  

there was an arrogance in the English-speaking world, where people didn’t give a shit 
about anything else. People in other linguistic areas were much more aware. They read 
stuff that was coming out in English. The people who only spoke English were not 
particularly interested in what was coming out elsewhere. So, you still get people who 
think that all of radical gay thought began at Stonewall, because they have no idea of 
the work of people like Guy Hoqenheim in France or Mario Mieli in Italy.157  

 
Still, one wonders to what extent Altman’s criticism is rooted in historical reality or a normative political 

stance rooted in Altman’s more recent explorations of the globalization of homosexual identity and 

politics.158 After all, by his own account Altman never had any “real experience of a non-English-speaking 
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gay world” until taking another sabbatical from the University of Sydney in 1977 to spend ten months in 

Paris.159 And of his sabbatical, he writes that the “struggle with French revealed to me the enormous 

complexities and power contained in language, the frustrations in not mastering it. I left at least one 

dinner party in tears, feeling myself like a child unable to keep up with the adults.”160 Moreover, despite 

involvement with the radical gay publication Gai pied, Altman admits that “my knowledge of French 

meant I barely followed the passionate debates that surrounded the production of every issue.”161  

 In any case, English-language gay liberation periodicals provided an important space through 

which Altman could express and circulate his ideas and analyses of homosexual politics and human 

sexuality throughout the 1970s. To give but a few examples, in 1973 Altman penned an analysis of 

sexism that was published by Melbourne Gay Liberation and Gay Lib News of Sydney in which he 

suggested that while homosexuality was a partial abdication of male privilege, gay men were by no 

means free of sexist attitudes, which they needed to recognize and collectively address.  Still, Altman 

objected to common notions that sexual objectification, particularly between men, was inherently 

sexist. “It seems to me mistaken,” he wrote, “to deny that we do perceive people in sexual terms … a 

more attainable goal would be to expand our appreciation of the sexual potential in all others, so that 

we [begin] to break down stereotyped view of what is sexually attractive.” For Altman the way to 

combat sexism was not to repress a human tendency toward sexual objectification, but rather to 

diversify the objects of sexualization. The problem was monogamy and genital hegemony; he suggested 

that gay liberation should explore the “sexual and erotic dimensions of the way we interrelate, and the 

possibilities of expanding our abilities to relate to more people in diverse ways.”162 
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In a two-part series on homosexual politics published in 1974 and 1975 by Sydney’s Gay 

Liberation Press, Altman turned from sexual to strategic concerns. Here he critiqued the posturing of gay 

activists who completely discounted efforts to obtain concrete social and legal reforms in favour of 

revolutionary action, and a total assault on “the system.” Moreover, Altman asserted that gay activists 

had made a number of important gains in the 1970s that could not be discounted as merely liberal. 

These gains included the proliferation of gay organizations on university campuses as a result of policy 

changes, the loosening of media restrictions regarding gay content, and the adoption of anti-

discrimination ordinances by North American cities such as Ann Arbor, Madison, and Toronto as a result 

of intensive lobbying. Altman’s insisted that those activists who saw gay liberation as part of an overall 

revolutionary movement constituted quite a small group, and that the majority of homosexuals were “in 

no way part of or attracted to any section of the gay movement.” He held that activists should not 

simply abandon those homosexuals who were not oriented towards (much less involved in) radical gay 

politics by spurning reformist actions that could greatly improve their lives, and enhance the conditions 

that might enable them to come out.163 

To give a final example, in an article published by London’s Gay Left in 1978, Altman turned his 

attention to the origins of modern gay identities, and revised his thinking about the inherently 

revolutionary character of homosexuality. Here he asserted that taboos regarding homosexuality were 

by no means universal but rather historically specific. And he posited that the existence of a large 

number of men and women who self-identified as gay and lesbian in a socially primary fashion was 

largely a creation of industrialized, urbanized societies. With its urbanized spatiality and industrial 

wages, capitalism created conditions in which homosexual subcultures could develop. As Altman put it, 

“it is only with the breakdown of the ascriptive family and the very narrowly defined social roles of 
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traditional cultures that it becomes possible to live as a homosexual.” Yet Altman was also clear that 

earlier gay liberation analyses that suggested homosexuality threatened capitalism had to be revised. He 

wrote that much as feminist struggles for abortion and contraceptive services were succeeding in 

capitalist countries, struggles for homosexual rights were moving forward because  

the capitalist order no longer demands that sexuality be bent to the needs of the 
reproduction of labour power. Indeed the present requirements of capitalism are for 
privatised hedonism to maintain the extensive consumerism on which the system rests, 
and here homosexuals represent an attractive market rather than a social threat. 

 
In a typically prophetic vein, Altman held that in the coming years homosexuality would be 

decriminalized in a growing number of jurisdictions, and gay people would increasingly gain the right 

serve in the armed forces and civil service, as well as marry and adopt children. In other words, Altman 

predicted a future in which it would become less important to compel and coerce people into 

heterosexual units of social reproduction, and more important to amplify and expand modes of 

consumption. But drawing on a Freudian conception of sexuality as an unruly energy that was repressed 

and sublimated, Altman suggested that homosexuality nevertheless retained its radical potential in the 

following way. For a society that maintained heterosexuality as the norm, even it were to grant full 

rights to “deviants,” the full de-repression and de-sublimation of homosexuality would “begin a process 

of far more radical sexual release.” Altman explained that  

freed from guilt, the discovery by men of sexual feelings for each other could make it 
easier to break down hostility and aggression between each other – and by extension, 
make it easier for them to relate as equals with women against whom aggression is 
also often directed – but to do so homosexuality would have to move beyond its 
current emphasis on genitality, often of an extremely aggressive sort, to an exploration 
of the tender dimensions of eroticism …164 

 
What can be said to summarize this narrative regarding Dennis Altman’s biography, his book 

Homosexual Oppression and Liberation, and his relationship to gay liberation periodicals, above all The 

Body Politic? Simply put, it is a story that highlights gay liberation’s eclectic intellectual influences and 
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persistence throughout the 1970s; the considerable obstacles facing the circulation of queer discourses 

within the mainstream media and the public sphere; the communicative and intellectual importance of 

periodicals to gay liberationists; the utility of the Anglo-American world as a unit of inquiry; and the 

status of language as a potentially greater barrier to interconnection than absolute geographic space.  

 
------ 

 
Before turning to briefly introduce the chapters that comprise this dissertation, the time has 

come to address a few methodological issues regarding sources. “Out of the Closet and Into Print” draws 

on a wide range of English language, Anglo-American periodicals. And it concentrates on the 17 

publications mentioned above, which in the following pages are thematized in relation to the 

transnational network that they helped to constitute – namely Aequus, After Stonewall, Come Out!, 

Come Out Fighting, Come Together, Fag Rag, Gay Left, Gay Community News, Gay Liberation Newsletter, 

Gay Liberation Press, Gay Liberator, Gay Lib News, Gay Marxist, Gay News, Gay Sunshine, Gay Tide, and 

The Body Politic. Other periodicals have been occasionally drawn on in discussions of this dissertation’s 

various themes, without being identified or examined as part of this overall network, for example: 

Sydney’s Camp Ink, a hybrid of homophile and gay liberation concerns; Sydney’s Campaign, Australia’s 

generalist gay community newspaper; Waterloo’s Gemini, a student-produced effort; and Portland’s The 

Northwest Gay Review, a regionally-focused publication. Even though none of these were major or even 

fully gay liberation publications, neither were Christchurch’s Aequus or Winnipeg-Saskatoon’s After 

Stonewall. In other words, many other periodicals could have potentially been included within the 

network under examination here. 

However, networks have a tendency to expand outwards almost indefinitely as one traces new 

connections and encounters new actors along the way. And while it would be mistaken to characterize 

decisions about where to draw boundaries around actor-networks as arbitrary, in practical terms 

scholarship inspired by ANT entails difficult, sometimes unhappy choices about what to include and 
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exclude when studying a network. Under these conditions, the best a scholar can often do is attempt to 

remained focused on the “core” of a network, even if that core is more like a mutable and moving rather 

than a fixed target. But it is also important to acknowledge that this “core” may appear somewhat 

differently depending on the location and archival resources of the researcher exploring a given 

network. Indeed, had this dissertation been written and researched primarily in, say, California, British 

Columbia, and New York rather than Ontario, England, and the Australian state of Victoria  (where it was 

in fact largely written and researched) the core of the network would no doubt appear in a relatively – 

but not absolutely -- different light. 

Here it is worth mentioning the unique relationship between this dissertation and The Body 

Politic (TBP). “Out of the Closet and Into Print” is not a history of this Toronto based periodical. Such a 

project has yet to be undertaken and it would require somewhat different methodologies than those 

employed here. Nevertheless, TBP features very prominently in the following pages, a fact that can be 

explained in two main respects. Simply put, TBP was an unusually significant gay liberation publication 

internationally. Not only was it one of the longest running periodicals of its kind, it was also consistently 

one of the absolute best in terms of everything from production values to investigative features to 

intellectual contributions. Situated on “the edge of empire,” and at once a beneficiary of its proximity to 

the American metropole and yet a distinct product of English Canada, TBP enjoyed a unique resonance 

across the Anglo-American world. However, its prominence within this dissertation is by no means 

restricted to the publication’s “objective” quality or influence.  Indeed, TBP in fact founded the archives 

in which a considerable majority of the research for this dissertation was undertaken. Established as the 

Canadian Gay Liberation Movement Archives by members of TBP in 1973, what became the Canadian 

Lesbian and Gay Archives is currently the largest independent LGBT archives in the world. But its original 

practices of collection and political horizons were indistinguishable from those of TBP as an institution. 

And thus the fact that many of the periodicals and documents relied on here were encountered in an 
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archival space constituted by TBP itself is not innocuous. Such a situation almost necessarily confers 

upon TBP a central position within and an active role in constituting the network under examination.  

While embracing TBP’s position in this respect, it is nevertheless fortuitous that a potential TBP echo-

chamber effect has been at least partially mitigated by considerable supplementary research at libraries 

and archives in the United Kingdom, Australia, and to a lesser extent the United States.   

Also drawing on 14 author-conducted oral history interviews, which have not simply been mined 

for empirical data, but meditated upon with reference to their interpretative directions and explanatory 

value, the remainder of this dissertation is divided into the following chapters. Chapter Two examines 

the diverse intellectual influences that underpinned gay liberation as a distinct formation of queer 

activism. Along the way, it explores everything from the ideas of women’s liberation to antipsychiatry, 

from the thought of Alfred Kinsey to Herbert Marcuse. Part of the argument here is that these ideas 

were accessible through inexpensive, mass-market paperbacks that were available to and influenced gay 

liberationists across the Anglo-American at more or less the same time. Chapter Three turns to gay 

liberation periodicals and explores the fluid, transnational network they constituted. Operating on shoe-

string budgets, these periodicals relied on volunteer labour, and engaged in various forms of advertising 

and content-exchange. Their relations were characterized by solidarity and mutual cooperation rather 

than competition. 

Chapter Four concerns gay liberation’s critical engagements with “the psy disciplines.” It 

examines activist challenges to the pathologization of homosexuality by psychiatrists, psychologists, 

psychoanalysts, and other mental health professionals, who were often constructed as lynchpins of 

homosexual oppression. The chapter explores everything from activist writings regarding their personal 

experiences of aversion therapy and psychiatric treatment; to the delisting of homosexuality from the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the American Psychiatric Association; to gay liberationist 

interpretations of Freud.  Chapter Five unpacks gay liberation’s projects of historical knowledge-making, 
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which have been too often discounted by scholars as facile, unworthy of serious consideration, or simply 

ahistorical. Centering on “gay heroes,” these historical knowledge-making projects were not only about 

uncovering the past, but elaborating the movement’s collective subject and furnishing resources with 

which to critique the exclusions and distortions of “heterosexist” historiography. 

Chapter Six combats overgeneralizations that have been posited regarding political and 

intellectual divergences between lesbians and gay men. Normally careful and erudite scholars have 

indeed made some rather sweeping assertions regarding an absolute, linear breakdown of co-gender 

relations in the mid-1970s. A major argument here is that neither lesbian feminism nor gay liberation 

can be reduced to monolithic political or ideological blocs, and that productive interactions existed 

between gays and lesbians within a broad framework of gay liberation throughout the 1970s. The final 

chapters of this thesis address extremely controversial issues of child and youth sexuality.  Chapter 

Seven examines gay liberationist perspectives on age of consent legislation, systems of education, 

memories of early sexual experiences, and intergenerational sex. Chapter Eight explores the furor that 

emerged following The Body Politic’s publication of a feature on intergenerational sex and paedophilia.  



61 
 

Chapter Two 

A Sea of Radicalisms: Transversal Entanglements across the Long 1960s 
 

In a 1976 lecture series at the Collège de France titled ‘Society Must Be Defended,’ Michel 

Foucault briefly analyzed the radical politics of his historical present. He asserted that “for the last ten or 

fifteen years, at most twenty,” Western societies had increasingly witnessed “the efficacy of dispersed 

and discontinuous offensives.”1 And here Foucault was referring to a wave of activist offensives against 

prevailing power relations in domains such as medicine, psychiatry, sexuality, gender, and prison 

systems.2 Despite their diversity, Foucault distinguished two primary elements that these activist 

offensives had in common. First, they entailed “autonomous and non-centralized theoretical production, 

or in other words a theoretical production that does not need a visa from some regime to establish its 

validity.”3 From the localized discourses of antipsychiatry, to attacks on the penal apparatus, to ongoing 

mobilizations against “the traditional sexual hierarchy,” Foucault indeed discerned a “removal of the 

tyranny of overall discourses, with their hierarchies and all the privileges enjoyed by theoretical 

vanguards.”4 Second, Foucault regarded these activist offensives as bound up with what he called “the 

insurrection of subjugated knowledges.”5  And here he was referring to collective, differential, and 

particular “knowledges from below,” which activists increasingly refused to accept “as insufficiently 
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elaborated knowledges … below the required level of erudition or scientificity.”6 Simply put, Foucault 

saw the insurrection of these “subjugated knowledges” against formal systematizations as responsible 

for a “general feeling that the ground was crumbling beneath our feet, especially in places where it 

seemed most familiar, most solid, and closest to us, to our bodies, to our everyday gestures.”7 In a word, 

this was Foucault’s take on the epistemological and theoretical politics of what historians have called 

“the long 1960s.”8 And it is a helpful point of departure for the following chapter.  

As many historians have pointed out, the long 1960s -- a periodization roughly stretching from 

the mid-1950s to the mid-1970s -- saw the emergence of numerous activist movements with little 

foundational connection to religion, class, or state policy. Eschewing deference to established traditions 

of Marxism and psychoanalysis, these so-called “new social movements” undertook what Foucault 

called “autonomous and non-centralized theoretical production” with respect to race, gender, 

colonialism, sexuality, and mental health. For example, women’s liberation laboured to denaturalize 

gender roles, the nuclear family, romantic love, mainstream socialization, and received constructions of 

the body. Anti-colonialism and Black power theorized the psychic damage and economic exploitation 

wrought by colonialism and racism, as well as the revolutionary empowerment of Third World peoples 

both in their homelands and in diasporic concentrations.   Antipsychiatry implored madness to speak its 

truth, and attacked the operative concepts of psychiatry while working to undermine the discipline from 

the inside. Other important movements could certainly be mentioned here. But the larger point is that 
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numerous activists undertook theorizations underpinned by experience-oriented epistemologies that 

challenged the dominance of vanguards and experts. Rejecting notions that specialized training or 

official credentials necessarily bequeathed accurate accounts of the world, activists of the long 1960s 

increasingly turned to collective, lived experience as a source of evidence from which to generate 

knowledge. And they did so in a fashion that was cross-pollinating and mutually reinforcing.  

The historian Sean Mills has suggested that “publicly expressed ideas can never be the jealously 

guarded property of one group or another,” and in the context of 1960s Montreal he argues that the 

theorizations of women’s liberation, Third World decolonization, Black power, and Québécois 

nationalism were constantly mixing and productively “metamorphosing.”9 Sociologists are inclined to 

call this phenomenon “social movement spillover,” a concept that denotes the tendency of ideas, 

discourses, strategies, and tactics to overflow the borders of particular social movements and 

transformatively influence adjacent activisms.10 Other scholars prefer to use the language of 

“transversality,” which was appropriated from geometry and given new life in the philosophy of Felix 

Guttari and Gilles Deleuze.11 Simply put, transversality denotes convergence without equivalence, a 

middle-ground between synthesis and absolute difference, horizontal rather than hierarchical relations, 
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and “rhizomatic” rather than “arborescent” interconnections.12 In other words, transversality entails 

mobile, contingent, and multidirectional intersections between diverse activisms that resist 

subordination to a single logic or programme.13  Thus the concept captures something of the intellectual 

tenor of 1960s activisms, as does the historian Michelle Murphy’s conceptualization of “entanglements” 

in her recent work on feminist biopolitics. Here Murphy articulates entanglements as ingenious and 

productive activist borrowings, but also the potentially contradictory and even antagonistic dimensions 

of such borrowings, which often go unnoticed by social movement actors themselves.14 To risk a 

neologism, this chapter sets out to explore the transversal entanglements that were central to gay 

liberation’s intellectual history. 

Scholars have long suggested that gay liberation was a movement that borrowed and 

synthesized thought appropriated from a sea of surrounding radicalisms. For example, Raewyn Connell 

emphasizes that gay activists borrowed the language of “liberation” from women’s liberationists, who 

borrowed this language from the Viet Cong, who borrowed it from Algerian revolutionaries, who 
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borrowed it from the Second World War French Resistance.15 Scholars are also well aware that the idea 

of “gay power” and the slogan “gay is good” were appropriated and transmutated from the Black power 

movement. Nevertheless, the following pages are animated by a certain frustration with a lack of 

rigorous historical research into the broader intellectual milieu in which gay liberation crystallized. 

Certainly, there have been scholarly discussions of specific texts that influenced the movement. But too 

often the significance of these texts has been asserted rather than systematically explored. Thus in a 

corrective vein, this chapter closely examines the content of publications that furnished gay liberation 

with indispensable intellectual resources. In schematic terms, these publications can be divided as 

follows. First were texts of epistemological and critical-analytic significance, which were primarily 

penned by activists associated with women’s liberation, antipsychiatry, anti-colonialism, and Black 

power. Second were texts of ontological significance, which were rooted in the Freudian Left and 

sexology, and which offered resources for conceptualizing gay liberation’s political subject.16  By bringing 

this wide range of texts into a single frame of analysis, a number of transversal entanglements that 

contributed to gay liberation’s conditions of possibility will become clear.  

A final objective of this chapter is to go beyond content analysis and examine the materiality 

and circulation of texts that influenced the movement. As a result of marketing and distribution by 

Anglophone publishing houses, key books such as Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics, Hebert Marcuse’s Eros 

and Civilization, Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch, and Thomas Szasz’s The Manufacture of Madness 

enjoyed near simultaneous availability across the Anglo-American world. While sometimes excerpted in 
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gay liberation periodicals, these books were easily accessible in the form of inexpensive, mass-market 

paperbacks sold at both radical and mainstream bookstores. And despite a peculiar global division of 

English-language publishing rights, gay liberationists from Sydney to Toronto saw their bookshelves fill 

up with many of the same books at roughly the same time. As will be explored in detail below, the long 

1960s saw radical thought become increasingly big business, in part due to the demographic 

phenomenon known as the baby-boom and the proliferation of New Left countercultures. Perhaps 

ironically, capitalist economics ensured the circulation and accessibility of texts that advocated radical 

social change and leftist revolution. But before examining these complex phenomena in more detail, the 

chapter begins with a discussion of what might be called gay liberation’s intellectual prehistory. 

----- 

As the historians of sexuality David Churchill, John D’Emilio, Robert Reynolds, Marc Stein, and 

many others have noted, the decades after the Second World War were by no means monotonously 

conservative, conformist, or repressive.17 Long before gay liberation began to crystallize at the end of 

the 1960s, there was a wide range of intellectual resources that future gay liberationists creatively 

employed to challenge prevailing disqualifications of homosexuality. While publications of the postwar 

homophile movement were sometimes helpful in this respect, they often had limited circulations, 

secretive distributions, and aversions to underage readers. Thus in the years before gay liberation, many 

young people were originally inspired to think critically about sexuality on the basis of personalized 

engagements with texts that did not necessarily focus on homosexuality. In other words, rejecting 

disqualifications of homosexuality in the postwar period frequently entailed reading texts against their 
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intended grains. In postwar contexts such as community libraries, commercial bookstores, and 

university classrooms, future gay liberationists encountered a range of texts that offered unique ways 

“of understanding and accepting feelings which remained outside the norm of possible discussion,” as 

the gay liberation theorist Dennis Altman put it.18 

Turning to several concrete examples, Jearld Moldenhauer was born in Niagara Falls, New York, 

in 1946, and grew up hiking and bicycling along the porous border between the United States and 

Canada. Stating that “the Niagara Gorge was basically my playground,” Moldenhauer recalls an early 

interest the area’s flora and fauna, and collecting biological specimens for grade school show-and-tell. 

An academically strong student, Moldenhauer received a scholarship to attend Cornell University in 

1964. And given social pressure to pursue a bachelor of science, he readily opted to study biology. This 

choice had profound effects on his thinking about sexuality. Regularly encountering the diverse sexual 

practices of animals in biology readings, Moldenhauer ultimately rejected the supposed naturalness of 

heterosexual exclusivity. Indeed, he came to believe that humans, like most mammals, enjoyed their 

homosexual potential in a “totally natural way” before the advent of artificial social taboos. In addition 

to Wainwright Churchill’s Homosexual Behavior among Males: A Cross-Cultural and Cross-Species 

Investigation, Alfred Kinsey was a particularly important influence here.19 A biologist by training, Kinsey’s 

conceived of sexuality as a spectrum was connected to his taxonomical studies of gall wasps. And these 

readings in biology and sexology furnished Moldenhauer with resources for rejecting prevalent 

constructions of homosexuality as a “crime against nature,” even before he spearheaded the 

establishment of organizations such as the Cornell University Homophile Association, the University of 

Toronto Homophile Association, and The Body Politic.20  
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 For Ken Popert, an entirely different type of literature proved influential from a young age. Born 

in Toronto in 1947, Popert’s family soon relocated to the suburbs, where he experienced “a very 

isolated and lonely existence.” Seeking escapism, Popert took weekly trips to the Oakville Public Library, 

where he read widely, and discovered a number of anti-Christian essays and polemics. Specifically, he 

recalls reading British philosopher Bertrand Russell’s Why I Am Not a Christian, which exposed logical 

absurdities and contradictions in the Bible, attacked Christianity as an enemy of “moral progress,” and 

took controversial stances on a range of ethical issues.21  For example, Why I Am Not a Christian 

regarded monogamy as an injunction rooted in ancient agricultural societies, and argued that children 

should not be shielded from sexual knowledge. Inspired by Russell’s iconoclasm, Popert began to 

identify as an atheist from early adolescence. And this rejection of prevailing Judeo-Christian values 

provided an unexpected framework for understanding non-normative sexuality in an affirmative light. 

Popert remembers his enthusiasm upon discovering media discussions about relationships that spurned 

matrimonial, Church-sanctioned, and nuclear family models -- including an article about a homosexual 

couple in Toronto’s The Telegram newspaper in 1961. Interpreting such relationships against the grain 

of social disapproval, Popert instead saw a positive vision of what his future might hold.22 

Merv Walker’s memory is less clear on the specific publications that influenced his early critical 

thinking about sexuality, but he is certain that an encounter with the academic discipline of 

anthropology was pivotal. Born in the small town of Kamsack, Saskatchewan in 1953, Walker 

demonstrated early scholastic excellence. And after graduating from high school he relocated to 

Saskatoon in order to attend the University of Saskatchewan in 1970. To be sure, Walker remembers 

discovering a definition of homosexuality in a dictionary in grade school and believing that the term 

captured an essential part of who he was. However, it was Walker’s experience of studying 
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anthropology as an undergraduate student that furnished new resources for questioning prevailing 

disqualifications of homosexuality. Walker recalls that in anthropology,  

Homosexuality appears in studies of various cultures, and is dealt with very 
even-handedly for the most part. So that was kind of a revelation … The 
academic distance from all issues of morality and in that context was very 
formative I think.  
 

Straining to remember the anthropologists he was reading forty years ago, Walker wonders if Margaret 

Mead’s iconoclastic examination of Samoan culture could be found on his reading lists.23 But whatever 

the case, before moving to Toronto and joining the struggle for gay liberation in 1971, Walker had 

already begun to develop a positive understanding of homosexuality as a part of the astounding 

diversity of human cultures.24 

In contrast, Michael Hurley’s early resources for rethinking received sexual norms were primarily 

drawn from literature and counterculture. Born in London in 1952, Hurley’s relocated with his family to 

rural Victoria, Australia at a young age.25 Obtaining a Commonwealth scholarship, he briefly attended 

the University of Sydney before entering Catholic seminary in 1969, where he discovered homosexual 

personal ads in a copy of The Village Voice that was circulating among peers. Increasingly identifying 

with countercultural loosening of sexual values that is sometimes called the sexual revolution, Hurley 

recalls the thrill of attending an Australian tour of the musical Hair, which contained controversial on-

stage nudity and explored themes of sexual freedom. In addition to these countercultural influences, 

domestic and imported novels also began to positively reshape Hurley’s understanding of 

homosexuality. Specifically, he identifies the pulp novelist Gerald Glaskin and the celebrated writer 
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James Baldwin as facilitating with his slow and uneven process of queer self-acceptance, which had 

certainly begun before he joined Sydney gay liberation in 1972.26 

Literature also made a significant, nascent impact on Joan Nestle, as did homophile publications 

and especially anti-colonial theory. Born in the Bronx in 1940 and raised by a single mother who worked 

as a prostitute, Nestle characterizes her childhood as one of relentless poverty, residential eviction, and 

community contempt. Recalling a media environment in which McCarthyism was pervasive, Nestle 

states that in 1950s “the words pervert and deviant were in the air, and I knew from a very early time 

that I was one of those things.” While this identification with sexual perversion was harrowing, Nestle 

soon encountered affirmative portraits in lesbian literature such as Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of 

Loneliness, and later in homophile periodicals such as The Ladder. Suggesting that “literature saved my 

life,” Nestle escaped from the Bronx’s hardships by obtaining scholarships to study English at Queens 

College and then at New York University in the 1960s. But while discovering Gertrude Stein, Walt 

Whitman, and many other queer authors in this period, Nestle’s encounter with anti-colonial theory was 

far more important in political terms. Hired by a programme at Queens College that endeavoured to 

help racialized and working-class youth gain access to postsecondary education, Nestle recalls the 

ubiquity of anti-colonial theorists such as Frantz Fanon and Albert Memmi. Memmi in particular made a 

lasting impression; Nestle still vividly remembers “a passage in his portrait of the colonized … where he 

says ‘the colonized are condemned to lose their memory.’”27 This passage structured Nestle’s 

understanding of historical knowledge as a form of power, and it influenced her eventual decision to 

establish the Lesbian Herstory Archives in Brooklyn in the 1970s.28 

Further examples of gay liberation’s intellectual prehistory abound, but moving from the 

particular to the general, the preceding biographical sketches illustrate several larger historical trends. 
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First is that books and print materials not only provided critical resources for queer self-understanding in 

the postwar period; they influenced the very direction of activist lives. In the absence of the electronic 

media, print materials furnished everything from categories of self-identification to knowledge of where 

queer subcultures might be found. A second historical trend illustrated by the above sketches is the 

importance of post-secondary institutions in shaping the intellectual development and life trajectories 

of many future gay liberationists. Long before the emergence of campus gay liberation groups, 

universities provided space and time for critical thought, and access to bodies of knowledge that could 

be creatively read to undermine sexual common sense. And at this juncture it is important to emphasize 

the extent to which these literary and educational trends were historically unique.  

----- 

In general, the parents of gay liberationists belonged to one of the first generations of North 

Americans, Britons, and Australasians that was overwhelmingly literate, largely high-school-educated, 

and able to regularly purchase books. As many scholars have explored, in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries literacy was far from universal, compulsory education only rarely extended past 

elementary, and books were generally hard-bound, expensive, sold in refined settings, and considered 

an elite commodity.29 However, by the interwar period literacy rates were soaring across the Anglo-

American world, at least some degree of high school education was normal, and mass-produced trade 

paperbacks had become increasingly big business. Pioneered by the British firm Penguin in the 1930s, 

paperback production rose dramatically during the Second World War with demand among military 

personnel for inexpensive, lightweight, and pocket-sized books that could be easily transported between 

theatres of conflict. Far from diminishing following the Allied victory, demand for paperbacks only grew 

with demobilization and the de-rationing of paper; indeed, there was a huge increase in book 
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production, and paperbacks were increasingly sold everywhere from drugstores, to magazine 

catalogues, to upmarket bookstores.30 Simply put, collecting and displaying books became a widespread 

practice of both the middle and working classes as a result of a “paperback revolution,” which 

“democratized learning and book ownership,” as the historian Beth Luey notes.31 Never confined to 

fiction, the paperback revolution provided new opportunities for scholars, journalists, and scientific 

popularizers to communicate complex subjects and ideas with larger audiences than ever before.32 

Sometimes avant-garde, dissenting, and even risqué texts found their way onto family bookshelves to 

the benefit of future gay liberationists. This was certainly case for Ken Davis who discovered resources 

for thinking critically about sexuality, gender, and consumer capitalism in his parent’s library in postwar 

Sydney, which contained titles by D.H. Lawrence, Jean Genet, Christopher Isherwood, James Baldwin, 

and Oscar Wilde. 

Pre-existing trends towards rising literacy rates and increasing book sales were only intensified 

by Keynesian welfare statism, which held that the state should act to promote full employment, mitigate 

the harshest dislocations of business cycles, stimulate economic growth through non-market 

interventions, provide low income citizens with some measure of financial assistance, and generally take 

responsibility for the health and welfare of populations.33 One way of achieving these objectives was 
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through the expansion of social infrastructure such as hospitals, housing projects, parks, community 

centres, sports arenas, and public transit systems. However, education was an especially important 

sector for welfare state investment, in large part because of the baby-boom.34  Only a slightly less 

prominent phenomenon in the United Kingdom, the baby boom entailed an “unprecedented increase in 

the birth rate that lasted long beyond the immediate postwar years,” particularly in “Canada, the United 

States, New Zealand, and Australia,” as historian Doug Owram puts it.35 Responding to this massive 

influx of births (and menacing advances in Soviet technology), governments from Ottawa to Washington 

to Canberra embarked on massive investments in education. From the 1940s to the 1970s, 

unprecedented funding flowed towards the construction of new primary and secondary schools, public 

libraries, and universities, as well as new post-secondary scholarships, financial assistance packages, and 

graduate programmes.36 Simply put, the baby-boom generation to which most gay liberationists 
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belonged enjoyed wider educational opportunities and higher literacy rates than any previous 

generation. And although their parents had already been buying, reading, collecting, and displaying 

books in increasing numbers as part of the “paperback revolution,” baby-boomers themselves exerted 

an even greater influence on upward trends in book sales. While still in their cribs, the baby-boomers 

expanded demand for parenting guides and child-rearing manuals, and such books not only proliferated 

but became bestsellers.37 Likewise, as the baby-boomers reached school age and began to read 

independently, Anglo-American markets saw substantial surges in the production and sale of children’s’ 

literature and educational texts. Finally, as the baby-boomers moved towards intellectual and financial 

autonomy in the 1960s, both fiction and non-fiction books that challenged received forms of authority, 

expressed countercultures, and demanded socio-political change increasingly appeared on best-seller 

lists.38 Given their unprecedentedly high levels of education, leisure time, disposal income, and 

demographic significance, baby-boomers were a significant factor in the commercial success of a range 

of controversial, iconoclastic, radical, and activist literature.39 Far from accessible only at leftist or 
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countercultural venues, such books could be easily purchased at mainstream bookstores and through 

commercial catalogues. While some publishing executives might have held their noses at the writings of 

Timothy Leary, Noam Chomsky, or Eldridge Cleaver, during the long 1960s dissenting and radical books 

were too profitable for publishers to resist. As the historian John D’Emilio writes, publishers in the 1960s 

and early 1970s “were scrambling over each other to get access to manuscripts that represented the 

latest political fever.”40 In a word, the effect of the baby-boomers on literary history was not merely 

radically quantitative but qualitatively radical.  

----- 

Turning to focus on the specific books that were particularly intellectually relevant to gay 

liberation as the movement emerged across the Anglo-American world from the late 1960s, the 

following pages will first address texts of epistemological and critical-analytic significance. As suggested 

above, such texts were authored primarily by Black power, anti-colonialism, anti-psychiatry, and 

women’s liberation intellectuals, whose writings had been scooped up by major publishing firms, mass-

produced, and shipped to bookstores across the Anglo-American world. Never marketing such books to 

social movement constituencies alone, publishing firms sought to attract as many readers as possible in 

search of profit maximization. And one of the ways firms did so was by employing eye-catching cover 

art, stylish packaging, and enticing promotional statements. For example, the 1968 North American 

paperback edition of Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth featured an arresting, black and orange 

photograph on its cover, which depicted teeming and agitated black bodies in motion, seemingly 
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engaged in civil disobedience. A suggested, North American retail price of $1.95 hovered above a 

statement that The Wretched of the Earth was “the handbook for the black revolution that is changing 

the shape of the world.”41 Opting for a more surrealist packaging, the 1971 UK/Commonwealth 

paperback edition of Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch featured a cover illustration by the artist 

John Holmes depicting a one-piece body suit seemingly made of human skin complete with protruding 

breasts and erect nipples (see Figure 1). On the comparatively minimalist back cover, a suggested retail 

price of 50 Pence was located below assertions that The Female Eunuch promised a “continuous flow of 

angry power” and “terrific polemical force.”42 Equally dramatic was the packaging of the 

U.K./Commonwealth edition of David Cooper’s The Death of the Family featuring a red and beige cover 

illustration by the artist Su Negrin, which abstractly depicted a family writhing in agony and raging 

outwards against the imprisoning frame of their shared home. (see Figure 2).43  On the back cover, were 

assertions that “this is no doubt a revolutionary book,” as well as a notification that The Death of the 

Family could be owned for the low price of 35 pence in the U.K. (At $1.20 dollars in Australia and New 

Zealand, the book was somewhat more expensive in the Antipodes).44    

Superficially, it might seem that social movements of the long 1960s saw their radical ideas 

packaged and marketed in ways that ironically reinforced “the system.” However, this is a fairly one-

dimensional analysis; what has been called “the rebel sell” is never straightforwardly sinister in the 

domain of book publishing and ideas circulation.45 Publishing firms and booksellers in the 1960s and 

1970s were often staffed by progressive, socially conscious, and intellectually avant-garde -- even radical 

-- individuals who struggled against the conservative industry standards of preceding eras, and saw their  
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Figure 1: Cover of Germaine Greer, The Female Eunuch (Frogmore, Hertfordshire: Paladin, 1971). Cover 
art by John Holmes. 
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Figure 2: Cover of David Cooper, The Death of the Family (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 
1972). Cover art by Su Negrin. 
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efforts to publish social movement texts as a form of activism in itself.46  But regardless of such 

individual motives, the vast production systems and distribution networks of publishing firms allowed 

for a greater geographic diffusion of social movement ideas than would have been possible otherwise. 

What organic connection did young gay liberationists in Melbourne or Vancouver have to African-

American, Black Power radicals, who operated largely in the urban ghettos of the United States? What 

link did gay liberationists in Detroit or San Francisco have to British psychiatrists reacting against the 

established epistemologies, mainstream concepts, and applied powers of their discipline? The answer is 

virtually none – at least outside mass-marketed, widely circulating, English-language texts, which were 

readily available in mainstream and radical bookstores, and excerpted in gay liberationist and other 

underground newspapers. 

This is not to suggest that gay liberationists across the Anglo-American world had access to the 

same books and ideas at precisely the same time. Rather than battling for hegemony over Anglophone 

publishing in the aftermath of the Second World War’s disruptions, a stabilizing pact was struck 

between British and American publishers that essentially divided English language literary markets in 

two.47 Called the Traditional Markets Agreement of 1947, this pact gave U.S. firms exclusive access to 

North American markets, while British firms maintained hegemony over Commonwealth markets such 

as South Africa, Australia, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom itself.48 In brief, the Traditional 

Markets Agreement allowed American and British publishers to avoid costly and unpredictable 

international competition, and focus on tightly delineated, relatively stable markets at a time book sales 
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were booming almost exponentially.49 While the agreement was occasionally broken, it remained in 

effect until the success of a U.S. Department of Justice anti-trust lawsuit in 1976.50 As a result of the 

Traditional Markets Agreement, there were time-lags between the publication of North American books 

and their republication in U.K.-Commonwealth editions, and vice-versa. But while transatlantic 

negotiations for republication rights were complex, they were not normally slow or obstructionist -- the 

sooner firms could profit from books that had been successful on either side of the Anglo-American 

literary divide the better. Thus republication delays were generally much less than two years and 

sometimes only a matter of months for books expected to sell well. And in the context of the long 

1960s, books containing ostensibly radical, provocative, or revolutionary ideas were expected to sell 

very well indeed. This helps to explain why there was a common framework of texts that influenced gay 

liberationists across the Anglo-American world if not at precisely the same time, then at least within a 

relatively short time frame.  

----- 

Case in point: ask former gay liberationists based in Canada, the United States, the United 

Kingdom, or Australia which texts of feminist theory had the greatest influence on their thinking in the 

early 1970s, and their answers will almost invariably include Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics, Shulamith 

Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex, and/or Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch. Dennis Altman recalls that 

“reading Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics, probably in 1970, was extremely significant. You think of books 

that change how you see things, and that was one for me.”51 On the other hand, Liz Ross emphasizes 

that The Female Eunuch, “totally transformed my world. I mean I had lots of differences with Germaine 
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Greer, but it absolutely made me see the world in a completely different way.”52  Similarly, Ed Jackson 

remembers the electrifying effect of encountering The Female Eunuch in 1971, as a guest of a friend 

from Toronto who was studying at the University of Oxford, where the book was being passionately 

debated among postgraduate students.53 While some gay liberationists engaged with the ideas of 

women’s liberation primarily through movement periodicals, which often published excerpts from major 

feminist texts, many activists purchased inexpensive paperback copies themselves.54 Jeffrey Weeks 

reflects that in the early 1970s that “the new feminist texts, most famously from Kate Millett, Shulamith 

Firestone, and Germaine Greer, began to fill my bookshelves.”55  

These texts were not simply brilliant products of their respective authors, but expressions of the 

broader intellectual milieu of women’s liberation. Emerging in the late 1960s, this movement refused to 

accept that problems of gender and sexuality were merely epiphenomenal to capitalism, the 

unconscious, or some other category.56 Certainly, there was considerable specificity in women’s 

liberation organizing in different cities, regions, and nation-states.57  But there were also a number of 
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broad trends that cut across particular localities and national borders. From North America to 

Australasia to Europe, women’s liberationists established bookstores, publishing firms, community 

centres, campus meeting places, exhibition spaces, and sexual health clinics.  And they began to 

transform what seemed to be harrowing personal struggles into collective problems by dismantling 

conceptual separations of private and public; asserting that domesticity, intimacy, and sexuality were 

inherently political; and by embarking on bold new projects of knowledge-making and “reasoning 

otherwise.” Epistemologically, another salient aspect of women’s liberation was resistance to the male 

domination of medical knowledge and expertise. Over and against mainstream gynecology and 

obstetrics, activists asserted that knowledge of women’s bodies and reproductive capacities should 

begin with the experiences of women themselves. Critiquing received accounts of their anatomy and 

sexuality, sometimes with tools such as speculums, feminists generated more affirmative and politically 

efficacious self-understandings. In a profusion of widely circulating print materials such as the McGill 

University Student Council’s Birth Control Handbook and the Boston Women’s Health Collective’s Our 

Bodies, Ourselves, feminists endeavoured to “seize the means of reproduction,” as the historian 

Michelle Murphy evocatively puts it.58 Yet the efforts of women’s liberationists to transform themselves 

from objects into subjects of knowledge were never restricted to technoscience and medicine. Such 

efforts overflowed into fields such as psychology, social theory, political science, and history.  

Rather than as foundational texts of U.S. women’s liberation, Millet’s Sexual Politics, Firestone’s 

Dialectic of Sex, and Greer’s Female Eunuch are better understood as transnational products of the 

Anglo-American world. For example, while Sexual Politics was an outgrowth of Millett’s doctoral 
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dissertation in English at Columbia University, the book was also influenced by her Master’s at the 

University of Oxford. From its fundamentally transatlantic account of feminism’s history, to the 

literature that it analyzed, Sexual Politics was indeed Anglo-American in its scope and composition. 

Attaining the status of a runaway bestseller in 1970, Sexual Politics thrust Millett into the media 

spotlight, and almost overnight she became a polarizing women’s liberation celebrity – all the more so 

after she was featured in TIME magazine and publicly outed as bisexual.59 A constitutionally shy and 

retiring intellectual, Millett nevertheless submitted to a grueling promotion schedule, and regularly 

spoke at college campuses and political events across the Anglo-American world throughout the early 

1970s.60 Part of what made Sexual Politics so explosive and controversial was that it reinterpreted 

literature associated with the so-called “sexual revolution” of the 1960s as deeply misogynistic. 

Examining ostensibly liberated texts such as Henry Miller’s Sexus, Norman Mailer’s An American Dream, 

and D.H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Millett examined how contempt and sexual violence 

against women were repeatedly and exuberantly depicted. Systematically employing the concept of 

patriarchy, Millett conceptualized literature and cultural representation as bound up with a broader 

system of male domination. And here literature became functionally interconnected with more 

obviously patriarchal institutions that subordinated women, such as the military, the police, universities, 

banking and finance, and so forth. One of the heroes of Sexual Politics was the French author Jean 

Genet, whose oeuvre furnished subversive representations of gender and sexuality. Analyzing texts such 

as The Thief’s Journal and Our Lady of the Flowers, Millett enthusiastically excavated Genet’s depictions 

of pimps, prostitutes, homosexuals, and drag queens, which satirized and de-naturalized patriarchal 
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constructions of gender and sexuality.  Another aspect of Sexual Politics that appealed to gay 

liberationists was the rigour with which the book invested sexuality with macro-level, even world-

historical significance. While sexual practices appeared to be simply biological and physical, Millett 

asserted they were in fact deeply embedded within – even constitutive of – a larger context of human 

affairs and power relations. Here sex functioned as a politically charged microcosm of a wide range of 

patriarchal relations that included but were not limited to militaristic aggression, imperialist conquest, 

and capitalist exploitation.61   

Turning to The Dialectic of Sex, while it is often assumed that Shulamith Firestone was American, 

she was in fact a Canadian citizen born in Ottawa, Ontario. Relocating to Missouri with her Orthodox-

Jewish family, Firestone eventually moved to New York City in the late 1960s, where she quickly 

becoming a major intellectual force in the fledgling women’s liberation movement. A founding member 

of organizations such as New York Radical Women and the Redstockings, Firestone participated in the 

iconic unfurling of a women’s liberation banner at the 1968 Miss American pageant. And during these 

politically active years, she wrote a series of essays on women’s liberation that circulated widely in 

activist periodicals and formed the basis of The Dialectic of Sex. Published in 1970, the book sold 

extremely well and sparked heated debate amongst feminists, albeit without any promotion by 

Firestone herself. As the historian Alice Echols notes, by the time The Dialectic of Sex hit bookstores, 

Firestone had rejected celebrity feminism, and departed from “the women’s movement at the very 

moment she could have become one of its leading spokeswomen.”62 Simply put, The Dialectic of Sex 

displayed incredible theoretical audacity, and sought to develop an updated dialectical materialism 

based on “sex class.” The book indeed sought to surpass Marxism by installing sex class as the originary, 

fundamental category of social inequality, exploitation, and oppression. Rejecting the primacy of 

economic phenomena, Firestone saw inequality as inhering in biological and above all reproductive 
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differences between men and women. From time immemorial women had been vulnerable and 

dependent on men during recurrent periods of pregnancy, dangerous child-birth, and prolonged wet 

nursing. On this biologically-based dependence arose a vast edifice of social roles, labour divisions, 

cultural privileges, and political exclusions that empowered men at the expense of women.  Not until 

the modern epoch were women finally in a position to overcome their biology as a result of scientific 

and technological progress. Much as Marx’s bourgeoisie had created their own grave-diggers, male 

scientists and doctors had created the conditions of their own sex-class’s obsolescence and political 

disempowerment. As a result of the birth-control pill, fertility drugs, hormone therapies, and growing 

advances in in vitro fertilisation technologies, Firestone asserted that for the first time in human history, 

women stood on the brink of freeing themselves “from the tyranny of their sexual-reproductive roles – 

both the fundamental biological condition itself, and the sexual class system build upon, and reinforcing, 

this biological condition.”63 Many gay liberationists were energized by Firestone’s certainty of a coming 

sexual revolution of world-historical significance. On the horizon was a new society free of “the 

repressions that mold sexuality into specific formations.” And as a result of the feminist revolution, 

Firestone prophesied, “humanity could finally revert to its natural polymorphous sexuality – all forms of 

sexuality would be allowed and indulged.”64  

Turning to The Female Eunuch, Germaine Greer was an Australian citizen educated at the 

Universities of Melbourne and Sydney. But she was enthralled by British history and culture, and 

relocated to the United Kingdom on a permanent basis after completing her doctorate in English at the 

University of Cambridge. Thus while The Female Eunuch was peppered with anecdotes from Greer’s 

Australian roots, the text was far more rooted in British culture:  for example, The Times and News of 

the World served as wellsprings of social data on sexism, and currency was rendered in Pounds Sterling. 

Quickly attaining bestseller status upon its publication in 1971, The Female Eunuch allowed Greer to quit 
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a lectureship at the University of Warwick to become a full-time public intellectual.65 Reveling in the 

opportunity to combat received opinion, Greer travelled the Anglo-American world in support of her 

book, giving high-profile media interviews and publicly debating hostile male intellectuals.66 The Female 

Eunuch itself was an idiosyncratic mixture of scholarly erudition and strident polemic that overflowed 

with references to intellectual authorities from Fredrich Nietzsche to Eldridge Cleaver, from Mary 

Wollstonecraft to Alfred Kinsey. Conceptualizing the body as radically contingent and structured by 

history more than by nature, Greer asserted that virtually everything observed with respect to the body 

“could be otherwise.”67 To an almost Lamarckian extent, Greer argued that most of what had been 

naturalized as female sexual characteristics – such as particular skeletal structures, musculatures, 

curves, and distributions of fat – were conditioned over time by the materiality of high heels, dresses, 

corsets, proscribed physical activities, and learned comportments. Frequently moving between the 

micro-politics of women’s bodies and the macro-politics of social structures, Greer argued that a 

capitalist, consumerist, male-dominated culture neutered women and forced their sexuality into 

narrowly proscribed channels. In a vein that certainly appealed to gay liberationists, Greer firmly 

rejected “the language of abnormality,” and relied on Herbert Marcuse to conceptualize homosexuality 

as part of a vast and revolutionary reservoir of human sexual energy.68  

Thus while Sexual Politics, The Dialectic of Sex, and The Female Eunuch were very different 

books, they also had much in common. The first commonality was a searing critique of socialization. All 
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three texts held that children were trained to conform to expected gender roles that were erroneously 

perceived as natural. While little boys were rewarded for exhibiting qualities of aggression, intelligence, 

efficacy, strength, leadership, and ambition, little girls were rewarded for passivity, obedience, 

servitude, virtue, and innocence. Although socialization of this nature was continuously reinforced by 

institutions such as schools, compulsory sports, and the mass-media, it began in the nuclear family 

home. And thus Greer, Millett and Firestone singled out the family for special opprobrium given its 

foundational normalization of patriarchy and gender inequality. Another critique involved the family’s 

status as the primary object and aim of sexual monogamy and romantic love. Here romantic love was 

seen to entail emotional manipulation, double standards, and disempowerment; women were neither 

naturally monogamous nor constitutionally inclined to remain erotically contained within a single 

familial arrangement. In their distinctive cadences, all three theorists proposed that the sexual 

repressions and circumscribed social roles necessary to maintain the nuclear family were “destructive 

and costly to the individual psyche.”69 And they argued that women should strive to “be self-sufficient 

and consciously refrain from establishing exclusive dependencies and other kinds of neurotic 

symbioses.”70  

This leads into another commonality between Sexual Politics, The Dialectic of Sex, and The 

Female Eunuch, namely a conceptualization of sexuality as a potentially emancipatory force. Well-versed 

in the thought of Herbert Marcuse and the Freudian left, these texts imagined sexuality as an unruly and 

polymorphous energy with revolutionary implications if liberated from the constraints of patriarchal 

institutions. To be sure, Millett and Firestone did not go as far as Greer in suggesting that “women 

should be deliberately promiscuous” as a means of challenging male domination.71 Yet all three theorists 

were preoccupied by the liberatory promise of female sexuality to a degree that was quite foreign to the 
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cultural or radical feminism that emerged later in the 1970s.72 None of this implied a total disregard for 

sexual danger, violence, and exploitation. Women had been perennially bombarded with hateful, 

degrading, objectifying, and contradictory representations of their sexualities; the time had come for 

women to investigate and represent themselves as sexual beings in autonomous, empowering, and 

novel terms. Millett, Firestone, and Greer each articulated an experience-oriented epistemology that 

rejected the hegemony of expert knowledge.  

Given that disciplines from the sciences to the humanities were patriarchal products of male 

domination, it was necessary for women to generate knowledge of themselves in a fashion that was not 

predicated on expertise or academic legitimacy, but rather on female experiences. Noting that “under 

patriarchy the female did not herself develop the symbols by which she is described,” Millett suggested 

that “if knowledge is power, power is also knowledge, and a large factor in [women’s] subordinate 

position is the fairly systematic ignorance patriarchy imposes.”73 Recounting the long history of 

misogynistic falsehoods about women that peppered the history of science and medicine, Greer wrote 

that “women must first of all inform themselves about their own bodies, take over the study of 

gynecology and obstetrics, and, not least, conquer their own prejudice in favour of male doctors.”74 In 

embarking on critical knowledge-making projects, women might borrow from Marxism and 

psychoanalysis, for as Firestone put it, “Freud’s cultural bias, like that of Marx and Engels, does not 

invalidate his perception entirely.”75 However, women could no longer rely on theoretical frameworks 

devised by men.  

----- 
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If major texts of women’s liberation opened up a rich and indispensable vein of themes and 

analyses that inspired gay liberationists, so too did major texts of antipsychiatry, a movement about 

which there has been some confusion. To be clear, antipsychiatry was not an activist force that 

mobilized against the discipline from an external position, but rather a constellation of ideas, texts, and 

experimental clinical practices associated with a relatively small number of dissenting psychiatrists 

primarily based in the United Kingdom and to a lesser extent in the United States.76   Instead of a social 

movement in the traditional sense, antipsychiatry was an intellectual and professional movement about 

which it is very difficult to generalize ideologically.77 From Marxism to right-wing libertarianism, there 

were huge ideological gulfs between major anti-psychiatric figures, some of whom refused to identify as 

antipsychiatrists.78  But despite a lack of ideological coherence, anti-psychiatry was loosely united by 

several key contexts and propositions. Emerging in the long 1960s as psychiatry had reached the apogee 

of its prestige and influence across much of the Anglo-American world, anti-psychiatry attacked the 

extent to which so-called “scientists of the mind” had been handed an extraordinary range of socio-

political powers and responsibilities.79 As numerous scholars have explored, in the postwar period 

psychiatrists and psychologists were indeed charged with evaluating the mental fitness of potential 

employees, college applicants, military recruits, immigrants, and accused criminals; elaborating correct 

practices of child-rearing and education;  and authorizing institutional confinement, pharmacological 
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interventions, and psycho-surgical procedures.80 Never merely reformist, antipsychiatry rejected the 

legitimacy of their discipline’s extraordinary social power, and launched full-scale attacks on the 

assumptions, categories, and practices of the psychiatric establishment. Coercive and potentially 

dangerous medical practices such as electro-shock and behaviour modification therapies were 

denounced. Psychiatry’s categories of disease and diagnostic methods were interpreted as buttressing 

social control. Many anti-psychiatric figures believed that their discipline converted the social problems 

of an alienating modernity into individual problems of adjustment and illness.81 However, given major 

internal differences that begin to emerge at this juncture, only so much can be gained by discussing anti-

psychiatry in the abstract, and it is better to turn towards the specific thinkers who had the greatest 

influence on gay liberation. 

Undoubtedly, these thinkers were R.D. Laing, David Cooper, and Thomas Szasz. The historian 

Steven Angelides has suggested that Szasz was the most influential for positing “the most profound 

theoretical attack on the epistemic underpinnings of [psychiatry] in a manner explicitly relevant to 

questions of homosexuality.”82 Yet such a claim is too sweeping. To be sure, Szasz wrote more 

extensively than Laing or Cooper on the theme of homosexuality, and his work proved very useful in 
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attacking psychiatric pathologization.83 But Szasz’s anti-Communist, libertarian politics were hardly 

ideologically palatable to many gay liberationists. And Laing and Cooper’s books were more frequently 

found on gay liberation reading lists in London, particularly those of the “counter-psychiatry group” at 

the London School of Economics.84  Moreover, Ken Popert and Edward Jackson recall Laing and Cooper 

as particularly significant in Toronto, while David Cooper was the subject of a major 1972 feature in The 

Body Politic, which contained excerpts from his book The Death of the Family, and included a letter from 

Cooper expressing support for gay liberation’s most radical aims.85 In the struggle against psychiatry’s 

longstanding, systematic, state-sanctioned, and violent efforts to treat homosexuality as a mental 

illness, gay liberationists needed any and all of the intellectual resources they could obtain.86 

As their professional and intellectual trajectories were fundamentally interconnected, it is 

possible to unpack Laing and Cooper’s thought together. Respectively originating from Scotland and 

South Africa, Laing and Cooper were trained psychiatrists who met in London in the 1950s. Mutually 

interested in Continental philosophy, schizophrenia, and experimental clinical practice, they regularly 

embarked on collaborations from the early 1960s. After co-authoring Reason and Violence: A Decade of 

Sartre’s Philosophy, in 1965 they helped found the Philadelphia Association, which is best known for 

establishing the East London therapeutic community of Kingsley Hall.87 Largely independent from state 

oversight, Kingsley Hall was a space in which patients and doctors lived together, shared in 
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administrative decision-making, and sought to break down the socio-intellectual barriers dividing them. 

Patients were not prescribed psychiatric drugs; rather they were encouraged to explore the truth and 

social value of their madness in an environment that challenged pathologizing approaches to mental 

health.88 To be sure, Laing and Cooper did not always see eye to eye. For instance, Cooper did not shy 

away from advocating revolutionary violence in a fashion that was foreign to Laing’s outlook. Another 

difference pertained to spirituality and religion; while Cooper’s writings contained occasional references 

to belief systems such as Buddhism and Taoism, Laing’s books were often inherently mystical, and 

replete with religious metaphors, images, and prophetic statements.89 Nevertheless, Laing and Cooper’s 

intellectual convergences were manifold, at least in books that were of greatest interest to gay 

liberation. And without a doubt, these books were Laing’s The Politics of Experience and The Politics of 

the Family, Cooper’s Psychiatry and Antipsychiatry and The Death of the Family, and the collaborative 

Dialectics of Liberation anthology. Like the major texts of women’s liberation, all of these titles were 

available to activists on either side of the Anglo-American publishing divide in the form of mass-

produced, mass-marketed, and inexpensive paperbacks.  

A persistent theme in Laing and Cooper’s writings was a critique of psychiatry’s transmutation of 

eccentricity, non-conformity, and resistance into individual diseases in need of treatment. Cooper 

asserted that “definitions of mental health propounded by the experts usually amount to the notion of 

conformism to a set of more or less arbitrarily posited social norms.”90 And Laing argued that as “normal 

men have killed perhaps 100,000,000 of their fellow normal men in the last fifty years,” psychiatry 

needed to radically de-emphasize “the psychopathology of the abnormal,” and instead focus on “the 

normal psychological correlates of the normal state of affairs, of which Vietnam is only one of the most 
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obvious normal manifestations.”91 Here the road to mental health entailed not psychological 

adjustment, but “the dissolution of the normal ego, that false self competently adjusted to our alienated 

social reality.”92  

Another central theme in Laing and Cooper’s oeuvre was a critique of the family, which was 

regarded as a primary site for the construction of mental illness. Conceptualizing the family as a 

mechanism for the intergenerational transmission of micro-social scripts, both theorists argued that 

families projected the roles and interpersonal dynamics of past generations onto present family 

members, who consequently became “images of ghostly relations.”93  If family members failed to 

conform to these intergenerational scripts, they often became problems for psychiatric intervention. 

And this was partially why families initiated the psychiatric treatment and institutionalization of 

individuals to a greater extent than any other social unit. Simply put, mental hospitals were filled with 

those who had deviated from familial expectations and scripts to the extent that they appeared 

incomprehensible, insane, ill, and so forth.  Of particular interest to gay liberationists, Laing and Cooper 

also regarded the family as a pernicious site of the regulation and repression of sexuality. For example, 

Laing argued that the family enforced strict rules regarding “what parts of whose body can be ‘thought’ 
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in relation to whom,” and functioned to “repress the repression” of infantile polymorphous perversity.94 

He wrote that,  

Repression of a great deal of infant sexuality is sanctioned; its sanction and the 
denial of repression, are denied. Nothing has happened. ‘I don’t know what 
you’re talking about.’ For instance, who ever heard of a good boy, and a normal 
man, ever, having wanted to suck his father’s penis …To admit the rules would be 
to admit what the rules and operations are attempting to render non-existent.95  
 

Within the space of the family, non-normative forms of desire and sexuality were either obliterated or 

converted into a psychiatric problem.  

The family was significant for Laing and Cooper in yet another way. Not unlike women’s 

liberationists, they regarded the family as a foundational unit of social control and pernicious 

socialization, which normalized inequality, aggression, submission, hierarchy, domination, and so forth. 

To a greater extent than transforming individual consciousness or seizing the state militarily, Laing and 

Cooper held that a truly revolutionary situation would be unleashed by dismantling the nuclear family in 

favour of more egalitarian configurations of collective life, and by radically reconfiguring the social units 

that had been ostensibly modeled on the family’s authoritarian structure, such as factories, schools, 

universities, business corporations, churches, the military, and hospitals.96 Simply put, Laing and Cooper 

proposed that qualitative transformations of the institutional arrangements in which people lived, 

laboured, and loved would have further-reaching consequences than a state-level revolution in the 

classical Marxist sense. Specifically, they believed that communes and experimental modes of collective 

living had the power to counteract everything from the repression of sexuality, to the construction of 

mental illness, to the social reproduction of capitalism. Cooper in particular emphasized that the coming 

revolution would not begin on the battlefield but rather in the home, the bedroom, and in the bed itself.  
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As the space of dreams, domestic partnership, and love-making, the bed, he asserted “is perhaps the 

greatest unused secret weapon of the revolution that we have.”97  

A final key area in Laing and Cooper’s thought with considerable relevance to gay liberation 

pertained to epistemology.  Arguing that mind or consciousness could never be accessed by peering at 

brain cells through a microscope, they rejected approaches to psychiatry that constructed human 

psyches as objective or objectifiable, and held that “experience is the only evidence,” as Laing bluntly 

put it.98 In a word, they rejected psychiatry’s nosological approach to mental illness, which, as Cooper 

put it, assumed that:  

since [psychiatry] is dealing with disease, there are symptoms and signs that may 
be observed in an objectifiable person who may be (implicity or explicitly) 
abstracted from his human environment for the purpose of making such 
observations, and, further, that the symptoms and signs indicate a diagnosis that, 
in turn, indicates a prognosis and treatment.99 
 

Over and against this approach, Laing and Cooper held that the appropriate diagnostic method was 

phenomenological description and dialectical discovery. Acting like guides, therapists served individuals 

best by helping them to uncover a total environment that had produced their ostensible “illness.” Thus 

the experience of individuals became the most important and legitimate source of knowledge. And 

homosexuality provides an illustration here. Regarding sexuality as multidirectional and polymorphous, 

Laing and Cooper were inherently hostile to practices by which psychiatrists and therapists made 

extraordinary sums of money promoting homosexuals’ adjustment to a hostile society. Over and against 

the nosological Diagnostics and Statistics Manual, they considered the total environment that led an 

individual to believe that homosexual desires were pathological in the first place. This step included an 

analysis of the social scripts and expectations of an individual’s family, social norms regarding sexuality, 

widespread abhorrence of homosexuality, and so on.  Far from attempting to integrate or reconcile the 
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individual with these oppressive conditions, the aim was to validate the experience of homosexuality, 

and potentially harness it as a resource for reorganizing collective life outside the nuclear family.100 

This was not at all the approach of Thomas Szasz, who was ideologically opposed to Laing and 

Cooper. A right-wing libertarian, staunch anti-Communist, and professor of psychiatric medicine at the 

State University of New York, Szasz attacked these “communards” of Kingsley Hall for their use of tax-

dollars to fund experimental therapies, and more generally asserted that the state had no legitimate 

role in dealing with problems of mental health.101 Throughout his oeuvre, Szasz drew an absolute 

distinction between the legitimate practices of “contractual psychiatry,” which entailed private financing 

and willing clients, and the illegitimate practices of “institutional psychiatry,” which entailed state 

funding, bureaucracy, and incarceration.102  A Jewish-Hungarian who had immigrated to the United 

States to escape Nazism, and watched in horror as his homeland was absorbed into the Soviet bloc, 

Szasz’s writings overflowed with a deep fear of state power, totalitarianism, and leftist ideology. This 

begs the question: what was attractive about Szasz for gay liberationists, many of whom dreamed of 

left-wing revolution, or at the very least opposed the kind of liberal, market-driven, relentlessly 

entrepreneurial society that the doctor imagined? Simply put, gay activists were enthusiastic not only 
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about the power of Szasz’s critique of the basic assumptions and practices of psychiatry, but about the 

pivotal place of homosexuality within this critique.103 

The Manufacture of Madness was Szasz’s key monograph in this respect. Examining similarities 

and interconnections between European inquisitions and the rise of institutional psychiatry, the book 

made two main arguments. First, Szasz held that pre-modern theological concepts such as witchcraft 

and heresy were analogous to the modern idea of mental illness, insofar as both concepts were 

imprecise and sprawling, and readily adaptable to self-serving, respective manipulation by priests and 

doctors, by church and state. Second, Szasz located the birth of psychiatry within “a vast ideological 

conversion from the perspective of theology to that of science,” and proposed that in the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries, theological categories such as heresy, buggery, sodomy, and possession were 

reclassified and converted into modern mental illnesses.104 At the threshold of modernity, witches and 

sodomites became hysterics and homosexuals, while inquisitors became doctors and diagnosticians. 

Influenced by a highly selective reading of Michel Foucault’s Madness and Civilization, Szasz argued that 

psychiatry had produced new and ever-expanding types of mentally ill people, both in the interest of 

state-driven social control and to further its own institutional power.105 Unlike empirically verifiable 

diseases, Szasz regarded mental illnesses as pseudo-scientific metaphors that psychiatrists used to 

falsely construct offensive or shocking patterns of behaviour as medical problems.106 Rather like the 

priests and theologians of pre-modern Europe, contemporary psychiatrists functioned as guardians of 
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morality. And rather like the inquisition, institutional psychiatry created scapegoats and seemingly 

legitimate bases for incarcerating non-conformist populations.  

 No mere sidenote in The Manufacture of Madness, homosexuality served as a primary 

illustration of the book’s main arguments. Having closely read Wainwright Churchill and Alfred Kinsey, 

Szasz held that homosexual behaviour probably occurred in all human societies and cultures, but was 

singled out for unique opprobrium within Western civilization with the ascendance of Christianity. As 

psychiatry professionalized in classical Europe, Szasz argued that taboos against homosexuality had 

simply been recast in medical discourse. “Today it is part of the dogma of American psychiatrically 

enlightened opinion that homosexuality is an illness,” Szaz noted.107 But finding no basis for 

conceptualizing homosexuality as a disease, a contagious infection, or a somatic condition, he concluded 

that the psychiatric classification of homosexuality as an illness was the function of a historically and 

culturally conditioned prejudice. Rhetorically, Szasz asked if psychiatrists should “have the power, 

through alliance with the State, to impose their definition of homosexuality as a disease on unwilling 

clients? I say: Of course they should not.”108 Szasz also attacked the “assumption inherent in designating 

mental patients as deviants: that, because such persons differ, or are alleged to differ, from the 

majority, they are ipso facto sick, bad, stupid, or wrong, whereas the majority are healthy, good, wise, or 

right.”109  

------ 

Arriving at the final bodies of thought with critical-analytic and epistemological significance for 

gay liberation, anti-colonial theory and the texts of Black power had a greater impact on the movement 

than has sometimes been recognized. Beginning with anti-colonial theory, Maoism was indeed part of 

the eclectic ideological backdrop against which the United Kingdom’s first gay liberation front was 
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established at the London School of Economics in 1970, and the Los Angeles-based gay liberation group 

Lavender and Red Union was Maoist in orientation before moving towards Trotskyism in the mid-

1970s.110 Similarly, some gay activists were inspired by the Cuban Revolution to such an extent that they 

travelled to Cuba to help build socialism as part of the Venceremos brigades.111 Occasionally, gay 

liberationists also gained access to unique veins of anti-colonial theory in the course of independent 

Third World travels. For example, before joining The Body Politic collective, Tim McCaskell discovered 

the Brazilian theorist Paulo Friere’s The Pedagogy of the Oppressed while hitchhiking across South 

America in the early 1970s, and kept the text close to his heart after returning to Toronto and joining 

The Body Politic collective.112 However, Frantz Fanon and Albert Memmi towered above all other anti-

colonial theorists in terms of their influence on gay liberationists.  

Originally published in 1957, Memmi’s The Colonizer and the Colonized did not regard the 

colonialism as simply a politico-economic form of power, but as a deeply psychological phenomenon 

with detrimental psychic effects for all involved. Oscillating between theoretical generalizations about 

colonialism and specific discussions of his native French Tunisia, The Colonizer and the Colonized gained 

popularity with a vast range of political movements across the long 1960s. From Quebec to Japan, 
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activists found intellectual resources in Memmi’s analysis of a torturous colonial Manicheanism, while 

Memmi himself looked “with astonishment on all this, much as a father, with a mixture of pride and 

apprehension, watches his son achieve a scandalous and applauded fame.”113 A close contemporary of 

Memmi, Fanon was an Algerian-born psychiatrist whose best known book, The Wretched of the Earth, 

also analyzed colonization as an intimate and psychological phenomenon rather than a purely political 

and economic one. But there were also key differences between The Wretched of the Earth and The 

Colonizer and the Colonized. While Memmi painstakingly developed a psychological portrait of the 

colonizer, Fanon’s concern was with the colonized alone. And while Memmi was somewhat unclear as to 

how the colonized might free themselves from the losing side of a Manichean binary, Fanon worked to 

articulate how decolonization might be actually achieved. Indeed, Fanon outlined how a truly 

postcolonial society could not be realized simply by forming a national government or liberating capital, 

but rather through cathartic revolutionary violence, popular consciousness-raising, critical re-education, 

and transformative intellectual struggle.114  

To be sure, there were diverse and competing interpretations of Fanon and Memmi within gay 

liberation. For example, the U.S. activist Charles Thorp believed that Fanon’s embrace of revolutionary 

violence as a cleansing force offered an appropriate model, and he implored gay activists to “become 

violent fairies.”115 But this interpretation was always marginal and heavily criticized by movement 

intellectuals such as Dennis Altman.116 More common were readings of Fanon that emphasized the 

psychological aspects of liberation, and which used The Wretched of the Earth to interpret acts such as 

the Stonewall Riots as evidence that gays and lesbians were finally entering the flow of history as 
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revolutionary subjects.117 Albert Memmi’s The Colonizer and the Colonized also had an important 

impact. As mentioned above, Joan Nestle recalls the huge impact that Memmi had on the racialized 

students she taught at Queens College in the 1960s, and consequently on her own thought. Over four 

decades later, Nestle still remembers that the book’s “last sentence ‘the colonized are condemned to 

lose their memory,’” which she sees as “the basis of my whole work with the [Lesbian Herstory] 

archives,” an institution devoting to preserving historical memory that Nestle played a leading role in 

establishing in the early 1970s.118 More generally, activists sometimes relied on Fanon and Memmi to 

conceptualize homosexuals as a colonized people, albeit primarily in the early years of gay liberation. As 

Sandy Blixton asserted in the Out of the Closets anthology, gays and lesbians were “not unlike a 

colonized people,” meaning that gays and lesbians were denied rights of citizenship, deprived of self-

determination, and defined by the oppressive language of heterosexual oppressors.119 

Of course, English translations of The Colonizer and The Colonized and The Wretched of the Earth 

quickly found receptive audiences among Black radicals and provided intellectual sustenance for Black 

power, which originated in the United States in the mid-1960s.120 Characterized by martial aesthetics, 

militaristic discourses, anti-colonial solidarity, pride in Blackness, and demands for Black self-

determination, Black power enjoyed significant transnational expansion during the long 1960s, as Black 

power groups were established in Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, and beyond.121 Despite the 
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unique intellectual contributions of activists from Montreal to London to Melbourne, Black power 

intellectuals based in the United States exerted a much greater degree of influence on Anglo-American 

gay liberation, in part simply due to U.S. cultural power and influence.  In bestselling books such as Black 

Power, The Black Panthers Speak, Stokely Speaks, and Soul on Ice, the ideas of Stokely Carmichael, 

Charles Hamilton, Huey Newton, and Eldridge Cleaver circulated across the Anglo-American world in the 

late 1960s and early 1970s.122 While the content of these texts was not uniformly palatable to gay 

liberationists -- particularly grating were Cleaver’s homophobic attacks on James Baldwin – the 

revolutionary ideas of Black power nevertheless held considerable appeal.123 For example, members of 

the original Gay Liberation Front in New York City felt strongly enough about the Black Panthers’ radical 

vision that they demanded scarce GLF financial resources be diverted to help fund their struggle.124 And 

when the Black Panthers’ “Minister of Defense” Huey Newton issued a directive in 1970 challenging 

sexism and anti-gay attitudes within the Black Panther party, and calling for revolutionary alliances with 

women’s and gay liberation, pre-existing gay liberationist enthusiasm for Black power only intensified. 

Newton’s acknowledgement that homosexuals, as a result of suffering near universal derision, “could be 

the most revolutionary” of all oppressed peoples, resulted in numerous laudatory features in movement 

periodicals, such as Gay Liberator and Gay Sunshine.125  

For all their differences, major anti-colonial and Black power texts were replete with overlapping 

themes, such as the shame and psychic degradation inherent to colonialism and racism. Indeed, 

Memmi, Fanon, Carmichael, Hamilton, Newton, and Cleaver all asserted that colonized and racialized 
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peoples constantly faced negative images of themselves as uncivilized, unhygienic, barbaric, and 

unintelligent. For example, Fanon suggested that the dehumanization of native populations was a 

fundamental pillar of colonialism, writing that “the effect consciously sought by colonialism is to drive 

into the natives’ heads the idea that if the settlers were to leave they would at once fall back into 

barbarism, degradation, and bestiality.”126 Memmi likewise raged against the distorted self-images 

inherent to colonized minds, and held that a “mythical and degrading portrait … ends up being accepted 

and lived with to a certain extent by the colonized.”127 In more specific terms, Black power intellectuals 

analyzed how these dehumanizing images were transmitted by the white supremacist cultural systems 

of the United States. Through television programming, school curricula, standards of beauty, and literary 

representations, African-Americans were bombarded by negative constructions of their bodies, cultures, 

and histories, which had adverse effects at the level of collective self-esteem. As Carmichael and 

Hamilton put it, “white America’s School of Slavery and Segregation, like the School of Colonialism, has 

taught the subject to hate himself and deny his own humanity.”128 An important corrective strategy was 

to wrest control of language, and replace terms imposed by white people such as Negro with 

empowering terms such as African-American. Another strategy was to celebrate Black bodies, and 

emphasize the Afro hairstyles and curves that defied mainstream, white standards of beauty.129 

Moreover, drawing on anti-colonial critiques of education systems for burying the achievements and 

knowledge of indigenous cultures under the weight of curricula that constantly galvanized European 

achievements and knowledge, Black power intellectuals elaborated the need to establish schools and 

universities controlled by and celebrative of African-Americans.130 As will become apparent in 

succeeding chapters, this emphasis on developing positive self-representations was a source of 
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inspiration for gay liberationists concerned with the problematic of “self-oppression,” conceptualized as 

the extent to which gays and lesbians had internalized negative and hateful constructions of 

homosexuality and thereby allowed their oppressors to decide the terms of their representation. 

Anti-colonial and Black power intellectuals were also influential epistemologically. Much like 

women’s liberation with respect to gender and anti-psychiatry in relation to madness, Black power and 

anti-colonial theory refused any analysis that rendered racism and colonialism epiphenomenal to 

external theoretical categories. For example, Memmi was clear that despite the indispensability of Marx 

and Freud, “psychoanalysis or Marxism must not, under the pretext of having discovered the source … 

of human conduct, preempt all experience, all feeling, all suffering, all the byways of human behavior, 

and call them profit motive or Oedipus complex.”131  Similarly, while relying heavily on Marx’s insights, 

Fanon asserted that “Marxist analysis should always be slightly stretched every time we have to deal 

with the colonial problem.”132 Likewise, Carmichael held that while the society the Black power 

movement sought to build was resolutely anti-capitalist, “racism comes first, far more important than 

exploitation. No matter how much money you make in the black community, when you go into the 

white world you are still a nigger.”133 Raging against the inability of psychoanalysis and psychiatry to 

adequately deal with issues of race, Cleaver recounted that in sessions at Soledad, his prison therapist 

“deliberately guided the conversation back to my family life, to my childhood,” while blocking “all my 

attempts to bring out the racial question.”134  Simply put, the revolutionary projects of Third World 

liberation and Black power could not rely on pre-established theoretical paradigms, and turning to the 

experiences of colonized and racialized people themselves was an epistemological necessity. From the 

occupied lands of Algeria or the racialized ghettoes of the United States, the great mass of oppressed 

people possessed a knowledge born of lived experience that was politically indispensable. For instance, 
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spurning the prescriptions of social-scientific experts, Newton asserted that “to study and learn is good 

but the actual experience is the best means of learning … without this knowledge of the black 

community one could not gain the fundamental knowledge of the Black revolution in racist America.”135  

----- 

At this juncture, it is worth reiterating that mass-produced, mass-marketed, transnationally 

circulating, activist texts of the long 1960s articulated an experience-oriented epistemology that was 

indispensable to gay liberation. These texts furnished gay liberationists with intellectual resources for 

asserting the value of their experiences as homosexuals, and to refuse the subordination of sexuality to 

ostensibly more important categories of analysis. In other words, Black power, anti-psychiatry, anti-

colonial theory, and women’s liberation publications helped to open a space in which it was possible for 

gay liberationists to engage in “autonomous and non-centralized theoretical production” with respect to 

sexuality, and to embark on original knowledge-making projects, which will be explored over the course 

of this dissertation.136  Moreover, these publications developed numerous, overlapping themes of 

critical-analytic significance for the movement. For example, women’s liberation and anti-psychiatry 

developed useful critiques of the nuclear family and mainstream processes of socialization, which gay 

liberationists identified as lynchpins of homosexual oppression. Antipsychiatry and anti-colonialism 

explored the psychic trauma of social domination, and asserted the therapeutic value of revolutionary 

action in ways that resonated with a movement basking in the afterglow of Stonewall and 

unprecedented public demonstrations. Black power and women’s liberation explored the shame and 

disempowerment that resulted from degrading and hateful cultural representations in a fashion that 

became entangled with gay liberation analyses of “self-oppression.” In more general terms, these 

activisms asserted intrinsic interconnection between local and global, and insisted that action taken at 
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the micro level would reverberate upwards and produce major effects at the macro level. This was not 

simply a claim that transforming individual consciousness would change the world. Rather, activists 

asserted that political action taken at local or intermediate scales – for example at the level of the body, 

the bedroom, the family, the community, the ghetto, or the hospital – was potentially more efficacious 

and revolutionary than reserving energy for a frontal assault against the state or the capitalist world 

system. Indeed radicalisms of the long 1960s refused to be terrorized by what Foucault identified as a 

Leninist, “traditional left” critique of local action, which said:   

Beware: however ideally radical your intentions may be, your action is so localised 
and your objectives so isolated that at this particular spot the adversary will be able to 
handle the situation, to yield if necessary without in any way compromising his global 
position ...137 
 

Instead of reserving forces for an attack “on the weakest link, the one whose breakage will demolish the 

whole structure,” activists focused on taking action in their own intimate spheres of difference and 

inequality.138    

 Yet, this did not mean that Black power, anti-colonial, anti-psychiatry, women’s liberation, gay 

liberation, and other activisms believed they existed in isolation.  Radicals from a range of movements 

frequently expressed solidarity with their comrades from across the New Left, and often believed that 

they were part of a revolutionary historical moment in which “the system” was creaking under the 

weight of its own contradictions. Regardless of whether the logic of this system was understood 

primarily in terms of sexism, patriarchy, racism, First World colonialism, American imperial hegemony, 

or some combination thereof, many activists indeed believed that “the system” would soon collapse in 

face of rising social movement mobilizations. A “new world coming” seemed to glisten on the horizon, 

and many gay liberationists believed that they were acting as one of its collective midwives by 

challenging normative gender constructions, developing new forms of affective life outside the nuclear 
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family structure, and engaging in taboo sexual practices that ostensibly threatened the “order of 

procreation.”139  For example, the Gay Liberation Front Manifesto of GLF London dreamed that as a 

united political force, gays and lesbians had the power “to uproot the present oppressive system with its 

decaying and constricting ideology, and … together with other oppressed groups start to form a new 

order.”140 In Sappho Was a Right-On Woman, Sidney Abbott and Barbara Love imagined lesbians and 

gays as embarking on a process of consciousness-raising and political mobilization alongside feminist, 

Black power, and student activists “that may reach epoch-making proportions.”141 With respect to the 

early 1970s, Jeffrey Weeks reflected that “for a time it seemed to many homosexuals that a new day 

was dawning, ushering in an era of spontaneity, openness and liberation.”142 And as Dennis Altman puts 

it, “there was, I believe, a general belief among the people who made up the gay movement that we 

were at the beginning of an historic wave; we were on the crest and it was about to surge forward.”143 

But what were the bases of this confidence? On what grounds did gay liberationists believe that the 

political subject in whose name their movement fought was substantial enough to warrant a 

revolutionary juxtaposition with African-Americans, women, and Third World peoples? In search of 

answers, this chapter turns in closing to texts of ontological influence, which is to say texts that 

influenced gay liberation conceptualizations of the nature and revolutionary potential of its political 

subject.  
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To a greater extent than most other long-1960s social movements, ontological questions were 

extremely important for gay liberation due to considerable uncertainty regarding what homosexuality 

actually was. Was homosexuality a blocked and repressed potential lurking inside everyone? Or were 

homosexuals an eternal minority of the human population? Demographically, how many people might 

be gay or lesbian? In the absence of any systematic body of social-scientific data, such questions could 

not be answered with any certainty. And in a comparative context, the revolutionary significance of the 

political subjects of adjacent activisms was much clearer.  With respect to women’s liberation, 

Shulamith Firestone wrote that “the radical feminist movement has many political assets that no other 

movement can claim … women have always made up an oppressed majority class (51 percent), spread 

evenly throughout all other classes.”144 The constituency of Third World decolonization and anti-colonial 

movements was also evidently robust, and could be conceptualized as the popular majority within a 

specific colony, or as the majority of the global population, which lived in Africa, Asia, and Latin America 

under at least some form of colonial tutelage. Likewise, Black power’s political subject encompassed 

millions of African-Americans living in the United States, as well as the vast populations of the African 

continent, which were conceptualized as homologous. In the absence of such clarity, many gay 

liberationists sought resources with which to conceptualize their political subject from three very 

different books, namely Herbert Marcuse’s Eros and Civilization and Alfred Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in 

the Human Male and Sexual Behavior in the Human Female.   

Beginning with Kinsey, although an entomologist and professor of zoology at the University of 

Indiana, Kinsey’s scientific interests shifted from the sexual practices of insects to those of human beings 

in the interwar period. Increasingly frustrated by a lack of scientific research on human sexuality, Kinsey 

came to the conclusion that “the field of human sexuality studies would benefit from mass data 
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collected and analyzed from a taxonomic perspective.”145 Mass interviews were at the core of Kinsey’s 

sexological research, and Kinsey and his associates – notably Clyde Martin and Wardell Pomeroy -- 

completed over eighteen thousand.146 As the historian Paul Robinson puts it, these interviews were a 

“tour de force in which every scrap of sexual information available to memory was wrenched from the 

subject in less than two hours.”147 Lacking the technical means to achieve a truly random interview 

sample, Kinsey relied on thousands of primarily American (and a few Canadian) volunteers. While of 

different ages, religions, socio-economic backgrounds, and geographic residencies, Kinsey’s interviewees 

were overwhelmingly white, middle-class adults with at least some college education living in the 

American Midwest. Thus Kinsey has been quite rightly criticized for sliding into sweeping claims about 

human sexuality in general on the basis of this data-set.148 

Published in two volumes, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male and Sexual Behavior in the 

Human Female, Kinsey’s research generated huge public interest and controversy, and spent many 

weeks on bestseller lists such as The New York Times and Publishers Weekly, despite being published by 

a medical press.149 Available for almost two decades before the emergence of gay liberation, for some 

activists these books served as an important early resource with which to affirmatively understand 

themselves. For example, Brian Waite recalls “sneaking into the stacks” at the University of British 

Columbia Library as an undergraduate student in the mid-1960s to read the reports. Never signing the 

reports out to avoid having his name written on their pocket cards, Waite emphasizes their significant 
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impact on his early understanding of “sexuality in general and homosexuality in particular.” 150 The 

reports also made a similarly strong impression on Jerald Moldenhauer as an undergraduate student in 

biology at Cornell, as noted above. 

An aspect of the Kinsey’s reports that appealed to gay activists was that he simply regarded 

heterosexual intercourse as one of many “sexual outlets,” or possible ways of achieving orgasm. 

Untouched by normative hierarchy, the list of other outlets included masturbation, nocturnal emissions, 

heterosexual petting, homosexual relations, and intercourse with animals. Analyzing the quantitative 

prevalence of these various sexual outlets as reported by interviewees was a major focus of Kinsey’s 

reports. And at the broadest level, Kinsey and his colleagues demonstrated that many sexual practices 

considered rare or deviant were in fact quite prevalent. Indeed, Kinsey revealed that there was 

extraordinary variation between individuals with respect to techniques of intercourse, psychological 

attitudes regarding sex, and the frequency of orgasm.151 Somewhat oxymoronically, the historian Paul 

Robinson has therefore written that Kinsey discovered Americans’ “common deviance,” which is 

another way of saying that he undermined the idea of sexual deviance altogether.152 Kinsey regarded 

concepts such as normality and abnormality as taxonomically useless, and instead he employed the 

terms “natural” and “unnatural” in a very specific way. While natural meant continuity between human 

behaviour and those of other animal species, here unnatural simply denoted the absence of such trans-

species continuity. Thus Kinsey regarded many illegal sexual practices as entirely “natural” because they 

were regularly observed in other mammals.153 

Of course, Kinsey’s findings on homosexuality were of greatest interest to gay liberationists. 

Reporting that 37 percent of his male sample recounted at least one homosexual experience leading to 
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orgasm, Kinsey emphasized that over one-third of men had participated in a homosexual act.154 Kinsey 

also reported that 10 percent of men were predominantly homosexual between the ages of 16 and 55, 

and that four percent of men had been exclusively homosexual from the onset of adolescence to the 

time of their interview.155  As for women, Kinsey reported that 13 percent of his female sample 

recounted at least one homosexual experience leading to orgasm, and that two to six percent of females 

aged 20 to 35 were primarily homosexual in orientation, while one to three percent were exclusively 

homosexual in orientation.156 To be sure, these quantitative claims constituted truly explosive 

revelations for many readers, and gay liberationists seized upon Kinsey’s statistics, using them to 

imagine an enormous army of slumbering homosexuals awaiting recruitment into a revolutionary 

program, albeit in very different ways. 

On the one hand, Kinsey’s data was often used to support the proposition that an eternal 

minority of the human population was homosexual, and that a certain percentage of a given room, a 

city, or a nation-state was gay and lesbian. For instance, in the first issue of The Body Politic, a 

collectively-authored “Program for Gay Liberation” relied on Kinsey to suggest that there was a potential 

political constituency of between 150,000 and 200,000 latent homosexuals in the Toronto area who 

“have the power to change the laws and institutions in society which perpetrate our oppression.” To 

date, activists had been too disorganized and localized to mobilize this dormant mass. But the authors 

posited that progress was being made through leafleting and the dissemination of literature, public 

meetings, and ever-larger demonstrations; they expressed confidence that “this process will continue 

until the power of our numbers and the message we carry shakes sexist Canada to its roots …”157 

Similarly, the Auckland Gay Liberation Front referenced Kinsey when it estimated that the latent 

homosexual population of New Zealand was perhaps 75,000 – enough to exert huge pressure on the 
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small country’s political and legal system if properly mobilized.158 Likewise, New York City activist Craig 

Schoonmaker used Kinsey’s statistics to declare that “the U.S. having a population of some 210 million … 

means that some 30 million citizens are predominantly or exclusively homosexual ... We should take 

over entire election districts and cities, and vote our people in to speak militantly for our rights.”159  

Yet this interpretation of a fixed homosexual population was not in keeping with Kinsey’s own 

understanding of his data. For example, in Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, Kinsey wrote that “Males 

do not represent two discrete populations, heterosexual and homosexual. The world is not to be divided 

into sheep and goats … The living world is a continuum in each and every one of its aspects.”160 And in 

Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, he criticized the human tendency to “dichotomize in its 

classification of phenomena,” and emphasized the “gradations” that were intrinsic to human sexual 

behaviour.161 Attempting to capture this sense of continuum and gradation, Kinsey famously developed 

a seven point “rating scale” to classify people according to their sexual preferences. While 0 and 6 

respectively denoted exclusive heterosexual and exclusive homosexual preferences, 1 to 5 denoted 

various shades of what might be called bisexuality, and this middle zone is where Kinsey believed most 

people resided.162 Contemptuous of attempts to explain homosexuality on a biological basis, Kinsey did 

not believe that science would uncover a genetic causality. Homosexuality needed no special 

explanation; it was a near-universal mammalian ability to respond sexually to same-sex stimuli. In other 

words, rather than a discrete type of person, homosexuality denoted sexual acts that most people had 
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an innate capacity to engage in. And this version of Kinsey was also picked up some gay liberationists. 

For example, as Ken Popert astutely wrote in The Body Politic in 1980,  

The vision of gays as a minority group rests, in part, on the Kinsey finding of an 
exclusively homosexual population amounting to a few percentage points out of the 
total. It is this percentage which anchors the social category of gays. But just as 
significant was Kinsey’s discovery that half of the supposed heterosexual majority is 
tinged with degrees of homoeroticism. Under the social fiction of a homosexual 
minority and heterosexual majority lies a more complex reality. If we view ourselves 
simply as a minority group, we run the risk of dead-ending ourselves into a political 
strategy which neglects the large number of so-called heterosexuals who have a 
personal stake in gay liberation.163  

 
In the more exuberant language of early gay liberation, the Red Butterfly Collective characterized 

Kinsey’s findings as: 

Absolute dynamite. Think about them!  … For every active gay man, how many others 
simply lack the courage and the know-how?  … Human homosexuality is not basically a 
product of hormonal imbalance or ‘perverted heredity.’ It is the produce of the 
fundamental mammalian heritage of general sexual responsiveness as modified under 
the impact of experience. 164 

 
But regardless of whether activists interpreted Kinsey in a minoritizing fashion (as indicating 

homosexuals as a fixed and eternal percentage of the human population, which a rating-scale to some 

extent encouraged) or in a universalizing fashion (as demonstrating the latent homosexual desires in 

most people), his reports furnished gay liberation with a political subject of sufficent demographic heft 

for the movement to position itself without blushing alongside such activisms as Black power and 

women’s liberation. 

A very different but no less influential text was Herbert Marcuse’s Eros and Civilization. Marcuse 

exerted a significant influence on a wide range of activists in the 1960s and early 1970s. Often seen as 

the quintessential philosopher of the New Left, Marcuse published in numerous languages, and he 
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became a kind of intellectual symbol of the political mobilizations surrounding 1968.165 As Douglas 

Kellner has written of the United States in this period, “Marcuse was more widely discussed than any 

living philosopher … Marcuse’s ideas became topics of debate not only in scholarly journals, but in the 

popular press as well.”166 Marcuse was also regarded with great seriousness by gay liberation 

intellectuals, some of whom considered him to be the essential philosopher of revolution, liberation, 

and sexuality. For example, Simon Watney recalls that the original London gay liberation front was 

positively steeped in Marcuse’s thought.167 Similarly, Ed Jackson recalls that during the early years of gay 

liberation in Toronto, “Marcuse especially is what everybody was reading,” in part due to the influence 

of founding member of The Body Politic Jearld Moldenhauer, who wrote articles distilling Marcuse’s 

thought as “basic food for any serious revolutionary homosexual.” 168   

Born in Berlin at the close of the nineteenth century, Marcuse had studied philosophy under 

Heidegger before fleeing Nazi Germany to the United States alongside his Frankfurt School colleagues.  

Working for U.S. intelligence services in the context of the Second World War, following the Allied 

victory Marcuse secured academic teaching appointments at a number of American universities, where 

he became involved in a wide range of New Left activisms. Throughout the long 1960s, Marcuse 
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participated in countless protest marches, signed endless petitions, facilitated student radicalism, 

became a repeated target of conservative ire, and published his most influential books. The most 

famous of these was One Dimensional Man, which pessimistically argued that advanced industrial 

societies created false needs through cultural manipulation; compelled ceaseless toil in order to afford 

unnecessary consumer goods; and radically reduced opportunities for critical thought and oppositional 

practice. Here Marcuse controversially questioned the inevitability of the industrial proletariat as the 

leading agent of revolution, and instead championed “the substratum of the outcasts and outsiders, the 

exploited and persecuted of other races and other colors, the unemployed and the unemployable.”169 

But while this political reevaluation of various underclasses was certainly appealing to gay liberationists, 

they were more directly influenced by Marcuse’s Eros and Civilization; Kevin Floyd only slightly 

exaggerates in calling this book “as influential on gay liberation as any single book could be.”170   

First published in 1955, but routinely reprinted as a commercial success for decades thereafter, 

Eros and Civilization was Marcuse’s effort to synthesize Freudian psychoanalysis with Marxism in a 

philosophically rigorous fashion.171 Seeking to generate new concepts, the book brought Freudian 

concepts such as the pleasure principle, the reality principle, and sublimation into a transformative 

conversation with Marxian concepts such as alienation, reification, and surplus-value. For example, with 

reference to Marx’s conception of surplus-value, Marcuse transformed Freud’s ahistorical proposition 

that civilizations were necessarily sexually repressive into a historical-materialist claim that civilizations 

enforced varying degrees of “surplus repression.” While accepting the Freudian claim that a certain 

amount of sexual repression was necessary for civilization as such, Marcuse’s concept of surplus 

repression asserted that some civilizations repressed sexuality in excess of the requirements of simply 
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maintaining order. And here contemporary civilization fared very poorly, as sexual repression under 

capitalism went far beyond a minimal threshold of peace and stability, and instead served the interests 

of economic exploitation and social domination. A series of theoretical syntheses underpinned this 

assertion. Marcuse accepted the Freudian claim that human sexuality was in the first instance 

“polymorphously perverse,” and slowly restricted from the totality of the body to the reproductive 

function of the genitals. But while Freud conceptualized genital sexuality as the normal outcome of a 

biological progression from infancy through adolescence to adulthood, Marcuse regarded the 

desexualization of much of the body as totally unnatural and unnecessary. Indeed, he saw this reduction 

of the human potential for pleasure as a pernicious imperative of capitalism. As Paul Robinson notes, 

Marcuse held that with the ascendance of capitalism, the “libido became concentrated in one part of 

the body, namely the genitals, in order to leave the rest of the body free for use as an instrument of 

labor.”172 In Paul Rutherford’s formulation, Marcuse conjured an image of the worker under capitalism 

as “a great, dumb beast, most of its body numbed, much of its life spent on the treadmill of work, 

allowed only occasional and restricted moments of pleasure.”173 Thus Marcuse regarded a holistic re-

eroticization of the human body as connected to the goal of achieving socialism and realizing human 

liberation. Indeed, Marcuse held that desublimating the sexual energy which had been diverted into 

alienated labour would produce revolutionary and destabilizing effects vis-à-vis capitalism. Certainly, it is 

an overstatement to suggest that Marcuse believed what he termed “the perversions” –

sadomasochism, pederasty, homosexuality, and so forth – were formally revolutionary. But he did 

regard such “perversions” as subversive reminders of our originally polymorphous sexuality, and as 

harbingers of an erotically holistic, non-repressive, de-sublimated, socialist utopia to come.174  Writing 
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that “originally, the sex instinct had no extraneous temporal and spatial limitations on its subject and 

object,” Marcuse asserted that “the perversions … express rebellion against the subjugation of sexuality 

under the order of procreation, and against the institutions which guarantee this order.”175  

With regard to homosexuality, Marcuse did not regard same-sex eroticism as the property of a 

discrete minority, but as one manifestation of a universal urge to rebel against a pernicious reduction of 

sexuality. Kevin Floyd notes that Eros and Civilization was “more interested in utopian, speculative 

figures of perversion than … in real-life homosexual subjects.”176 But this was hardly surprising for a 

relentlessly dialectical text concerned with negation, steeped in Continental philosophy, and committed 

to a Hegelian and Marxist historicism. In any case, what Marcuse offered gay liberationists was a 

powerful conceptualization of homosexuality that was universalizing rather than minoritizing, and which 

could be interpreted as implying that homosexuality was inherently revolutionary. This was certainly the 

interpretation of many gay liberationists, such as Dennis Altman, whose Homosexual: Oppression and 

Liberation employed Marcuse to suggest that homosexuals were especially persecuted in part because 

they re-eroticized taboo zones of the body, and announced sexual practices that lay outside the 

functional, reproductive requirements of the capitalist social order. Indeed, Altman drew on Marcuse to 

conceptualize homosexuality as a universal but repressed domain of possibilities; “homosexual” as a 

noun was a category to be inhabited only strategically and temporarily. “Everyone is gay, everyone is 

straight,” Altman announced, in the same breath as he prophesied the historic destiny of the gay 

liberation movement to bring about a liberated, pan-human sexuality.177 Subsequent chapters will 

return to Altman’s theoretical work. For now, suffice it to say that Homosexual: Oppression and 

Liberation was not only indebted to Marcuse, but to Kate Millett, Shulamith Firestone, Germaine Greer, 
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R.D. Laing, David Cooper, Frantz Fanon, Albert Memmi, Eldridge Cleaver, Stokely Carmichael, Huey 

Newton, and many others.  While an expression of Altman’s brilliantly synthetic mind, the book was also 

an intellectual product of transversal entanglements across the long 1960s. 
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Chapter Three 

Out of the Closet and Into Print:  
Gay Liberation Periodicals across the Anglo-American World 

 
 

As gay liberation began to crystallize in Toronto at the beginning of the 1970s, an underground, 

countercultural periodical called Guerilla initially provided a communicative forum for local gay activists. 

Indeed, Guerilla published news and announcements pertaining to Toronto Gay Action and the 

University of Toronto Homophile Association, as well as the occasional gay liberation manifesto.1 

Nevertheless, it soon became clear that Guerilla’s editors were lukewarm towards the nascent gay 

liberation movement.  And after the periodical published a letter trivializing homosexual politics as the 

domain of “ballet dancers and hairdressers,” members of Toronto Gay Action submitted their own 

letters demanding an expression of support for gay liberation.2 Guerilla’s refusal to oblige was a source 

of frustration and anger. So too was the periodical’s heavy editing of gay liberationist submissions.3  

Jearld Moldenhauer, a founder of the Student Homophile League at Cornell University and University of 

Toronto Homophile Association, argued that the time had come for an independent gay liberation 

publication. Fourteen other gay liberationists in the Toronto area agreed. And in the fall of 1971 they 

founded The Body Politic with a mere 200-dollar loan, a rented IBM Selectric, and printing equipment 

borrowed from Guerilla.4 

The first issues of The Body Politic (TBP) were comprised primarily of gay liberation 

theorizations, sweeping socio-political analysis, and countercultural critiques. Themes explored 
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included: the artificiality of gender roles; the relationship between the Vietnam War and macho 

heterosexuality; the threat that homosexuality posed to the nuclear family structure and therefore 

capitalism; the baneful monotony of suburbia; and the thought of intellectuals such as Herbert Marcuse, 

Kate Millett, and the anti-psychiatrist David Cooper.  Rejecting a hierarchal editorial structure, TBP was 

loosely governed by a collective, at first comprised simply of those who had contributed to at least one 

issue. All submissions to TBP were read aloud at weekly collective meetings, and required the 

unanimous approval of collective members prior to publication. Collective member Gerald Hannon 

recalls that from a production standpoint, the periodical “was a crappy thing … It was badly designed 

and badly edited.”5 This is hardly surprising because TBP lacked technical know-how; it was the product 

of an enthusiastic group of activists with a great deal to say. Stan Persky and collective member Ed 

Jackson joke that “no one thought of conducting a market survey to determine if there was a readership 

that could sustain a gay liberation publication.”6 Instead, activists poured their ideas and analyses, hopes 

and dreams, graphics and photographs onto the page, and took TBP out into the streets of Toronto, 

hawking it wherever they could. 

TBP underwent considerable changes over the years. In terms of content, its ratio of manifestos 

diminished in relation to news coverage, book reviews, and investigative features.  In the early years, 

collective member Merv Walker remembers TBP collective meetings as being “quite intellectually 

riveting and a clash of many personalities and ideologies … There was a lot of high-flown rhetoric and 

references to philosophers.” But Walker also stresses that over the years such meetings became more 

practical in orientation; as TBP grew in size and circulation “there was more pressure to make sure the 

thing actually got out on time.”7  This expansion was aided by improvements to TBP’s production 

process. For example, in 1977 TBP purchased a Compugraphic typesetting machine that permitted the 
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establishment of a small commercial typesetting service called PinkType, as well as a relatively short-

lived gay liberation publishing company called the Pink Triangle Press.8 Advertising was another area of 

considerable change. Although initially rejecting commercial ads, as production costs rose TBP began 

selectively accepting advertisements that were deemed non-exploitative and non-sexist.9  

Despite these transformations, many things remained constant for TBP throughout the 1970s. 

Importantly, the periodical retained its collective structure. Individual collective members increasingly 

established control over specific sections of the paper, such as news, reviews, features, and classifieds. 

But all major TBP policy decisions remained with the collective, which continued to meet for several 

hours each week over food and drink to discuss everything from content to finance to political 

strategy.10 Another constant was that the periodical overwhelmingly relied on a committed core of 

volunteers – on innumerable hours of unpaid labour given to the cause of gay liberation and TBP itself. 

As Rick Bébout notes, “writers weren't paid … Nor were editors, photographers, layout sloggers, 

bookkeepers, phone answerers, floor sweepers -- and almost everyone at one time or another filled any 

or all of those roles.”11 Financial instability was also constant. TBP was never a profit-driven enterprise, 

and its finances constantly alternated between black and red, sometimes to a frightening degree. 

Recurrently threatened with bankruptcy, TBP relied heavily on reader donations to make ends meet. 

Intellectually, TBP remained an important transnational forum for gay liberation thought. Collective 

member Ed Jackson recalls that throughout the 1970s TBP was a space in which gay liberation 
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intellectuals such as Dennis Altman, Jim Steakley, Maurice Flood, Johnathan Ned Katz, and others 

published their work. It also offered them a home base whenever they visited Toronto.12  

This chapter argues that while in many respects unique in terms of the quality and influence that 

it achieved, TBP also had much in common with other gay liberation periodicals that together formed an 

actor-network spanning the Anglo-American world. Consistently restricted from circulating discourse 

within mainstream and alternative media alike, gay liberationists in English Canada, the United States, 

the United Kingdom, Australia and New Zealand established a series of periodicals that provided an 

open forum for gay liberation thought and communications. They constituted counterpublics in both 

Nancy Fraser and Michael Warner’s sense.13 These periodicals were diverse productions and took five 

distinct forms. First, there were relatively short-lived gay liberation front organs such as New York City’s 

Come Out!, London’s Come Together, Sydney’s Gay Liberation Newsletter, and Auckland’s Gay Lib News. 

Second, a more durable core of gay liberation periodicals exercised considerable influence, and included 

San Francisco’s Gay Sunshine, Detroit’s Gay Liberator, Boston’s Fag Rag, and of course The Body Politic. 

Third, a number of less influential but nevertheless transnationally circulating periodicals such as 

Sydney’s Gay Liberation Press, Vancouver’s Gay Tide, Christchurch’s Aequus, and Winnipeg-Saskatoon’s 

After Stonewall emerged. Fourth, one finds a smattering of thematically leftist periodicals that included 

London’s Gay Marxist  and Gay Left, and Los Angeles’ Come Out Fighting. Finally, there were generalist 

gay community newspapers that carried gay liberation content but cannot be reduced to solely gay 

liberationist periodicals, namely London’s Gay News and Boston’s Gay Community News.  

For all their differences in terms of focus and overall influence, these periodicals were 

characterized by a number of overlapping similarities. With the partial exception of thematically leftist 

publications, they were not concerned with achieving theoretical unity or ideological consistency, but 
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obtaining as many gay voices, perspectives, insights, analyses, narratives, and expressions as possible. In 

terms of labour, they all relied on extraordinary volunteer commitment. In addition to writers, these 

periodicals required volunteer editors, typesetters, graphic designers, phone and correspondence 

answerers, accountants, distributors, layout board assemblers, and floor sweepers. Only a few were 

able hire more than a couple of employees at a pittance. Many never could. Moreover, to greater and 

lesser extents and at different points over the 1970s, these periodicals reprinted each other’s articles, 

borrowed graphics and photographs, facilitated dialogue and debate, brought far-flung activists into 

association, and advertised within one another’s pages. In addition to generally adopting collective (or 

at least generally democratic ) structures of governance, a final similarity is that while containing varying 

ratios of news coverage to creative writing, investigative features to book reviews, and interviews to 

artwork, these periodicals were loci of gay liberation’s intellectual history. As Kathryn Flannery has 

noted in her study Feminist Literacies, the messy, cluttered, even contradictory intellectual origins of 

activisms often “gets straightened in the telling, so that as it recedes from activist memory, it becomes 

more and more difficult to see the initial generative tangle.”  And one of the ways that Flannery is able 

to bring this “generative tangle” back into focus in the context of feminism is by revisiting and closely 

examining the movement’s periodicals.14 While embracing Flannery’s approach, this dissertation 

embraces a different metaphor. Examining gay liberation periodicals permits one to reconsider, nuance, 

and indeed queer oversimplifications of the movement’s supposedly tidy and singular “intellectual 

framework.”15 

----- 
 

The first gay liberation periodical of any note was Come Out! (1969-1972). Founded in New York 

City in the wake of the Stonewall Riots, Come Out!’s pages brimmed with radical energy, youthful 

excitement, and an earnest belief in the revolutionary potential of gay liberation politics. Produced by 
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the Gay Liberation Front of New York City, Come Out! contained news and information about protests 

and events, but it also overflowed with manifestos and sweeping, manifesto-like articles. Michael Hardt 

and Antonio Negri have written that “manifestos provide a glimpse of a world to come and also call into 

being the subject, who although now only a specter must materialize to become the agent of change. 

Manifestos work like the ancient prophets, who by the power of their vision create their own people.”16 

Thus manifestos resided quite comfortably within a periodical that by its very name implored readers to 

Come Out!, become subjects of gay liberation, and swell the ranks of a movement determined to change 

the world. “WE ARE COMING OUT IN COMMUNITY, A COMMUNITY THAT NUMBERS IN THE MILLIONS … 

we are going to transform the society at large through the open realization of our own consciousness,” 

Come Out! confidently asserted in its inaugural editorial.17  

Like most of the gay liberation periodicals that followed it, Come Out! (1971-72) was never an 

intellectually homogenous or theoretically unified endeavour. Elements of socialism, anarchism, 

feminism, libertarianism, and liberalism pervaded its eclectic pages, which contained both universalizing 

and minoritizing conceptualizations of homosexuality. To be sure, Come Out! featured a great deal of 

socialist content, perhaps most memorably the writings of Martha Shelley, who penned the influential 

“Gay is Good” manifesto. But the periodical also printed articles and letters that were highly critical of 

socialism and communism, particularly in the empirical context of sexist and homophobic regimes, such 

as Fidel Castro’s Cuba.18 It is also worth noting that Come Out!’s inaugural editorial drew on the 
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constitution of the United States of America to assert that gay people were entitled to “life, liberty and 

the pursuit of happiness.” While emphasizing that “we will not be a gay bourgeoisie, searching for the 

sterile ‘American dream,’” Come Out! was equally clear that gays would not “tolerate the exclusion of 

homosexuals from any area of American life,” and criticized New York State laws that criminalized 

homosexual acts, thereby circumscribing employment and housing opportunities for gay people. That 

such statements appeared in a periodical produced by the original Gay Liberation Front of New York City 

in the wake of the Stonewall riots certainly undermines scholarly interpretations of early gay liberation 

as relentlessly and single-mindedly concerned with revolution, never rights or law.  

In any case, rather than achieving ideological purity or theoretical consistency, a much greater 

concern was simply attracting enough contributors and volunteers to keep the publication afloat. For 

example, in 1970 Come Out! attempted to appeal to the largest possible contributor pool by stating that 

it was seeking “artists” in broadest sense of the word. “We shall seek your contribution,” the periodical 

announced,  

because you are an artist, whether your artistry takes the form of political 
analysis, reportage, Rock, alexandrine sonnets, cartoons of social comment, or 
has heretofore consisted of raising gentle children … or if you have been that 
purest form of artist, making the music, the poetry, of your thoughts, your 
visions, drawings, photographs, or of your own holy body and presence 
wherever you happen to be … We shall welcome your contribution.19 

 
Hardly restricted to those with impeccable leftist credentials or members of the Gay Liberation Front 

itself, Come Out! courted the involvement of gay people as such. There was really only one qualification 

required of a potential contributor:  a willingness to pen articles, features, reviews, poetry, or artwork 

that would -- in some way, shape or form -- “encourage all our brothers and sisters, wherever they are, 
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whatever their ages, to struggle for sexual freedom, their right to love one another.”20 A related concern 

was attracting and retaining volunteers who were willing to labour on the production side. For example, 

towards the end of the periodical’s existence, its editors explained that:  

We would like to get Come Out! more often. There is still so much that we have 
to understand and express about ourselves and the process we call Gay 
Liberation. However, it is very hard putting out a paper without your help. So 
please don’t ask us when the paper will come out again. Ask us what you can do 
to help Come Out! grow and be relevant to you. If you would like to contribute 
to Come Out! or be a part of the paper in any of the ways that make papers – 
writing, layout, distribution (and lots of just plain work that only a few people 
have been groaning over now for a long time) -- please write to us at our box 
number or call us.”21 

 
Ultimately the plea proved futile. Detached from any organizational base following the collapse of the 

New York City Gay Liberation Front and starved of volenteers, Come Out! folded in early 1972. 

While numerous gay liberation organizations emerged in U.S. and to some extent Canadian 

cities between 1969 and 1970, there was a slight temporal lag before the emergence of such groups in 

the United Kingdom. But in 1971 a Gay Liberation Front organization formed at the London School of 

Economics, which quickly founded a periodical called Come Together (1971-72). And as the first gay 

liberation publication in the United Kingdom, the periodical had much in common with its New York City 

cousin, Come Out! Indeed, Come Together similarly brimmed with excitement and optimism; exuded the 

energy of a young movement; and abounded with sweeping declarations, manifestos, and manifesto-

like articles. For example, an early issue of Come Together featured an editorial statement that 

conceptualized gay oppression as deeply intertwined with Judeo-Christian civilization, the structure of 

the nuclear family, and socialized sex roles.22 No amount of liberal reform would be sufficient to “abolish 

all forms of social oppression.” Gay liberation needed to struggle alongside socialists, women’s 

liberationists, and racialized minorities to overturn existing power relations. In the same breath, Come 
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Together demanded an immediate cessation of discrimination against gay people in areas such as 

housing, employment, and education “by the law, by employers, and by society at large.” Moreover, 

Come Together asserted:  

We don’t believe that any existing revolutionary theory has all the answers to 
the problems facing us. GLF will therefore study and discuss all relevant critical 
theories of society and the individual being, to measure them against the test of 
our own and historical experience.23 

 
Experience was the keyword here; like women’s liberation and Black power, gay liberationists invested 

experience with greater epistemological legitimacy than any other form of evidence or overarching 

theoretical framework.  

For all their similarities, there were also notable differences between Come Together and its 

New York City predecessor. One of these differences was a greater discursive synchronicity between the 

new left and “traditional left” in the pages of Come Together, which saw discourses of “the class 

struggle” and “the working class” readily intermingled with discourses of identity politics and 

consciousness raising. Another difference between the two publications was that Come Together’s 

production became increasingly decentralized. While initially published in central London, later issues 

were alternately produced by Camden GLF, Notting Hill GLF, and Manchester GLF, which allowed these 

groups to articulate issues of local concern.24 Nevertheless, far more similarities than differences existed 

between Come Together, Come Out!, and other early gay liberation publications that were pioneering in 

their particular localities and national contexts, such as Sydney Gay Liberation Newsletter (1972-3) and 

Gay Lib News of Auckland (1972-75). All of these periodicals were relatively short lived, and generally 

folded after the demise of their gay liberation parent organization. Their production values were 
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generally low, and their content frequently read as though it had been hastily composed and poorly 

proofread (if at all).  Another similarity was the frequent and unapologetic use of slang and expletives, 

even obscenities.25  Simply put, the pages of these pioneering gay liberation periodicals were filled with 

the writings of young activists, most of whom had no prior journalistic experience, and many of whom 

were exploring their sexuality for the first time in print. In unbridled and often idiosyncratic ways, these 

activists contemplated the meaning and nature of their homosexuality; the pleasures and possibilities of 

their affective lives; the strategies and tactics best suited to their liberation; and how their oppression 

was entangled with global systems of oppression rooted in gender, race, and class. In other words, 

pioneering gay liberation periodicals were venues of profoundly open-ended intellectual exploration 

that did not seek to discipline, censor, or systematize the thought and expression of a social group that 

historically had had such limited access to widely circulating communicative forums.26 Pioneering gay 

liberation periodicals above all sought to multiply gay reflections and analyses, amplify gay voices, 

expand gay dialogues, diversify gay representations, grow their contributor pools, and expand the 

number of print forums in which gay liberation thought, writing, and art would inhere. For example, 

both Come Out! and Come Together encouraged activist readers in far flung locales to join a burgeoning 

gay liberation dialogue by establishing their own periodicals. Indeed, Come Together explained that,  

any GLF group with a half dozen activists can produce their own paper. It takes no 
special journalistic or technical skills. We set aside a weekend and two other days 
to produce this Come Together. At one time there were 20 people around, but 
mostly just 6 to 8. During this time most of the articles were written, and all 
typing, artwork and paste-up done. You don’t need any leaders. All decisions are 
made by the people there at the time. 

 
In terms of mechanics, the article noted that Come Together itself was printed via the photolitho 

method, meaning that “you yourselves lay out the copy exactly as you want the finished product to look, 
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and it is reproduced photographically.” With respect to text, Come Together recommended using a 

typewriter with a new black ribbon, standardized column widths, lettraset headings, and black ink, 

“preferably Indian.” In preparing for the photographic reproduction stage, activists were advised to 

paste their copy onto a white cards using cow gum, and draw an outline in pale blue, leaving at least a ½ 

inch margins. Warning that “page size must be established with printers in advance,” Come Together 

advised that “consecutive pages are not generally next to one another, e.g. [12/1, 11/2, 10/3].”27 

Similarly, an article in Sydney Gay Liberation Newsletter stated that “part of the function of Gay Lib is to 

teach the people the technical side of Revolution, so that within the movement the physical work isn’t 

left up to a few.” And the periodical noted the existence of two main options for creating gay liberation 

print materials and posters. The first method was simple but crude: 

A design is drawn on a piece of paper. If it is a simple one, with thick lettering … 
it can be cut out by hand (with a blade). This stencil is placed under a silk screen 
and under that a piece of paper (the final poster). Paint is then pulled across 
with a squeegee and there ya have it. Hang and dry for half an hour. 

 
The second method -- the photolitho method described above -- was technically more difficult but 

granted greater representational freedom, professionalism, and opportunities for mass production.28 

----- 
 

Come Out!, Come Together, Sydney Gay Liberation News, and Gay Lib News were important and 

pioneering publications in their respective national contexts. But they were relatively short-lived, and 

never constituted the communicative core of gay liberation as a political formation. That role was 

occupied by four major periodicals that outgrew early affiliations with particular activist organizations, 

and ultimately became institutions. Detroit’s Gay Liberator, San Francisco’s Gay Sunshine, Boston’s Fag 

Rag, and Toronto’s The Body Politic were indeed central to the communications and intellectual history 

of Anglo-American gay liberation throughout much of the 1970s (see Figures 3 through 6). Despite areas  
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Figure 3: Cover of Gay Sunshine, 8 (1971). Cover art by Tony DeRosa and Jack Mansfield. 
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Figure 4: Cover of The Body Politic, 18 (May-June 1975). Photographer unknown. 
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Figure 5: Cover of Fag Rag, 20 (Summer 1977). Artist unknown. 
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Figure 6: Cover of Gay Liberator, 42 (December 1974 – January 1975). Artist unknown. 
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of overlap and intersection, these periodicals had distinctive characteristics, styles, and foci; they were 

products of local conditions and distinct histories that are worth sketching. 

Beginning on the West Coast of the United States, Gay Sunshine (1970-1983) was founded by a 

group of Bay Area activists involved with Berkeley Gay Liberation Front. Following the collapse of that 

organization in early 1971, the original Gay Sunshine collective dissolved. But after a brief hiatus, the 

periodical soon re-emerged as an independent, San Francisco-based entity. Gay Sunshine’s very title 

reflected its enduring connections to the New Left and to hippie counterculture – after all, “sunshine” 

was countercultural slang for LSD. Throughout the early 1970s the periodical was suffused with images 

of California beach culture, and it embraced nudism, often printing photographs and other 

representations of nude men and occasionally women that were not overtly sexualized.  Another 

distinguishing characteristic of Gay Sunshine was the prevalence of new age spirituality and idealist 

formulations within its pages. For example, the periodical initially contained constructions of 

homosexuality as a cosmic force, harmonious with nature, and the key to achieving unison between 

mind, body, and spirit; and so forth. Nevertheless, Gay Sunshine also contained some of the more 

overtly violent gay liberation formulations ever penned. Perhaps the most infamously were the writings 

of Charles P. Thorp, who drew on the work of Frantz Fanon, and suggested that “We Must Become 

Violent Fairies” in response to a colonizing, heterosexist society that jailed homosexuals and drove them 

to suicide. Thorp’s article was framed by a photograph of nude men with garish make-up, and another 

photograph of men clutching guns.29 

Gay Sunshine was a product of the Bay Area, which of course included Oakland, an epicentre of 

Black Panther radicalism. And of all the core gay liberation publications, Gay Sunshine was most directly 

influenced by and engaged with Black power and Third World decolonization movements, at least 

                                                           
29

 Charles P. Thorp, “We Must Become Violent Fairies,” Gay Sunshine, 1.3 (Nov. 1970). 
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during its early years. Indeed, the periodical contained coverage and commentary on these movements, 

and was particularly enthusiastic about a 1970 speech by Black Panther leader Huey P. Newton, which 

embraced gay liberation as a potentially revolutionary force.30 Another connection was that Black power 

and Third World decolonization provided the intellectual underpinnings of an ultimately failed plan to 

establish a liberated territory in the mountains of Alpine County – a plan that Gay Sunshine strongly 

supported.31  In brief, Alpine County was located high in the Sierra Nevadas, and as the most sparsely 

populated county in the State of California, the plan was for a critical mass of gay liberationists to 

relocate there, constitute a demographic majority, take over the local government democratically, and 

establish a liberated territory called Stonewall Nation. The project was inspired by a praxis of 

withdrawing from the city and building the forces of liberation from the hills, as expressed in the 

writings of Third World revolutionaries from Guevara to Fanon. More directly, it was influenced by Carl 

Wittman’s “A Gay Manifeso,” which was itself indebted to Black power and anti-colonial thought. 32 

Wittman’s manifesto called for the development of “free territories” in which gay people could liberate 

themselves from police brutality and capitalist exploitation by creating their own institutions of 

governance, education, commerce, public safety, health, and so forth. And some gay liberationists 

believed that precisely such a free territory could be established in Alpine County, which would provide 

a homeland for the thousands of “gay refugees” fleeing persecution in their hometowns, and eventually 

host the world’s first gay government and civil service, university, hospital, etc. Although the project 

eventually collapsed in the face of logistical difficulties and rising opposition both within and without gay 
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liberation, for a time it was taken very seriously by California activists.33 Contrary to notions that the 

Alpine County project was simply a publicity stunt designed to garner media attention, gay liberationists 

contracted an architecture firm and an economic research firm to variously assist in selecting a 

development site; assessing the county’s meteorology and hydrology, including precipitation, humidity, 

temperature, and water resources; and evaluate the feasibility of growing crops and other sources of 

economic self-sufficiency, such as establishing a ski resort or a casino.34 (The project ultimately collapsed 

in the face of opposition from white residents of Alpine County and above all as a result of criticism from 

within gay liberation, which centred on the fact that an attempt to establish Stonewall in this place 

would infringe on the Washoe Nation, an aboriginal group comprising about 50% of Alpine County’s 

population).35 In any case, despite its radical roots, Gay Sunshine ultimately abandoned its collective 

structure, and became increasingly literary in focus under the growing influence of Editor Winston 

Leyland. From 1973, Gay Sunshine began regularly publishing interviews with queer literati such as Allen 

Ginsburg, Gore Vidal, Christopher Isherwood, John Rechy, and William Burrows. And the periodical’s 

pages were largely filled with various forms of creative writing and literary criticism. Nevertheless, Gay 

Sunshine continued to identify as “A Journal of Gay Liberation,” and published overtly political content 

until its demise in 1983. 

Much like Gay Sunshine, the Gay Liberator (1970-1976) was initially connected to a foundational 

gay liberation organization, namely the Detroit Gay Liberation Front. And for the first year of its 

existence the periodical functioned to a considerable extent as a newsletter concerned with the 
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activities of the Detroit GLF.  Following the GLF’s collapse in 1971, the periodical ceased publication for 

six months before reconstitution as an independent organization. Very much a “borderland” publication, 

Gay Liberator contained a great deal of news coverage concerning gay liberation activities across the 

border in Ontario – not only in Toronto but in smaller centres such as London, Guelph, and of course 

Windsor. Of all the core gay liberation publications, Gay Liberator was the most prone to reprinting 

articles and borrowing artwork from its peers. Towards the end of its life, the periodical functioned in an 

increasingly synthetic fashion, serving to draw together into a single space gay liberation news and 

analysis from across North America and abroad. Unlike Gay Sunshine, Gay Liberator had little connection 

to new age spirituality or avant-garde literature, and was somewhat more socialist in orientation. 

Following the reorganization of periodical in 1971, it was increasingly focused on issues of social 

oppression of gay people, particularly “discrimination by the police, courts and laws, by employers and 

landlords.”36 Much like the rust-belt city in which it was based, Gay Liberator underwent a slow decline 

as collective members, contributors, and volunteers left Detroit in search of greener pastures in other 

North American cities such as New York, San Francisco and Toronto. At the end of life in 1976, the Gay 

Liberator collective had shrunk to a mere two members, both of whom planned to leave Detroit in 

search of greater opportunities for fusing gay politics and lifestyles in terms of collective living.37 

Unlike most of its peers, Fag Rag (1971-1987) was never directly connected to any particular 

activist organization. Rather, it was the successor of a short-lived publication called Lavender Vision, 

founded by a group of gay and lesbian activists who had met at Boston University homophile events. 

Lavender Vision ultimately dissolved after the break-down of gender unity, and from its ashes, John 

Mitzel and Charley Shivley subsequently founded Fag Rag as “a gay male newspaper” (see Figure 7). 

From the very beginning, Fag Rag’s name caused controversy among gay liberationists; some harshly 

criticized the use of such a derogatory word. The Fag Rag collective responded that “faggot” was above 
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all a powerful term that refused to be tamed – a term that prevented gays from forgetting the searing 

reality of their historical and ongoing oppression. Moreover, the collective argued that  

Figure 7: Cover of Fag Rag, 1 (June, 1971). 
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when a straight man calls us faggots he is in effect saying we aren’t like him, he is 
showing his contempt for us because we don’t fit the stereotyped definitions of 
manhood Amerikan style. And basically we’re PROUD of the fact that we don’t fit those 
definitions.  
 

A final justification for use of the word fag was its subversively humorous undertones. “Calling the paper 

FAG RAG is one way ... we incorporate a sense of humour into what we’re doing,” the collective 

explained.38  

To be sure, Fag Rag was often provocative in disposition, but it was not intellectually crass. 

Produced in Boston, the so-called Athens of America, many of those involved in the periodical’s 

production were -- or had been -- connected to universities such as Harvard, Northeastern, and Boston. 

So while Fag Rag was often iconoclastic and intentionally shocking, it tended to be erudite, 

sophisticated, ironic, and intellectually playful. Contributors to Fag Rag regularly ripped concepts such 

as necrophilia, pedophilia, bestiality, incest, and group-sex out of a pathologizing context, and creatively 

put them to work within gay liberation political analyses. For example, Charley Shively’s article 

“Bestiality as an Act of Revolution” was not really about advocating sex with animals. Rather, the piece 

playfully used the concept to explore denials of our own animality; flawed notions of human 

exceptionalism and superiority; the pernicious construction of some races as particularly sexually 

animalistic; and the possibility raised by Carl Wittman’s “A Gay Manifesto” that sexual relations with 

animals could promote “interspecies communication.”39  

While a range of ideological influences suffused Fag Rag’s pages, of all the core gay liberation 

publications it was the most overtly anarchist. Not only did Fag Rag resist “efforts towards 

centralization, incorporation, definition or other institutionalization,” it regarded gay liberation itself as 

“an anarchist strategy” to combat heterosexual patriarchy and the nuclear family.40  Fag Rag also 
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regarded gay liberation as anarchist insofar as the movement was struggling for “faggot” autonomy and 

freedom from disciplinary institutions connected to the state – against oppressive laws, imprisonment, 

censorship regimes, psychiatric pathologizations, and so forth. “What we want is very simple,” the 

collective explained.  

We want every person to have complete control over their body as well as their own 
life and destiny. This is an unequivocal demand; it cannot be hedged or circumscribed. 
The ‘children,’ ‘insane,’ mentally ‘retarded,’ or ‘incompetent’ must be equally included 
or the demand means nothing.41 

 
Another difference between Fag Rag and other core gay liberation publications was an aversion to 

printing news articles. Rather ironically given its subtitular identification as a “gay male newspaper,” Fag 

Rag considered news to be “linear, dated, clocked, and measured,” even inherently “straight.”42  

Consequently the periodical focused almost entirely on features, analyses, and polemics.  

The final core gay liberation periodical was of course The Body Politic (1971-1986). It was 

thoroughly rooted in the burgeoning metropolis of Toronto, which had recently surpassed Montreal as 

the Canada’s largest city. From its very beginnings, TBP thematized itself as a national publication, and 

throughout the 1970s it increasingly adopted the mantle of gay liberation’s Canadian newspaper of 

record. To some degree TBP successfully realized this role in relation to English Canada. While always 

Toronto and Ontario-centric, TBP regularly published news and features on activism in other provinces, 

particularly across Western Canada. But Quebec was always a major blind spot. As Gerald Hannon notes, 

very few people involved with TBP were competent readers of French, much less fully bilingual.43 And as 

Ed Jackson recalls, TBP’s connections to Quebec were largely restricted to a few Anglophone contacts in 

Montreal.44 To be sure, TBP covered major news emerging from Quebec, such as the police crackdowns 

on gay establishments in the lead-up to the 1976 Summer Olympics in Montreal. But there was very 
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little knowledge of – or substantive connection to – gay activism in Quebec.  While language was the 

primary barrier, Tim McCaskell notes that disconnection partially stemmed from “the weak and 

fragmented” nature of gay liberation in Quebec.45  Whatever the case, TBP was far more attuned to gay 

liberation across the Anglo-American world than within a largely Francophone Canadian province 

accessible via Highway 401.  

Despite its national pretentions, TBP can be more productively understood as a transnational 

publication that simultaneously benefited from its proximity to and exteriority from the United States. 

Put another way, while often critical of U.S. imperialism and cultural hegemony, TBP owed at least some 

of its enormous success to its location within a globalizing metropolis on the edge – rather than directly 

inside – the United States. As David Churchill has noted, the cultural, political, and intellectual life of 

Toronto in the late 1960s and 1970s greatly benefited from an infusion of Americans fleeing 

conscription into the Vietnam War, as well as the militaristic, racist, and competitive values that the 

United States appeared to exude on a greater scale than did Canada.46 In concrete terms, TBP greatly 

benefited from the presence of intelligent expatriate Americans such as Jearld Moldenhauer, Herb 

Speirs, and Rick Bébout within its editorial collective. But beyond such individuals, Ed Jackson notes that 

TBP profited from “being so close to the elephant but not being part of it, and being able to comment on 

it and critique it.”47 Ken Popert adds that TBP ascended to a position of unique transnational importance 

because it was a publication that “a lot of people in other countries – English-speaking countries – 

identified with,” as an outlet for views that had “no exponent in their own national contexts.”48 This was 

certainly the situation in Australia, which lacked a stable gay liberation periodical throughout much of 

the 1970s. For example, Liz Ross recalls her excitement upon discovering TBP in Melbourne, for while it 
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provided news on political developments in North America, it “just seemed more relevant compared to 

some of the American papers.” Ross emphasizes that part of TBP’s appeal stemmed from the fact that  

we saw Canada as being a similar commonwealth country, so what happened there 
was seen as something that you would pay more attention to because it could be used 
here, either positively or negatively.  It was more like reading about another state in 
Australia … If we read something from America, it was more exotic: it’s a whole 
different political system, it’s a huge country with millions of people … Whereas 
Canada was something that you read about because it had more relevance here, 
because it was more part of the family.49 
 

Likewise, the Sydney-based gay liberationist Ken Davis recalls that while “we were excited about the left 

stuff from Britain, what was most influential for me was Body Politic from Canada, far and away.”50 Davis 

reflects that in addition to “a combination of sexual politics with radicalism that really suited us in 

Australia,” TBP continued to exhibit the spirit of  

a young, radical, social movement that was questioning a whole lot of things. And it 
had a bit of a sense of humour and flair for radicalism. It was asking fairly complex 
questions that meant a lot to us … it had really hard-edged attitude towards things like 
police and censorship. It was not afraid to open up quite big questions … The Body 
Politic achieved a level of complexity that was really inspiring.51 
 
In the United Kingdom many activists similarly looked to TBP in the absence of an equivalent 

national publication. Indeed, following the death of Come Together, in terms of domestic publications 

British activists were limited to Gay News, a community newspaper that printed gay liberation content 

irregularly, and Gay Left, which appeared once or twice and year, and was concerned with gay liberation 

themes as they pertained to Marxism and socialism. Still, there was a problem: despite reporting on 

events in the United Kingdom, TBP generally contained fairly limited British content. And thus in the late 

1970s, there was an effort on the part of gay liberationists in England and Scotland to produce a TBP 

British supplement. As the Edinburgh-based activist Ian Dunn explained in a 1979 letter to TBP 

collective,  

                                                           
49

 Liz Ross, Interview with Scott de Groot, Melbourne, 23 April 2013. 
50

 Ken Davis, Interview with Scott de Groot, Sydney, New South Wales, 4 March 2013. 
51

 Ibid. 



143 
 

over the past few months several regular readers of The Body Politic have been 
meeting very informally. Our discussions have centred on the deplorable state of good 
gay regular publishing in the UK – publishing, that is, from a radical and left viewpoint. 
In particular, the voices of lesbian women seem to us to have very few widely available 
outlets here. TBP has a very committed – and growing – readership in the UK. What 
would TBP’s reaction be to a proposal to publish a ‘BRITISH SUPPLEMENT,’ initially as a 
4-page fold-in but with a view to increasing the number of pages in time? 52  

 
Dunn noted that in order to move forward, several logistical issues would need to be worked out, 

including questions of editorial control, distribution, and surcharging – to cover production costs, he 

recommended a 15 pence increase to TBP’s UK retail price.53 TBP collective was supportive of the idea, 

and thus Dunn and his comrades scheduled a formal meeting in Manchester. In advance of the meeting, 

Dunn explained that a TBP supplement was being pursued because British activists lacked the resources 

and technical skills to produce an independent periodical anywhere near TBP’s quality from scratch. He 

also explained that the supplement would seek to avoid becoming London centred, include activist 

perspectives from across the United Kingdom, and establish a balance between lesbian and gay male 

content.54 While the Manchester meeting was well attended, the British activist Andrew Hodges 

privately informed TBP’s collective there was little willingness on the part of attendees to actually 

commit to the necessary labour. While Hodges and four other activists had subsequently created a pilot 

“mock-up” of the TBP British supplement, he did not believe it was anywhere “remotely near the level 

required.”55 Despite months of planning, the project seems to have died in 1980.  

 The broader point here is that of all the major, English-language gay liberation periodicals, TBP 

probably had the greatest transnational reach and influence. And although this influence was rooted in 

the geographic and cultural factors explored above, it must also be stressed that TBP was quite simply 
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an excellent publication by any standard. While committed to journalism and reporting, TBP also 

engaged with theory, the human sciences, gay culture, and the arts. It exhibited a willingness to 

courageously tackle controversial issues of sexual politics without becoming – at least generally speaking 

--gratuitously polemical or shocking. A defining characteristic of TBP was a playful sense of humour that 

was variously ironic, self-deprecating, light-hearted, and absurd rather than dark or caustic. Early in its 

lifespan, TBP also began to achieve higher than average production values and featured a wide range of 

queer artwork, such as photographs, illustrations, and political cartoons. Martin Duberman put it this 

way in promotional literature for TBP dated 1978:  

I like TBP … because it deals with gay life from a clear, radical perspective. It’s 
willing to tackle controversial issues and refuses to treat its readers as though they 
were nothing more than an exploitable commercial market … Put quite simply, The 
Body Politic is the most sophisticated, incisive, and courageous gay news periodical 
in existence (see Figure 8).56 
 

----- 
 

For all their differences, the periodicals at the core of Anglo-American gay liberation’s 

communicative network also had much in common in terms of their objectives, editorial policies, 

governing structures, finances, and labour issues. In the first instance, Gay Sunshine, Gay Liberator, Fag 

Rag and TBP were all founded as open communicative forums for queers who had been consistently 

shut out of mainstream media and prevented from fully expressing themselves in countercultural and 

leftist media. Indeed, these publications encouraged gays, lesbians, bisexuals, those who rejected sexual 

binaries, and to some extent trans people to get typing, and publish everything from sweeping 

theorizations to personal narratives, from political analyses to poetry and book reviews. Gay Sunshine, 

Gay Liberator, Fag Rag and TBP were also founded as mechanisms for communicating with as many 

queers as possible, and encouraging them to come out of their closets. As one activist put it in the 

inaugural issue of Gay Sunshine, a newspaper was a powerful catalyst for awakening gay consciousness  
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Figure 8: Advertisement for The Body Politic featuring Martin Duberman. The Body Politic, 48 
(November 1978). 
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and unleashing “the political potential of a subculture … that constitutes more than 10 percent of the 

total population.”57 But as much as these core gay liberation periodicals were interested in mobilizing 

queer populations in the localities and regions of their production, over time they became increasingly 

invested in raising gay consciousness more broadly, and establishing connections with activists both 

nationally and around the world. For example, The Body Politic consciously set out to provide a common 

communicative space and even unify the “extremely diverse and scattered” gay population of Canada, 

which was separated by enormous physical and cultural distances.58 And Fag Rag repeatedly expressed 

a commitment to the facilitating linkages between queer, “anti-establishment communities and groups 

in all parts of the world … We need these networks NOW so that faggots, lesbians and allied radicals can 

become more conscious of themselves as a growing, world-wide force.”59 

Another important commonality was that, like Come Out! and Come Together, these periodicals 

sought to function as essentially unrestricted forums for ideas and analyses of a very broadly defined 

gay liberation movement. Despite varying commitments to particular political issues, none of these 

periodicals was ideologically rigid or unified. Indeed, within the editorial collectives that governed Gay 

Sunshine, Gay Liberator, Fag Rag and TBP, there were often large distances between the ideological 

orientations and political commitments of individual members. For example, Gay Liberator often 

expressed the view that combatting discrimination by the police, courts, laws, employers, and landlords 

should be a priority for the gay liberation movement as such. Yet the Gay Liberator collective also 

admitted that “we have no set answers; though most of us are politically radical, we disagree on a 

variety of issues.” And the periodical repeatedly stressed that it was entirely open to “discussions of 

political and social ideas relevant to gay liberation written from a variety of political viewpoints.”60 

Similarly, Fag Rag pointed out that within the ranks of its editorial collective, there were not only 

                                                           
57

 Nick Benton, “Who Needs It?” Gay Sunshine, 1 (Aug.-Sept., 1970). 
58

 Tom Warner, “Canadian Gay Polemical Literature: We’ve Only Just Begun,” TBP, 12 (March-April 1974). 
59

 “Second Five Year Plan,” Fag Rag, 16-17 (June-July 1976). 
60

 “We’re Back,” Gay Liberator, (September 1971). 



147 
 

divergent opinions on what gay liberation was and should achieve, but divergent understandings of 

terms such as sexism, gay, straight, oppression, liberation, etc.61 But rather than a problem to be 

corrected, the periodical embraced this diversity and indeterminacy as natural for a youthful movement 

that was fluid and expanding. Why try to dogmatically cement terms and concepts in place before they 

had benefited from a fuller range of possible articulations?  The periodical was clear that “FAG RAG has 

never had a rigorous ideology or a closed editorial board … FAG RAG has beyond all else tried to be 

open: open to change, open to criticism, open to existence, open to faggotry.”62  Tim McCaskell astutely 

notes that the labour expended on the production of gay liberation periodicals often provided a 

practical basis of solidarity and comradeship that obscured – or at least diminished – points of political 

and ideological divergence between activists.63 And regarding her experience as a socialist feminist 

member of TBP collective, Mariana Valverde adds that,  

if it had been a political group I never would have stayed with it, because it wasn’t 
enough to keep me  going, and Tim McCaskell and I would have been outvoted every 
time. But it wasn’t just a political group; it did put out a magazine. And it was a really 
good magazine … It was top of the line and I was committed to that.64 

 
In terms of governance, all of the core gay liberation periodicals similarly embraced a collective 

editorial structure, which was not simply coincidental. Steeped in the New Left and opposed to 

traditional forms of authority, these publications rejected hierarchy and embraced lateral, participatory, 

democratic decision-making. Collective governance did not always persist in the long term. As noted 

above, in the mid-1970s Gay Sunshine became increasingly dominated by Winston Leyland, who 

exercised personal editorial control as the periodical became ever-more literary in orientation. 

Nevertheless, Gay Liberator, Fag Rag, and TBP remained committed to principles of collective 

governance for the duration of their lifespans. And in practical terms, this meant that all major decisions 
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regarding the policy, finance, and production required collective approval. To be sure, the required 

qualifications of a potential collective member were quite limited, generally entailing little more than 

previous contributions, a willingness to attend collective meetings, and a stomach for hard work. In 

addition to decisions, collective members of all the core gay liberation periodicals tended to perform a 

wide range of tasks including distribution, advertising, and even cleaning. There were frequent efforts to 

break down hierarchies between these roles. For example, Fag Rag initially resisted assigning individual 

credit for articles and photos because doing so seemed to imply that collective members responsible for 

editing, typing, layout, and distribution were somehow “less noteworthy.”65  

This collective ethos often extended beyond the production of periodicals and into the domestic 

lives of their producers. And the core gay liberation periodicals were all, at various points in their 

histories, connected to collective houses. For instance, in the early to mid-1970s there were as many as 

three gay liberation collective houses in Toronto whose members were associated with TBP. In addition 

to the political appeal of this mode of life, Gerald Hannon notes that collective living was an economic 

necessity for the activists who produced TBP, as the periodical was not able to pay more than a pittance 

to a couple of employees. Hannon explains that TBP’s collective house on Marchmount Road was 

radically egalitarian. Income was pooled. A joint bank account was established. Food was shared, and 

members sometimes shop-lifted from corporate – never community owned – grocery stores to fill the 

refrigerator.66  As Merv Walker recalls, the Marchmount collective  

operated very much like a family. We always had meals together, we alternated 
cooking; it was very nice and it was very social. And because we always had The Body 
Politic in common, people kind of jabbed at us as being the kitchen collective, because 
there was a sense that we were making decisions behind their backs, which wasn’t the 
case. We had discussed everything in advance at the dinner table, which is not to say 
that we arrived at the collective meetings as a unified front or anything.67 
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Another commonality between Gay Sunshine, Gay Liberator, Fag Rag and TBP – and for that 

matter all of the gay liberation periodicals explored by this dissertation – was that they entailed an 

extraordinary amount of labour (see Figure 9). In terms of the production process, nothing was digitized 

and virtually nothing was automated; the minutest of tasks had to be completed by hand. Gay Liberator 

explained that following collective meetings concerning content, editing, photographs and graphics 

selection, and copy, there remained a vast assortment of time-consuming but imperative tasks. Articles, 

photographs, and graphics had to be cut out with scissors or a utility knife, arranged on layout boards, 

and glued down with cow gum. These layout boards then had to be physically transported to a printer, 

and subsequently picked up for distribution to retail outlets, and mailed out to subscribers. As one Gay 

Liberator collective member explained, 

before becoming involved with the paper I thought it had some sort of machine to 
handle the subscriber mailing. It does – us. Each plain brown envelope is rubber 
stamped twice, run through the addressing machine, stuffed with the paper, glue 
closed, and finally sorted into about 25 bundles arranged in a special zip code order 
(a post office requirement).68 

 
Providing an even more thorough account of the labour that producing a gay liberation periodical 

entailed, Michael Riordon noted of TBP that  

Classifieds must be sorted, typed, set, accounted, drawers and forwarding kept up to 
date … the mailbox fills each day, submissions, ads and replies, bills, attacks, 
arguments and compliments. Phone calls – where’s there a good leather bar? … 
Subscriptions are mailed by hand … bundles delivered by hand to local outlets in 
borrowed cars … Nothing is automatic. Everything has to be done without the 
machinery of a large corporate paper without wire services, legions of secretaries, 
lawyers to keep you on this side of libel, accountants to speak softly with the tax 
collector, fleets of trucks, lunches with MP’s, your own press … Everything has to be 
done by hand, retail, from scratch, on the cheap, by an actual person, and usually done 
again for each issue.69 
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Figure 9: Laborious Scenes. Left: Photo of Jearld Moldenhauer by Gerald Hannon. The Body Politic, 5 
(June-July 1972). Top Right: Photo of Herb Spiers and Selectric typwritter by Jearld Moldenhauer, 1972. 
Bottom Right: A Fag Rag collective meeting. Photographer unknown. Fag Rag , 16-17 (June-July 1976). 
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Given the labour intensive nature of producing a gay liberation periodical, and the lack of 

corresponding financial remuneration, it is no wonder that such publications often had difficulty 

retaining activist volunteers. For example, Gay Sunshine complained that,  

It’s hard to get creative, committed people who give time and don’t just wander in for 
a week and then wander out. We’ve had so many people do just that. They are so 
enthusiastic about working on the paper and then after a few weeks they fade out. 
You don’t see them anymore; they’re too busy when you phone them. 

 
Likening this problem to the hook-ups and one-night stands endemic to gay culture, the publication 

jokingly complained that too many activists “make passionate love to Gay Sunshine, all kinds of 

promises, and they go out the door and take your phone number and never come back.”70 The issue of 

labour was an even greater concern of Gay Liberator. Indeed, the periodical complained that  

A matter of great concern to the collective at this time is finding new people to 
become involved with the paper. A small number of persons presently do the 
tremendous amount of work necessary for the production of the paper, and most are 
wearing out. New people are needed to expand the outlook and variety of the paper 
and to assume some of the production duties.71 

 
Unable to attract enough volunteers, Gay Liberator ultimately suspended publication in 1976. Fag Rag 

also had problems retaining and attracting volunteers, and admitted that this fact was preventing the 

periodical from appearing with greater frequently. But rather than interpreting an infrequent 

publication schedule as a problem in need of remedy, the periodical was unapologetic. 

We are faggots with a lot else to do. Making love, learning to love one another, our 
selves, our bodies, and making revolution … We reject the pig state and all its values of 
predictability, schedules, ‘work,’ etc. We’d just as soon be travelling and living 
marginally on our own than be owned … After destructuring our lives, we are not 
about to restructure them (at least on a straight line, hierarchy basis). 

 
Despite a similarly difficulties in its early years, TBP became more invested in achieving regularity by the 

mid-1970s, and frequently advertised to attract the necessary volunteers. One such advertisement 
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humourously featured a photograph of a collective member sweeping trash alongside a caption that 

read:  

Wanna Get Involved in the Glamorous World of Journalism?  If you like writing you’ll 
get a chance at it, and if you’re good you’ll get as much as you can handle. If you’re a 
whiz with a camera, we’ve got ten covers a year you can shoot for. If commas and 
semi-colons turn you on, we can guarantee you at least a ream of unpunctuated prose. 
And if you’d just kind of like to help, but aren’t sure how you can fit in – give us a call. 
You’d surprised how involved you can get with just one free evening a week. You see – 
The Body Politic was built by people like you. People who decided that working toward 
a better life for gays was worth handing over a few hours a week.72 

 
Finance was also a constant problem for the core gay liberation periodicals, as it was for virtually 

all the gay liberation publications examined here. While Gay Sunshine, Gay Liberator, Fag Rag, and TBP  

initially rejected advertisements on political grounds, only Fag Rag was able to resist commercial 

advertising throughout the 1970s. For example, TBP reluctantly began accepting advertising in 1972 in 

the hope of achieving a more consistent publication schedule.73 And despite an admittedly “negative 

effect on the aesthetic appearance of the paper,” Gay Sunshine starting accepting ads in 1973 in the 

face of financial collapse and for “reasons of survival.”74 Finances were almost always precarious, and 

appeals for donations from readers were constant. For example, in 1974 Fag Rag and Gay Sunshine 

published a joint issue to express their mutual solidarity and celebrate the fifth anniversary of the 

Stonewall Riots. But doing so ultimately stretched these periodicals to the brink of bankruptcy, as the 

collaboration entailed plane tickets between San Francisco and Boston, and extra production costs 

entailed by coordinating copy from opposite corners of the United States. It is indicative of the 

threadbare finances of these publications that the $2000 expenses related to the issue,  

have completely exhausted our funds. If you like this issue and believe in the kind of 
gay journalism we are doing, why not subscribe now to both papers … or send in a 
contribution. This is the time we really need your financial help.75 

 

                                                           
72

 “Wanna Get Involved in the Glamorous World of Journalism?” TBP, 31 (March 1977). 
73

 “Editorial Page,” TBP, 4 (May-June, 1972). 
74

 “Editorial,” Gay Sunshine, 16 (February 1973). 
75

 “Fag Rag / Gay Sunshine,” Fag Rag / Gay Sunshine (Summer 1974). 



153 
 

Part of the problem was that core gay liberation periodicals could not afford to hire accountants and 

relied on amateur labour to provide at least a semblance of balance to their books. Gerald Hannon 

assumed this role for TBP, and admits that he found it very difficult. He recalls that  

I handled the finances for much of paper’s career – mishandled some would say – but I 
was not an accountant at all, I was just trying to do what I could do. I also ran 
subscriptions, I wrote articles, researched articles, and managed volunteers, and tried 
to get submissions in on time.76 

 
----- 

 
In addition to the core gay liberation publications, there was a constellation of somewhat more 

peripheral periodicals that generally had smaller circulations, lower production values, shorter lifespans, 

and comparatively less transnational influence. But this is not to suggest that these minor periodicals 

were unimportant, or that their reach was confined to a single nation-state, or that they did not contain 

unique contributions to the intellectual and communications history of gay liberation. Sydney’s Gay 

Liberation Press (1974-75) existed in recurrent state of identity crisis. As explained in a foundational 

editorial, Gay Liberation Press sought to foster discussions regarding the meaning and significance of gay 

liberation; debates regarding movement strategies and tactics; and the relationship between gay 

liberation and “the broader spectrum of liberation movements,” such as women’s liberation, Black 

power, Third World decolonization.77 But before these aspirations could be fully realized, the periodical 

quickly underwent an editorial transformation, and was renamed GLP. The reason for this re-branding 

was that the periodical’s editors wished to re-orient GLP towards sexual politics in general rather than 

homosexual politics in particular. Nevertheless, GLP emphatically denied that “we want the discussion of 

radical homosexuality to end … Nothing could be further from the truth! We hope that by broadening 

the political status of GLP that a more creative and critical atmosphere will lead to fresh outlooks.”78 

However, within a year, GLP was once again renamed and reconceptualized, becoming Working Papers 
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in Sex, Science and Culture. Working Papers increasingly delved into a purely intellectual realm, and 

concerned itself primarily with interpreting French and Continental theory for Anglo-American activists 

and academics interested in questions of sexuality. Its short life ended in 1977. 

Vancouver’s Gay Tide (1973-80) enjoyed greater continuity. While the periodical was 

intrinsically connected to Gay Alliance Towards Equality (GATE) Vancouver, Gay Tide was not simply 

GATE’s mouthpiece, but rather “a forum for exploring all aspects of gay liberation … we would even 

consider printing an anti-gay article if it exemplified a particularly common view, and accompany it with 

an editorial response.”79 Submissions could originate from anywhere, but Gay Tide’s editorial collective 

was restricted to GATE members -- although this was apparently 

no obstacle to anyone who wants to get involved solely in the paper. Membership is a 
nominal fifty cents a year, and just requires adherence to the Statement of Principles, 
a very general statement basically saying that ‘gay is good’ and that we must join 
together to get society to see it that way, too.80 

 
Editorially Marxist in orientation, Gay Tide was also deeply invested in the human rights approach to gay 

liberation, specifically the belief that it was imperative to secure basic rights to housing, employment, 

and expression for homosexuals as a prerequisite to revolutionary mobilization. The periodical ceased in 

1980 following a failed and expensive legal battle with the Vancouver Sun for the right to place 

advertisements within its pages, and after GATE decided to focus its energies on establishing a gay 

community centre in downtown Vancouver.81 

In addition to large centres such as Sydney and Vancouver, smaller cities such as Winnipeg, 

Saskatoon, and Christchurch were also home to gay liberation periodicals in the 1970s. Aequus (1974-

78) – a Latin term that “very broadly interpreted stands for equality” – was founded by the Christchurch 

Gay Liberation Front with the support of other Christchurch organizations, such as the Transsexuals and 

                                                           
79

 “Who We Are,” Gay Tide, 1.3 (November 1973). 
80

 Ibid. 
81

 “Our Last Issue,” Gay Tide, 22 (June 1979). 



155 
 

Transvestites Union and the Gay Activists Society.82 Reflecting the fact that homosexuality remained 

illegal in New Zealand, Aequus was concerned with issues of law reform, and given the legal 

precociousness of its subject matter, was at pains to stress that, with respect to personal ads, “there are 

legal guidelines as to how far you may go in explicitly soliciting sexual contacts.”83 Nevertheless, Aequus 

established itself as one of the leading periodicals in New Zealand, and enjoyed a circulation that 

stretched primarily to neighbouring Australia, but also to the United Kingdom and Canada. No doubt 

part of the reason for its success was that Aequus was never simply a mouthpiece for the Christchurch 

Gay Liberation Front, and encouraged a lively culture of debate that extended to debates over the 

periodical’s very name. Indeed, some activists criticized the term Aequus as inappropriately expressing 

desires for equality with – rather than liberation from – heterosexual oppressors.84 

On the opposite side of the globe, activists based in Winnipeg founded After Stonewall (1977-

80) as a “critical journal of gay liberation,” which was designed to serve “the prairies of Canada adjacent 

American states,” namely Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta, North Dakota, Montana, and Minnesota. 

The founders of After Stonewall were not ideologically like-minded, but all agreed that activists living in 

the Northern Great Plains had “a particular outlook on gay liberation which we believe to be just as 

valuable and just as much a part of gay life as is that of Toronto, Montreal, New York or San Francisco.”85 

Explicity inspired by the fearlessness of Boston’s Fag Rag, After Stonewall adopted an uncompromising 

gay liberationist perspective at a time when this was not the dominant trend in gay politics. In 1979 the 

periodical relocated to Saskatoon as many of its founding members had moved west to Saskatchewan 

and Alberta. Until its death in the early 1980s, After Stonewall remained committed to supporting the 

struggles of women and racialized minorities, indeed to 
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the struggle for ‘total liberation’ not just equality … We hope to contribute to the fight 
for a humane world, controlled by working people and not the blood-suckers … no 
humane society can be built while women are enslaved, violence is committed against 
gay people, the young are treated as property, the elderly and the disabled are 
discarded and the wealth created by the many is taken by the few.86 

 
----- 

 
Thematically leftist periodicals that exclusively published content related to intersections 

between socialism, Marxism, and homosexual politics were also part of a communicative network that 

spanned the Anglo-American world. The first of these periodicals was Gay Marxist (1973-75), 

established following a conference in Warwick by gay liberationists who believed it was “vital to 

integrate the emerging analysis of sexism with the traditionally economically expressed class 

contradictions of the Marxist analysis,” and that gay liberation could “only be achieved as part of a 

general social revolution.”87 Gay Marxist never adopted “a defined political line” and was open to all 

contributions that situated gay liberation within an expansively conceptualized horizon of Marxist 

politics.88 By 1974, there was considerable dissatisfaction with the periodical on the part of activists who 

charged that it lacked political direction and sufficient theoretical rigour, and suffered from 

unproductive polemics and activist posturing concerning,  

who is a ‘real’ Marxist, who is ‘academic,’ who is ‘petty bourgeois,’ who is a ‘mindless 
activist,’ who has most respect and reverence for Marx, who has the most 
revolutionary [lifestyle], who has the sharpest criticisms of the failings of the world 
communist movement or the fiercest defences of its achievements89 

 
Gay Left (1975-1980) was a London-based periodical that emerged following Gay Marxist’s demise. And 

it sought to provide an intellectual and communicative forum for radical gays “within a clearly expressed 

collective policy which will be reflected in the articles selected to be published.” Acceptable articles 

were defined as those contributing to a Marxist analysis of homosexual oppression, which would 
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“encourage in the gay movement an understanding of the links between the struggle against sexual 

oppression and the struggle for socialism.”90 Axiomatically, Gay Left held that homosexual oppression 

was linked to the role of the family and the subjugation of women within the capitalist system of 

production. And the Gay Left collective was as much a study and reading group as it was a publishing 

entity. For example, the collective explained in 1977 that an issue had appeared late  

as a result of a conscious decision on the part of the collective to spend more time on 
group study … We feel generally that our growth and development as a group takes 
priority over producing the journal at strictly regular intervals.91 

 
Reflecting on the history of Gay Left, collective member Jeffrey Weeks has written that the periodical 

emerged during,  

a period of intense political polarisation, as the optimism of the previous decade 
hardened into a grim resilience under the impact of high inflation, growing 
unemployment, [and] international tension … There was a feeling that this was a time 
to stand up and be counted, and … that meant positioning ourselves firmly with the 
left.92 

 
That the periodical declared itself to be “a socialist journal produced by gay men” was a source of major 

controversy. Eventually this subtitle was dropped and women increasingly contributed to the periodical, 

but the editorial collective remained exclusively male. Gay Left ceased publication in 1980, attacked by 

far left groups that considered it to be unduly concerned with personal and subjective politics, criticized 

by radical feminists who reviled its masculine orientation, and greatly missed by the thousands of gay 

leftists it had influenced around the world.93 

 Intrinsically further to the left was Come Out Fighting (1975-77) of Los Angeles, the mouthpiece 

of a gay Communist organization called the Lavender and Red Union. The periodical defined itself as 

serving the struggle for socialist revolution, and asserted that as “partisans of Gay people and the 
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working class and all oppressed peoples, we will present their view of the world, the only view that 

holds any hope for mankind.”94 To a greater extent than any other periodical examined by this 

dissertation, Come Out Fighting not only expressed solidarity with Third World revolutions in Cuba, 

Vietnam, and China, but adopted Maoist political positions and analyses. However, much like Gay Left, 

the producers of Come Out Fighting formed a study group as much as an editorial collective. And over 

time the collective shifted toward a Trotskyist orientation as a result of group study focusing on works 

such as Permanent Revolution and an inability to reconcile Maoism with gay politics. By 1976 Come Out 

Fighting was increasingly critical of the sexism and homophobia that was a major feature of actually 

existing socialist states, and believed that,  

full rights for gay people is as impossible under the top-down rule of a Stalinist 
bureaucracy as they are under the modern bourgeois states. Our integration into a 
free society where sexuality is scientifically understood and politically unfettered is 
possible only in the context of a world-wide, unceasing, socialist transformation. That 
is the permanent revolution, and on it the future of gay people depends.95 
 

Having committed themselves to this “all encompassing and fundamentally correct world view,” the 

Lavender & Red Union began to move away from its original identification as a gay liberation Communist 

organization to an organization open to gays and straights alike, and above all devoted to “the 

necessarily broader fields of revolutionary work which permanent revolution requires.”96  To be sure, 

this alienated Come Out Fighting from much of its already small readership, and criticism was 

widespread. For example, David Rand attacked the notion that leftists should “forget about gay 

liberation until we’ve achieved a socialist revolution” and the abandonment of an autonomous gay 

struggle.97 Increasingly isolated from its initial constituency, Come Out Fighting ceased publication in 

1977. 
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----- 
 

The generalist, gay community newspaper was the final type of periodical in which gay 

liberation thought and writing inhered. Striving for maximum distribution and maximum appeal, these 

periodicals to some extent mirrored mainstream liberal newspapers, insofar as they focused on news, 

human interest stories, entertainment, celebrity, electoral politics, and social listings. But despite the 

prevalence of such content, gay liberationist analyses and features also appeared in these publications. 

The largest of such papers was Gay News of London (1972-83), which defined itself as a communicative 

space for “gay women as well as gay men, for transsexuals and transvestites,” and strove to “provide 

news and entertainment, and a forum for all gays.”98 In the first instance, Gay News was governed by a 

collective with “no editor, art director, sales manager or whatever, we are all equally responsible for 

everything, and by the same token, no one person is in a position of greater authority than any other.”99 

And like most other liberation periodicals, Gay News was constantly strapped for cash, and frequently 

called on readers to open their wallets and make donations. “We are short of money, and we need 

more,” stated a 1972 editorial. “Not to expand the paper. Not to improve it. Just to keep it in 

existence.”100 Even transporting Gay News to retail outlets was originally a struggle; the periodical 

informed readers that  

we desperately need some transport (car, van, lorry) once every two weeks. So maybe 
you have a vehicle you could lend to us. Either you could drive it yourself or lend it to 
us for a day. We in turn will take the utmost care of your car etc, and will pay the 
petrol and/or expenses incurred.101  
 

Gay News’ efforts were not always appreciated. In attempting to serve the gay community as such and 

opening its pages to all political perspectives, the periodical was initially criticized as being too radical by 

some members of the Campaign for Homosexuality Equality, and too liberal by many gay liberationists. 
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Nevertheless, Gay News quickly overcame its early difficulties, and underwent a series of 

transformations.  In June of 1972, the periodical achieved a fortnightly publishing schedule. In 1973, the 

collective structure of Gay News was annulled, and Dennis Lemon became the Editor-in-Chief supported 

by a staff of editors beneath him. By the mid-1970s a number of professional journalists began to write 

for Gay News, and the periodical increasingly paid for content. Moreover, Gay News’ profits soared as 

the publication not only accepted large numbers of personal ads, but advertisements for capitalists 

targeting gay consumer markets and the so-called “pink pound.” Within four years, Gay News enjoyed a 

circulation of approximately 20,000 copies, and was sold at mainstream retail outlets across the United 

Kingdom, such as W.H. Smith.102 As Jeffrey Weeks notes, inherent in a growing number of articles 

concerned with Hollywood, fashion, celebrity, pop music, and consumer culture “were certain 

assumptions about the type of audience both possible and necessary, affluent, upwardly mobile, 

sexually relaxed, but apolitical … and male.”103 Nevertheless, Gay News continued to sporadically publish 

properly gay liberationist content throughout the 1970s and occasionally engaged in acts of political 

defiance. Most notably, in 1976 Gay News published a poem by James Kirkup that graphically recounted 

a homosexual relationship between a Roman centurion and Jesus Christ, which resulted in a charge of 

“Blasphemous Libel” in 1977 (see Chapter Eight). 

Gay Community News (GCN) of Boston (1973-92) similarly experienced rocky origins and a 

burgeoning circulation throughout the 1970s. Initially, GCN’s objective was “to list all of the events and 

information of interest to the gay community in one publication,” and “improve communication 

between various gay organizations and the gay individual.”104 Produced using a mimeograph machine, 

GCN was originally sponsored by the Charles Street Universalist Church, which provided office space, 

funding, and materials such as envelopes. Identifying itself in contradistinction to The Advocate, which 
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was seen by many activists as a conservative, reactionary, sexually exploitative publication, GNC did not 

initially accept advertising.105 However, all of this changed dramatically between 1974 and 1975. GCN 

moved into an office building in central Boston, began paying staff limited salaries, turfed its 

mimeograph, and contracted a commercial printer. Even more significant was that GCN was grew from a 

local rag to a mass circulation periodical that aspired to become the national newspaper of record for 

gay life and politics in the United States. To be sure, GCN always addressed itself to the gay community 

broadly defined, and opened its pages to  

articles for and by and about gay socialists, fat gays, gay capitalists, gay bad drivers, 
Black gays, transvestites, gay teenagers, gay teachers, gay alcoholics, gay atheists, and 
gay politicians. The only thing that the readers have – and the only quality that they 
are expected to have – is their gayness, not their politics, reading habits, or standards 
of living.106 

 
Yet many activists involved in producing GCN remained committed to principles of gay liberation and 

radical politics generally – somewhat more so than their counterparts at Gay News. Indeed, the 

periodical remained collectively governed throughout the 1970s, and as Urvashi Vaid reflects, “we … 

even lived together in collective and group houses. The Fort Hill Faggots for Freedom was a collective of 

gay men who lived in a group of houses in Roxbury in the mid-1970s.”107 Moreover, while GCN began 

accepting advertising relatively early in its lifespan, it refused ads deemed sexually objectifying, and thus 

struggled to remain financially viable. Wracked by low revenues and persistent debt, GCN frequently 

embarked on fundraising drives and implored readers to make donations.108 For example, in a 1978 

editorial GCN’s business manager pleaded for help in paying of an accumulated debt of $10,000, “which 

serves to perpetuate the crisis atmosphere under which we publish.”109 Another characteristic of GCN 
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was that it achieved a greater gender balance than most periodicals; a considerable number of lesbians 

were consistently involved throughout the 1970s.110 

 
----- 

 

In many ways, the network formed by these periodicals evades easy characterization because it 

was always in flux. Indeed, the network looked very different at the beginning of the 1970s than it did 

later in the decade. Periodicals emerged and died, expanded and contracted. They lost and gained 

volunteers and collective members. They changed layouts, production processes, and sometimes 

thematic emphases. In other words, it is impossible to descriptively freeze the network constituted by 

these periodicals because of its diachronic fluidity. Nevertheless, there were some enduring 

characteristics of relations between these Anglo-American periodicals as they emerged and evolved 

over time.  

One constant was the sharing and reprinting of articles, although the forms that such practices 

took changed considerably. In the early 1970s, article-sharing was generally ad hoc. A collective ethos 

prevailed and respect for copyright -- intellectual or otherwise -- was limited or nonexistence. In fact, to 

claim ownership over ideas, artwork, even prose was for many activists downright bourgeois. Many 

articles in gay liberation periodicals were accompanied with only an accompanying first name, or 

without any proper name whatsoever. As noted above, Fag Rag originally went so far as to ban markers 

of authorship from its pages because of the labour hierarchy such markers might erect between 

collective members inclined to theorize and write, and those disposed to typeset and sweep. Certainly, 

with the demise of the early gay liberation front publications in the mid-1970s, and as many periodicals 

began to grow in circulation and production value, article-sharing became somewhat less informal and 

laissez-faire. Indeed, gay liberation periodicals increasingly requested permission to reprint one 
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another’s articles through correspondence, and sometimes entered re-publication agreements. There 

was by no means a perfect symmetry or reciprocity; some periodicals relied on reprints and 

republications more than others. For example, while The Body Politic originally culled a small degree of 

its content from Anglo-American peers, by the mid-1970s this was not the case. And the periodical 

became a major contributor of content across the network, especially to smaller efforts such as After 

Stonewall that could attract comparatively tiny contributor pools. In the overwhelming majority of 

cases, money was not involved in republication agreements between periodicals. There were a few 

exceptions; more commercially oriented, generalist publications Gay News and Gay Community News 

sometimes paid to reproduce articles. However, in cases where a bit of money changed hands, solidarity 

and symbolic appreciation rather than profit underpinned the transaction. After all, gay periodicals were 

generally keen to share their content with as wide an audience as possible. 

Another linkage between these Anglo-American periodicals concerns advertising. As stated in 

the Introduction, an overwhelming majority of mainstream media, and sometimes even alternative and 

countercultural media, refused to accept gay liberation content. Such exclusions included ads for gay 

periodicals seeking to expand their readership and circulate awareness of their existence, particularly in 

relation to people living outside urban cores and points of sale in community centres, bars, and gay or 

alternative bookstores. In the 1970s, an obvious avenue for such advertising appeared to be mass 

circulation newspapers, magazines, and other periodicals, which accepted ads from a diverse range of 

sources, particularly in their relatively affordable classified sections. Nevertheless, when gay liberation 

publications attempted to take out ads regarding subscription prices and above all contact information, 

they were frequently rejected. Indeed, for many newspapers and magazines, printing the words gay or 

lesbian was considered unseemly, indecorous, and even obscene. London’s Gay News described the 

hypocrisy of the situation as follows. In 1972, Gay News attempted to take out an ad in The Stage and 

Television Today, one of the most popular, highest circulation popular culture magazines in Britain. In 
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response, the managing editor explained that “we receive quite a number of requests to include 

advertisements for publications with a pornographic content or inviting indiscriminate social 

introductions … we take the view that these advertisements do not enhance our paper.”111 Far from 

inclined towards printing gratuitous representations of sex, Gay News pointed out that The Stage and 

Television Today routinely published ads of the following nature: “WANTED: Topless Go-Go dancers, 

strip-tease artists. Top rates … Actress/Dancer required for Broadway and road show in America. Very 

good figure to appear semi-nude … ASTOR CLUB, Berkeley Square. All types of acts required. Striptease, 

Belly dancers. Topless Go-Gos if you want extra work with hotel and travel paid.”112  The Stage and 

Television Today also rejected advertising from a British periodical called Sappho because it refused to 

print the words gay or lesbian, as did mass-circulation Sunday dailies such as the centre-left Observer 

and centre-right Sunday Times.113 

To be sure, sometimes gay liberationists were able to effect policy change through protest and 

reasoning with the editorial boards of mainstream publications. For instance, Gay Community News 

(GCN) was vexed by the Boston Globe’s repeated rejections of an ad that simply read: “Subscribe, Gay 

Community News, 22 Bromfield St. Boston, MA, 02108, $2.10 for 10 weeks.”114 When asked for the 

reason behind these rejections, the Globe responded that it did not advertise other newspapers. 

Confronted with evidence that the Globe applied this policy very inconsistently, its editors agreed to 

meet with Boston area gay liberationists. When this meeting finally occurred in 1974, the outcome was, 

according to GCN, not only a policy reversal but, hopefully, “greater understanding between the Boston 

Globe and the gay community.” Indeed, the newspaper not only agreed to accept GCN advertising, but 

to consider adopting an anti-discrimination policy whereby no Globe employee could be fired on the 
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basis of their homosexuality.115 Similarly, Detroit News initially rejected Gay Liberator advertisements 

because it prohibited ads containing the word “gay” in a context that referred to “gay people” or the 

“gay community.” However, in the face of activist pressure, the newspaper abruptly reversed this policy 

in 1974, and agreed to run ads for subscriptions to Gay Liberator in its classified section. While granting 

that this was a “small victory,” the Gay Liberator collective was not overly enthusiastic. Far from acting 

in an altruistic or enlightened fashion, Detroit News was simply responding to the emergence of a new 

consumer market. “The gay movement has legitimized gayness where it is now a marketable commodity 

… if there’s a buck to be made, the capitalist press will be there to make it,” Gay Liberator concluded.116 

Other confrontations between gay liberation periodicals and mainstream media proved 

impossible to resolve and resulted in prolonged conflicts. Perhaps the lengthiest and costliest of these 

conflicts occurred between Gay Tide and the Vancouver Sun. It began in late 1973 when the Sun rejected 

a classified ad that simply read “Subs to Gay Tide, gay lib paper. $1.00 for 6 issues. 2146 Yew St, 

Vancouver.”117 In clarifying this refusal, the Sun explained that it did not consider words such as gay or 

homophile fit for publication in a family newspaper. In response, Gay Tide’s parent organization, GATE 

Vancouver, organized a protest outside the Sun’s central Vancouver office, and distributed a pamphlet 

denouncing the newspaper’s discriminatory policy. The pamphlet added that “one of the main ways 

society oppresses gay people is by keeping us isolated from one another. The purpose of … newspapers 

such as Gay Tide is to break down that isolation and bring gays together.”118  

Obtaining no response from the Sun, in 1974 GATE launched an official complaint to the British 

Columbia Human Rights Board, responsible for administering the province’s newly enacted Human 

Rights Code. The Code did not specifically mention homosexuality – after all, NDP Labour Minister Bill 

King, whose was instrumental in shaping the Code, believed that homosexuals should not receive legal 
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sanction, largely because impressionable children and youth needed to be shielded from them.119 

However, it contained a “reasonable cause” provision through which GATE pursued its complaint. 

During the hearing, the Sun’s argued that it had “a responsibility to protect its family readership from 

material they might find offensive.”120 Ultimately, the Board ruled in 1976 that the Sun had contravened 

the Code, and had demonstrated “bias against homosexuals and homosexuality on the part of various 

individuals within the management.”121 An appeal by the Sun to the Supreme Court of British Columbia 

was dismissed in 1976. But the Sun then appealed to the British Columbia Court of Appeal, which 

overturned the previous decisions in 1977. Finally, the Supreme Court of Canada agreed to hear GATE’s 

appeal in 1978, marking the first time the court had heard a gay rights case. Ruling in favour of the Sun 

in 1979, Justice Ronald Martland wrote a majority opinion stating that “the service which is customarily 

available to the public in the case of a newspaper which accepts advertising is a service subject to the 

right of the newspaper to control the content of such advertising.”122 After seven years of struggle and 

tens of thousands of dollars in lawyers’ fees, Gay Tide remained unable to print even the word gay in the 

Vancouver Sun, the highest circulation daily newspaper in Lower Mainland British Columbia. 

While this particular politico-legal struggle over advertising was unusually lengthy, gay 

liberationists nevertheless faced similar blockages to communication in mainstream media across the 

Anglo-American world. And in this context, it makes sense that movement publications would advertise 

for new readers, contributors, and subscribers within the space of transnational network that they 

mutually constituted. Indeed, virtually all of the periodicals examined by this dissertation regularly ran 

advertisements for subscriptions and general contact information for gay liberation publications in 

proximate and far-flung localities and nation-states. Generally speaking, these ads were not purchased 

but rather printed on a reciprocal, exchange basis.  In cases where payment was involved, fellow gay 
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liberation periodicals tended to be given preferential, reduced rates vis-à-vis commercial actors. Many 

of these ads were non-descript and to the point, simply providing information regarding costs and 

mailing addresses. But they also occasionally used humour and distinct, arresting graphics and font to 

attract the eye (see Figures 10 through 13) As well as exchanging advertisements, Anglo-American gay 

liberation periodicals also engaged in subscription exchanges, and mailed complimentary copies of 

current issues to one another as a way of facilitating the transmission of gay liberation news, events, 

ideas, and analyses. Another way that they helped one another was by facilitating each other’s sale in 

local bookstores. Solidarity and mutual cooperation rather than competition was the norm. 

It is impossible to fully explore the undulating and manifold nature of the exchange, 

republication, and advertising agreements that existed between the periodicals that comprised the 

network under examination here. But the unusually meticulous records kept by the editorial collective 

of Sydney’s Gay Liberation Press / GLP (1974-75) render a demonstrative case-study possible. Given its 

geographic location, GLP enthusiastically wrote to Auckland Gay Liberator in 1975, and arranged for the 

publication to carry a GLP ad in each issue, because it felt that New Zealand readers activists would have 

a particularly strong interest in obtaining a subscription. As collective member Terry Bell explained, “as 

our financial situation is very tight, we are unable to pay for such advertising, and rely on your 

generosity in this regard.”123  

With respect to the United States, GLP forged relationships with virtually all of the leading gay 

liberation periodicals based in that country during its relatively short lifespan. The agreement reached 

with Gay Sunshine was very basic, entailing little more than the reciprocal printing of ads.124 However, 

the relationship that GLP forged with Fag Rag was more complex. In addition to an advertising and 

subscription exchange, GLP agreed to facilitate the commercial distribution of Fag Rag in Australia. Each  
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Figure 10: Advertisement for Gay Sunshine in Gay Liberator, 12 (October 1971). 
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Figure 11: Advertisement for The Body Politic in Gay Liberation Press, 6 (Jan-Feb 1975). 

 
 

Figure 12: Advertisement for The Body Politic in Gay Liberator, 26 (April-May 1973). 
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Figure 13: Advertisements for Gay Liberation Periodicals in The Body Politic. These advertisements 
variously appeared in The Body Politic, 16 (Nov-Dec, 1974); The Body Politic, 18 (May-June 1975); The 
Body Politic, 21 (Nov-Dec  1975); and 23 (March-April 1976).  
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issue of Fag Rag was priced a 50 cents per issue, and GLP was permitted to keep 25 cents.  Far from 

generating a profit, this financial arrangement was simply intended to pay for postage costs entailed by 

shipping copies back and forth between Boston and Sydney.125 Fag Rag also sent a copy of Boston’s Gay 

Community News, with which it shared office space. Thus alerted to GCN’s existence, GLP entered into 

correspondence with this generalist, gay community newspaper. Unlike most of the periodicals with 

which GLP established relationships, GCN expected payment (albeit at a reduced rate) for ad space, 

specifically nine dollars in U.S. currency. This amount was gladly paid by GLP, given the increasingly large 

circulation of GCN, which in the mid-1970s was emerging as the paper of record for gay politics in the 

United States.126  

To be sure, the vast distance between Sydney and U.S. cities could sometimes prove to be a 

problem for GLP. For example, after the periodical established an advertising exchange agreement with 

Gay Liberator, a certain hiccup became apparent. Given the time it took for mail from Sydney to cross 

the Pacific and then traverse the interior of North America, GLP’s ads were consistently reaching Detroit 

a week too late for inclusion in the most recent issue of Gay Liberator. This was a problem because the 

ads GLP’s ads were often content specific – i.e. they referenced upcoming themes and features. 

However, the solution was rather simple. On the advice of Gay Liberator, GLP began sending general 

rather than time-sensitive or content specific ads.127 It is worth emphasizing that a great deal of this 

correspondence ended with “in gay love,” “in gay solidarity,” or “toward our liberation.” 

Turning to Canada, the relationship that GLP forged with The Body Politic was originally 

relatively straightforward. The two publications agreed to advertising and subscription exchanges. And 
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as with Fag Rag, GLP agreed to facilitate the sale of The Body Politic in Australia at a small, cost-covering 

commission. For instance, GLP sold The Body Politic directly to Australian activists, and also arranged 

shipments to alternative and countercultural bookstores.128 But the relationship between GLP and The 

Body Politic intensified in relation to uncovering and exposing news of an imperial atrocity across the 

Anglo-American world. And this event was the overthrow of Chilean President Salvador Allende by a 

murderous, U.S. backed military junta in 1973, which proceeded to murder not only Allende supporters, 

leftists, and the intelligentsia, but gay people as such. The Body Politic had begun reporting on the story 

in 1974. Noting that military conspirators had vilified Allende and his supporters by publicly calling them 

maricones – a Spanish analogue of faggot – prior to the coup d’état, the periodical reported that the 

military junta subsequently claimed to have discovered photographs of Allende engaging in homosexual 

acts in a ploy further demonize the country’s deceased President and to legitimize military rule. 

However, Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship had subsequently gone much further than mere slurs, and 

The Body Politic reported that Chilean gays were being murdered and tortured. Citing a report issued by 

the Homosexual Liberation Front of Argentina, the newspaper profiled the rape, murder, and torture of 

a prominent Chilean homosexual, Lola Punales, by a fascist militia. Apparently this was only one instance 

of efforts to terrorize homosexuals, who were regarded as antithetical to the new conservative social 

order.129 

However, the most extensive information on the Chilean crisis first appeared in Gay Liberation 

Press. And the context for this situation was that in 1973, a gay liberationist from Argentina named Julio 

visited Sydney during gay pride week and exchanged contact information with local activists. Thus when 

news reached Australia via Anglo-American gay liberation periodicals such as The Body Politic that the 

Chilean military junta was murdering homosexuals, Sydney activists wrote to Julio for more information. 
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In response, he sent a letter and an article on the subject published in the Buenos Aires daily La Razan. 

Translated into English by a member of Sydney Gay Liberation, La Razan revealed the existence of a 

right wing “death squad” formed to murder homosexuals in Santiago, as reported by the Chilean 

newspaper La Patrici. Indeed, in late 1974, murders of “citizens known to have sexually deviant 

inclinations” had occurred in “an alarmingly synchronized nature.” In each case the death squad used 

the same tactic, namely breaking into a victim’s abode and turning up their radio “full blast in order to 

drown out any screams for help.”130 With the blessing of Gay Liberation Press, The Body Politic reprinted 

this story, including Julio’s letter to his Australian contacts, which stated that “we don’t pretend to be 

forming a gay international, but it is important to keep in contact” and indeed express support and 

solidarity across national lines. In an act of such solidarity, The Body Politic responded to the Chilean 

crisis by imploring readers to petition Mitchell Sharp, the Canadian Minister of External Affairs, to 

demand that Canada pressure the Pinochet regime to end the murder of gays, and to “confront local 

Amnesty International groups suggesting that they also take up this issue.”131 

This coverage did not go unnoticed internationally. For example, upon learning of the crisis in 

Chile, activists from the Manchester Gay Liberation Front wrote to The Body Politic for more 

information. And on behalf of the editorial collective, Ken Popert directed the group to Gay Liberation 

Press. Manchester Gay Liberation Front then contacted the Sydney periodical to learn more about “the 

situation of gay people in Chile so that we can try to organize some sort of solidarity action here in 

Britain.” Noting that “there has been very little mention of the situation in the British gay press,” the 

Manchester activists expressed an interest in publicizing the fate of homosexuals under “Pinochet’s 

fascist regime.”132 The nature of the correspondence that subsequently took shape between Sydney and 

Manchester gay liberationists on this issue is archivally unclear. Nevertheless, it is certain that news of 
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the murders of homosexuals in Pinochet’s Chile spurred gay activists to extensively participate in the 

British Chile Solidarity Campaign under a gay liberationist banner.133 Linking events in Chile with the 

“creeping cancer of Nationalism-Fascism in Britain,” gay liberationists suggested that Chilean 

homosexuals were being treated in a fashion that would potentially be replicated should the National 

Front or the National Party ever gain power in the United Kingdom.134  In the Australian context, Gay 

Liberation Press called on Australians to welcome refugees fleeing the violence in Chile, and implored 

homosexual communities around the world to “give as much support as possible” to their Chilean 

comrades.135 Moreover, Gay Liberation Press collective member Terence Bell wrote to the newspaper’s 

South American contacts to explain that gay liberation periodicals wanted to publicize the Chilean crisis 

to greatest extent possible. In his letter, Bell stated that  

your friends in Canada, USA, United Kingdom and Australia need more information 
so that the trickle that has so far reached the world can become a flood … anything 
that you wish to make known can be sent to us, and we will make sure that it is 
printed and publicised.136 
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Chapter Four 

“It Is Not We Who Must Change”: Confronting the Psy Disciplines 

 

The history of relations between queers and the “psy disciplines” – namely psychiatry, 

psychology, psychoanalysis, and their adjuncts – does not read as a monotonous litany of 

pathologization, victimization, and oppression.1 Indeed, a considerable body of scholarship has shown 

that queer people sometimes played an active role in shaping psycho-scientific and psycho-medical 

understandings of homosexuality both as doctors and patients, as researchers and research subjects. 

For instance, Harry Oosterhuis has demonstrated that in the late nineteenth century, “urnings” and 

“inverts” in Central Europe challenged and re-shaped the influential psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-

Ebing’s conceptualization of human sexuality as voluntary research subjects.2 Henry Minton has 

explored how queer scholars and activists such as Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, Karl Maria Kertbeny, Magnus 

Hirschfeld, John Addington Symonds, and Edward Carpenter not only developed novel and variously 

influential theorizations regarding what homosexuality was, but deployed discourses of the “psy 

disciplines” to fight for law reform in a range of jurisdictions.3 In the mid twentieth century, the extent 

to which queer people played an active and resistant role in shaping psycho-sexual knowledge only 

expanded. For example, Martin Meeker has shown that Mattachine Society members strategically 

participated in scientific research into homosexuality, and in the process forged political relationships 

with progressive American psychologists, psychoanalysts, and sexologists such as Alfred Kinsey, Evelyn 
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Hooker, and Harry Benjamin.4 In the British context, Alison Oram and Rebecca Jennings demonstrate 

that members of a lesbian organization called Minorities Research Group enthusiastically volunteered as 

subjects for mental health studies, and engaged with psychologists and psychiatrists in public forums in 

the hope of positively reshaping popular attitudes towards lesbianism.5 In other words, dismissive 

assessments of relations between homophilism and the psy disciplines are often rather unfair. Contra 

Lisa Power, homophile activists were not simply “happy to accept a medical pronouncement that they 

were unable to help themselves and therefore more to be pitied than condemned.”6 

Yet it is also clear that relations between queer activists and the psy disciplines underwent a 

major, qualitative shift at the close of the 1960s; as gay liberation crystallized there was a palpable sense 

of anger, even rage towards these so-called sciences of the mind. The rapprochement, collaborations, 

and goodwill that had frequently characterized homophile relations with practitioners of the psy 

disciplines often vanished as gay liberation spread across the Anglo-American world. What emerged 

instead was a political and intellectual stance that was generally very critical. In writings and protests, 

gay liberationists challenged the theories, clinical practices, and research methods of psychiatrists, 

psychologists, psychoanalysts, and other mental health professionals, who were often constructed as 

lynchpins of homosexual oppression and marginalization. This is not to suggest that all dialogue ceased. 

Nor is it to imply that there were no gay liberationists working within the psy disciplines and fighting to 

reshape them from the inside. For example, Mark Freedman and Charles Silverstein were at once 
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practicing psychologists and gay liberationists who published both in academic forums and in movement 

periodicals such as Gay Sunshine and The Body Politic. But these intersections were relatively rare. And 

from the late 1960s and early 1970s many gay liberationists launched uncompromising, full-scale 

assaults against the psycho-scientific and psycho-medical pathologization of homosexuality, sometimes 

using intellectual resources gleaned from the major texts of anti-psychiatry. Resistance to 

understandings of homosexuality as a disease was by no means a new phenomenon. But the extent to 

which an entire formation of queer activism militantly challenged medico-scientific authorities, with 

reference to an epistemology that privileged their own experience over expert knowledge, was very new 

indeed. 

This chapter proceeds in five main directions. First, it examines what might be called “survivor 

narratives” in which activists wrote about their personal experiences of psychotherapy, aversion 

therapy, and psychiatric treatment. Often emotional and filled with anger, these narratives performed 

both an individually cathartic function and provided gay liberation with raw material -- with evidence to 

support and nourish broader critical analyses. Second, the chapter explores accounts of disruptive gay 

liberation protests against psychiatric and psychological associations across the Anglo-American world, 

and it rethinks the meaning of the American Psychiatric Association’s delisting of homosexuality from 

the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM) in 1973. Too often this event has been interpreted as 

having greater significance than it actually did both within and without the United States. Third, the 

following pages explore gay liberationist engagements with journals and monographs published by 

psychiatrists, psychologists, and other mental health professionals. These engagements, which might be 

called “critical reconnaissances of enemy knowledge,” sought to understand the psy disciplines within 

their own discursive frames, and to disseminate more sophisticated understandings of the practices and 

theories of their learned foes. Fourth, this chapter recounts gay liberation’s ethical and above all 

epistemological critiques of psychiatric, psychological, and psychoanalytic pathologizations of 
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homosexuality. Here activists sought to problematize the nosologies, diagnostics, theorizations, and 

therapeutic practices deemed oppressive. Fifth and finally, gay liberationists engagements with the 

meaning and legacy of Freud and psychoanalysis are examined. To be sure, there was considerable 

hostility and criticism directed towards psychoanalysis as a source of widespread misunderstandings of 

homosexuals as developmentally stunted and immature. However, by the close of the 1970s somewhat 

greater openness towards this intellectual tradition was evident. And this rethinking was The Body 

Politic’s publication of newly discovered historical documents demonstrating that Freud actively 

supported Magnus Hirschfeld and the early homosexual emancipation struggle in Germany. But before 

addressing these themes, it is pertinent to sketch the broader historical context within which gay 

liberation’s militant critiques of the psy disciplines must be situated. 

------ 

While significant local and national differences are certainly woven into the histories of these 

disciplines, an important historical similarity is easily identifiable.  Simply put, the intellectual prestige 

and socio-political power of the psy disciplines greatly increased during the Second World War and in 

the following decades. Certainly, the war itself played a role because mental health professionals were 

mobilized to screen, assess, regulate, and treat millions of Allied soldiers. From attempting to detect and 

block the mentally ill from service, to treating the psychic traumas of front-line conflict, to advising 

military administrators on issues of morale, to shaping propaganda on the home front, practitioners of 

psy disciplines were drawn into the corridors of state power to an unparalleled extent.7 And following 

the Allied victory, a series of interconnected historical phenomena only increased the power and 
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influence of these disciplines, phenomena such as: the expansion of the welfare state and intensification 

of what Foucault called biopolitics, which entailed greater governmental management of the general 

and mental health of populations; the demographic baby-boom, which occasioned demand for expert 

discourse and instruction regarding everything from proper infant care to socialization environments;  

and finally the advent of high modernism with its confident scientific and technological schemes to 

manage, alter, and in the words of James C. Scott, “improve the human condition.”8 For example, the 

postwar years saw psychiatry become increasingly untethered from the asylum and the mental hospital, 

and with the aid of government funding expand into domains such as outpatient clinics, medical schools, 

public health organizations, social policy think-tanks, state security agencies, and so forth. As Gerald N. 

Grob has suggested, the discipline became far more decentralized than hitherto, and the attention of 

psychiatrists increasingly “shifted away from a concern with the institutionalized mentally ill toward a 

preoccupation with those social and environmental factors that promoted mental illnesses and 

maladjustment.”9 Indeed, many psychiatrists confidently claimed expertise and offer prescriptions on 

social issues ranging from alcoholism to juvenile delinquency to labour unrest. The postwar years also 

saw a growing number of psychiatrists and medical psychologists experiment with radical 
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psychotherapeutic and psychosurgical procedures. As Andrew Scull puts it, there was a “paroxysm of 

experimentation” involving “metrazol-induced seizures, insulin comas, electroshock treatment, and 

crude surgical assaults on the brain itself” -- all in the search of treatments for ostensible mental 

illnesses and social problems, such as homosexuality.10 In terms of popular culture, psychologists and 

psychoanalysts attracted a previously unknown degree of public interest in their work, and penned 

bestselling books on themes of parenting, child and youth development, and self-actualization.11 In 

terms of the power and authority achieved by the psy disciplines, the period stretching from the Second 

World War to the close of the 1960s was something of a golden age across the Anglo-American world. 

While it is important to emphasize the distinctness of psychiatry, psychoanalysis, psychology, 

and their adjuncts, it must also be stressed that this period saw considerable cross-pollination between 

these disciplines. For instance, Andrew Scull argues that a widespread (if contested) embrace of 

psychoanalysis helped psychiatry to escape from the confines of the asylum and pursue new sites and 

targets of psychiatric intervention. Specifically, psychoanalysis provided “couch-based” therapeutic 

procedures that were conducive to office-based practices, furnished a whole range of neuroses that 

demanded treatment, and provided a theoretical framework for explaining disparate psychic 

phenomena from childhood behavioural problems to marital disharmony to sexual deviance.12 For 

psychology, psychoanalysis likewise offered a theoretical framework that seemed conducive to 

explaining a wide range of phenomena from the domestic sphere to the geopolitical arena. During the 

Cold War psychologists posited then-credible psychoanalytic accounts of everything from the 
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personalities of world leaders to the unconscious inclinations of nations and societies.13 In terms of 

homosexuality, it would certainly be false to suggest that the psy disciplines were monolithically hostile 

or pathologizing.14 Nevertheless, as gay liberation emerged across the Anglo-American world, there was 

a consensus within broad cross-sections of disciplines that homosexuality constituted an illness.  

Psychiatric and psychological associations in the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia 

and New Zealand almost universally classified homosexuality as a disease. And at least part of the 

reason for this was the prevalence of a certain reading of Freud and practice of psychoanalysis.  

While Freud seems to have held that homosexuality was pathogenic only when repressed and 

driven into the unconscious, and refused to treat homosexuals on the basis of their sexuality alone, 

there were certainly elements of his thought that supported pathologizing conceptualizations of 

homosexuality within influential strains of psychoanalysis. For example, even Freud’s famous 1935 

“Letter to an American Mother,” which attempted to calm a mother’s worries regarding her son’s 

homosexuality, was somewhat double-edged. While stating that homosexuality was “nothing to be 

ashamed of … it cannot be classified as an illness,” Freud also wrote that he considered homosexuality 

to be “a variation of sexual function produced by a certain arrest of sexual development.”15  And as 

Jeffrey Weeks points out, as “‘development’ assumes an appropriate end result, and ‘arrest’ an artificial 

blockage … a heterosexual and reproductive imperative is reinserted into Freud’s account.”16 In other 

words, it is unsurprising that many psychoanalysts subsequently conceptualized homosexuality as a 

disease of arrested development. Henry Abelove has suggested that Freud’s non-pathogenic 

understanding of homosexuality was “least accepted or maybe most resisted” in the United States, and 
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that “from the very beginning … American analysts have tended to view homosexuality with disapproval 

and have actually wanted to get rid of it altogether.”17 But while Abelove detects something 

“distinctively American” about this stance, psychoanalytic conceptualizations of homosexuality as a 

preventable disease were in fact common across the Anglo-American world. Indeed, Irving Bieber and 

Charles Socradies had British, Australian, and Canadian colleagues who regarded homosexuality as an 

illness variously rooted in the child-rearing of a domineering mother, sadomasochistic aggression, or a 

failure to resolve the Oedipal conflict. For example, Joy Damousi has shown that in postwar Australia 

there was a flurry of Freudian-inspired discourse that constructed homosexuality as the pathological 

outcome of a dysfunctional Oedipal triangle. And within the scholarship of Australian psychologists such 

as Eric Seal and John Catarinich, the homosexual was cast as a lonely, maladjusted, and underdeveloped 

figure whose sexuality had not been diverted into the proper channels.18 In the Canadian context, Mary 

Louise Adams likewise demonstrates that widespread, Freudian understandings of heterosexuality as 

the contingent outcome of a fragile developmental process caused considerable anxieties regarding 

children and youth in postwar English Canada. Adams writes that 

the increasing influence of psychoanalytic theories … meant that 
heterosexuality was not simply a means of organizing relations between men 
and women; rather, it came to be seen as essential to the expression of 
‘maturity,’ and it determined one’s ability to make claims on normality, that 
most important of postwar social classifications. 19 
 

In the British context, Rebecca Jennings has similarly demonstrated that within psychiatric and 

psychological discourse influenced by psychoanalysis, lesbians were widely regarded as having become 

“fixed at an earlier stage of sexual development,” and as “sexually and emotionally immature.”20 The 

point here is that such interpretations of Freudian psychoanalysis were never peculiarly American, and 
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that there existed considerable resources within Freud’s labyrinthine thought with which to construct 

homosexuality in pathological terms. 

To be fair, psychoanalysis was far from the only wellspring of intellectual resources with which 

psychiatry and psychology constructed homosexuality as a medical and psychic problem. The etiology of 

homosexuality was far from settled within the psy disciplines. And throughout the mid to late twentieth 

century there were uneven and at times overlapping understandings of homosexuality as stemming 

from: physiological imbalances between male and female hormones; genetic and hereditary factors; and 

environmental factors such as broken homes, the violation and seduction of youth, overbearing 

mothers, fear of the opposite sex, and so forth.21 Nevertheless, as Elise Chenier has convincingly argued, 

there was discernable etiological shift away from understanding homosexuality in congenital and 

somatic terms in favour of psychogenic and environmental terms in the mid-twentieth century.22  In 

other words, there was a trend within the psy disciplines towards conceptualizing homosexuality as the 

abnormal outcome of problematic parenting and socialization, as well as sexual interference by perverts 

and strangers outside the nuclear family.  Simply put, there were manifold intellectual resources with 

which practitioners of these disciplines could endeavour to prevent, assuage, or cure homosexuality. 

And this is precisely what gay liberation was reacting against in writings that were highly critical of the 

psy disciplines – writings that filled the pages of movement periodicals throughout the 1970s. 

----- 

While thematically multifaceted, the historian and playwright Martin Duberman’s memoirs 

focused on his torturous experiences of psychiatry and psychotherapy. Titled Cures: A Gay Man’s 

Odyssey, the memoirs recounted Duberman’s desperate attempts to eradicate his homosexual desires 

through countless rounds of individual and group therapy sessions throughout the 1950s and 1960s. 

Embracing the burgeoning gay liberation movement in the early 1970s, Duberman finally began to 
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accept his homosexuality.23 And while set in the halls of Ivy League universities and expensive private 

clinics, Duberman’s memoirs can nevertheless be understood as having important antecedents and 

precursors in the writings of gay liberationists from diverse class backgrounds. Indeed, two decades 

before the 1991 publication of Cures, gay liberationists regularly penned “survivor narratives” of 

psychiatry and psychotherapy based on personal experience. And much like Duberman’s memoirs, these 

accounts often followed a common narrative arc. An initial self-hatred and faith in the psy disciplines 

resulted in the pursuit of painful clinical interventions, which ultimately failed, and thus facilitated an 

embrace of gay liberation and an affirmative sense of gay identity. In addition to fulfilling an individually 

cathartic function, many of these survivor narratives also furnished evidence, gained from the inside, of 

oppressive treatment regimes, which were used by gay liberationists to nourish broader critical analyses 

of the psy disciplines. 

For example, in Gay Liberator James Coleman recounted a prolonged experience of 

psychotherapy, first as a teenager experiencing considerable guilt regarding homosexual fantasies and 

masturbation, and later as a sexually confused young adult.  Over the span of approximately five years, 

various psychotherapists had dissected “the causes” of Coleman’s homosexual feelings, and encouraged 

him to cultivate repressed heterosexual impulses. However, Coleman noted that,  

none of my therapists ever voiced so much as a suggestion that the pain, loneliness, 
self-doubt, and experience was a social problem; that psychological symptoms 
experienced by so many individuals might stem from a common social situation. 
 

Drawing on the intellectual resources of antipsychiatry and especially women’s liberation, in the late 

1960s Coleman increasingly understood his psychic anguish and emotional turmoil from the standpoint 

of oppression rather than individual illness. Particularly inspired by feminist critiques of psychological 

misconceptions regarding female bodies, sexualities, and neuroses, Coleman began to question the 

validity of constructions of homosexuality as pathological. The final break with psychotherapy came 
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after joining gay liberation.  “My personal happiness, unfinished as it is, required a social movement as 

its prerequisite,” Coleman reflected; 

all over the United States there are thousands in psychotherapy, and millions more 
under the pervasive influence of psychiatric dogma, who will never take the same 
steps until they are reached, not by doctors, but by the idea that it is possible to 
change their circumstances through struggle. (See Figure 14).24 

 
Writing in Aequus, an activist named Ralph recounted his experience of an even more extreme 

treatment regime. Haunted by contradictions between homosexual desires and a conservative Christian 

upbringing, Ralph submitted to an aversion therapy program designed to cure his homosexuality. 

Commencing in the 1960s, when Ralph was a young adult, the first phase of the program was 

pharmacological in nature, and involved a series of in-patient sessions. Instructed to observe erotic 

photographs of men, Ralph was administered a drug that produced violent nausea. And despite 

frequent vomiting, he was provided no clean clothes and attended exclusively by male orderlies. Over 

several days of this “treatment,” the administration of noxious pharmaceuticals ceased. And female 

orderlies appeared bearing clean clothing, bed-lines, and flowers. As Ralph’s discharge neared he was 

provided with heterosexual pornography, and friends and family were finally permitted to visit. The 

second phase of his treatment involved out-patient, electro-shock therapy. This entailed the application 

of a painful electrical current applied to his fingertips in relation to homosexual erotica. Reflecting on his 

ordeal, Ralph held that aversion therapy had utterly failed; following treatment he soon entered into a 

long-term partnership with a man. Disturbed by memories of excruciating shocks and vomiting to the 

point of dry-heaving, he characterized aversion therapy as “psychiatrically crude and physically barbaric 

– not to mention medically ineffective, morally wrong, and socially outrageous.”25 
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Figure 14: Surviving Psychotherapy, Gay Liberator (September 1971).  
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Writing in a special issue of Long Time Coming on the theme of “Madness,” a number of lesbian 

activists also recounted their troubling encounters with psychiatry and psychotherapy. For example, an 

activist named Jackie recalled how following years of loneliness, low self-esteem, and erotic frustration 

she submitted to psychiatric treatment – specifically to four months of aversion therapy. She recalled 

that each aversion therapy session entailed anywhere from 50 to 100 shocks applied to her wrists 

depending on her responses to various questions and erotic stimuli. Explaining that “the shocks were 

painful, often cracking the joints of my hand,” Jackie’s experience proved traumatizing, and she 

consequently came to reject the assumption that one’s sexual orientation could not be changed on the 

basis of negative punishments.   However, she added that  

whether behavior therapy techniques such as aversion therapy are successful or 
not says nothing about the morality of this kind of therapy. The idea that psychiatric 
and psychological treatment for being anything other than heterosexual is 
oppressive and has to be fought.26 

 
Also in Long Time Coming, an activist named Annemieke recalled her experience of psychiatric 

treatment as a young, closeted lesbian. Following a self-described “mental breakdown” during high 

school, Annemieke was committed by her parents to a hospital in suburban Montreal. At first resisting 

the mandatory injections and therapy sessions, Annemieke eventually realized that cooperation was the 

only way to secure a discharge. So she increasingly accepted her medication, and adopted an attitude of 

compliance vis-à-vis hospital staff. While Annemieke never directly admitted that she desired other 

women, her psychiatrist suspected this. And over the course of four months, every attempt was made to 

encourage feminine behaviours and attributes. Hoping to secure her freedom, Annemieke not only 

practiced crochet with ward nurses, but permitted them to curl her hair, perform manicures, and 

generally erase her tomboy appearance. Glad that she never directly admitted to “being gay … because 

then they would really have started working on me,” Annemieke reported that since her discharge, her 
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mental health had vastly improved, at least in part due to coming out. “Now I often feel like just walking 

into that place and shouting ‘you fucking bastards,” she concluded.27 

----- 

To be sure, the percentage of activists who had actually undergone aversion therapy or other 

extreme treatment regimes was relatively small. But a significant number of gay liberationists had 

encountered at least some form of pathologizing psychotherapy or heteronormative counselling, and 

even those without direct experience with institutions of mental health generally knew friends, 

comrades, or loved ones harmed by such institutions. In more general terms, gay liberationists were 

collectively aggrieved by the classification and treatment of homosexuality as an illness. While the 

postwar power and prestige of psychiatry and psychology had already begun to wane by the close of the 

1960s, these disciplines nevertheless continued to wield enormous social power. Psychiatrists and 

psychologists variously served as expert witnesses in court cases, screened applications, set healthcare 

policy, influenced public opinion, and so forth. Thus the classification of homosexuality as a disease by 

major psychiatric and psychological professional associations was a significant obstacle to gay 

liberationist aims and objectives. After all, diseases are to be mitigated and if possible eradicated rather 

than tolerated, much less accepted. Diseases demand containment and treatment and not equality, 

much less liberation.28  

From the very beginning of the movement, gay liberationists embarked on large scale 

mobilizations against psychiatric and psychological associations that constructed homosexuality as an 

illness, and against individual mental health professionals whose clinical records were considered 

particularly abusive. These mobilizations occurred especially quickly and widely within the United States. 

As early as 1968 the Student Homophile League of Columbia University launched a public demonstration 
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against the psychiatric pathologization of homosexuality. And that same year, gay liberationists 

protested against the psychiatrist Charles Socradies’ proposal for a government-funded centre for the 

treatment of “sexual deviants” at an American Medical Association conference in San Francisco.29 Such 

protests only expanded in the early 1970s. Indeed, gay liberationists increasingly targeted and disrupted 

meetings of medical, psychiatric, and psychological associations across the United States.30 Perhaps the 

most famous of these protests occurred at the 1970 convention of the American Psychiatric Association 

in San Francisco. Writing in Come Out!, Gary Alinder provided a firsthand account of what occurred. 

Describing the assembled psychiatrists as “mind pigs,” Alinder noted that they collectively resembled “a 

refugee camp for Nixon’s silent majority” – in other words a group of white, middle-aged, upper middle 

class, heterosexual, conservative men. Admitting that there were radical psychiatrists in attendance who 

could no longer conduct “business as usual” in the aftermath of Kent State, U.S. war crimes in 

Cambodia, and the “sexual revolution,” Alinder was also clear that such psychiatrists constituted a very 

small minority. Asserting that psychiatry’s professional gatherings could no longer be allowed to 

proceed uncontested given the pernicious power the discipline exercised over gay people, Alinder 

described how gay liberationists infiltrated the American Psychiatric Association’s San Francisco 

conference, stormed up to the microphone, declared that they were gay and proud, danced about in 

“gender fuck” attire, and denounced conceptualizations of homosexuality as a disease. He also reported 

that the disruptions only intensified when Dr. Nathaniel McConaghy, an Australian practitioner of 

aversion therapy, took to the podium, at which point activists began to scream “torture.”31 

Such protests and disruptions are often credited with successfully pressuring the American 

Psychiatric Association (APA) to remove homosexuality from the DSM in 1973.  While this formulation 
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contains truth, the reality is more complicated – there was already a rising tide of opposition to illness 

models of homosexuality within contemporary psychiatry and psychology. For example, at the close of 

the 1960s a radical caucus formed within the American Psychiatric Association, and journals such as The 

Radical Therapist and Issues in Radical Therapy began probing the intersections between mental health, 

sexism, sexuality, and racism.32 More specifically, by the late 1960s, many mainstream American 

psychologists and psychiatrists had begun to question the validity of conceptualizing homosexuality as a 

disease. Research by Alfred Kinsey, Clellan Ford and Frank Beach, Evelyn Hooker, Wainwright Churchill, 

and many others formed a broad backdrop to this medical rethinking of homosexuality. In 1971 the 

American Psychological Association removed homosexuality from its “abnormal psychology” category. 

That same year, trustees of the American Medical Association called for the legalization of homosexual 

acts between consenting adults in private. And the American Psychiatric Association’s Task Force on 

Social Issues suggested that homosexual acts were not necessarily pathological in certain social 

contexts, such as prisons.33 With respect to the DSM, the American Psychiatric Association’s Committee 

on Nomenclature began to question the inclusion of homosexuality in the early 1970s. And partially due 

to the influence of liberal psychiatrists such as Henry Brill, Judd Marmor, John Spiegel, and Robert 

Spitzer, the APA Board of Trustees unanimously removed homosexuality from the DSM in late 1973. 

While stopping short of gay liberationist demands that homosexuality be declared “normal,” APA 

president Alfred Freedman denounced “public and private discrimination against homosexuals in areas 

such as employment, housing, public accommodation, and licensing,” and called on forty-two states and 

the District of Columbia to repeal their “irrational laws” against sodomy.34  

As soon as this declassification occurred, opposing psychiatrists began to mobilize. Charles 

Socradies and Irving Bieber in particular rallied colleagues against what they regarded as an unscientific 
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revision made under political duress.35 Employing a bylaw allowing for referenda on administrative 

pronouncements, Socradies and Bieber compelled the APA’s general membership to vote on whether 

homosexuality should be re-listed within the DSM. Ultimately their gambit failed, but only 58% of APA 

members voted against Socradies and Bieber’s referendum. And this slight majority was secured 

primarily as the result of a compromise: a new DSM category called “sexual orientation disturbance,” 

which legitimized the continued psychiatric treatment of homosexuals using clinical techniques such as 

aversion therapy.36 In other words, it is clear that while repeated gay liberation protests and disruptions 

contributed to the APA’s removal of homosexuality from the DSM, this outcome was highly contested, 

far from definitive, and bound up with intellectual trends and power struggles within the discipline of 

psychiatry itself.      

Historians have sometimes framed the APA’s revision of the DSM as constituting both an epic 

victory and a gay liberation swan song. Indeed, some scholars have suggested that gay liberation 

effected the removal of homosexuality from the DSM precisely as the movement was sliding into 

oblivion. For example, Marc Stein writes that the APA declassification “significantly weakened one of the 

main justifications for antihomosexual discrimination in the United States,” and constituted “one of the 

movement's greatest achievements,” while simultaneously suggesting that by 1973, gay liberation was 

quickly fading in the face of an ascendant liberal reformism.37 Dudley Clendinen and Adam Nagourney 

proceed in a similar interpretative vein, in writing that with the removal of homosexuality from the 

DSM, one of the “great condemnations of homosexuality … had been lifted … the gay rights movement 
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achieved its first great victory.”38 Yet it is important to emphasize that many gay liberationists 

themselves had very different interpretations and reactions to the revision of the DSM. To be sure, 

some activists were celebratory. But others were far more critical, and immediately recognized that 

years of gay liberation struggle against the psychiatric and psychological pathologization of 

homosexuality lay ahead.  

For example, Gay Liberator reported that “while some gay groups and prominent individuals 

described [the APA’s decision] as the ‘greatest gay victory,’ others were not so thoroughly impressed.” 

Acknowledging that this decision might help in struggles to repeal state sodomy laws, Gay Liberator was 

clear that “the APA deserves no thanks for its overdue recognition of reality.” The periodical was even 

more critical regarding the new DSM category called “sexual orientation disturbance,” which referred to 

“individuals whose interests are directed primarily toward people of the same sex and who are either 

bothered by, in conflict with, or wish to change their sexual orientations.” Indeed, Gay Liberator was 

incredulous that “only gays should have such a disturbance,” and that the “sexual orientation 

disturbance” category allowed psychiatrists to simply continue abusive treatment practices.39 Likewise, 

in an article originally published in the Waterloo Gay Liberation journal Gemini and reprinted by Gay 

Liberator, an unnamed activist greeted news of the DSM revision with sarcasm and disdain. “Utopia at 

last! Break open the champagne,” the activist ironically proclaimed; “the American Psychiatric 

Association … waved its magic wand and cleansed us, oh joy, of our dark and horrible sickness.” Holding 

that the APA had opportunistically “moved on a surge of blatant liberalism,” the activist suggested that 

given the creation of “sexual orientation disturbance,” “nothing has changed except the words.” Raging 

against this “minor concession,” he or she predicted that gay liberation would be at war with psychiatry 

for some time, as  
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there will still be ‘schizophrenics’ dragged screaming into behaviour 
modification and ‘manic-depressives’ zapped by electroconvulsive ‘therapy’ 
while many thousands of ‘neurotics,’ and that term includes us brothers and 
sisters, will be fleeced for vast amounts of money in order to be 
psychoanalysed and therapized.40 
 
Gay Tide’s critique was more epistemological in nature. Far from a victory of scientific truth over 

error, the APA’s revised stance on homosexuality was indicative of the “arbitrary character and political 

motivation of such classifications in the first place.” Indeed, Gay Tide insisted that any discipline whose 

nosology could be revised “by a show of hands” was inherently “pseudo-scientific.” And drawing on 

anti-psychiatric discourse, the periodical further accused psychiatrists of perpetuating Judeo-Christian 

prejudices and oppressive social norms “under the cloak of science.” Turning to economic 

considerations, the periodical asserted that by inventing “sexual orientation disturbance” as a 

psychiatric problem, psychiatrists could continue to treat the consequences of the socio-political 

oppression of homosexuals as an individual affliction, and thus “maintain themselves in the money 

bracket to which they’ve become accustomed.” In the final analysis, Gay Tide regarded the delisting of 

homosexuality from the DSM as little more than an insidious recalibration of psychiatry’s oppression of 

homosexuality, which meant that “the struggle continues. They’re still out to ‘cure’ us if they can, and 

turn us into good little straights.”41 

Adopting a more historical perspective, The Body Politic’s coverage of the APA’s new stance on 

homosexuality rather unenthusiastically stated that American psychiatry was now simply “echoing Dr. 

Freud.” Indeed, the periodical emphasized that as early as 1935, Sigmund Freud wrote to an American 

mother concerned about her son’s homosexuality, and categorically stated that it was “nothing to be 

ashamed of, no vice, no degradation, it cannot be classified as an illness.” Moreover, The Body Politic 

challenged the widespread belief that the APA’s decision would have a significant impact in Canada on 

the basis of an interview with Dr. Rhodes Chalke, the President of the Canadian Psychiatric Association 

                                                           
40

 “Scrunching the Uglies,” Gay Liberator, 36 (April 1974). 
41

 “U.S. Shrinks Reverse Policy: Nomemculture Changed, but Not Much Else,” Gay Tide, 1.5 (April 1974). 



194 
 

(CPA). According to Dr. Chalke, “the APA’s position would have no effect on the CPA,” as the Canadian 

organization subscribed “to the International Classification of Diseases of the World Health 

Organization, which classifies homosexuality under section 302 (‘Sexual Deviation’).” Describing the 

APA’s change as a “semantical wiggle,” Dr. Chalke asserted that in Canada “there was considerable 

diversity in terms of psychiatric opinion from coast to coast,” and that the CPA had no official position 

on homosexuality, although he did not personally “consider [homosexuality] to be a disease,” and 

welcomed efforts to end discrimination. The Body Politic detected a contradiction in this stance, and 

editorialized that the Canadian Psychiatric Association did in fact pathologize homosexuality by 

employing the International Classification of Diseases, which classified homosexuality under “mental 

disorders.” The Body Politic also noted the immense difficultly involved in reforming the International 

Classification of Diseases, given that “all the world signatories must be notified of proposed changes, 

and have a right to present their opinion.” 42 

The broader point here is that it is unwise to suggest that the APA’s delisting of homosexuality 

from the DSM was a great gay liberation victory, which transformed the movement’s relationship with 

psychiatry either within the United States or abroad. And it is even more problematic to interpret this 

1973 event as a kind of swan song or terminal signpost for gay liberation, which was already dissipating 

in the face of an increasingly hegemonic politics of gay and lesbian liberalism. The fact is that throughout 

the 1970s, gay liberationists continued to mobilize against the great many psychiatrists, psychologists, 

and other mental health professionals who continued to pathologize homosexuality and offer abusive, 

even dangerous treatments. To give just a few examples of such mobilizations, in May of 1974, several 

after the APA’s general membership narrowly defeated Socradies and Bieber’s referendum, a group of 

lesbian gay liberationists disrupted an APA conference in Detroit, Michigan. As reported by Gay 

Liberator, during an APA workshop on homosexuality, the activists shouted out “a collective position 
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paper denouncing the continued institutional and social power of psychiatrists, and charging them with 

carrying out atrocities against gay people and women.” Subsequently storming the conference stage, 

they demanded that the male panelists and moderator step down and surrender the microphone. The 

action created such a commotion that the session was interrupted and security guards were called. 

Moreover, gay liberationists attending a concomitant “National Gay Conference” distributed pamphlets 

to APA delegates which “attempted to lobby the psychiatrists against their most violently oppressive 

practices: electroshock, chemo-therapy, aversion therapy, and other forms of behavior control.”43  

To be sure, psychiatric conferences were not the only gatherings of mental health professionals 

targeted by gay liberationists. For example, in 1976 perhaps 100 gays and lesbians disrupted a panel 

discussion on the “psychodynamics of Male Homosexuality,” which was sponsored by the Association 

for Psychoanalytic Medicine, and held at the New York Academy of Medicine. The majority of these 

activists picketed and chanted slogans outside. But as reported by Gay Community News, members of 

the Gay Socialist Action Project gained access to the panel discussion through a service entrance. And 

just as Lionel Oversey -- a psychologist known for advocating psychoanalytic methods to treat 

homosexuality – began to speak, the intruding gay liberationists blew whistles and announced that “the 

actual topic of tonight’s discussion will be ‘the social dynamics of anti-homosexuality among male 

psychiatrists and psychologists.” Attacking not only Oversey, but Irving Bieber and Charles Socradies, 

who were also in attendance, as “personally responsible for untold years of guilt and inferiority feelings 

suffered by Gay women and men,” the gay liberationists charged that “these doctors stand indicted as 

generals in the war of the heterosexual dictatorship against Gay people; a genocidal war of 

annihilation.” Refusing to open a dialogue with “the psychological ideologues of homosexual inferiority” 

regarding whether homosexuals were “‘diseased, ‘pathological,’ ‘immature,’ or only ‘neurotic,’” 

members of the Gay Socialist Action Project were primarily interested in derailment. In this they 
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succeeded; unable to restore order, the panel moderator Herbert Hendid quickly adjourned the 

meeting.44 

Of course, ongoing battles against illness models of homosexuality were never confined to the 

United States. While it is impossible to address the specific positions and policies of Canadian, British, 

Australian, and New Zealand mental health organizations regarding homosexuality in the present 

context, it is worth stressing that the national psychiatric associations in all of these countries employed 

the World Health Organization’s International Classification of Diseases rather than the DSM. And 

although the 1978 edition of the International Classification of Diseases stated that homosexuality was 

not necessarily a mental disorder, homosexuality was not completely removed as a disease category 

until the Classification’s tenth edition in 1992.45 To be sure, many mental health professionals in Canada, 

the United Kingdom, and Australia did not regard homosexuality as pathological during the 1970s. But 

some mental health professionals did. And therefore gay liberation protests against psychiatrists, 

psychologists, psychoanalysts, and others continued throughout the decade.  

To give just a few examples, in 1974 Gay News reported that a coalition of gay liberationists 

from across the United Kingdom disrupted the British Medical Association’s “Congress on Psycho-Sexual 

Problems” at the University of Bradford. In addition to anger that the “Psycho-Sexual Problems” to be 

discussed included “homosexuality, transvestism, and transsexualism,” gay liberationists were 

nonplussed that the Congress was sponsored by Geigy Pharmaceuticals, which manufactured Anquil -- a 

sexual suppressant sometimes administered to homosexual prison populations. Evading security, 

members of organizations such as Bradford Gay Liberation, Leeds Gay Liberation, Manchester Gay 

Liberation, South London Gay Liberation, and other organizations gained access to the Congress via a 

fire exit, and shouting movement slogans brought the proceedings to a grinding halt. However, far from 
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hoping to derail the Congress entirely, the activists in fact wished to establish a dialogue with speakers 

and delegates. While some quickly departed, such as Sir George Waller, a High Court Judge, many 

others, such as the psychiatrist Donald J. West, remained. Over the course of several hours, the gay 

liberationists discussed and debated issues including the social stigmatization of homosexuality and law 

reform with Congress attendees. Eventually convinced they had communicated their message, and 

enticed by Bradford University’s offer to provide facilities for a future gay liberation conference free of 

charge, the activists departed and allowed the “Congress on Psycho-Sexual Problems” to resume as 

scheduled.46 

In 1972, members of Sydney Gay Liberation staged a major protest at the University of New 

South Wales against Professor of Psychiatry Nathaniel McConaghy, who advocated aversion therapy as a 

treatment for homosexuality. As recounted in Sydney Gay Liberation Newsletter, the activists employed 

agitprop theatre, and performed the following scene on the university’s main campus. A gay man and 

lesbian woman were suddenly surrounded by a hostile group of parents, police officers, clergy, nuns, 

and doctors who denounced homosexuality as a disgusting perversion. Suddenly a characterization of 

Dr. McConaghy entered the scene, and proposed to cure the gay man and lesbian woman via 

electroshock therapy. Attached to an electroconvulsive machine, they screamed as an electric current 

apparently coursed through their veins. But a “Good Gay Lib Fairy” dressed in white and covered with 

gold glitter suddenly arrived on the scene. And the fairy liberated Professor McConaghy’s victims with a 

sweep of a glittery wand, and espoused the virtues of the gay liberation movement. At the end of the 

performance, Sydney Gay Liberation addressed University of New South Wales students about 

McConaghy’s abusive practices, and critiqued the extent to which university courses in psychology and 

psychiatry tended to reinforce destructive, anti-gay prejudices.47 
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In 1973, members of Sydney Gay Liberation also targeted the Australian psychosurgeon Dr. 

Harry R. Bailey, who was known for pioneering “cingulo-trachotomy” – a psychosurgical operation 

performed on patients ostensibly suffering from “sexuality immaturity.” According to the Sydney Gay 

Liberation Newsletter, activists began their protest by distributing a pamphlet titled “Psychobutchery of 

Gays” in the lobby of the building housing Dr. Bailey’s practice. It read:  

We are concerned about the horrors of PSYCHOSURGERY. And our aim is to 
bring attention to one of the men who perpetuates it - Harry R. Bailey … At 
present he is working at full production and does THREE SLICE-UPS PER 
WEEK. Gay Liberation objects violently to brain slicers such as Bailey and his 
ilk. The use of homosexual patients for this kind of research, whether they be 
'voluntary' or whether they are forced to undergo surgery by court referral, 
cannot be allowed to continue. How can anyone voluntarily apply to have 
their brains removed? 

 

The activists then made their way up to Dr. Bailey’s office, dumped a bucket of lamb brains on the shag 

carpet of his waiting room, shouted demands for gay liberation, and made a hasty exit to evade 

security.48 

----- 

Gay liberation resistance to abusive practices such as psychosurgery were neither limited to 

protests at doctor’s offices nor to disruptions of professional conferences. In addition to publishing 

personal accounts, gay liberation periodicals overflowed with detailed analyses and critiques of mental 

health scholarship. Pursuing what might be called a reconnaissance of enemy knowledge, gay 

liberationists engaged in close readings of academic journals in order to disseminate a better 

understanding of the theories and practices of the “shrinks.” In other words, rather than simply 

denouncing and protesting against figures such as McConaghy and Bieber, gay liberationists also poured 

over their scholarly publications and explored their ideas. Indeed, reconnaissance surveys in movement 
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periodicals such as Fag Rag, Gay Community News, and Gay Liberator explored a wide range of leading 

psychic and medical publications in order to communicate that abusive practices of aversion therapy 

were not simply the province of quacks or charlatans.  

For example, Gay Community News’ noted that in the Archives of General Psychiatry, Dr. Lee 

Birk of Harvard Medical School reported great success in suppressing homosexual behaviour “through 

punishment,” specifically via the administration of shock treatments to a test group of homosexual men, 

supplemented by group therapy. And the same reconnaissance survey recounted that Dr. O.I. Lovaas, 

Director of the University of California at Los Angeles Psychology Clinic, had offered free aversion 

therapy treatment as part of a study on male children who demonstrated ostensibly homosexual 

tendencies, such as playing with dolls and an aversion to masculine games.49  A more extensive 

reconnaissance survey published in Fag Rag noted that in the American Journal of Psychiatry, Dr. 

Nathaniel McConaghy of New South Wales University had reported great success in treating 

homosexuals through what he termed “aversion-relief therapy,” which entailed displaying words and 

phrases that his patients 

considered evocative of aspects of homosexuality … These slides were 
projected at ten-second intervals. The patient read each one aloud. As soon 
as he finished reading he received a painful electric shock through electrodes 
attached to this fingertips … Each patient received a total of 1,050 shocks 
during treatment. 

 
Similarly, in the British Medical Journal, Dr. MacCulloch and Dr. Feldman reported conducting aversion 

experiments with gay men that entailed the following procedure: 

the patient viewed a slide of a man and was instructed to leave it on as long 
as found it attractive. After eight seconds he received an electric shock if he 
had not removed the slide by means of a hand switch … The shock continued 
until he removed the slide. 

 
Fag Rag also recounted contemporary scholarship concerning the use of pharmaceuticals to effect 

behaviour modification. For instance, in Clinical Medicine, Dr. Michael Serber reported administering the 
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drug Succinylcholine to male patients at Atascadero State Hospital in California to correct “deviant 

sexual behavior.” Likewise, in the International Journal of Neuropsychiatry, Dr. L.J. Likety described the 

use of the antipsychotic drug Thioridazine as a way of reducing the sexuality of homosexual populations 

in prisons.50 A reconnaissance survey published by Gay Liberator focused on governmental rather than 

medical and psychiatric publications. For example, the survey noted that Coercive Behavior Modification 

Techniques with Offenders, a study published by the U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare, 

explored the possibility that, “as a condition of probation or parole, offenders be required to undergo 

electrode implant surgery.” Convinced that “in the near future” electrodes implanted in the bodies of 

paroled sex offenders could be used to monitor their whereabouts, conversations, and even erections, 

the Report (as recounted by Gay Liberator ) hypothesized that:   

Microminituarizations and more refined methodology will permit the 
construction of instruments … small enough to be permanently installed for 
transdermal reception and transmission of signals … Transducers have been 
designed that provide an electrical output suitable for the continuous 
monitoring and recording of penile changes. The linkage of these tranducers 
to a portable transmitter would not be difficult, and could, when included 
within an electronic locator system, provide the capability of precisely 
monitoring sex offenders within the community.51 

 
Of course, psychosurgery was another area in which activists conducted reconnaissance surveys 

of enemy scholarly knowledge. For example, in a Gay Liberation Press article titled “The Patient as 

Victim,” Lex Watson provided readers with a detailed history and description of psychosurgery as such. 

Beginning with the advent of lobotomies, which entailed cutting or scraping out sections of the brain, 

Western psychiatrists and neurologists performed lobotomies well into the 1950s as a form of behaviour 

modification. According to Watson, it was not until the 1960s that lobotomies were increasingly 

abandoned due to growing public concern regarding their adverse consequences, which included 

everything from memory loss to incontinence to mental retardation. Current psychosurgical procedures 
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had been refined, and Watson explained neurologists and psychiatrists now used stereotactic 

procedures, which employed x-rays and three dimensional maps of the brain to target increasingly 

precise tissue areas. Moreover, unlike the lobotomies of the past, which cut out sections of the frontal 

lobe, contemporary psychosurgeries generally entailed much smaller incisions targeting either the pre-

frontal lobes or the limbic system. Nevertheless, Watson regarded even the most contemporary 

psychosurgical procedures such as amygdalotomy and cingulotracheotomy as dangerous and 

experimental. And he asserted that the insertion of even the smallest metallic, surgical instruments into 

brain tissue could produce devastating and unpredictable effects such as the loss of vision, memory, 

intelligence, and creativity. Watson also argued that most psychosurgery patients were in no real 

position to provide informed consent -- they were often inmates of mental institutions or prisons, or at 

the very least under intense pressure to conform to oppressive socially norms.52 

In Gay Liberator, Louis Landerson touched on some of the same issues surrounding 

psychosurgery, albeit in much stronger terms. Defining psychosurgery as “a deadening operation that 

involves deliberate, irreversible damaging of an individual’s brain for the purpose of altering the 

behavior that others have deemed undesirable,” Landerson noted that the U.S. government had begun 

investing large sums of money in experimental psychosurgical procedures. For example, he pointed to a 

large grant that the U.S. Justice Department had recently awarded to the psychiatrists Dr. V. Mark and 

Dr. F. Ervin, who were studying the use of psychosurgery and aversion therapy techniques to manage 

problem prison populations, particularly those immune to “traditional correction programs” and prone 

to recidivism, such as “sexual deviants.”53 Moreover, Landerson alleged that “these two doctors would 

like to see [psychosurgical techniques] extended to the population at large.” And here he referenced 

their monograph Violence and the Brain, as well as a letter to The Journal of the American Medical 
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Association, which advocated the use of psychosurgery to deal with the problems of violent crime and 

even race riots. Writing that psychiatrists categorized as “‘mental illness’ those behavior patterns that 

have been traditionally associated with oppressed minority groups and political activists,” Landerson 

suggested that psychosurgery and other psychiatric interventions were primarily used against 

imprisoned homosexuals and racialized minorities, for whom “the pressures of institutional life prevent 

rational, unbiased and free personal decisions.” He concluded that  

there is something inherently evil about helping someone repress … one of 
his most basic drives, thereby permitting him to lead a ‘happy heterosexual 
life’ rather than helping him to come to terms with himself, his 
homosexuality. There is something very wrong with a branch of medicine 
that uses its knowledge to destroy people’s humanity rather than preserve 
it.54 

 
In addition to conducting reconnaissance research, gay liberationists simultaneously published 

critiques of the epistemological and theoretical underpinnings of pathologizations and various 

treatments of homosexuality, often drawing on the ideas of anti-psychiatry in the process. For example, 

in Gay Sunshine Don Jackson penned a critical genealogy of contemporary behaviour modification 

therapy, beginning with the early twentieth century studies of the Russian physiologist and psychologist 

Ivan Pavlov. In the early twentieth century, Pavlov had demonstrated that animal behaviours could be 

conditioned, in part through experiments demonstrating that dogs could be made to salivate upon 

hearing sounds they had been trained to associate with food. And in Jackson’s genealogical formulation, 

this“seemingly innocuous discovery of a Russian psychologist has grown into the dubious science of 

behavioral modification.” Variously employing electricity, pharmacology and psychosurgery, 

behaviourists all sought to correct, standardize, and even perfect human behaviours in accordance with 

particular social norms and conceptions of mental health.55 To be sure, Jackson emphasized the ethically 

problematic dimensions of behaviour modification, especially vis-à-vis gays and lesbians, who were 
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often so stigmatized and guilt-ridden that they would submit to any chance to escape the ostensible 

curse of homosexuality.  

The London Gay Liberation pamphlet Psychiatry and the Homosexual charged that behaviour 

modification therapy and “behaviourism” were hopelessly reductionist. Challenging the idea that “man 

is the sum of his observable behaviour, nothing more,” and that all behaviour stemmed from 

conditioning and could therefore be changed through re-conditioning, the pamphlet asserted “there is a 

certain comical absurdity in the way that behaviourist psychology obstinately ignores the idiosyncrasies 

of mental processes and concentrates on measuring physical response in set situations.” Emphasizing 

that behaviourists completely ignored the complex entanglements between human sexuality, love, 

empathy, creativity and other emotions and attributes, the pamphlet caustically suggested that the 

proper test subjects for behaviourist and aversion therapy research were rats, not humans.56  

In more specific terms, Sue Wills raised the following criticisms of behaviourism and aversion 

therapy in a gay liberation issue of Tharunka, an Australian countercultural periodical. Administering 

electric shocks or nausea-inducing pharmaceuticals in relation to images of nude bodies could instill an 

aversive response to nudity per se rather than same-sex nudity in particular. Likewise, shocking or 

medicating patients in relation to erotica could create an aversion to sexuality in general rather than 

homosexuality as such. Moreover, Wills suggested that aversion therapy might engender feelings of 

hostility, disgust, and aggression towards homosexuals – a situation she described as “poofters” 

becoming “poofter bashers” in her Australian parlance.57 
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Another area of gay liberation critique was the tendency of mental health professionals to 

construct the psychic and emotional problems faced by homosexual patients as individual afflictions 

rather than socio-political effects. Activists rejected widespread notions that neuroses, anxiety, 

depression, addiction, and other conditions were symptomatic of homosexuality conceptualized as an 

individual pathology. Rather, they tended to regard such conditions as symptomatic of the sexist, 

homophobic, racist, imperialist, and capitalist system in which homosexuals lived. Martha Shelley 

articulated this position with characteristic clarity and eloquence. Writing in Come Out! she asserted 

that while “it is generally accepted that America is a ‘sick society,’” there was “an inevitable corollary to 

this statement, which has not been generally accepted: that people within our society are all crippled by 

being forced to conform to certain norms.” Shelley was clear that gay people were far from alone in 

experiencing the psychically damaging consequences of living in a society that pathologized, disciplined 

and denigrated difference. Not only were Black people oppressed socio-economically, but also by “the 

sickness of self-contempt,” which was a consequence of the racism manifested in everything from 

school lesson plans, to media discourse, to standards of beauty. Likewise, Shelley asserted that women 

were being made ill by strict sex roles that limited their social options, deformed their personalities, and 

pressured them into subservient domestic and marital arrangements. The point was that like women 

and Blacks, gay people experienced considerable mental health problems not on account of some defect 

inherent to their sexuality, but because they were systematically marginalized, misrepresented, and 

oppressed.58 The London Gay Liberation pamphlet Psychiatry and the Homosexual also suggested that 

psychological problems experienced by gays and lesbians were largely caused by a sick and oppressive 

society. Arguing that no matter how liberal or progressive psychiatrists might appear to be, they 

individualized homosexuals as if their psychological problems were personal rather than socio-political 
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above all.  Influenced by discourses of antipsychiatry, the pamphlet suggested that psychiatrists 

achieved their stature, prestige, and revenues as guardians of the social order. Elaborating a 

functionalist analysis, the pamphlet asserted that psychiatrists pathologized homosexuals because they 

threw into question the naturalness, inevitability, and integrity of the masculine and feminine social 

roles upon which capitalist societies were based.59 

While generally constructing homosexuality as an individual pathology, there was at least one 

social context that psychiatrists and psychologists routinely situated homosexuality within, namely the 

family. And many gay liberationists criticized mental health professionals for seeking to explain 

homosexuality with reference to a defective upbringing and abnormal family life. For example, in 

Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation, Dennis Altman noted that Irving Bieber, Charles Socradies, and 

others considered homosexuality to be a pathological, psychosexual adaptation to a dysfunctional family 

life—particularly to a familial situation dominated by an overbearing mother. On an empirical level, 

Altman challenged these notions by asserting that “too many homosexuals have strong and loving 

fathers, too many heterosexuals have dominant mothers for any very obvious connection to be seen.”60 

However, some gay liberationists inverted the entire problem, and made the more theoretical claim that 

the “normal” functioning of the family became a generalized source of psychic and social illness. For 

instance, in Gay Community News, Ellen Chambers relied on R.D. Laing to argue that one’s experiences 

within the family unit set the template for subsequent relationships to people and institutions. Here 

Chambers asserted that the authoritarian, sexist and generally oppressive relations of the family were 

“mapped onto one’s body, feelings, thoughts, imaginations, dreams and perceptions” from an early age. 

Thus liberation entailed a radical reconfiguration of the nuclear family as a unit of social, affective, and 
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psychic reproduction. “We must substitute new living structures for the nuclear family,” Chambers 

wrote;   

If large numbers of gay people do not understand that the roots of sexism, 
gay oppression, and female oppression lie in the family structure that is 
imposed by the patriarchal authoritarian society in which we live, the gay 
movement will not be able to attack the problem at its source.61 

 
A perceived lack of objectivity on the part of psychiatrists and psychologists was another basis 

on which gay liberationists challenged the legitimacy of pathologizations of homosexuality. As seen 

above, rather than celebrating the American Psychiatric Association’s delisting of homosexuality from 

the DSM in 1973, some gay liberationists regarded the episode as proof that psychiatry was governed by 

socio-political pressure and fickle self-interest rather than scientific methodologies. Writing in The Body 

Politic, Herb Speirs attacked the discipline from precisely this angle in an article titled “Psychiatric 

Neutrality: An Autopsy.” Tracing the rise of psychiatry’s growing authority and prestige following the 

Second World War, Speirs noted that psychiatrists had become increasingly embedded in socio-political 

power relations, and commanded considerable influence as “scientific experts” on a wide range of 

issues from crime to childrearing to employment. Completely rejecting psychiatry’s scientific 

pretentions, Speirs wrote that in the main the discipline was “unable to describe significant differences 

of experience and behaviour in terms other than pathological,” or “to accept diversity.” And while 

acknowledging the existence of radical psychiatrists such as David Cooper, Thomas Szasz, R.D. Laing, and 

Frantz Fanon, he regarded the vast majority of psychiatrists as “protectors of the status quo,” and at 

best “armchair Liberal critics who easily combined their criticism with social prestige and status.”  

Moreover, Speirs emphasized the collusion of psychiatrists with state power. Here he pointed to the 

case of Karl John Roestad, a homosexual paedophile sentenced to indefinite, preventative detention as a 

dangerous sexual offender in 1971, in part on the basis of expert testimony by psychiatrists who argued 
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that the boys with whom Roestad engaged in sexual relations could eventually become homosexual as a 

result. “I contend that this is not a scientific claim,” Speirs wrote, but “an ideological pronouncement 

indicating the assimilation of society’s homophobia within the psychiatrists’ value systems.”62 

A related way that many activists criticized psychiatric expertise was to attack widespread 

notions that specialized training and official credentials were epistemologically more valid than lived 

experience. Experience was a crucial epistemological category for gay liberation, as it was for so many 

social movements during of the 1960s and 1970s. And many gay liberationists were inspired by women’s 

liberation, which critiqued patriarchal expertise about women’s bodies, psyches, and aptitudes; Black 

Power and Third World decolonization movements, which challenged racist and Eurocentric historical, 

sociological, and anthropological constructions; and by anti-psychiatrists, who drew on 

phenomenological and existential intellectual traditions to assert the primacy of experience as evidence. 

Simply put, many gay liberationists attacked the social reverence for expertise, and argued that they 

themselves occupied more legitimate positions as subjects of knowledge regarding homosexuality than 

psychiatrists or psychologists. For example, London Gay Liberation’s Psychiatry and the Homosexual 

raged against the respect and veneration that was widely extended to psychiatrists and other mental 

health professionals as result of the fact they were doctors and hence experts. “The knowledge that a 

psychiatrist must also be a medical doctor,” the booklet pointed out, “has the effect of extending to 

psychiatry the respect given to medicine, so that even the silliest psychiatric pronouncements are 

accepted, since they are made by doctors.”  In a rhetorical fashion, the booklet also asked why 

psychiatrists and other mental health professionals were given serious consideration as sources of 

authority on forms of behaviour such as homosexuality that often extended far beyond their personal 

experience.  

Why should a medical qualification be allowed to give weight to the ill-
informed rubbish psychiatrists [when they] speak about homosexuality … A 
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diploma in accountancy would be just as relevant. Indeed, any other kind of 
disciplined training would be preferable, in that it would not perpetuate a 
false analogy between the observable functioning of the body and the 
mysterious workings of the mind. 63  
 
Taking an equally critical stance in the pages of The Body Politic, Jearld Moldenhauer wrote that 

the technological society of the twentieth century had produced “a class of experts whose power is 

supposedly based upon ‘knowledge’ (the absorption of ideas from educational sources) rather than 

‘wisdom’ (the source of which is experience).” According to Moldenhauer, in material terms these 

experts always had something to gain or lose as a result of their interpretations and practices, and thus 

had to be seen as political actors. Drawing on the writings of Thomas Szasz and R.D. Laing, as well as the 

journal The Radical Therapist, Moldenhauer regarded the experiential evidence of homosexuals 

themselves as superior to  pseudo-scientists of the mind, and concluded that “it’s time we stopped 

listening to Big Brother and the Experts (shrinks). Women, gays, and former psychiatric patients [must] 

speak for themselves.”64 Writing in Gay Liberator, William Rens similarly criticized the psychiatrists and 

psychologists who excluded gay people from “the planning, carrying out the work of the research, or 

formulating any of the conclusions that have been reached about gay people.” “Fuck adjustment,” he 

concluded; “much of what needs to be changed comes from the field of mental health and the mindset 

of the shrinks.”65 

------ 
 

A final theme to be explored in this chapter is the relationship between gay liberation, Freud, 

and psychoanalysis. Given the extent to which psychoanalysis had been deployed to justify the 

pathologization of homosexuality, it is little wonder that many gay liberationists raged against Freud and 

his intellectual legacy. Critiques of Freud and psychoanalysis thought were indeed launched from a 
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variety of angles in gay liberation publications. For example, London Gay Liberation’s booklet Psychiatry 

and the Homosexual criticized Freud for developing his psychoanalytic theory on the basis of the 

patriarchal, nuclear family as though it were a transcendental social unit. The triangulation between a 

dominant father, a submissive mother, and their biological children as the site of universal psychological 

truths was regarded as anthropologically and historically absurd. Moreover, Freud’s acceptance of the 

bourgeois family as a universal template meant that he could “never find a place for homosexuality 

except as a deviation.” Unpacking Freud’s Oedipus complex, the pamphlet recounted that according to 

Freud a boy’s infantile sexuality centred on his mother until he became conscious of his father as a rival 

for her love. And this resulted in a psychosexual conflict that could be resolved only when the boy 

learned to repress this sexual desire, and redirect it towards other women. Drawing attention to the 

sexism of the Oedipal complex, Psychiatry and the Homosexual suggested that mothers were “assigned 

a passive role in the emotional triangle – that of being fought over by competitive males.” The booklet 

also noted that “it is hardly clear how gay people fit into this structure,” and attacked psychoanalysis for 

contributing to erroneous beliefs that “the cause of homosexuality is … immaturity” – a conceptual 

“gift” for therapists and analysts, since immaturity “carries with it the implication of possible 

maturity.”66  

Another critique of psychoanalysis asserted that it entailed a transmutation of Judeo-Christian 

practices (above all the confessional) and injunctions against non-procreative sexual acts into a modern 

framework. For instance, in Gay Community News J.D. Sitler drew heavily on texts of anti-psychiatry, 

particularly those of Thomas Szasz, to suggest that  

the influence of the church waned in the second half of the nineteenth century, but 
homosexual repression did not. Taking up the torch was that man from Vienna, the 
father of psychoanalysis. He was an appropriate torch-bearer for the clerics, for his 
psychoanalytic theory of human personality was parallel to the Judeo-Christian 
tradition prohibiting all sexual acts save those with procreation as their aim … He and 
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his agents were also appropriately the new agents of social control, for the sexual 
acts he called perversions (like homosexual acts, for instance) were the same acts 
prohibited by law. 

 
Indeed, Sitler suggested that Freud held that the best and most mature sex acts were coitus, and 

considered oral sex and other forms of sex play acceptable only as long as they led toward and 

supported coitus. With respect to homosexuality, Sitler suggested that there were four main ways that 

Freudian psychoanalysis pathologized gays and lesbians. First was the implication that somewhere along 

the path to mature heterosexuality, homosexuals became fixated on non-coital manifestations of 

sexuality, such as oral or anal sex. Second were notions that gay men feared that their penises might be 

castrated through penetrative coitus. Third were suggestions that homosexuals were narcissistic, insofar 

as they loved those who resembled and possessed the same genitals as they did. Fourth was the idea 

that homosexuality entailed an unhealthy identification with the parent of the opposite sex – in other 

words, gay men identified too closely with their mothers and lesbians too closely with their fathers; they 

had respectively failed to resolve the Oedipus and Electra complexes. Stiler concluded his article with a 

general condemnation of psychoanalysis, which he believed had furnished psychiatry and psychology 

with significant intellectual resources for pathologizing homosexuality under a pseudo-scientific guise.  

 Other gay liberationist writings condemned Freudian psychoanalysis as inherently connected to 

an imperialism of phallus. For example, in the Out of the Closets: Voices of Gay Liberation anthology, an 

activist identified as “Katz” attacked Freud for circulating the false and oppressive notion that women 

should strive to achieve a “vaginal orgasm” through phallic penetration. According to Katz, 

psychoanalysis considered sex without such a penetrative, phallic orgasm to be at best incomplete and 

at worst a failure – a view that was predicated on Freud’s “ignorance of the female body,” and especially 

of the clitoris as the most sensitive female erogenous zone.  Moreover, Katz regarded Freudian 

psychoanalysis as closely aligned with imperatives of capitalism, insofar as it suggested that sex -- like 

capitalist economic relations -- was successful when productive and resulting in the efficient and 
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“profitable” achievement of specific goals. Simply put, sex that focused on the clitoris and failed to 

achieve “the Great Penetration and the Big Come” was deemed unsuccessful and immature within the 

theoretical horizon of psychoanalysis. For Katz, the legacy of Freudian psychoanalysis was wholly 

pernicious for lesbians, insofar as it privileged sex over sensuality; the vagina over the clitoris and the 

entirety of the body; phallic penetration over kissing, cuddling, licking, etc. In a word, the legacy of Freud 

was phallic imperialism, the belief that lesbians required dildos and other surrogate phalluses to achieve 

orgasm. “To make good love with women,” Katz concluded, “I don’t want to have to ‘produce’ anything. 

Except pleasure. And that should be at whatever level or in whatever form seems comfortable for that 

time.”67 

 Thus gay liberationist publications were often very critical of Freudian psychoanalysis from a 

variety of angles, and with good reason. But such critiques also tended to be militantly one-sided, 

insofar as they ignored the labyrinthine complexity and potentially radical implications of Freud’s 

thought regarding homosexuality and human sexuality as such. For example, while it is true that Freud 

employed the word “normal” in relation to heterosexuality quite frequently, Paul Robinson notes that 

Freud was ambivalent about the very concept of “normality,” much as he was ambivalent about 

“civilization.” And while Freud’s discussions of homosexuality were often normalizing, he never held that 

homosexuality was pathological per se. Indeed, Freud believed that homosexuality became pathogenic 

only when repressed and driven into the unconscious, and Robinson argues that “in Freud’s psychic 

universe homosexuality is everywhere, insinuating itself into the psychic lives of the most impeccably 

‘normal’ and presentable individuals.”68 Moreover, Arnold I. Davidson has explored how Freud 

reconceptualized the sexual instinct in a fashion that radically broke with contemporary psychological 

and sexological thinking about perversion. Following an examination sexual phenomena such as 
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paedophilia, bestiality, and homosexuality in Three Essays on The Theory of Sexuality, Freud concluded 

that:  

We have been in the habit of regarding the connection between the sexual 
instinct and the sexual object as more intimate than it in fact is. Experience of 
the cases that are considered abnormal has shown us that in them the sexual 
instinct and the sexual object are merely soldered together ... We are thus 
warned to loosen the bond  that exists in our thought between instinct and 
object. It seems probable that sexual instinct is in the first instance 
independent of its object.69 

 
So against the grain of his contemporaries, Freud rejected the notion that the sexual instinct was 

naturally oriented in any particular direction. And thus the conceptual space for the pathologization of 

homosexuality as a perversion of the sexual instinct evaporated within the pages of Three Essays on the 

Theory of Sexuality. But Davidson also emphasizes that Freud did not embrace his own conclusions 

“unambiguously or unhesitatingly.”  Indeed, Freud often continued to write as if “unaware of the 

conceptual innovations he has wrought, as if nineteenth-century theories of sexual psychopathology can 

remain secure in their conceptual underpinnings.”70 Very much a product of his age, Freud never fully 

escaped from developmentalist notions of stages, and ultimately proved unable to jettison 

understandings of particular expressions of sexuality as “mature” and “immature.” Davidson 

convincingly explains this disconnect in the following way.  

Mental habits have a tendency towards inertia, and these habits resist change that, 
in retrospect, seems conceptually required. Such resistance can take place not only 
in a scientific community but even in the individual who is responsible for the 
conceptual innovation … Given the divergent temporality of the emergence of new 
concepts and the formation of new mentalities, it is no surprise that Freud’s mental 
habits never quite caught up with his conceptual articulations.71 

 
To be sure, there were gay liberationists who, from the beginning of the movement, understood 

the complex and contradictory but potentially radical nature of psychoanalytic thought regarding 
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sexuality. One of the best examples here is the thought of Dennis Altman, which extensively engaged 

with version of Freud that was refracted through Herbert Marcuse. In Homosexual: Oppression and 

Liberation, Altman indeed drew on Marcuse’s excavation of a “radical Freud” to assert that the 

“polymorphous perversity” of infants was in fact the natural state of human sexuality. In other words, 

humans were in the first instance entirely capable of deriving sexual pleasure from diverse corporeal 

zones -- from all parts of the body. Moreover, Altman suggested that the sex drive was in the first 

instance bisexual, and that exclusive heterosexuality was largely the outcome of socialization and 

conditioning. In other words, Altman relied on a Marcusean version of Freud to suggest that human 

beings were essentially bisexual and polymorphous perverse, and that it was only with the advent of 

surplus-generating, profit-driven civilizations that sexuality was increasingly confined to the genitals, 

channeled into reproductive coitus, and sublimated in the service of productive and orderly 

endeavours.72 Altman was also questioned the extent to which gay liberationists tended to be so harshly 

critical of psychiatry. For example, he noted that many psychiatrists were willing to help homosexuals 

overcome social pressures rather than attempting to change their sexuality.73 

 There were also a few activists who worked within the psy disciplines professionally and 

embraced many aspects of Freud’s thought while remaining committed to gay liberation. For instance, 

Charles Silverstein wore two hats in early 1970s as a therapist and Ph.D. student in clinical psychology at 

the City College of New York, and as an active member of the Gay Activist Alliance (GAA) of New York. 

Silverstein’s commitment to the cause of gay liberation was in fact connected to his decision to study 

psychology, as he hoped to challenge the discipline’s pathologizing conceptualizations from the inside. 

In addition to helping establish Identity House, a gay liberation counselling service in Manhattan, in 

1971, Silverstein famously became the first openly gay member of the American Psychological 

Association (APA). At an APA conference in Hawaii in 1972, Silverstein strongly objected to the 
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pejorative ways that gay life was described by members of a panel on homosexuality during question 

period; after criticizing the absence of gay panel members, Silverstein announced that he was himself 

gay.74 That same year, Silverstein both gave a presentation at a New York City conference of the 

Association for the Advancement of Behavior Therapy, and orchestrated a GAA disruption and take-over 

of a presentation by an aversion therapist from Ireland who used electric shock therapy in the hope of 

curing gay male patients.75  

Mark Freedman also straddled the line between clinical practice, the academy, and gay 

liberation activism. A staff psychologist at the Northeast Community Mental Health Center, Freedman 

published academic work that challenged notions that homosexuality was a mental illness, and argued 

on the basis of empirical research that homosexuals were no more psychologically unhealthy than 

heterosexuals, despite facing significant challenges of stigmatization and discrimination.76 In addition to 

academic work, Freedman published in gay liberation periodicals such as Gay Sunshine and The Body 

Politic, and helped to popularize the concept of “homophobia,” which was coined in the late 1960s by 

the psychologist George Weinberg.77 Indeed, in a TBP article titled “Homophobia: The Psychology of a 

Social Disease,” Freedman followed Weinberg in classifying those who reacted to homosexuality with 

fear, hatred, or revulsion as suffering from a psychological disturbance. According to Freedman, 

examples of homophobia included instances of physical attacks on gays and lesbians; the 

denouncement and/or institutionalization of homosexual children by parents; the expression of desires 

to harm or kill gay people; and feelings of nervousness, discomfort, or fear in relation to the topic of 

homosexuality. Turning the concept against some of his clinical psychologist and psychiatrist colleagues, 

Freedman also considered attempts treat or cure homosexuality as a manifestation of homophobia. 
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Turning to the causes of homophobia, Freedman identified two main factors. Expressions of male 

homosexuality and especially lesbianism transgressed traditional sex roles and prerogatives of 

masculinity that could appear unsettling and threatening. And they appeared to threaten the 

procreative, familial order – for Freedman, some heterosexuals were disturbed by forms of relations 

that spurned “the idea of existence without vicarious immortality (through children).” Challenging those 

who used Freud’s thought to construct homosexuality as an illness of arrested development, Freedman 

in fact considered adult homosexuals as potentially as well adjusted as anyone, and suggested that, 

psychologically, “homophobia is a real problem which interferes with effective functioning.” He 

approvingly quoted George Weinberg’s memorable statement that “I would never consider a patient 

healthy unless he had overcome his prejudice against homosexuality.”78  

Nevertheless, considerable hostility to Freud and psychoanalysis – and the influence of this 

tradition within psychology and psychiatry – persisted within a broad cross-section of gay liberation, 

although one event in the late 1970s occasioned at least a limited reassessment. Specifically, in 1977 

The Body Politic published documents demonstrating that Freud actively supported early twentieth 

century political struggles for gay rights to a far greater extent than previously known. These documents 

were discovered by Jim Steakley as he conducted extensive research in Germany and Austria in the 

context of completing his Ph.D. in German on “early homosexual emancipation movement” at the 

University of Wisconsin at Madison (see Chapter Five). In the process, Steakley discovered four 

documents demonstrating that Freud was “consistently opposed to the oppression of homosexuals.” 

The first of these documents hailed from a 1903 interview in which Freud stated that he was “of the firm 

conviction that homosexuals must not be treated as sick people,” in part because that would “oblige us 
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to characterize as sick many great thinkers and scholars of all times, whose perverse orientation we 

know for a fact and whom we admire precisely because of their mental health … Homosexual persons 

are not sick, but they also do not belong in a court of law.” Dating from 1921, the second document saw 

Freud and his associate Otto Rank oppose psychoanalysts who wished to exclude a homosexual doctor 

from the original Psychoanalytic Association. They stated “we cannot exclude such persons … without 

other sufficient reasons, as we cannot agree with their legal persecution.” The third document saw 

Freud write the following about early homosexual activist Magnus Hirschfeld on the occasion of his 

sixtieth birthday in 1928: “I have always championed the view that Dr. Magnus Hirschfeld’s lifelong 

struggle against the cruel and unjustified interference of legislation against human sexual life deserves 

universal recognition and support.” Finally, in 1930, Freud signed a petition calling for a standardized 

penal code for Germany and Austria, which stated “Homosexuals have same civil duties to fulfil as 

everyone else. In the name of justice, we demand that legislation give them the same civil rights by 

repealing the law [criminalizing homosexuality].”79 

Herb Spiers and Michael Lynch penned the analysis accompanying these documents. And they 

explained that The Body Politic had decided to publish them to coincide with the 1977 annual meeting of 

the American Psychiatric Association, which was being held in Toronto. Here Spiers and Lynch suggested 

that while there was a mass of psychoanalytic theory that pathologized and was inherently hostile to 

homosexuality, Freud was not entirely responsible for the evil of his subsequent interpreters, much like 

Marx could not be held accountable for Stalinism. Moreover, they asserted that Freud saw nothing to be 

gained by conceptualizing homosexuality as a distinctive, degenerate form of sexuality or in minoritizing 

terms, and believed that all people had homosexual desires nested within their psyches. In conclusion 

Spiers and Lynch held that despite contradictions and ambiguities regarding Freud’s conception of 

homosexuality, “these four new documents show that Freud would oppose [the use of psychoanalysis] 
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to oppress gay people.” Insisting that these documents “should be read alongside [Freud’s] now famous 

‘Letter to an American mother,’” The Body Politic arranged for their distribution to members of the APA 

who were in Toronto attending the organization’s annual meeting.80  

This resulted in considerable scholarly and professional interest. Conference attendees, such as 

APA’s President, Judd Marmor, who had been pivotal in the organization’s 1973 delisting of 

homosexuality from the Diagnostics and Statistical Manual, praised the documents as “historically 

important.”81 So too did James A. Paulsen, a clinical psychiatrist at the Stanford University School of 

Medicine, who added that the documents “demonstrate again Freud's empathy, the basic humanity he 

always showed toward groups that were persecuted.”82 However, news of the feature spread far 

beyond conference delegates, and TBP began receiving requests from psychiatrists and psychologists for 

the issue in which the documents were published. To give just two examples, Richard Green, Professor 

of Psychiatry at State University of New York at Stony Brook, and Dr. Herman Schorstein, a member of 

the Michigan legislature’s taskforce on Family Life and Human Sexuality, both requested copies.83 But 

the article also occasioned reassessments of the relationship between Freud, psychoanalysis, and the 

politics of homosexuality on the part of TBP readers. As Spiers and Lynch understood, Freud’s support of 

the “homosexual emancipation movement” was distinct from psychoanalysis as a theoretical tradition. 

Nevertheless, that the father of this tradition had such progressive political views regarding 

homosexuality so early in the twentieth century provided an occasion for some activists to rethink their 

hostility 
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Chapter Five 

“A Curse on Those Who Need Heroes”? Genealogical Appropriation and 
the Historical Horizons of Gay Liberation 

 

From the summer of 1973 to the summer of 1974, a series of meticulously researched articles 

on the history of “the gay movement in Germany” appeared in Toronto’s The Body Politic. Penned by 

Jim Steakley, a gay liberation activist and graduate student at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, 

the series explored scattered instances of homosexual activism in Central Europe from the 1860s, and 

the emergence of large-scale homosexual political organizations in Germany from the 1890s. These 

organizations, notably the Scientific-Humanitarian Committee, increased in size and visibility throughout 

the early twentieth century, achieving national attention and even some influence in the Reichstag 

before their destruction by the Nazis in the 1930s. Although it examined the gruesome fate of 

homosexuals branded with the pink triangle and condemned to concentration camps by the Third Reich, 

Steakley’s series concluded on a hopeful note, investigating the slow re-emergence of gay activism in 

West Germany following the Second World War, and a recent wave of mobilizations nourished by the 

imported concepts and discourses of gay liberation.1  

Already overloaded by university obligations and movement politics in Madison, Steakley 

undertook this time-consuming serialization because he conceptualized historical knowledge as an 

important weapon in the struggle for gay liberation. He charged that even when academic historians 

broke their usual silence on homosexuality, they did so only through veiled allusions, isolated anecdotes 

and embarrassed admissions. Experts of the sexist and homophobic historical profession could not be 

relied on to unearth useful knowledge of the past, and the time had come for gay people to embark on 
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their own projects of research and analysis. Such projects would furnish a valuable understanding of the 

organizational forms, political campaigns, victories, and defeats of past formations of gay activism, as 

the German context amply demonstrated. The Body Politic provided an ideal forum for Steakley to 

disseminate the strategic lessons of his research throughout a network of activist subscribers and 

readers spanning the Anglo-American world. Indeed, his articles were widely read and incited a flurry of 

distillations and critical reviews. 

In addition to the objective of retrieving strategic knowledge, Steakley framed his series in 

contradistinction to the heroic approach to gay history. Attacking “quasi-historical surveys” that claimed 

famous figures of Western civilization in order to “vindicate homosexuality,” he argued that the time 

had come to abandon searches for illustrious gay ancestors.2 With reference to German playwright 

Bertolt Brecht’s theorization of epic theatre, which spurned emotional identification with individual 

characters, and sought to incite critical reflection and political action on the part of audiences, Steakley 

declared that “Brecht knew better: a curse on those who need heroes!”3 Marxist theory and the new 

social history provided the method of historical analysis best suited to the radical cause of gay 

liberation, and Steakley insisted that the emergence of homosexual activism in late nineteenth century 

Germany had to be explained through prisms of industrialization, urbanization, and class conflict. In 

adopting this approach, Steakley made an early contribution to an abiding mode of explanation in gay 

history. Indeed, he took an initial step in the direction of John D’Emilio’s influential articulation of an 

intrinsic link between wage-labour, urban commercial space, and the rise of modern gay subcultural and 

political communities in the classic essay “Capitalism and Gay Identity.”4  

                                                           
2
 Here Steakley singles out Noel I. Garde,  Jonathan to Gide: The Homosexual in History (New York: Vantage Press, 

1964). 
3
 Jim Steakly, “The Gay Movement in Germany, Part One.” For enlightening treatments of epic theatre, see: 

Raymond Williams, Drama from Isben to Brecht (London: Chatto and Windus, 1971); Fredric Jameson, Brecht and 
Method (London: Verso, 1998). 
4
 John D’Emilio “Capitalism and Gay Identity,” in Ann Snitow, Christine Stansell, and Sharan Thompson (eds) 

Powers of Desire: The Politics of Sexuality (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1983); Sexual Politics, Sexual 



220 
 

To be sure, Steakley was hardly alone in attacking this approach to history, which from the mid-

1970s was increasingly denounced by gay activists attempting to bring the history of sexuality into a 

transformative conversation with Marxist theory and the new social history. Albeit for very different 

reasons, a pioneering wave of gender and sexuality scholars was also highly critical of searches for 

heroic ancestors in the 1980s and early 1990s. Employing poststructuralist and social constructionist 

frameworks, Joan Wallach Scott, Denise Riley, David Halperin, and Martin Duberman, Martha Vicinus 

and George Chauncey variously characterized heroic pantheons stretching back to antiquity as naïve, 

simplistic, theoretically absurd, or a passing phase on the road to greater intellectual maturity.5 David 

Halperin was particularly pointed on this question. In his classic methodological elaboration of social 

constructionism, One Hundred Years of Homosexuality, Halperin paid a backhanded compliment to 

“essentialist” histories that investigated homosexuality as a category transcending time and space: at 

least they were “less rudimentary” than histories focusing on gay heroes from Socrates to Stein.6 To be 

sure, Halperin’s tone softened considerably in his early twenty-first century intervention, How To Do the 

History of Homosexuality. Having absorbed Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s trenchant criticism of social 

constructionist extremism, as well as more general postcolonial critiques of historicism, Halperin 

abandoned his former insistence on the absolute alterity of the sexual past. Resemblances, connections, 

and identifications with ancient figures were now potentially legitimate aspects of “our personal, 
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political and cultural projects.”7  Nevertheless, in recounting the dropping of a Queer Nation leaflet over 

New York City during the city’s 1990 gay pride parade, which claimed Proust, da Vinci, Marlowe, 

Socrates, Whitman, Auden, and other luminaries as part of a common heritage, Halperin admitted that 

“this sort of identification still gives me the creeps.”8  

Suffice it to say that activist constructions of heroic gay ancestries have been disparaged for a 

long time and from a variety of quarters.  But far from considering such efforts to be simplistic, naïve, or 

infantile – never mind creepy – this chapter develops a very different perspective. The following pages 

aim to show how gay liberation’s heroes were claimed through laborious projects of historical research 

and critical analysis that will be termed genealogical appropriation. While appropriation often carries 

connotations of theft and violence, here its more neutral meaning of possession-taking is paired with 

the term genealogy (in the familial, non-Foucauldian sense) to denote the elaboration of descent-lines 

belonging to a political subject. Establishing these descent-lines necessitated an engagement with 

history that made no attempt to bracket-out contemporary “bias,” collect data for its own sake, or 

explore difference, but endeavoured to unearth past actors in whom gay liberationists could see 

themselves -- both as they were, and in the future sense of what they hoped to become. Thus 

genealogical appropriation entailed ethical self-fashioning by way of analogy, homology, and 

identification with imperfect but consummate and exemplary individuals – to wit, heroes – drawn from 

the temporal depth if not the geographic breadth of the historical record. In addition to same-sex 

relations and proclivities per se, a central criterion for claiming these figures was often biographical 

content evincing sexual and gender rebelliousness in the face of prevailing norms, ideally paired with 
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militant commitments to struggles against social injustice. To paraphrase Charles Taylor, gay liberation’s 

heroes modelled not only what it was right to do, but what it was good to be.9 

However, far from deriving significance solely in relation to ethico-political subjectivity, 

genealogical appropriation was also bound up with gay liberation’s development of a critical historical 

knowledge. To be sure, activists imagined their ancestors as always already waiting to speak to present 

and bequeath wisdom, inspiration and strategic lessons. But in order to do so, they first had to be 

retrieved from beneath a veil of received histories that concealed, denied or trivialized their 

homosexuality. Thus in the midst of political campaigns and organizational commitments, activists made 

time to pore over and criticize popular and academic biographical scholarship; read canonical literary 

works against the grain; reinterpret the lives and achievements of figures from virtually every field of 

human endeavour through the prism of homosexuality; and publish copiously on their hard-won 

ancestors in movement periodicals.  What began as biographical and genealogical research projects 

opened up topics and problematics worthy of further study, whether in the domains of intellectual 

history via Edward Carpenter, socio-legal history via Oscar Wilde, or literary history and criticism via 

Emily Dickinson and Christopher Marlowe. In this fashion, genealogical appropriation played an 

important role in the general development of a gay critical history, which by the mid-1970s began to 

make tentative inroads into Anglo-American universities.10 Simply put, while gay liberation’s heroes 

acted as vehicles of “horizon-merger” in bringing past and present within a single historicity of struggle, 

they simultaneously opened upon new horizons of historical inquiry that could be independently 

pursued.11 But this is not to suggest that genealogical appropriation furnished mere baby-steps on the 

road to greater intellectual maturity, for whether as Uranians, inverts, homosexuals, gays, or queers, 
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heroic figures have demonstrated a chameleon-like ability to take on renewed life and utility within 

successive activist knowledge-making projects, each with their own complexities and logics.  

As is no doubt already apparent, here I aim to convince that it will no longer suffice to regard 

projects of genealogical appropriation, which constituted the movement’s dominant engagement with 

history from 1969 to at least 1975, as embarrassingly essentialist or simply ahistorical. Since an 

inaugural generation of academic sexuality scholars sought to define themselves over and against 

preceding forms of activist knowledge, enough time has passed for non-normative and more charitable 

assessments. Operationally, this means reconstructing practices of genealogical appropriation on their 

own terms, and refraining from disqualifications predicated on academic tools and frameworks that 

were either irrelevant or unavailable to gay activists themselves. Using the criteria of professional 

historians to disqualify or refute the knowledge-making practices of past activists would be all-too-easy, 

and serve only to frustrate the task of understanding gay liberation’s intellectual history as much as 

possible on its own terms.  

This chapter is structured as follows. After briefly exploring the problematic concept of the hero, 

it compares gay liberationist practices of genealogical appropriation within Black power and women’s 

liberation. The chapter does so to simultaneously establish what was familiar and what was unique 

about gay liberation’s own projects, and suggest that heroes played an important role in the 

development of the critical historical knowledges of all three movements. Far from somehow peculiar to 

homosexual politics, genealogical appropriation was in fact connected to a much larger domain of 

radicalism and resistance.  Following this comparative analysis, the remainder of the chapter 

reconstructs early gay liberation’s engagements with history in considerable detail, from lists of famous 

homosexuals from past epochs designed to support we-are-everywhere claims of universality; to 

biographies of figures who struggled against forms of oppression seen as homologous or analogous to 

the contemporary problems of gays and lesbians. The final sections explore the relationship between 
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genealogical appropriation and the development of a larger gay literary history and criticism. As much as 

Steakley cursed heroes, they infiltrated his series on the gay movement in Germany, obstinately refusing 

to be entirely replaced by the impersonal social forces of industrialization, urbanization and class conflict 

that he so enthusiastically privileged. 

  
----- 

 
Before proceeding empirically, an important clarification is in order: what is meant by the term 

hero, and how might this figure be conceptualized? The answer is by no means straightforward. Even a 

cursory survey of the hero’s long career in Western thought unearths a bewildering variety of 

conceptualizations ranging from Plato’s paragon of civic virtue to Hegel’s expression of a world-spirit, 

from Jung’s archetype of the collective unconscious to Nietzsche’s overman beyond good and evil. 

Moreover, in a number of English language treatises and studies devoted exclusively to the hero, this 

protean figure has been variously constructed as an anthropological universal, mythological motif, 

engine of world-historical change, literary protagonist, psychological archetype, mechanism of social 

control, and personification of collective identity.12 From an Apollonian perspective, heroes are often 

supposed to perform great feats, inspire and fill with wonder, personify virtue, and strengthen the social 

order by their good example. But in a Dionysian vein, heroes are also said to stand outside social 

conventions, flout the law, persist in subaltern counter-memory, and rest in blood-soaked caskets and 

unmarked graves. Thus it seems all but impossible to synthesize any overarching definition. And that 

suits the present purposes just fine, for here heroes will not be conceptualized as having any essential 

characteristics, but rather as strategically malleable figures with considerable use-value for diverse 
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political projects. To be sure, virtually every party, polity, movement, and ideology claims heroes, 

particularly the historical variety with which we are primarily concerned. And they do so for at least 

three important reasons. First, because heroes provide personifications of collective foundations, and 

indeed constitute dramatis personae of the hallowed ground of origins. Second, they have proven useful 

as vehicles of sociological integration by promoting cohesion between members of a group with 

reference to a shared past. Third, they provide a means of parabolizing and narrativizing desirable 

collective values and group conceptions of the good. As such, even while constituting a resource in 

struggles against external opponents, historical heroes often become flashpoints of struggles occurring 

within communities, and are frequently invoked by forces seeking to internally redefine the values, 

goals, or direction of collective actors ranging from nation-states to ethnic communities to social 

movements. While it is not the case that anyone can credibly say anything about heroes, the elasticity of 

such figures is considerable; they can be plausibly stretched, manipulated, reinvented and reinterpreted 

to fit an extraordinarily wide range of programs.  

Sociologists have long understood the significance of heroes for social movements. From a 

dramaturgical perspective, sociologists have indeed highlighted their importance with dramatic 

economies of protagonists and antagonists – casts of “villains, victims, heroes, heroines, and allies” – 

that help frame a movement’s vision of social reality and demands for social transformation.13 In an 

overlapping but distinct fashion, from a narratological perspective sociologists have theorized heroes as 

occupying an important place in the stories that activists employ to explain events, organize social 

phenomena, and recount their histories. Francesca Polletta, for one, contends that social movements 
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frequently narrate their origins with reference to figures such as Rosa Parks and Betty Friedan, whose 

ostensibly foundational acts – refusing the back of a bus, publishing a pathbreaking text – are often 

constructed as the spontaneous, authentic expressions of pent-up social anger rather than calculated 

actions involving numerous activists.14  Moreover, sociologists of emotion, such as James Jasper, regard 

historical heroes – within broader culture assemblages of songs, folktales, parades, and other cultural 

rituals – as bearers of emotional ties through which social movements build and retain their 

constituencies.15  

Historical heroes likewise loom large in the context of multidisciplinary scholarship that explores 

practices of memory and commemoration particular to contentious politics. Broadly put, this research 

examines how social movements have rejected bureaucratic and expert monopolizations of public 

history, challenged the commemorative priorities of governments, and developed their own mnemonic 

practices and institutions. A far cry from the conflict-soothing, liberal-inclusionary, and tourism-oriented 

content of much state-funded public history projects, social movement mnemonics often develop 

counter-narratives, seek to incite mobilization, and stir strong emotions – not simply of pride and 

identification but of anger, resentment, and even revenge. Examining a wide range of phenomena from 

gravesite pilgrimages and museum exhibitions devoted to radical English Suffragettes, to efforts by civil 

rights activists reconfigure the meaning of Abraham Lincoln, to deployments of Che Guevara’s image as 
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a mnemonic device of transnational leftist solidarity, a growing body of literature has demonstrated the 

centrality of heroic figures within social movement practices of memory and commemoration.16  

However, despite this wealth of scholarship, a major lacuna exists. How have social movement 

actors constructed their heroic ancestries?  What is the relationship between the building of heroic 

genealogies and larger projects of activist historical knowledge-making? To an extent that has been 

largely overlooked, heroes are distinctively significant for many social movements as incubators of 

critical historical knowledges. As Mariana Valverde notes, critical knowledges, historical or otherwise, 

identify primary agents of error, mystification and distortion (such as racism, sexism or homophobia), 

and propose to unveil a more accurate picture of reality that these distorting agents kept hidden and 

out of view.17  Thus heroic figures have been recurrently useful within activist projects of critical 

historical knowledge-making, as their perceived misrepresentation within or omission from received 

narratives, historiographies and curriculums has provided an opportunity for activists to dramatize and 

critique the omissions and misrepresentations of the broader political subject that social movement 

heroes personify. But far from fulfilling only a negative function, heroes have also been useful in fleshing 

out the positive content of activist critical histories, as their lives are frequently used as windows onto 

larger historical contexts about which academic scholarship is limited or nonexistent, and as their 

biographies raise questions and problems that inspire further research. This is true of social movements 

as distinct as gay liberation, Black power, and women’s liberation. 
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Virtually all collective actors claim heroes. But such figures have a specific importance within the 

resistance strategies of subordinate, disempowered and subaltern social groups.  Indeed, historical 

heroes, especially when subversively appropriated from the dominant culture, have long served as 

“weapons of the weak” in the sense of furnishing rhetorical resources with which to buttress demands 

for full citizenship, social acceptance, access to political institutions, decriminalization, and so forth. 

Relatedly, heroes have long been employed to undermine the negative and mystifying stereotypes used 

to justify social exclusion, marginalization, and persecution in the first place.18 In the context of feminism 

and women’s rights, heroic ancestors have been claimed extensively in support of efforts to undermine 

the supposed naturalness of restricting women to narrow spheres of social activity. Indeed, in speeches, 

pamphlets, and editorials, first-wave women’s rights campaigners and suffragists frequently deployed 

illustrious ancestors gleaned from Western history who demonstrated that far from being 

constitutionally domestic, women were capable at excelling in every field of human endeavour, and to 

argue that men enjoyed no monopoly on characteristics such as strength, independence, courage, 

assertiveness, intelligence, leadership, and militancy. Drawn from the depths of the historical record, 

but primarily from Western history, figures such as Semiramis, Sappho, Zenobia, Joan of Arc, Elizabeth I, 

Catherine the Great, Maria Theresa, Lady Jane Grey, Caroline Herschel, Anna Ella Carrol, and others 

were recurrent features of the earliest manifestations of feminist discourse to the twentieth century.19 

As Joan Wallace Scott succinctly states,  
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For centuries, those advocating the elevation of women’s status have culled the past 
for examples of exemplary figures: artists, writers, politicians, religious devotees, 
scientists, and educators. Depending on the period and the purpose, they assembled 
stories to counter the presumptions about female incapacity contained in the 
prescriptive literature or legal codes of their day. When the argument was about 
education, feminists came up with stunning cases of brilliant women to demonstrate 
that learning did not distort femininity or, more radically, that sex had nothing to do 
with the operations of the mind. As feminists mobilized to demand citizenship in the 
wake of the democratic revolutions of eighteenth century, they pointed to the 
political capacities of queens and of ordinary women such as Joan of Arc to legitimize 
their claims that political rights ought not to be denied them because of their sex.20 

 
While feminists claimed historical heroes to combat the construction of women as the weak underside 

of a binarized humanity, the racialized diaspora of the Black Atlantic and the colonized peoples of the 

African continent deployed heroes of their own to assert their cultural and scientific achievements, 

capacity and readiness for self-governance, and even membership in humanity as such in the face of 

racist, colonial discourses that denied it. As Jeremiah Wilson Moses has shown in the American context, 

from at least the eighteenth century, African-Americans relied on creative readings of history to claim an 

illustrious lineage stretching back to ancient Egypt to assert the greatness of their forbearers in the face 

of mythologies of African savagery, primitivism, and racial inferiority. Indeed, the eighteenth century 

sermons of John Marrant, the political writings of nineteenth century intellectuals such as abolitionist 

Frederick Douglass and Pan-Africanist Edward Wilmot Blyden, and the twentieth century popular 

histories of J.A. Rogers and William H. Ferris, all constructed a proud, pan-African heritage of 

outstanding black men (and very occasionally women). Egyptian pharaohs, Christian church fathers, 

great scholars of Timbuktu, Ghanaian statesmen, and luminaries of arts and letters have all been 

marshalled at various points into projects of resistance to colonialism, slavery and political exclusion.21 
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Likewise, few strategies of resistance to the criminalization, pathologization, and disqualification 

of queer acts and identities are older than claiming illustrious kinships, which is not to say that queers 

and blacks faced the same forms of oppression.22 From at least the eighteenth century but perhaps as 

far back as the early modern period, as Rictor Norton argues, famous individuals from Western history 

and culture have been variously claimed as fellow sodomities, sapphists, uranians, inverts, homosexuals, 

gays and lesbians to combat diverse forms of religious, legal, medical and social hostility.23 Diaries and 

memoirs provide rich sources on this front, and have shown the ways that scattered individuals have 

cobbled together affirmative understandings of sexual difference by identifying with and creatively 

appropriating heroes from the annals of Western history and literature.24  So do judicial and medical 

institutional records, which furnish examples of ordinary people who, caught up in disciplinary 

machineries, drew on a kinship including Sappho, Plato, Michelangelo, Whitman, and Wilde to resist 

normalization.25 Deploying a genealogy of this nature often relied on a level of formal education that 

was largely limited to the middle and upper classes prior to the mid-twentieth century. However, such 

genealogies could also cross class lines and circulate throughout subcultural communities by word of 

mouth, as George Chauncey has demonstrated in the context of New York City.26 Homosexual political 

formations that emerged long before gay liberation also regularly deployed heroic ancestries. From the 
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late nineteenth century, German activists drew upon the cultural capital of famous inverts and members 

of the third-sex in pamphlets and petitions demanding the repeal paragraph 175 of the German Penal 

Code, and following the Second World War, homophile activists engaged in similar practices.27 As John 

D’Emilio notes, the Mattachine Review and The Ladder “printed articles ranging from biographical 

portraits of literary figures such as Radclyffe Hall and Walt Whitman to explorations of homosexuality in 

European history and in non-Western cultures” in order to “legitimate homosexuality as a significant 

and pervasive component of human experience.”28  

Thus Black power, women’s liberation, and gay liberation projects of genealogical appropriation 

in the 1960s and 1970s all had deep roots. Nevertheless, the heroic genealogies of these movements 

were also characterized by substantial ruptures.  At the broadest level, Black power, women’s liberation, 

and gay liberation all employed heroic figures not primarily to seek entry into lesson plans but to attack 

what they regarded as oppressive systems of education; not to revel in civilizational achievements but 

to seek radical models of ethical self-fashioning; and not to claim those who stood at some universal 

peak of humanistic accomplishment but who offered strategic knowledge of the historicity of struggles. 

In the context of women’s liberation, rhetorical invocations of Joan of Arc, Catherine the Great, and 

Caroline Herschel largely vanished in favour of investigations into first-wave feminist foremothers, 

above all those with links to labour and abolitionism.  For example, in Shulamith Firestone’s The 
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Dialectic of Sex, Firestone celebrated Elizabeth Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, as radical foremothers 

who attacked “the Family, the Church … and the State … the very cornerstones of the Victorian Society 

in which they lived.”29 And in alliance with abolitionists, the labour movement, socialists, and anarchists, 

Firestone suggested that such women threatened to “tear the country apart” by exposing fundamental 

inequalities within “a system that pretended to democracy.”30 Despite a seemingly endless stream of 

setbacks and persistent conservative elements in the movement, feminist radicalism was carried into 

the twentieth century by a new cohort of women exemplified by Elizabeth Stanton’s daughter, Harriet 

Stanton Blatch, who along with the Pankhursts employed hunger strikes and other “daring guerrilla 

tactics” to achieve suffrage “as only the first of many goals.”31  

In Sexual Politics Millett employed a slightly different cast of heroes, just as she explored the 

movement’s trans-Atlantic dimensions to a much greater extent than Firestone. However, both activists 

constructed a broadly similar narrative of first-wave feminism’s rise and fall. And both derived a most 

important reconnaissance lesson: women’s struggles flourished when they remained allied with 

progressive movements for class and racial justice, and deteriorated when becoming too narrowly 

focused on single-issue campaigns and liberal reforms, such as seeking suffrage and amending the U.S. 

constitution. Moreover, both Firestone and Millett conceptualized the widespread ignorance of early 

feminism among women as a source of their present oppression, holding that while first-wavers failed 

to realize the most radical potential of their ideals, they nevertheless “made some monumental 

progress and furnish a groundwork on which the present and the future can build.” 32  Women had much 

to gain by learning about their heroic foremothers, and it was no chance occurrence that most remained 

ignorant of their inspirational resistance; a patriarchal system of education and male-dominated 
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historical profession had intentionally kept from them from such empowering knowledge. In Firestone’s 

words, 

A hundred years of brilliant personalities and important events have … been 
erased from American history … Most people today know nothing of … the lives of 
women of the stature of Margaret Fuller, Fanny Wrights, the Grimke sisters, Susan 
B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stantion, Harriet Stanton Blatch, Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman, Alice Paul. And yet we know about Louisa May Alcott, Clara Barton, and 
Florence Nightingale, just as we know about, rather than Nat Turner, the triumph 
of Ralph Bunche, or George Washington Carver and the peanut. The omission of 
vital characters from standard versions of American history in favour of such 
goody-good models cannot be tossed off. Just as it would be dangerous to inspire 
still-oppressed black children with admiration for the Nat Turners of their history, 
so it is with the W.R.M. [women’s rights movement]: the suspicious blanks in our 
history books concerning feminism … is no accident.33 

 
To be sure, Millet and Firestone were only among the most influential women’s liberationists to 

articulate this perspective, and the use of heroic foremothers as a resource for building women’s history 

as a form of critical knowledge abounds in movement texts from the 1970s, within and without the 

United States. For example, in her preface to the influential anthology Voices from Women’s Liberation, 

Leslie B. Tanner described the realization, as a cofounder of a New York consciousness raising group, 

that most women were profoundly ignorant of their political history. She complained that “a minimal 

amount of research soon showed me how deliberately women had been left out of our history books. 

Strong, courageous, brilliant women! I became angry. I felt cheated.”34 Thus Tanner decided to unearth 

these “voices from the past” and dedicate a large portion of her anthology to women’s history by 

reproducing radical and inspiring writings and speeches of early feminists from Sojourner Truth to 

Lucretia Mott to Angela Grimke Weld. Moreover, while the broader project of women’s history was 

always focused the experiences of women as such, it would be a mistake to imagine research into first-

wave feminist heroes as somehow opposed to this objective, for their lives offered a window onto social 

history where “ordinary” accounts were scarce, and their biographies contained insights into broader 
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historical realities, from limited educational opportunities to expected social roles to employment 

ceilings and domestic responsibilities. In all of these respects, feminist foremothers proved useful for 

contributors to Clio’s Consciousness Raised, an early anthology emerging from the Berkshire Women’s 

History Conference.35  And they proved similarly useful even for a study as inspired by E.P. Thompson 

and Marxist theory as Sheila Rowbotham’s Hidden from History, which emerged out of women’s 

consciousness raising circles in London. While Rowbotham struggled to focus on broad social conditions, 

her influential account of “300 hundred years of women’s oppression and the fight against it” was 

frequently filtered through the lives of major English feminists, such as trade union organizer Emma 

Patterson, socialists Mary Gawthorpe and Isabella Ford, and militant suffragists Emmeline, Christabel, 

and Sylvia Pankhurst.36 As Connie Brown and Jane Seitz wrote in the anthology Sisterhood is Powerful, 

“the difficulty of learning about the history of women is that … for the most part, it is an unwritten 

history of millions of private lives, whose voices, those that were recorded at all, are scattered and 

buried …”37 And thus famous feminist foremothers who were writing, recording, and analyzing their 

oppression constituted an indispensable resource.  

Like feminists who used their foremothers to dramatize the sexist imbalances of received 

historical knowledge, Black power intellectuals deployed heroic ancestors to attack the racist and 

colonial distortions of Western historiography, pedagogy and commemoration. However, there were 

also important differences, above all the considerable extent to which Black power’s ancestral claims 

were paired with concerted attacks on heroes of Western or “white civilization.”38 For example, in a 
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speech on black power at the famed 1968 Dialectics of Liberation conference in London, which was 

organized by antipsychiatrists and featured a speech by Herbert Marcuse, Stokely Carmichael 

vehemently attacked the pantheon of Western heroes that had been imposed on black peoples through 

racist and colonial systems of education. Christopher Columbus, Marco Polo, Sir Walter Raleigh, and all 

the other greater explorers galvanized in history texts were simply the first recorded white men to set 

foot in places hitherto unknown to Europeans. And Carmichael insisted that to celebrate them as 

“discoverers” racistly implied that Third World peoples entered history only when Europeans arrived on 

the scene. Moreover, far from spreading the benevolent light of progress across the globe, these men in 

fact belonged to a long tradition of violence, plunder, and genocide.39 From Alexander the Great, a 

murderous despoiler of Asia, to the slave-owning founding fathers of the United States, who “could not 

extend their lofty theories to the red men, whom they systematically exterminated,” to Cecil Rhodes, an 

imperialist who stole African diamonds only to throw back philanthropic crumbs in the form of a few 

scholarships – white heroes were blood-soaked oppressors of third world peoples.40 As a vital 

component of Black power, Black people on all sides of the Atlantic needed access to knowledge of 

inspiring African ancestors who militantly resisted colonization, such as Cetswayo, Hannibal, Moshesh, 

Menelik, and Lobenguela – “who killed the white folk. And I mean kill – a whole lot.”41 And they needed 

to learn from the history of African civilizations that Black subordination was not in any sense 

transhistorical but in fact a transitory phenomenon -- one that was rapidly coming to an end across the 

globe.   

In Soul on Ice, Black Panther intellectual Eldridge Cleaver similarly asserted the need to claim 

proud and empowering black ancestors. But he also suggested that the transmutation of white, 

European heroes into villains was connected to a growing disillusionment and radicalization of “the 
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white youth of the world.” Writing in a context of student civil disobedience, campus occupations and 

mass protests across North America, Cleaver posited that, 

The new generation of whites, appalled by the sanguine and despicable record 
carved over the face of the globe by their race in the last five hundred years, 
are rejecting the panoply of white heroes, whose heroism consisted in erecting 
the inglorious edifice of colonialism and imperialism … That growing numbers 
of white youth are repudiating their heritage of blood and taking people of 
color as their heroes and models is a tribute not only to their insight but the 
resilience of the human spirit.42  

 
Thus Cleaver conceptualized genealogical appropriation as less about race or blood in fixed terms than 

about revolutionary politics. Indeed, he viewed Black and Third World heroes as open sources of 

inspiration and identification for the white radicals with whom Cleaver ceaselessly pursued strategic 

alliances in his role as a Black Panther leader. For Cleaver genealogical appropriation also became a 

deeply personal and intimate act; in 1969 he and Kathleen Cleaver named their newborn son Antonio 

Maceo “after the Black Cuban revolutionary … who played a vital role in the struggle of the Cuban 

people for independence from Spain.” Characterizing Maceo as a brilliant military strategist in a 

nineteenth century war of anticolonial liberation that ultimately cost him his life, The Black Panther 

newspaper’s birth announcement beamed that “the revolutionary spirit of Maceo lives on today in the 

People’s revolutionary vanguard, the Black Panther Party, and in our new revolutionary warrior named 

after him.”43  

However, the strongest calls for black people to wrest control of their history and incorporate 

militant, resistant black heroes into their sense of identity was articulated by Malcolm X in widely 

circulating, posthumously published anthologies of his writings and speeches, such as Malcolm X on 
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Afro-American History. Here he criticized officially sanctioned Negro History Weeks of the liberal 

Association for the Study of African American Life and History for creating the impression of African-

Americans as cotton-pickers and orange-growers. Malcolm X raged that black children in the United 

States learned virtually nothing about how African peoples ended up as slaves in Mississippi, Alabama, 

or Virginia in the first place, and bemoaned a near total absence of any information concerning great 

cultural, military, technological and social achievements on the African continent. On all of these fronts, 

he posited a corrective vision with reference to historical heroes, who dramatized his critique and 

furnished it with flesh and blood. Far from the primitive or barbarous peoples of racist lore, Africans had 

made major civilizational contributions to world science, engineering, culture, and military history, as 

exemplified by the Egyptian pharaohs, Hannibal, Mansa Musa and the Ghanaian Kings. Moreover, 

Africans enslaved and transported to the Americas by European colonizers were not merely victims but 

of vigorous resisters, as epitomized by Nat Turner, Toussaint L'Ouverture, Henri Christophe, and Jean-

Jacques Dessalines. And rather than the morally upstanding, honourable and inspiring figures so often 

portrayed, the American founding fathers -- George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, 

Alexander Hamilton and the rest -- were “artful, skilful liars” who disingenuously espoused a doctrine of 

human equality while owning slaves and viewing African Americans as mere commodities. 

Systematically teaching these historical lessons was vital component in the project of black nationalism 

that Malcolm X so powerfully espoused. To help restore a sense of pride lost to centuries of colonialism 

and racist education, black people needed to know that, 

Your grandfather was Nat Turner; your grandfather was Toussaint L'Ouverture; 
your grandfather was Hannibal. Your grandfather was some of the greatest 
Black people who walked on this earth. It was your grandfather's hands who 
forged civilization and it was your grandmother's hands who rocked the cradle 
of civilization. 44 
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Although the above Black power intellectuals did not themselves endeavour to develop 

empirically rigorous critical histories, a growing number of activists began to undertake precisely such 

projects from within the space of historical critique that they opened up. Indeed, from the late 1960s 

informal study groups and formal Black studies programs increasingly emerged on university campuses, 

providing an academic platform for young activist scholars to develop critical histories through reading 

circles, symposia, and the establishment of academic publishing venues.45 Genealogical appropriation 

was far from opposed to this broader historical endeavour. In fact it was quite complementary, as the 

biographies of Black heroes from across the ages provided windows onto distant epochs and broader 

historical processes. For example, speaking to an audience of students and activists in late 1960s 

Montreal, C.L.R. James, an enthusiastic supporter and contributor the project of Black power, filtered 

rigorous historical analyses of the slave trade and Caribbean resistance to slavery through the figure of 

Toussaint L’Ouverture and of American abolitionism through figures such as Frederick Douglass, whom 

he freely claimed as a proud ancestor. He enjoined his interlocutors to do the same.46 As the historian 

Walter Rodney put it at the 1968 Congress of Black Writers in Montreal, Black power was a movement 

that he was ethically compelled to contribute to by retrieving inspiring black ancestors and the 

achievements of African societies as a “catharsis towards action.”47  But it was necessary for historians 

to engage with Africa’s past in search of tools that went beyond normative European categories such as 

civilization, and find new standards for assessing progress and social relations. The two goals were by no 

means incompatible and in fact mutually interconnected in Rodney’s eyes. 
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----- 

In the projects of genealogical appropriation to which we now turn, early gay liberationists 

proceeded in a similar fashion to the feminists and Black power activists with whom they expressed 

solidarity, dreamed of revolutionary alliances, and borrowed from intellectually and discursively. But 

there were also important elements of gay liberation’s genealogical endeavours that a comparison with 

these activist formations furnishes an opportunity to understand as unique. While Black power heroes 

were retrieved from resisters to slavery and colonialism in Africa as an ancestral homeland and the Black 

diasporic communities of the Atlantic world, and while the heroes of women’s liberation were drawn 

primarily from the annals of the first-wave within the national frame of the countries in which they were 

writing, the scope of gay liberation’s genealogies was fixed in neither time nor space, and spanned 

virtually every conventional periodization, as well as a huge number of regions, nation-states and 

cultures. The only discernible boundary was historiographic, namely what we might call Western history, 

and even this was neither an absolute nor theoretically based delineation, nor the result of wilful 

exclusion. Rather, the emphasis on Western history in gay liberation’s genealogical projects was a 

function of the education, familiarity and location of activists, even while in terms of effects Scott 

Bravmann is quite right that longstanding queer identification with figures derived from a Western 

heritage stretching back to antiquity were bound up with an unacknowledged, racialized coding of queer 

identities as white.48 Another important difference here was that while feminists and black power 

intellectuals claimed no small number of ancestral heroes, in purely quantitative terms their genealogies 

paled in comparison to those of gay liberationists, who from their very first publications proceeded to 

draw up lengthy, almost frenzied lists of famous ancestors. 

For example, Come Together printed a list of nearly two hundred names unbroken by 

punctuation or explanation except for the rhetorical question, “what have all these people in common”? 
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Greco-Roman antiquity was well represented by Plato, Socrates, Sappho, Alexander the Great, Virgil, 

Julius Caesar, Hadrian, and Nero. Medieval and early modern history furnished James I, Richard II, Pope 

Sixtus IV, Leonardo da Vinci, Donatello, Francis Bacon, George Frideric Handel, Prince Eugene of Savoy, 

Christopher Marlowe, and William Shakespeare. Ushered from modern history were Lord Byron, Walt 

Whitman, Algernon Charles Swinburne, Lord Tennyson, Pyotr Tchaikovsky, Marcel Proust, Oscar Wilde, 

André Gide and Gertrude Stein. And thrown into the mix were contemporary figures from the arts and 

popular culture, such as Allen Ginsburg, Truman Capote, Gore Vidal, James Baldwin, Noel Coward, 

Christopher Isherwood, Jean Genet, W.H. Auden, William Burroughs, Marlene Dietrich, Greta Garbo, 

Christian Dior, Yves Saint Laurent, Andy Warhol, Rock Hudson, Elton John, and David Bowie.49 While the 

insinuated homosexual and bisexual proclivities of some of these figures were debatable and based on 

speculation, others stood on firmer empirical ground and demonstrate that the compilers were familiar 

with recent studies by G. Rattay Taylor, A.L. Rowse, and especially Noel I. Garde, which endeavoured to 

document the homosexuality of many towering figures of Western history in a scholarly fashion.50 

Questions of evidence aside, the larger function of Come Together’s list was to stabilize the meaning of 

diverse same-sex practices and desires under the banner of an enduring and unified gay subject. Not 

arranged in any chronological or geographic order, the list suggested an unbroken heritage of 

outstanding, accomplished, heroic gays and lesbians stretching back throughout recorded history. It was 

only the most extensive of similar productions appearing in periodicals across the Anglo-American 

world. Indeed, GATE Vancouver’s column in The Georgia Straight marshalled many of the same figures – 

Plato, Socrates, Sappho, da Vinci, Michelangelo, Marlowe, Shakespeare, Whitman, Wilde, Proust, Byron, 

and Stein – to argue that gay people had always excelled in their respective fields despite persecution. 

Similarly reproducing a long proposed link between artistic excellence and homosexuality, the Fag Rag 
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collective claimed that hardly a generation or country had failed to produce a great “faggot poet,” 

pointing to a lineage that included Pindar, Cavafy, Horace, Sadi, Shakespeare, Rimbaud, Catullus, 

Whitman, Verlaine, Crane, Kleist, Lorca, Virgil, and others.51 And in the influential early gay liberation 

anthology Out of the Closets, Karla Jay expressed considerable faith in the power of listing, asserting that 

“our voices are our most powerful weapon, for when we stand up and scream: ‘We are Socrates, 

Sappho, Oscar Wilde, and Gertrude Stein,’ we will destroy the heterosexual myths about us and their 

domination over us.”52 

Yet activists were never content with naming alone, and many published extensively researched 

biographical features to furnish their heroes with narrative flesh and blood. For example, Gay Tide 

profiled lifelong partners Charles de Sousy Ricketts and Charles Hazelwood Hannon as “outstanding 

artists and graphic designers,” who were associated with the aesthetic movement, anticipated the style 

of art nouveau, designed many of Oscar Wilde’s books, bravely continued to support Wilde following his 

1895 gross indecency conviction, protested the censorship of Radclyffe Hall’s novel The Well of 

Loneliness, and thus deserved a place in “the now unfolding chronicle of gay struggle.”53 In The Body 

Politic, Jearld Moldenhauer emphasized the importance of “Peter” Tchaikovsky’s homosexuality as a 

prism through which to interpret the great classical composer’s biography and musical idiom, and Ian 

Young featured the occultist and iconoclast Aleister Crowley as “an important minor writer, a consistent 

ethical philosopher, and one of the first modern writers to deal unashamedly, even exultantly, with 

homosexuality.”54 Celebrating Lord Byron on the 150th anniversary of his death, in Gay News Peter 

Forster presented Byron as a bisexual libertine, the greatest poet of his age, and a martyred combatant 
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in the Greek War of Independence against the Ottoman Empire.55 Dismayed by the preponderance of 

attention bestowed by posterity on the homosexual male literati of the Bloomsbury Group, in GLP Paul 

Foss emphasized the lesbian and bisexual women – Katherine Mansfield, Virginia Woolf, and Dora 

Carrington – as important contributors to a “post-Victorian reaction” to established social and gender 

norms in England.56 Writing in Gay Liberator, “the Bookish Butterfly” profiled Gertrude Stein’s 

committed lesbian domesticity with Alice B. Toklas; nineteenth century realist painter Rosa Bonheur’s 

forty-year partnership with Nathalie Micas and successful battle with French police to publicly dress as a 

man; Paul Goodman’s role as a prolific author and public intellectual who bravely disclosed his sexuality 

“long before gay liberation began its defiant attack on homophobic sexist America;” and Ethel Smyth’s 

status as the first major female composer of classical music in Britain and a leading figure of the English 

women’s suffrage movement who unsuccessfully courted Virginia Woolf.57   

To be sure, these profiles were by no means restricted to figures from contemporary history. For 

instance, writing in Gay Community News, Sam Edwards highlighted Michelangelo as perhaps the 

greatest artist of the Renaissance, whose masterpieces in painting, sculpture and poetry had to be 

interpreted through “the framework of his sexuality” – a sexuality that for centuries had been 

“whitewashed” by scholars and biographers.58 In Gay News, Rictor Norton profiled Sir Francis Bacon as 

not only “the father of modern science” but a “gay genius,” and King James I of England as a monarch 

with great fondness for “sweet bedchamber boys” who was often referred to by contemporaries as 
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“Queen James.”59 By far the most temporally audacious of these profiles was penned by Winston 

Leyland in Gay Sunshine, which leapt back well over 3000 years to claim the Egyptian Pharaoh 

Akhenaten as a gay ancestor. In Leyland’s rendering, Akhenaten chose the young prince Smenkh-ka-Re 

as a co-ruler following the death or banishment of his wife, Nefertiti, and monuments of the men seated 

naked together depicted the men in a sensual embrace. Leyland further reported that Smenkh-ka-Re’s 

cartouches incorporated the epithet “beloved of Akhenaten,” and he drew on the work of Egyptologist 

Cyril Aldred to suggest that the dynamic between the Pharaoh and his young co-ruler was akin to the 

Roman Emperor Hadrian’s love for Antinous.60 Furthermore, Leyland interpreted Akhenaten as the 

creative impetus for an enduring transformation of Egyptian religion and culture centred on worship of a 

new sun god, Aten. Thus the Pharaoh represented one instance of a general phenomenon that 

historians had “largely passed over in silence,” namely that “the creativity of a person is undoubtedly 

influenced by his sexual orientation,” and that “a large percentage of artists, playwrights, poets, 

musicians and creative thinkers since the dawn of recorded history have been gay.” Here Leyland drew a 

parallel with African Americans, whose “artistic, scientific and political achievements” had likewise been 

“downplayed by historians, and only now … finally being acknowledged.”61  

----- 

In claiming and deploying this pantheon of heroic ancestors, gay liberationists continued a 

practice that had deep roots stretching back to diverse sexual subjects and forms of community – 
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indeed, many of the figures activists listed and wrote about were precisely the same ones who had been 

employed over one hundred years earlier. But there were also numerous elements vis-à-vis previous 

projects of genealogical appropriation that bear consideration. For example, gay liberation’s 

genealogical claims were more often deployed to support assertions of the revolutionary potential of its 

political subject.62 In brief, this subject was conceptualized in two main ways: as an eternal percentage 

of the human population with reference to a particular reading of Alfred Kinsey, and as a polymorphous 

but repressed potential residing in everyone with reference to Sigmund Freud, Herbert Marcuse and 

above all Dennis Altman.63 Such conceptualizations often appeared in early gay liberation periodicals in 

an “unrationalized coexistence,” to employ Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s terminology, and for many activists 

they suggested much the same strategic situation: the movement’s constituency was largely 

unconscious but demographically massive and waiting to be awakened.64 Yet there was troublingly little 

evidence for this critical mass. Regardless of how the problem was conceptualized, closet doors were 

proving reluctant to burst open and people were taking an uncomfortably long time to realize that they 

were polymorphously perverse. Despite the movement’s vociferous consciousness-raising programs and 

recruitment campaigns, most gay liberation political organizations remained small, and outside cruising 

grounds and constellations of urban commercial spaces, gay people were too often nowhere in sight. 

Hence for activists to expansively claim figures from a wide range of historical eras, societies, cultures, 

and nation-states provided reassuring evidence of the ‘everywhereness’ of gay liberation’s subject and 

its potentially revolutionary heft. 
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Also new was this movement’s genealogical emphasis on militant critiques of the academic 

establishment. Greatly influenced by women’s liberation and Black power, gay liberationists attacked 

the systematic distortions, mystifications, and omissions within mainstream historiography and 

curricula. For example, when the Gay Alliance Toward Equality of Vancouver claimed a sprawling list of 

historical figures stretching from Socrates to Whitman to Roger Casement in their Georgia Straight 

column, it was in the context of an attack on the denial of their homosexuality in history courses, which 

gay students were enjoined to “zap.”65 Similarly, when Karla Jay asserted in the influential Out of the 

Closets anthology that “when we stand up and scream: ‘We are Socrates, Sappho, Oscar Wilde, and 

Gertrude Stein,’ we will destroy the heterosexual myths about us,” she did so in an essay attacking the 

erasure of homosexuality within academic literary criticism and historiography, which called on lesbians 

and gays to embark on their own projects of literary knowledge production.66 And activist biographical 

sketches from Tchaikovsky to Michelangelo to Akhenaten were explicitly written as efforts to reveal the 

truth of these figures’ systematically concealed homosexuality. 

Finally, there was a strong tendency to claim and identify with historical figures on the basis of 

their non-conformity and contentious politics rather than primarily with reference to outstanding 

contributions to history or civilization in general. While gay liberationists cast their appropriative nets as 

widely as possible when asserting the temporal universality and revolutionary critical mass of their 

political subject, in terms of qualitative elaboration and more detailed biographical features they were 

especially drawn to figures whom could be interpreted as imparting a rebellious ethics. From Lord Byron 

to Rosa Bonheur to Paul Goodman, numerous figures potentially fit this criterion. But not all of the early 

movement’s heroes were created equal and at the pinnacle of its pantheon stood Walt Whitman, 
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Edward Carpenter, Oscar Wilde and Roger Casement, who were the subjects of a great amount of 

activist research and writing.  

In combination, several factors explain their unique significance to the movement. Whitman, 

Carpenter, Wilde and Casement were easy to situate within a broadly defined field of resistance to 

diverse forms of oppression – whether repressive laws, literary censorship, economic exploitation, or 

social norms – seen as homologous with and analogous to the oppression that activists presently faced. 

With varying degrees of stretching, their lives and oeuvres could also be interpreted as refusing the 

abjection of the closet, even if their sexual openness was primarily poetic, and even if it arrived at 

moments of extreme legal duress. To greater and lesser extents they could all be linked to radical 

political causes – socialism, abolitionism, first-wave feminism, anti-imperialism – that for many gay 

liberationists suggested historical bases for alliances with radical movements that they desired in the 

present. In other words, these figures’ biographies were constructed in ways that both helped to 

articulate the early movement’s ethics, and merged past and present into a single historicity of gay 

struggle and radicalism. But far from meaningful only as vehicles of ethical articulation and political 

subjectivity, activist research into Whitman, Carpenter, Wilde and Casement also contributed to the 

development of a number of critical historical knowledges more generally. Indeed, in labouring to 

retrieve ostensibly truer versions of their heroes from beneath the veil of heterosexual assumptions, 

desexualizations, and homophobic misrepresentations, gay liberationists encountered broader historical 

horizons that demanded further investigation. An entire domain of intellectual history was opened up 

by Edward Carpenter, for to adequately understand his oeuvre activists necessarily began to explore late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century Continental sexology. The lives of Roger Casement and Oscar 

Wilde generated broader independent questions regarding the socio-legal history of homosexuality. And 

Oscar Wilde and Walt Whitman in particular were bound up with a broader project of developing a gay 

literary history and criticism. 
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The case of Whitman provides especially interesting insights into gay liberation history-making. 

In Gay Liberator James Coleman attacked mainstream interpretations of Whitman as “the good gray 

poet” who celebrated American life and labour in an unconventional style. Indeed, Coleman alleged that 

in the interpretive hands of academic historians, literary critics, and educators Whitman’s poetry had 

been flattened “into a celebration of America as it existed in his lifetime.” Beneath this official version 

lay a second and, Coleman contended, truer Whitman “which we were never permitted to learn in 

school, and which even his biographers hesitate over.” This second Whitman was the radical democrat 

who cheered the European revolutions of his day, and characterized the Paris Commune of 1871 as “the 

pale symbol of my soul, its dearest hopes / The struggle and the daring, rage divine for liberty.” This 

second Whitman was also a political agitator who enjoined Northerners to oppose slavery, criticized the 

exploitation of working-women, and attacked the injustices of unemployment while he was a 

newspaper editor.  Above all, this Whitman was a sexual radical who celebrated the beauty of the 

human body, wrote frankly about sexuality, and penned enduringly beautiful lines celebrating same-sex 

love, such as “In the stillness in the autumn moonbeams his face was inclined toward me, And his arm 

lay tightly around my breast …” and “Many a soldier’s loving arms about this neck have crossed and 

rested … Many a soldier’s kiss dwells on these bearded lips.” To recover this true Whitman, Coleman 

recommended a return to “the good gay poet’s” unexpurgated writings, where gay liberationists would 

find treatments of homosexual love free from guilt, and, if not a “revolutionary outlook,” then a century-

old “vision of international brotherhood” that remained enduringly relevant. “The new gay movement 

can feel toward Whitman not yesterday’s guilty identification, but an open solidarity,” Coleman 

concluded.67 

Rictor Norton similarly sought to rescue the poet from what he saw as the distortions of a 

homophobic academy in a Gay News feature. Attacking historians and biographers for desexualizing 
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Whitman’s passionate same-sex relationships, Norton detailed a long line of his possible male lovers, 

above all Peter Doyle. While admitting the impossibility of knowing anything about Whitman’s sex-life 

with certainty, Norton claimed that Whitman and Doyle often caressed and slept together naked – and 

included a photograph of the two men from the 1860s sitting together intimately and gazing upon one 

another suggestively. For all its “half-veilings and words unsaid,” Norton saw in Whitman’s poetry a 

numerous expressions of homosexual desire.  For example, Whitman’s predilection for working-class 

men was apparently expressed by the lines: “I share the midnight orgies of young men … I pick out some 

low person for my dearest friend, / He shall be lawless, rude, illiterate, he shall be condemned by others 

for deeds done, / I will play part no longer, why should I exile myself from my companions?” Yet, the 

importance of Whitman’s poetry went far beyond clues regarding his sexual biography, and Norton 

found an inspiring conceptualization of an egalitarian, pacific and unashamedly homoerotic brotherhood 

as residing at the very root of democracy. Thus despite his overly optimistic, naïve faith in American 

progress, Whitman was a prophetic figure who offered an inspiring vision of the future, and wrote 

“poems without which I would lose my own faith in the inevitable success of gay liberation.”68 Come 

Together likewise saw Whitman as a gay liberationist forbearer, and declared the American poet to be,  

100 years ago a rebel in his unabashed love for everything and everyone. 
Rebellious too in his poetic line: unconstrained by line or metre … he 
celebrated free, affectionate life in free, affectionate words … and loudly. He 
shouted it as he felt it. 

 
Come Together asserted that that Whitman’s “passions survived all the narrow hysteria of people too 

enclosed to allow their feelings out,” and advised readers to obtain a copy of the Leaves of Grass 

anthology and explore its homoerotic imagery for themselves.69  
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Another major gay liberation hero, himself deeply influenced by Whitman, was Edward 

Carpenter. And of the numerous activist features about Carpenter appearing in movement periodicals, 

among the most extensive and sophisticated was Graeme Woolaston’s London School of Economics 

pamphlet “Love’s Coming of Age,” reprinted in The Body Politic.  In considerable biographical detail, 

Woolaston recounted Carpenter’s middle class upbringing in the 1840s, education at Cambridge, 

ordination as an Anglican deacon, departure from the Church, and growing realization of his 

homosexuality – a realization aided by Carpenter’s encounter with the homoerotic cultural legacy of 

Greco-Roman antiquity while traveling in Italy.  Woolaston also asserted that Carpenter’s discovery of 

Whitman’s poetry had a profound effect on both his politics and the direction of his later life. Apparently 

Carpenter “accepted virtually wholesale” Whitman’s concept of democracy as working-class 

homoeroticism in harmony with nature, insofar as Carpenter relocated to the north of England, pursued 

market gardening, adopted vegetarianism, became increasingly socialist, and cohabited with his 

working-class lover, George Merrill, in a small cottage. 

 Having established this biographical context, Woolaston set out to capture the complexity of 

Carpenter’s thought, which he eruditely situated within a broader context of Continental European 

sexology. While surveying the range of breadth of Carpenter’s oeuvre, Woolaston held that Carpenter’s 

most important writings were those that developed his general theories of sexuality, such as Love’s 

Coming of Age, The Intermediate Sex, and Homogenic Love. To be sure, Woolaston’s analysis of these 

texts was not uncritical. For example, he bemoaned The Intermediate Sex’s adoption of Karl Henirch 

Ulrich’s Urning concept, which saw homosexuals as female souls trapped in male bodies, as “a peculiar 

and unacceptable theory of what homosexuality is.”  Nevertheless, Woolaston described Homogenic 

Love as one of the first and greatest homosexual political pamphlets in the English language, and praised 

its visionary reproach of British law for exceeding “its province when it attempts to regulate the private 

and voluntary relations of adult persons to each other.” Noting Carpenter’s trenchant attack on 
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contemporary notions of homosexuality as a symptom of bodily or mental degeneration, and his 

powerful assertion of the naturalness and socio-political value of “homogenic love,” Woolaston 

positioned Carpenter as a radical forbearer of the current struggle, asserting that he deserved “to be 

read much more widely than at present.”70 

Woolaston was far from alone in his desire for gay liberationists to engage with Carpenter. The 

editorial collectives of a number of Anglo-American publications provided tools to facilitate this mission. 

For example, The Body Politic appended to their reprint of Woolaston’s article a note specifying which of 

Carpenter’s texts were available for purchase at Glad Day Books in Toronto, along with prices and mail 

order information for international readers. And while Carpenter was enthusiastically read and studied 

in gay liberation think-ins and reading groups, for those too busy with organizational and agitational 

work to find time for sustained engagements with nineteenth and early twentieth century texts, a 

number of movement periodicals printed selections from Carpenter’s oeuvre.71 For example, Fag Rag 

printed an excerpt from Love’s Coming of Age in which Carpenter articulated two main types of jealousy: 

a natural type arising from the uniqueness of a relationship between two people that diminished as 

their love solidified, and an artificial type entailing feelings of ownership rooted in private property and 

“individualism in life and in love.” Far from a necessary phenomenon, here Carpenter prophesied that 

“in the communism and humanism of the future, as the sense of property declines, and as Love rises 

more and more out of mere blind confusion with the sex-act, we may fairly hope that the artificial 

jealousy will disappear altogether.”72 Gay Sunshine also published excerpts highlighting Carpenter’s 

radicalism, from his critique of adult reluctance to educate children on sexual matters, to his rejection of 
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the state’s legitimacy to regulate consensual sexual activity, to his anger over the “cut-throat rivalry, 

insane waste, disgusting fraud, and inane uselessness, which constitute modern industry.” However, 

perhaps the excerpt most appealing to gay liberationists sensibilities was Carpenter’s prediction that: 

As the sufferings of women, of one kind or another, have been the great 
inspiring cause and impetus of the Women’s Movement – a movement which 
is already having a great influence in [the] reorganization of society; so I do not 
practically doubt that the similar sufferings of the Uranian class of men are 
destined in their turn to lead to another wide-reaching, social organization and 
forward movement in the direction of Art and Human compassion … 

 
A gay liberation hero par excellence, for many activists, Carpenter’s biography and oeuvre suggested 

enduring linkages between sexual politics and other forms of radicalism, above all socialism and 

feminism. His sexual openness at the height of the Victorian era evinced a truly admirable courage. And 

his thought contained intriguing concepts that exceeded his biography and opened a broader horizon of 

gay intellectual and political history. Thus it was without hesitation that the editors of Gay Sunshine and 

so many other activists across the Anglo-American world unabashedly claimed Carpenter as a “Gay Lib 

precursor.”73 

If the radical credentials of Carpenter effortlessly leapt forth from his biography, the same could 

not be said of the third major historical hero of early gay liberation, Oscar Wilde, who activists had to dig 

out from the purely aesthetic, dandyish realm of popular perception, and work a bit harder to radicalize. 

This was precisely the intention of an article appearing in Come Together, which pointed out that while 

Wilde was widely known as homosexual, “it is often forgotten that he held very radical views, for his 

time, on the nature of man and society. We’re reprinting excerpts from his work, The Soul of Man under 

Socialism. Dig him, cause he was a real gay brother.”74 Rescuing Wilde from a foppish caricature was also 

the intention of Don Milligan’s Gay Marxist feature, which reached North American readers through a 

reprint in Gay Liberator. Quoting from the Sonnet to Liberty, The Picture of Dorian Gray, and above all 
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The Soul of Man under Socialism, Milligan constructed a portrait of Wilde as a radical socialist who 

vehemently opposed any version of socialism that positioned the state as a means of wresting control of 

the economy and reorganizing it from above. This Wilde feared that a centralized state and command 

economy, as advocated by Bernard Shaw and his ilk, would result in nightmarish socialism of industrial 

barracks, homogenous manual labour, and the deployment of police inspectors to enforce compliance 

with production goals. Indeed, Milligan quoted Wilde’s assertion in The Soul of Man under Socialism 

that,  

If the Socialism is Authoritarian; if their Governments are with economic 
power as they are now with political power; if, in a word, we are to have 
Industrial Tyrannies, then the last state of man will be worse than the first.  

 
For Milligan, Wilde’s fear of authoritarianism was justified and highly prescient in light of posthumous 

developments in the Soviet Union, China and Cuba; homosexuals were despised and brutally persecuted 

as criminals in all of these countries, and attitudes amongst Stalinists and “authoritarian socialists” 

towards homosexuality in Western countries were hardly more enlightened.75 In stark contrast to 

authoritarian, statist versions, Wilde’s version of socialism was “concerned with liberation, not making 

the trains run on time,” and it contained three main elements. First, Wilde rejected any belief in the 

inherent dignity of manual labour and advocated the increasing mechanization of socially necessary but 

degrading and pleasureless work. Second, he called for the redistribution of capitalist wealth to create 

greater leisure time for free development of everyone’s creative energies, whether in the realm of art or 

the skilled production of practical things. Finally, he demanded the abolition of private property, and the 

annihilation of marriage and the family in their present forms – indeed, the complete destruction of 

bourgeois morality. All of this was utopian, to be sure, but for Wilde, “A map of the world that does not 
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include Utopia is not even worth glancing at …” While emphasizing that Wilde was no saint on account 

of his elitism and at times reactionary wit, as well as his nineteenth century bourgeois prejudices (not 

unlike those of Marx himself), Milligan asserted that Wilde articulated a vision for a just society that gay 

liberationists needed to take seriously and claim as their own. Milligan’s Wilde was “somebody whose 

experience and ideas have a great deal to contribute to our struggle,” and who provided an antidote 

“for those of us whose self-oppression as gay people has, until recently, been interwoven with 

acceptance of ‘The Revolution’ as a butch male jamboree …”76  

Given his radical politics and status as one of the wittiest and most eminently quotable writers 

in the English language, it is no wonder that Wilde generated considerable interest in gay liberation 

periodicals.  Even Wilde’s Parisian gravesite was the subject of a feature; in Gay News Francis Hearne 

detailed his ornate tombstone, an naked art deco angel carved into a massive block of stone; the 

controversy surrounding 1912 unveiling of this tombstone, due to the angel’s visible genitalia, 

subsequently defaced; and directions for gay pilgrims who wished to visit the site.77 Another feature in 

Gay Sunshine penned by Winston Leyland reinterpreted an important chapter in Wilde’s life, namely his 

tumultuous relationship with Lord Douglas, and consequent trials and imprisonment for gross 

indecency.78 While many of Douglas’ actions before and during the trial were “impulsive and ill advised,” 

Leyland asserted that overall Douglas was “honourable and courageous in a degree scarcely to be 

expected of a young man of twenty-four.” Rather than fleeing to the Continent, Douglas faced the risk of 

arrest and remained in England during Widle’s trial, visiting his lover regularly at Holloway prison, and 

even defending Wilde in print. Leyland emphasized that during their affair of seven years the two 

exchanged several hundred letters validating the extent of their love, and Gay Sunshine printed long 
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excerpts from five of these, as well as Douglas’ poem of mourning for Wilde’s death. Here, Wilde and 

Douglas’ relationship was a love that bravely persisted in the face of social condemnation and legal 

disaster.79 

Although never published on as extensively as Wilde, Roger Casement also held considerable 

importance for many early gay liberationists because for many activists his biography suggested a direct 

historical connection between homosexuality and the politics of anti-imperialism. In a Gay Sunshine 

feature, Mike Silverstein described first learning about Casement “when I was in school, searching 

desperately through official culture for someone like myself of whom I didn’t have to be ashamed.” 

Stumbling upon an incredulous and pathologizing review of The Black Diaries of Roger Casement in TIME 

magazine, Silverstein turned to the text itself, which contained Casement’s records of homosexual 

encounters in the colonial theatre.80  On the basis of further biographical and historical literature, 

Silverstein narrated his hero’s upper-class upbringing in Ireland, career in the British civil service, and 

promotion to British Consul to the Congo in 1901. Appalled by the murderous exploitation he 

encountered, Casement released a damning report generating international outrage and greatly 

contributing to the surrender of Congo to the Belgian state. Thereafter, as British Consul to Rio de 

Janeiro, Casement similarly exposed the deadly exploitation of aboriginal peoples in the upper Amazon 

in Peru, and thus achieved even greater renown in humanitarian circles, before returning home to be 

knighted for his efforts. However, back in the United Kingdom (at least in Silverstein’s reading) 

Casement “could no longer fail to see that his own people, the Irish, were also exploited and repressed 

by the same English government he had served so long.” And thus he joined the Irish nationalist 

struggle, and with the outbreak of the First World War traveled to Germany on behalf of the rebels in an 

attempt to secure an alliance, for which he was charged with high treason and executed. 
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Shifting from narration to reinterpretation, Silverstein argued that Casement’s homosexuality 

was a central prism through which his anti-imperialism, humanitarian achievements, and indeed death 

needed to be viewed. While certainly attacking conservative historians, biographers, and Irish 

nationalists who claimed Casement’s “black diaires” were British forgeries, Silverstein reserved his 

strongest venom for liberal scholars who, in their acknowledgement of Casement’s homosexuality, 

argued it was irrelevant to assessing his life and achievements.81 On the contrary, the diaries revealed 

that, 

Roger Casement made love to the men of the Congo and Peru, and because he 
was a good man, his affection for individual Africans and Indians led to a 
sympathy for their enslavement. It was his sexuality that led him to encounter 
‘natives’ as sex partners and people, and his compassion required that he then 
attempt to end their oppression. His homosexuality was not irrelevant to his 
accomplishments, it occasioned them, it was what made him different from 
other British colonial officials… 

 
Ultimately, Silverstein saw Casement’s political trajectory as analogous to Jean Genet’s, who suggested 

that his love of black and Algerian boys led him to identify with and support the Algerian revolution and 

Third World revolution. Moreover, Silverstein posited that Casement’s execution was a direct result of 

his homosexuality; had it not been for the circulation of Casement’s diaries by the British state, his 

sentence would no doubt have been commuted due to the man’s influential humanitarian supporters, 

who abruptly withered away in the face of the diaries’ sexual revelations. Thus, in the final analysis, 

Casement’s whole biography pivoted on the fact of his homosexuality; he rejected the privileges of 

class-power and imperialism with the knowledge that “whatever role he played, whatever mask he 

wore, he truly belonged among the ranks of the despised and disinherited.” Not merely a martyr, 

Silverstein claimed Casement “as a hero … because knowing of him can teach us to act heroically.”82  
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Drawing similar if even farther-reaching connections, in Gay Tide Stan Persky likewise profiled 

Casement as a hero of anti-imperialism in a review of Brian Inglis’ biography, Roger Casement.83  In 

Persky’s assessment, the biography was well written and “more than timely,” although he took issue 

with Inglis’ “blithe” treatment of Casement’s homosexual encounters as simply part of a “sporting life.” 

However, like so many gay liberation “reviews,” Persky was less interested in praising or criticizing Inglis 

than reading between the lines of his text and using it to construct his own account. For example, in 

Persky’s reading of Inglis, King Leopold’s takeover of the Congo was analogous to America’s invasion of 

Vietnam, as both had been falsely justified with reference to safeguarding indigenous populations; 

Casement’s exposé of Belgian atrocities in the Congo “read like precursors to the accounts of My Lai;” 

and Leopold’s denials of wrongdoing rivalled “the later conduct of the American presidents.” Never 

merely a humanitarian, here Casement participated in an anti-imperial struggle of global proportions 

and “saw more than atrocities, he saw a ‘system,’ and he called it that.” Moreover, Persky suggested 

Casement’s reports on conditions at rubber plantations in the Congo and Peru exercised a greater 

influence English economist John Hobson’s 1902 publication Imperialism, which in turn influenced 

Marxist theorists in positing that imperial expansion was driven by capitalism’s need to acquire new 

markets, new opportunities for overseas investment, and expanding profits. And thus in an imaginative 

leap, Persky posited the following extrapolation: 

In May, 1916, as they passed the death sentence on Roger Casement, in 
another country, in Zurich, the Russian revolutionary, Lenin, having read 
Hobson’s study, was putting the finishing touches to Imperialism: The Highest 
Stage of Capitalism. Already a revolution was in the making that the astute, 
homosexual, British consul had, not quite unwittingly, contributed to by his 
impassioned investigations.84 

 
 

----- 
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To be sure, Whitman, Carpenter, Wilde and Casement resided at the pinnacle of early gay 

liberation’s heroic pantheon because they suggested historical connections between homosexuality and 

a range of radical political causes. However, not all of early gay liberation’s heroes could be linked to 

radical politics, and activists also claimed numerous heroic ancestors primarily in the context of building 

a liberated gay literary history and criticism. This project was extremely ambitious and contained two 

main elements. First, activists set out to identify a canon that would speak to gay people as such and 

address themes with resonance to contemporary gay politics –one encompassing Constantine Cavafy, 

Mikhail Kuzmin, Hart Crane, E.M. Forster, Paul Verlaine, Edwin Emmaneul Bradford, and other modern 

gay writers.85 Second and simultaneously, however, activists proposed that the entire breadth of the 

Western literary tradition teemed with subterranean homosexual content, which had for centuries been 

suppressed both overtly by religious and state censorship, and more insidiously by academics through 

practices of omission, mistranslation, expurgation and desexualized interpretation. A fundamental goal 

of this gay literary history and criticism was thus to excavate this hidden content by returning to original 

editions, locating obscure writings, and embarking on creative reinterpretations of the biographies of 

celebrated authors in relation to these texts, in order to claim a growing number of celebrated, 

canonical Western authors for a gay literary heritage.    

The primary methodological tool of this project was a hermeneutic circle entailing the 

conjunction of homosexual or homoerotic literary content and authorial biography in a circular process 

of interpretation and reinterpretation. Specifically, when an activist encountered content within a text 

that could be read as homoerotic or homosexual,  they began to develop an interpretation of the text as 

a whole with respect to this content, while simultaneously ripping the content outside of the text to aid 
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in the biographical reinterpretation of the author. But equally and conversely, in encountering 

biographical details that could be read as indicating an author’s homosexuality, activists put these 

details to work outside of a biographical context, namely to aid in the reinterpretation of the author’s 

oeuvre. Thus while early gay liberation’s hermeneutic circle was in keeping with the concept’s 

traditional sense of an ever-expanding interpretative circularity between parts and wholes, it was 

unique insofar as the circle equally encompassed texts, biographies and activist-interpreters (as bearers 

of an ostensibly epistemologically privileged position from which to detect homosexual literary 

elements).86  Of course, many activists who contributed to the project of a liberated gay literary criticism 

and history were uninterested in elaborating the methodological implications of what they were doing, 

and simply set out to research and publish on gay literary heroes who inspired them – literary heroes 

that they wanted to retrieve from beneath the perceived distortions and heterosexual biases of 

mainstream accounts.  

For example, in preparing a feature on Emily Dickinson for The Furies (reprinted in Gay 

Liberator) Jennifer Woodul complained that, in attempting to gather information on the famed poet’s 

life, she repeatedly confronted “disgusting examples of heterosexual arrogance” in the available 

scholarship. Indeed, the vast majority of academic biographers and literary critics speculated on a failed 

heterosexual relationship to explain why much of Dickinson’s life was spent in melancholic seclusion. 

But while standard accounts were filled with “pages and pages of biographical detail relating to 

practically every man Dickinson ever saw,” Woodul raged that “the five to fifteen candidates suggested 

as Emily’s [male] lover never received a fraction of the love filled letters that went to Susan Gilbert, Kate 

Scott … and several other female friends.” Thus Dickinson’s life and oeuvre greatly required significant 
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reinterpretation. And embarking on this task Woodul recounted the poet’s tom-boyish childhood in 

Massachusetts, dismal experience at Mount Holyoke Female Seminary, rejection of evangelical 

Christianity, and romantic friendship with Susan Gilbert. In reviewing their voluminous correspondence, 

Woodul concluded that while Dickinson’s letters indicated she was in love with Gilbert, her affective 

intensity was never reciprocated. After Gilbert married Dickinson’s brother, the poet’s affections turned 

towards Kate Scott Turner. The two women enjoyed several long visits in Amherst, maintaining a 

passionate correspondence. Nevertheless, Turner abruptly severed their relationship and similarly 

married a male suitor.  

Uniting biographical and textual interpretation in a hermeneutic circularity, Woodul insisted 

that Dickinson’s passionate relationships with women were necessary in order to understand her 

poetry, and conversely that her poetry offered biographical insights into those relationships. For 

example, following Turner’s rejection in 1861, Dickinson’s writing darkened and became preoccupied 

with themes of madness and death, often depicting a woman forsaking her, as in the stanza: “Her sweet 

weight on my heart at night / Had scarcely deigned to lie / When, stirring for belief’s delight,/ My bride 

had slipped away.” More revealing yet was a stanza referencing Kate Turner directly: “Why, Katie, 

treason has a voice / But mine dispels in tears.” Thus despite efforts on the part of Dickinson’s editors to 

disguise feminine pronouns for publication, same-sex romance constituted an important theme of her 

oeuvre. And while the specific break with Turner (according to Woodul) played a role in Dickinson’s 

infamous seclusion, her poetry contained less bitterness towards individuals than “an understanding 

that it was another impediment that kept them apart and cheated their lives.” In this reading, Dickinson 

understood that the structural conditions of a sexist society were to blame, as evinced by the stanza “Tis 

the Majority / In this, as All, prevail – / Assent – and you are sane -- / Demur – and you’re straightway 

dangerous / and handled with a Chain.” For Woodul, Dickinson’s withdrawal and seclusion needed to be 

viewed as “a serious protest against a society whose heterosexual imperialism ruined her life” – the 
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same heterosexual imperialism responsible for the endless academic misinterpretations of her 

biography and oeuvre. 87 

Reaching much further back into history, few literary heroes were examined as often as English 

poet and dramatist Christopher Marlowe. For example, an anonymous article in the inaugural issue of 

Come Out! declared that there was no longer any doubt regarding Marlowe’s homosexuality. Buffering 

this claim with reference to a study by the historian A.L. Rowse, as well Marlowe’s alleged statements 

that “all they who love not tobacco and Boies were Fooles,” the unnamed activist suggested the 

playwright’s homosexuality was at once evinced by his oeuvre and the key to interpreting it.88 The chief 

texts implicated in this hermeneutic circle were Dido, Queen of Carthage, Edward II, and above all Hero 

and Leander, which contained “sensuously gay imagery … in spite of its ostensibly being a description of 

straight love.” Pointing to stanzas describing the beauty of Leander’s male body in erotic detail, and 

Marlowe’s statement that “Some swore he was a maid in mans attire, / For in his Lookes were all that 

men desire …,” the anonymous activist suggested that Marlowe felt secure in treating homosexual 

themes by cloaking them through classical conventions and references to Neptune, Ganymede, and the 

Hellespont.89  

By contrast, in Gay Community News Tom Myles embarked on a much closer reading of a single 

Marlovian text, Edward II, published in 1594. Condensing its titular character’s troubled twenty-year 
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reign into a single narrative, the play opened with a joyous reunion between King Edward II and his lover 

Piers Gaveston. But this reunion was anathema to the English nobles, who deplored their immoderate 

romance. Despite King Edward’s best efforts to save his lover, the English nobles arranged Gaveston’s 

abduction and murder. And from here the bereaved King’s problems only multiplied: with rebellious 

armies assembled against him, Edward II abdicated the throne under duress, and was eventually 

executed with a red hot iron shoved “up his anus into his intestines, a savage ‘punishment’ for one who 

engaged in sodomy.” However, Myles complained that “if one were to just read the criticism without 

having read the play, one would never know its theme was homosexual love.” And any interpretation 

that ignored or downplayed this element was defective at its core, as a homosexual relationship served 

as the play’s narrative engine. And for Myles it was eminently significant that the ostensibly homosexual 

King Edward II was the only historical personage Marlowe ever chose to write about – significant as one 

more indication of Marlowe’s homosexuality.90  

 Penetrating even further into the heart of the Western canon, in Gay Liberator Don Mager 

attempted to claim William Shakespeare for a gay literary heritage. Mager’s strategy here was inventive 

and focused on Shakespeare’s patron Henry Wriothesley, the Earl of Southampton. In considerable 

detail, he constructed Southampton as a wayward, effeminate young aristocrat who fell in and out of 

favour with Queen Elizabeth, refused an arranged marriage at considerable personal cost, and was 

known to share his bed with military men under his command. Following the scholarship of A.L. Rowse 

and G.P.V. Akrigg, Mager thus interpreted Southampton as a homosexual whose historical importance 
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derived not from his sexuality as such, but rather from Southampton’s patronage of William 

Shakespeare. According to Mager, Southampton patronized Shakespeare at a crucial moment when an 

outbreak of the plague closed theatres in London in the 1590s, and thus allowed him to keep working. 

Consequently Shakespeare dedicated Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece to Southampton, and 

Mager hypothesized that the mysterious male “fair youth” of Shakespeare’s Sonnets referred to none 

other than Southampton himself, as he was eleven years Shakespeare’s junior when the Sonnets were 

written, fair in complexion, and refused to marry countless suitors. While never suggesting that the 

Sonnets necessarily indicated sexual relations between Shakespeare and Southampton, for Mager they 

demonstrated at the very least an affectionate bond resided at the core of “one of the most memorable 

and soul-searching love poems ever written in English.” Moreover, as the Sonnets were the most 

“directly personal utterances we have” by Shakespeare, for Mager they represented a tantalizing sign of 

the bard’s homosexuality.91 
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----- 

By the mid-1970s, the project of a liberated gay literary history and criticism exceeded features 

in movement periodicals that relied on such hermeneutic circles in order to claim literary icons as part of 

a gay heritage. 1974 marked the first time that an academic journal turned its pages over to gay 

liberationist perspectives when a special issue of College English published a range of articles addressing 

the theoretical and methodical implications of the movement’s efforts to generate its own literary 

knowledge.92 Moreover, by mid-1970s gay liberationist professors and graduate students had begun 

offering courses addressing homosexuality in literature in numerous English departments and 

interdisciplinary units at universities such as California at Los Angeles, Concordia, Massachusetts at 

Boston, Nebraska, Rutgers, and Toronto.93 In other words, a liberated gay literary history and criticism 

was already making tentative inroads into the academy and occasionally securing institutional support.  

Yet, even as the endeavour grew increasingly theoretically sophisticated and began to engage 

with wider bodies of literature than hitherto, Shakespeare, Marlowe, Whitman, Verlaine, Wilde, 

Dickinson, Stein, Woolf, and many other canonical authors remained essential. Not only did their names 

add legitimacy to new courses and syllabi that had to be approved by departmental program 

committees; their cultural capital was strategically employed to demand the attention of the academic 

establishment. As Jacob Stockinger, a gay liberationist and graduate student at the University of 

Wisconsin, argued in College English, rather than simply concerning itself with contemporary texts, it 

was “crucial for gay criticism to invade the traditional realms of literature.” And the celebrated authors 

so commonly found on gay liberation’s genealogical lists were the Trojan horses of this invasion. While 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
eds., A Companion to Shakespeare's Works, Volume 4: The Poems, Problem Comedies, Late Plays (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2007).  
92

 See Rictor Norton and Louie Crew, “The Homosexual Imagination: An Editorial,” College English, 36.3 (Nov. 
1974). 
93

 J. Lee Lehman, Gays On Campus (Washington, D.C.: United States National Student Association, 1975), Harry 
Langhorne Papers, 1972-1977, #7304, Box 3, Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University 
Library. 



264 
 

studies of a recent wave of gay writers such as Burroughs or Ginsburg could be easily ignored, 

reinterpreting the lives and oeuvres of authors residing at the heart of the Western canon through the 

lens of homosexuality was more likely shake professional scholars into contact with liberationist efforts 

and disrupt their heteronormative heuristics.94 While the project of a liberated gay literary history and 

criticism had strongly minoritizing tendencies in the sense of claiming a corner of the republic of letters 

for the gay community, it always simultaneously contained a universalizing objective, insofar as activists 

laboured to reveal homosexuality lurking within classic texts long celebrated as having achieved the 

status of true art by expressing something universal about the human experience.95    

At the same time that a liberated gay literary history was being articulated, a growing critique of 

the heroic approach to gay history was emerging within the movement. A common complaint was that 

the incessant focus on figures from the arts seemed to reproduce tired stereotypes that gays were 

particularly well endowed in this area. For example, writing in GLP, Graeme Tubbenhauer argued that 

the movement needed to move away from “tendency to drop Big Names when defending 

homosexuality. Big names like Michelangelo, Shakespeare, Newton, Byron, Leonardo da Vinci, etc., etc.” 

The problem was that doing so implied “something mystical about homosexuals and homosexuality; 

that gays are more witty-charming-artistic-sensitive-intelligent than their heterosexual counterparts.”96 

More generally, in With Downcast Gays Andrew Hodges and David Hutter attacked “the list[s] of famous 

names that gay people so eagerly make,” asserting (quite incorrectly) that “since all such lists are 

apologetic they are self-oppressive.”97 And with considerable vitriol, in Gay News Derek James singled 

out Britain as “a society where the dead fuck us, a society stifled by blind hero worship and tradition,” 
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and bemoaned the movement’s “deification of Oscar Wilde.”98  More generously, in Gay Marxist Susan 

Bruley noted the growing number of articles on figures such as Wilde, Whitman, Carpenter and so forth, 

and while acknowledging their value, argued that “the chief drawback of this sort of history is that it 

becomes a history of great homosexuals … rather than the far more difficult history which attempts to 

locate homosexuality in a wider stream” – namely, within the stream of social history.  

Certainly, there were some initial steps in the direction of gay social history by 1975. And a few 

pioneering efforts sought to capture the experiences of ordinary gays and lesbians, gain knowledge of 

their forms of community, and map their subcultural spaces using sources such as newspapers and 

records generated by regulatory institutions. For example, in Gay Sunshine Rictor Norton published 

extensive research on the molly subculture of eighteenth century London, while the Gay Liberation 

Front Diary similarly drew on newspaper research to profile early nineteenth century police raids on a 

molly house on Verve Street in early nineteenth century London.99 In GLP, an unnamed activist explored 

the connection between male homosexuality and Australia’s history as a collection of penal colonies, 

arguing that Australia’s predominantly male population during the period of transportation and the 

same-sex environments of prison facilities led to a “prevalence of sodomy” that became a source of 

concern for colonial officials and church leaders.100 Drawing on everything from conquistador accounts 

to modern court records and newspaper reports, in Gay Sunshine Clark L. Taylor Jr. likewise constructed 

a sweeping historical account of homosexuality in Mexico from the eve of the Spanish colonization to 

the present.101 Nevertheless, social histories of homosexuality were scattered and generally limited 
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within in early gay liberation periodicals; most studies in this area appeared after 1975, and thus outside 

the purview of this chapter.  

More substantial in the present context was scholarship appearing from 1973 that recounted 

the earliest forms of organized homosexual activism, and a flurry of excited reviews, distillations, and 

critical analyses that it provoked in gay liberation periodicals across the Anglo-American world. To 

borrow Ian McKay’s formulation, this scholarship proceeded in the broad spirit of reconnaissance, 

insofar as gay liberationists set out to survey the struggles of past gay activists – conceptualized as both 

analogous to and homological with present struggles -- in order to obtain strategic lessons of their 

victories and defeats, as well as their enemies’ points of strength and weakness.102 Such reconnaissance 

histories focused on the homosexual activism that emerged in Europe in the late nineteenth century and 

continued until the 1930s, and not the post-Second World War emergence of homophilism, which 

tended to be viewed as a competing, even embarrassing political formation that had overstayed its 

welcome in the present, and not yet historical as such. 

------ 

Returning to this chapter’s opening vignette, unquestionably one of the most influential of these 

studies was Jim Steakley’s series on the “early gay movement in Germany”, which appeared in The Body 

Politic between the spring of 1973 and the summer of 1974.103 Framing his series in contradistinction to 

heroic approaches to gay history, Steakley championed the tools of Marxist theory and the new social 

history, and insisted that the late-nineteenth-century emergence of homosexual political organizations 

such as the Scientific Humanitarian Committee (Wissenschaftlich-Humanitares Komitee [WHK]) were 

explicable primarily with reference to factors such as the mechanization of agriculture, flows of 

superfluous peasants into burgeoning cities, the expansion of the wage-labour system, social unrest, 
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middle-class reformism, and the emergence of urban gay subcultures.104 Yet, at the heart of Steakley’s 

narrative were scattered intellectuals who articulated highly specialized conceptualizations of 

homosexuality, as well as small activist organizations working for the repeal of laws against male 

sodimitical practices, many of which had no interest in community mobilizations. Methodological 

aspirations aside, towering processes of social and economic transformation receded into the 

background. And for a series that denounced heroes, Steakley’s contained quite a few of them. For 

example, Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, a Hanoverian civil servant, was described as “a gay pioneer” who 

tenaciously argued as early as the 1860s that since Urnings were congenitally attracted to members of 

the same-sex, it was cruel and useless to punish them. Magnus Hirschfeld, for all his flaws and “major 

tactical blunders as a gay leader,” emerged in Steakley’s account as a driving force behind the 

“homosexual emancipation movement,” given his pivotal role in the Scientific Humanitarian Committee 

and tireless public campaigning against Paragraph 175 of the German Penal code, which criminalized 

homosexual acts. To a much greater extent, Kurt Hiller was constructed as a heroic figure who attacked 

the legislation of sexual morality as the head of the Scientific Humanitarian Committee’s Action 

Committee, and raised considerable support for homosexual law reform among the German left both 

within and without the Reichstag. In other words, these and a few other gay heroes stubbornly refused 

to be subordinated to impersonal social and economic forces and ultimately served as the series’ 

narrative engine within Steakley’s account. 

Heroic forbears figure even more numerously in John Lauritsen and David Thorstad’s The Early 

Homosexual Rights Movement (1864-1935), which began as a short survey in the Socialist Workers 

Party’s Internal Discussion Bulletin 1973, and was expanded into booklet published by New York’s Times 

Change Press in 1974. In addition to Ulrichs and Hirschfeld, the study devoted considerable space to a 
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range of “gay pioneers” from Oscar Wilde to Edward Carpenter, as well as much lesser known figures, 

such as the German labour leader J.B. von Schweitzer and the Austrian-born activist Karl-Maria 

Kertbeny, who coined the term homosexuality in 1869. This cast of characters reflected booklet’s wide 

geographic scope, which encompassed Continental Europe and Britain in contrast to Steakley’s more 

circumscribed focus on Germany. However, an even larger difference between the two studies 

concerned interpretation. While Steakley was unafraid of anachronistic categories to communicate with 

his readership, he was generally sensitive to temporal ruptures and major historical differences between 

political formations. For Thorstad and Lauritsen, on the other hand, past and present often became 

fused in an unbroken chain, and The Early Homosexual Rights Movement opened with a jarring opening 

proposition. Contrary to popular belief, the 1969 Stonewall Riots marked not the beginning but “a new 

wave of gay liberation … indeed, one might say the 100th anniversary of gay liberation.”105  

Despite differences of scope and interpretation, Thorstad and Lauritsen’s and Steakley’s 

research also dovetailed. Both studies sought to “contribute to the gay liberation struggle today and the 

revolutionary movement as a whole” by unearthing a strategically useful knowledge of past struggles.106 

And small variations aside, both studies completely agreed on the primary strategic lessons:  the 

German movement faltered when it primarily pursued the support of experts and elites; conceptualized 

scientific knowledge and rational argumentation as sufficient to awaken consciences and provoke 

legislative change; and adopted non-partisan stances and attempted to make inroads across the political 

spectrum. On the contrary, the early homosexual emancipation movement was strongest when it 

expressed itself through a variety of communicative mediums, from film to print; staged political 

demonstrations; allied with August Bebel, the Social Democrats, Communists, and other progressive 

forces; and expanded its international interconnections.  
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The influence of Steakley’s, and Thorstad and Lauritsen’s studies on gay liberationists across the 

Anglo-American world cannot be overstated; it is no embellishment to suggest that the appearance of 

their studies constituted an intellectual event for the movement. Major gay periodicals in Canada, the 

United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand featured critical reviews and distillations 

designed to transmit the new research to activist audiences. Astonishment that homosexual political 

activism existed as far back as the nineteenth century was a common reaction. For example, Laurence 

Collinson expressed “surprise” in Gay News that challenges to normative sexual morality in the Victorian 

era “were not the prerogative of a few isolated men and women;” in light of the new research, heroes 

such as Edward Carpenter suddenly became only one part of a much broader movement “that worked, 

propagandized, and struggled internationally against gay oppression.”107 

Writing on Thorstad and Lauritsen’s Socialist Workers’ Party original pamphlet in Gay Tide, Ian 

Mackenzie similarly expressed surprise at the extent of campaigns for the repeal of Paragraph 175 in 

such an early period, as well as the German movement’s “significant impact on the social and political 

life of the time.” That even the most dedicated activists were totally unaware of these political 

antecedents was a function of historiographic oppression; “historians have taken care to suppress [the 

early gay movement] from their official versions of the past.” In addition to illuminating a blind-spot, 

one of Thorstad and Lauritsen’s most important contributions, according to Mackenzie, was to demolish 

the myth of an intrinsic relationship between fascism and homosexual perversion.108  

In engaging with this new research, a number of activists also applied it directly to 

contemporary conditions in their own national contexts. For example, Steve Cohen set out to distil 

Steakley and Lauritsen and Thorstad’s findings on “the amazing hidden history of the German gay 

movement” for the readership of Gay Marxist, as the original studies were “difficult to get hold of” for 

many in the United Kingdom. In addition to revelations that homosexual activism even existed in the 
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nineteenth century, what struck Cohen most about this scholarship was that “the extreme 

backwardness of the Left groupings in Britain today on the question of gay oppression” did not 

necessarily reflect the attitudes of Marxists in the past. While devoting considerable space to 

summarizing the early movement’s historical trajectory, Cohen was primarily interested in analyzing its 

failings. Lamentable characteristics included excessive faith in the parliamentary process, an 

overemphasis on legal reform, and the inability to see gay oppression as part of a total system of sexism. 

However, the movement’s chief failure was that it pursued the support of elites and never attempted to 

organize a wide social base, leaving it relatively small, isolated and “in no position to defend [itself] from 

the Nazis.” In Cohen’s reading, gay liberationists needed to “learn from these mistakes, precisely 

because the gay movement today … is also confronted by the forces of the right and sexual repression.” 

Specifically, Cohen believed that gays in contemporary Britain faced a dangerous and rising tide of 

fascism in the form the National Front, the Society for the Protection of the Unborn Child, and the 

Festival of Light. Thus the present movement might “pay a terrible price” for insufficiently 

understanding mistakes of the past; history instructed that gay liberationists needed to exit “our own 

self erected ivory closets and make a real effort to relate to the majority of gays – which involves, 

amongst other things, a real effort to relate to people in the gay ghettoes.”109 

In an address to the Auckland Humanist Society reprinted by The Gay Liberator, Dick Morrison 

similarly sought to connect the history of the German movement to conditions in his own country. 

Drawing heavily on Thorstad and Lauritsen to summarize the historical trajectory of the WHK, 

particularly its campaigns against paragraph 175, Morrison saw the movement’s instigation of a lively 

national discussion on homosexual law reform as one of its greatest accomplishments. And this 

emphasis on creating national dialogue and legislative change closely paralleled “the early stage of 

development of the gay movement in New Zealand.”  Perhaps for this very reason, in Morrison’s 
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particular reading of German gay history, Karl-Maria Benkert stood out as a key figure, for as early as 

1869 he wrote to the Prussian Minister of Justice to insist -- in a clearly Trudeauvian formulation -- that 

“the state has no business sticking its nose into peoples bedrooms. [sic]”  Here Benkert was positioned 

as a courageous individual, indeed a fiery early champion of law reform, who expressed defiance over 

conditions of institutionalized bigotry “that we could easily associate with the gay movement today.”110  

To be sure, there were also very critical reviews of Thorstad and Lauritsen’s study. Writing in 

GLP, Graeme Tubbenhauer stressed that while gay liberation sought to dismantle sex roles and sexist 

institutions, critiqued social and economic systems, and attempted to overcome psychological self-

oppression through consciousness raising and community building, German activists were merely 

concerned with limited goals of legal reform, which would have achieved “little or nothing” even if 

successful. The differences in programmes and tactics, and the temporal gap between the destruction of 

the German movement by the Nazis and the 1969 Stonewall Riots, were so vast that Tubbenhauer 

declared “gay liberation [should] not be described as a ‘second wave,’ but as an entirely new struggle on 

a different plane.” Tubbenhauer also pointed out that Thorstad and Lauritsen’s research was “not 

entirely pioneering” as “a similar history appeared in the Canadian gay liberation Body Politic by Jim 

Steakley,” that moreover “there [are] very few lessons to be drawn from the early movement.” And yet 

Tubbenhauer painstakingly distilled the new research for GLP’s predominantly Australian readership. 

While musing on the impossibility of achieving “sexual nirvana … under the present oppressive sexual 

morality,” and quoting lengthy passages from Wilhelm Reich’s The Function of the Orgasm, the majority 

of Tubbenhauer’s six page essay summarized the struggles of the German movement – and one 

wonders why he would have gone to all this trouble if those struggles were in fact of such limited or 

merely antiquarian value?111  
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Equally critical of the second wave thesis (but more judicious in tone) was Jeffrey Weeks’ review 

in Gay Left. To be sure, Weeks emphasized the dangers with drawing lines of continuity between past 

and present too starkly, and in effacing historically specific forms of oppression and activism. Cautioning 

against underemphasizing what was what unique about gay liberation, and foreshadowing his own 

historical framework in Sexual Politics, Weeks wrote that instead of using a first and second wave 

model,  

The history of the early homosexual rights movement would make more sense if 
located in the threefold development of new legal controls on sexuality (not just 
homosexuality); new ideological forms adopted as the ‘medical model’ of 
homosexuality; and the growth of a relatively complex and recognisably ‘modern’ 
type of subculture. 

 
Nevertheless, Weeks was clear that Lauritsen and Thorstad’s book was “very useful”: “its detail can still 

provide valuable ammunition in the present struggles of gay socialists.”  Above all, Weeks saw the 

book’s value as revealing a time in which the left still articulated a concept of socialism as a mode of life, 

one connected to personal and intimate relations, rather than simply a macro system of political 

economy. Indeed, for the German Social Democrats and Bolsheviks in the early twentieth century, the 

success of socialism required the shattering of bourgeois morality and a transformation sexual, familial, 

and intimate relations – an emphasis that Weeks charged in his own day had been “almost entirely lost 

in socialist movements.” Thus not only would the book have reconnaissance value for gay liberationist 

readers, but “a salutary effect on those non-gay socialists who read it.”112 

By far the most critical review of Thorstad and Lauritsen was published by Kenneth Caietan in 

The Body Politic. It began innocuously enough, stating that no topic had been the object of greater 

censorship than the political history of homosexuality, and thus “a history of the homosexual rights 

movement in our language is to be welcomed and critically examined.” However, Caietan quickly 

launched into an attack on the book for factual errors; ostensibly glaring omissions, such as the “crucial 
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dialogue between Hirschfeld and his followers and Sigmund Freud and the nascent psychoanalytic 

movement;” and a conception of the early movement that was “ill-defined.”113 The review was so 

hostile that the editors of Gay Tide felt obliged to reprint, for the benefit of English Canadian gay 

liberationists, a much more positive assessment originally published by Sam Deaderick in The Northwest 

Gay Review. To be sure, Deaderick was not uncritical, and was particularly unhappy,  

that the authors provide so little information concerning the role of lesbians 
within the feminist movement in Germany. The lesbian struggle to bring 
together the demands of women and gay for equality undoubtedly holds 
important lessons for our movement today. The experience of the German 
lesbian activists still remains to be discovered. 

 
Deaderick also bemoaned a lacuna regarding whether German feminist organizations were suppressed 

by the Nazis simultaneously with the gay movement, for “it is precisely the synthesis of this attack on 

gays, racial minorities, women, and the working class that gay men & women must expose, analyze and 

seek unity against.” But while they left many questions unanswered, Thorstad and Lauritsen offered 

many promising directions for further research, and constituted: 

a vital beginning in the massive task of uncovering [our] political past. We’ve been 
denied our history, denied knowledge of our historical leaders, our battles, won and 
lost, and in the process denied our self-concept as historically proud resisters, 
determined to fight those who hold us down. 

 
In sum, the book constituted “a weapon” for an oppressed group whose very lives still stood “in the 

balance.”114 

----- 

There is a scholarly common sense about gay liberation that goes something like this. Gay 

liberation exhibited a distinct lack of historical consciousness. When it came into view at all, history 
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appeared as a monotonous stream of religious repression, state persecution, and the scattered traces of 

isolated gays and lesbians. Gay liberationists imagined that they had invented the wheel at Stonewall, 

and with the rapid spread of their movement from 1969, believed they were forging ahead on a political 

project without appreciable antecedents. They were mostly ignorant and uninterested in their 

forebears, or in past formations of queer activism and community. At best such statements contain 

partial truths and at worst they constitute very misleading generalizations. Indeed, they fail to capture 

the depth and complexity of gay liberation’s engagement with and production of historical knowledge 

that we have seen in this chapter. Yet, one often encounters similar statements in scholarly literature. 

Elizabeth Kennedy and Madeline Davis, in their classic study Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold, declare 

that “in its youth gay liberation did not have a sense of the past, and therefore did not consciously draw 

on what had existed before...”115 In The House that Jill Built, Becki Ross suggests that activists in Toronto 

were “unaware of the earlier feats of courage, love, and determination by gay women (and men) whose 

proto-political, pre-Stonewall struggles prepared the ground for liberation movements ...”116 And in his 

pioneering survey, The Regulation of Desire, Gary Kinsman asserts that on the part of gay liberationists 

“there tended to be a wholesale dismissal of earlier forms of lesbian and gay life that prevented our 

movements from learning from past resistance and community formation.” 117 

But as demonstrated above, gay liberation’s intellectual and communications history tells a very 

different story. Many activists in fact craved history, and they looked to the past in order to find 

themselves both as they were and in pursuit of what they hoped to become. Indeed, many activists 

wanted very much to “feel historical,” as Christopher Nealon puts it, which is to say that they desired 

historical connections with past actors over and against the pain of normative estrangement from 

                                                           
115

 Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davis, Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold: The History of a Lesbian 
Community (London and New York: Routledge, 1993): 186. 
116

 Becki L. Ross, The House That Jill Built: A Lesbian Nation in Formation (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1995): 15. 
117

 Gary Kinsman, The Regulation of Desire: Homo and Hetero Sexualities (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1996): 292-
293. 



275 
 

heterosexual forms of historical identification and community.118 Such figures served as models of 

ethical-self fashioning, played an important role in the articulation of the movement’s political subject, 

opened new vistas of historical inquiry, and sometimes bequeathed strategic lessons. But even in cases 

where were such heroic, ancestral figures had long been a part of community lore and strategies of 

resistance, they were far from ready-made. They had to be re-researched, reinvented, recast in the gay 

liberationist vein, made suitable for gay liberation projects. And all of this took considerable time and 

effort. 

To conclude on a rhetorical note, in all of this gay liberationist writing on heroic forbears, why 

was there was there virtually no discussion of Jean Genet, given his important literary output, links to 

black radicalism and decolonization struggle, and extremely explicit writings on sex and sexuality? Why 

were there no major features on André Gide, who freely published Corydon in the face of great risk and 

condemnation, and who was a paragon of sexual disclosure vis-à-vis Oscar Wilde’s coded courtroom 

soliloquy and text of The Picture of Dorian Gray? Where, in all of Anglo-American gay liberation writing, 

was Federico García Lorca, an illustrious member of the Generation of ’27, a relentless leftist and 

religious iconoclast, who fell in love with Salvador Dali, and was murdered for his politics and possibile 

sexuality by fascist forces during the Spanish Civil War? Whether in Canadian, American, British, or 

Australasian publications, why was a preponderance of heroic figures such as Walt Whitman, Edward 

Carpenter, Oscar Wilde, and Roger Casement? The answer to these questions is one of the language and 

culture, indeed the location and context, of the activist producers of the Anglo-American periodicals 

under discussion here.  
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Chapter Six 

“I Use Gay When I’m Tactful and Dyke When I’m Angry”: 
Rethinking Feminist and Gay Liberationist Entanglements 

 

Overgeneralizations regarding divisions that emerged between gay and lesbian activists in the 

mid-1970s are relatively common in scholarship concerning gay liberation. Normally careful and erudite 

scholars have indeed made some rather sweeping assertions regarding an ostensibly absolute, 

temporally linear breakdown of gender relations in this period. Such overgeneralizations can sometimes 

be attributed to genre. As a pioneering historical survey, Lilian Faderman’s Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers 

was perhaps structurally predisposed toward statements such as: “lesbian feminists generally found it 

disruptive to be with gay males, since to them they did not constitute a special category of men.”1 An 

additional factor is stylistic; in the pursuit of punchy prose, scholars have sometimes inadvertently 

expressed historical trends as historical absolutes. With greater stylistic flourish than nuanced accuracy, 

Roger Streitmatter declares that “after the revolutionary fervor detonated at the Stonewall Inn had run 

its meteoric course,” gay journalism in the United States “split into two distinct presses – one for 

lesbians, one for gay men … in the 1970s the two groups divorced.”2 Unduly declensionist 

interpretations of gay liberation constitute another wellspring of overgeneralization. For example, 

Steven Angelides posits that “Western gay liberation movements were extremely short-lived,” and had 

“all but disbanded by the early to mid-1970s.”3 And seeking to explain this assertion, he points in part to 

the rise of lesbian feminism and lesbian separatism. Relatively soon after the Stonewall Riots, Angelides 

writes that “lesbians became extremely dissatisfied with gay liberation,” and felt “increasingly 

                                                           
1
 Lillian Faderman, Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers: A History of Lesbian Life in Twentieth Century America (New York: 

Penguin Books, 1992): 211. 
2
 Roger Streitmatter, Unspeakable: The Rise of the Gay and Lesbian Press in America (Boston: Faber and Faber, 

1995): 154-55. 
3
 Steven Angelides, A History of Bisexuality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001): 133. 



277 
 

marginalized from the politics of homosexual experience.”4  A “subjugated lesbian knowledge sprang up 

to expose (male) homosexism,” and gay liberation crumbled, at least partially due to “a burgeoning 

lesbian feminist movement intent on eschewing coalitionist and assimilationist tactics in favor of gender 

separatism.”5 

This chapter posits that such overgeneralizations have obscured the complex interactions that 

existed between men and women within a broad framework of gay liberation throughout the 1970s. To 

be clear, the following pages do not suggest that women were demographically well represented within 

most gay liberation organizations. Neither does this chapter imply that relations between gay and 

lesbian activists were necessarily harmonious. Male sexism was a recurrent problem. And many women 

involved with gay liberation became frustrated with constantly having to explain and defend feminist 

positions to their male comrades. Rather, the objective here is to develop an account of the conflictual 

but ongoing and productive relations that existed between gay men and lesbians in the context of gay 

liberation’s transnational intellectual and communications history. Hopefully the following pages 

demonstrate that lesbians cannot simply be periodized or bracketed out of gay liberation on the basis of 

macro level and always contested separatist trends within lesbian feminism. 

This chapter develops several interrelated arguments. Although it is true that gay men 

constituted an overall demographic majority within gay liberation, lesbians exercised a significant 

influence within the movement’s intellectual and communications history. As Mariana Valverde, a 

former member of The Body Politic’s editorial collective, succinctly puts it, “the lesbians who were 

involved were not just some random sample of the lesbian population.”6  Indeed, they often brought an 

activist experience, political savvy and theoretical sophistication. Moreover, gay liberation periodicals 

provided a radically open communicative and intellectual space for lesbians whose sexual practices, 

                                                           
4
 Ibid, 124. 

5
 Ibid, 129; 133. 

6
 Mariana Valverde, Telephone Interview with Scott de Groot, 29 January 2014. 



278 
 

ideas, and subjectivities were contested by major strands of second wave feminism and lesbian 

feminism. This is not to suggest that second wave feminism or lesbian feminism were in any sense 

ideologically or politically monolithic. Rather, this chapter simply posits that lesbians who wished to 

write about controversial themes such as intergenerational sex, sadomasochism, butch-femme 

relations, and pornography often found space in gay liberation publications. While an exodus of women 

from gay liberation in the mid-1970s has been well-documented, it must be emphasized there were also 

lesbians who joined the movement throughout the decade, just as some lesbians continued to identify 

as gay liberationists into the 1980s. 

The chapter is structured as follows. The first section charts initial optimism that gay liberation 

and women’s liberation were inherently complementary struggles, and assertions that homosexuals 

formed a seamless, co-gender political subject with revolutionary potential. While portions of this 

discussion are familiar, other aspects are relatively alien to existing historiography. For example, while 

generally regarded as a foundational text of lesbian separatism, it will be suggested that “The Woman-

Identified Woman” was deeply rooted in a gay liberation framework, and anticipated and perhaps 

influenced Dennis Altman’s Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation. Moreover, issues of gender 

presentation and identity (to some extent encompassing what are today called transgender issues), will 

receive analysis as a source of tension between some gay and lesbian activists. The second half of the 

chapter explores the ways in which specific lesbian writers and intellectuals were influentially connected 

to gay liberation across the Anglo-American world. For instance, while the early gay liberationists 

Martha Shelley and Karla Jay were critical of gay male sexism, they refused to fully embrace aspects of 

an ascendant lesbian separatism, and continued to associate with gay male comrades throughout the 

1970s. Beyond the United States, Sue Wills and Mariana Valverde likewise emerged as prominent gay 

liberation voices, and while eventually leaving gay liberation, they did so to focus on the women’s 

movement and ongoing academic pursuits rather than as dogmatic adherents to “gender separatism.” 
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The chapter also explores the thought and writing of Christine “Chris” Bearchell, Joan Nestle, and Pat 

Califia, who found considerable space to explore controversial and taboo sexual topics in movement 

periodicals. Despite differences in how they defined the term, all of these women identified as lesbian 

feminists. And it is important to stress that lesbian feminism, as an internally diverse and intellectually 

multifaceted political phenomenon, simply cannot be constructed as uniformly or inherently hostile to 

gay liberation. 

----- 
 

From the close of the 1960s, activists often expressed confidence that gay liberation and 

women’s liberation were intrinsically linked. Indeed, most gay liberationists initially regarded sex roles, 

gender norms, and masculine power as fundamental sources of their oppression. And periodicals 

brimmed with optimism that gay liberation and women’s liberation would form “An Alliance for the 

Seventies,” as a Gay Sunshine headline put it.7 While expressing solidarity with Black power and Third 

World decolonization struggles, gay liberationists often regarded their connection to women’s liberation 

as privileged because both movements were on the front lines of a world-historic struggle against 

sexism. For example, Gay Tide imagined gay liberation and women’s liberation as “sister struggles” 

facing precisely the same enemies. Here the periodical maintained that gays and women had been 

similarly oppressed by patriarchal institutions such as “the church, the schools, the legal system, and 

particularly the heterosexual nuclear family;” by the asphyxiating morality of the “Judeo-Christian 

tradition;” and by a “male-supremacist heterosexual society.”8 Early gay liberation periodicals also 

exuded the belief that homosexuals as such constituted a seamless, cohesive, co-gender political 

subject. Rather than using gender-specific terms such as lesbians and gay men, activists often wrote of 

“gay people,” and assumed an intrinsic convergence of the interests, experiences, and goals of all 

homosexuals.  This is not to suggest that early gay liberationists were unaware or uncritical of male 
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sexism and chauvinism. For example, in an article published by Come Together and reprinted by The 

Body Politic, a lesbian activist expressed frustration with constantly explaining feminist positions to her 

male comrades, as well as with requests for her participation as a “token woman” in protest actions.9 

Moreover, the Women’s Caucus of the New York City Gay Liberation Front articulated the need for 

greater attention to male sexism. Yet the Caucus also insisted that,  

Our strongest common denominator and greatest oppression lies with society’s 
injustice against us as homosexuals. We are discriminated against as women, but 
lesbians who live openly are fired from jobs, expelled from schools, banished from 
their homes, and even beaten. Lesbians who hide and escape open hostility, suffer 
equal oppression through psychic damage cause by their fear and guilt. With this 
understanding, we focus on Gay Liberation, giving priority to gay issues and gay 
problems. We are part of the revolution of all oppressed people, but we cannot allow 
the lesbian issue to be an afterthought.10 
 
It is well known that even in the early 1970s, some lesbians broke away from early gay liberation 

organizations to form independent, women-only groups. Most famously, members of the New York Gay 

Liberation Front formed lesbian feminist organizations such as the Lavender Menace and the 

Radicalesbians. But in addition to maintaining close social ties with male comrades, these splinter 

groups proceeded within a gay liberation framework, at the very least intellectually. It is worth 

emphasizing the Radicalesbians’ “Woman-Identified Woman” manifesto -- sometimes framed as a 

foundational lesbian separatist document -- conceptualized lesbianism in a fundamentally gay 

liberationist fashion. Published before the appearance of Dennis Altman’s Homosexual: Oppression and 

Liberation, and perhaps exerting an influence on this text, “Woman- Identified Woman” asserted that: 

Homosexuality is a by-product of a particular way of setting up roles (or approved 
patterns of behavior) on the basis of sex; as such it is an inauthentic (not consistent 
with ‘reality’) category. In a society in which men do not oppress women, and sexual 
expression is allowed to follow feelings, the categories of homosexuality and 
heterosexuality would disappear … Lesbianism, like male homosexuality, is a category 
of behavior possible only in a sexist society characterized by rigid sex roles and male 
supremacy.  
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Despite lesbianism’s spurious ontological status, the “Woman-Identified Woman” nevertheless 

advocated the proud adoption of lesbian identities as a strategy to effect revolutionary change, much as 

Dennis Altman’s Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation subsequently implored activists to embrace 

their (ontologically spurious) homosexuality in order to announce human sexual possibilities outside the 

normative sexual order. Indeed, the “Woman-Identified Woman” did not regard lesbianism as a 

minority orientation, but rather as “the rage of all women condensed to the point of explosion,” and as 

“women-identified” erotic acts of which all women were capable. Here lesbianism did not denote a 

stable percentage of the human population, but rather a constellation of (hopefully contagious) erotic 

practices with immense political value and even revolutionary potential, insofar as they entailed 

resistance to male domination.11 Further examples of universalizing conceptualizations of lesbianism 

articulated within a gay liberationist framework abound. For instance, a Gay News piece penned by an 

unnamed lesbian activist drew on the work of Kate Millett to suggest that “homosexuality was invented 

by a straight world dealing with its own bisexuality,” and functioned as a kind of “leper colony,” which 

served as an “admonition to all.”12 In widely reprinted articles in Come Out!, Martha Shelley likewise 

conceptualized homosexuality as a potential residing within everyone, writing that “straight women fear 

lesbians because we represent an alternative … they are angry at us because we have a way out that 

they are afraid to take.”13  

 The broader point here is that despite early organizational splits, many lesbians and gay men 

were productively entangled within a common intellectual and communicative gay liberation framework 

into the mid-1970s. And part of the reason for these productive entanglements pertains to major strains 
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of what Karla Jay calls “lesbophobia” within second wave feminism.14 Betty Freidan’s attack on 

lesbianism as a “lavender menace” was only the most infamous example of this “lesbophobia.” Indeed, 

lesbians were initially regarded with embarrassment and even outright hostility by many second-wave 

feminists across the Anglo-American world. For example, Ellen Woodsworth, co-founder of The Other 

Woman, recalls a discriminatory climate within early 1970s Canadian feminism, writing:  

Those early years were difficult. It was as if you were afraid all the time of your 
feelings, your desires. You were afraid that if you came out, you would give something 
that was really wonderful – the women’s liberation movement – a bad name. You felt 
you were going to be shut down, and people would be afraid of you, afraid of 
touching you, afraid of you touching them … the biggest way to keep the women’s 
movement quiet was to call women lesbians. It was a way to shut women up and to 
discredit the women’s movement.15  
 

Similarly, in the context of the United Kingdom, Janet Dixon recalls that, 

The public reaction to the reawakening of feminism was to dismiss us all as bra-
burning lesbians. The reaction of [women’s liberation] was to strenuously deny this 
‘insult.’ Heterosexual feminists argued that we had to be taken seriously as women, 
and if the media got away with the label of lesbians, then ‘the women out there’ 
would be alienated.16  

 
If anything, the situation in Australia was even worse. Giseal Kaplan writes that lesbians were not only 

considered a public relations problem, but even perverts and sexual predators by some early women’s 

liberation groups.17 Simply put, this climate of bigotry constituted a push-factor that initially drove some 

lesbians away from feminism and towards gay liberation. 

A more positive reason for extensive lesbian involvement in early gay liberation intellectually 

was that the movement constituted profoundly open-ended communicative arenas. While there was 

certainly sexism and male chauvinism to contend with in gay liberation organizations, gay liberation 
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publications provided undogmatic, receptive forums for women to articulate, explore, and celebrate 

diverse desires, experiences, and demands.  Indeed, gay liberation periodicals overflowed with 

exuberant writings challenging the guilt that pervaded female understandings of their sexuality, and 

trenchant critiques of longstanding tendencies to construct women as sexually pure, innocent, and 

passive creatures. No doubt Rita Mae Brown was somewhat anomalous in expressing her desire for 

sweaty, anonymous, release-oriented, lesbian sexual spaces akin to gay male bathhouses.18 But she was 

hardly alone in admiring the sexual freedom enjoyed by gay liberationist male comrades. For example, 

an unnamed lesbian activist wrote in Gay News that “despite the so-called sexual revolution … the 

masses are still very uptight about sex,” and critiqued the “strong tentacles of Puritanism that still have 

a hold.” Regarding the heterosexual, matrimonial, nuclear family unit as a kind of erotic prison, the 

activist encouraged lesbians to break free and embrace sexual experimentation.19 Also in Gay News, 

Susan Hemmings wrote of her frustration with London’s apparently unfriendly lesbian dances and 

discos, which were characterized by closed social cliques and limited opportunities for sexual cruising. “I 

think it’s time we were even more open about our direct sexual feelings than we are at present,” 

Hemmings opined, adding that, 

To some extent I really admire this in gay men. Of course, there are many women who 
are sexually very confident and can master the pickup as well as any practised gay 
brother. But what I am saying is that the tradition is just not there, as it is for men … 
Sometimes I don’t mind being treated as a sex object – it can be quite liberating in its 
immediacy.20 
 
Perhaps the best known text capturing this sexually liberated lesbian ethos was Sappho Was a 

Right-On Woman by Sidney Abbott and Barbara Love. Drawing on Germaine Greer’s critique of Western 

culture’s longstanding denial of female sexual agency, the book implored lesbians to openly explore and 
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proudly assert their sexuality.21 Lambasting the widespread ignorance of even well-educated women 

regarding their sex organs -- especially their clitorises – Abbott and Love asserted that female sexuality 

could be pleasurable and politically liberatory rather than merely subservient to heterosexual 

procreation. Indeed, the text explored how lesbians might overcome the debilitating guilt that often 

accompanied their failure to meet social expectations, as well as the shame that often haunted their 

refusals to harness female sexuality in the service of social reproduction. Here Abbott and Love 

concluded that while shame could be defeated by delving as completely as possible into lesbian social 

worlds, guilt was a much more insidious and intractable form of oppression. Nevertheless, they posited 

that convergences between gay liberation and women’s liberation constituted a kind of “alchemy” 

whereby painful experiences of guilt might be transmuted into an affirmative and even revolutionary 

subjectivity.22 More specifically, through feminist procedures of consciousness raising and gay liberation 

practices of coming out, Abbott and Love believed it was possible for lesbians to become “more relaxed 

and comfortable with themselves and their sexuality;” to abandon guilt-ridden practices of “self-

monitoring and self-censorship;” and to embrace lesbian love-making as part of the struggle against a 

patriarchal system. In other words, at the intersections of gay liberation and women’s liberation, Abbot 

and Love held that lesbian sexuality, “once seen as final proof of … illness, becomes a celebration, an 

impetus to life.”23 

------- 
 
It has been historiographically well established that the mid-1970s saw trends towards relational 

breakdowns between lesbians and gay male liberationists. Periodizing these trends with any precision is 

quite difficult -- there was considerable temporal variation between cities, regions, and nation states. 

Nevertheless, the phenomenon of lesbian disengagement from gay liberation, while temporally uneven 
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and never absolute, was also very real. And many lesbian feminists began to exit male-dominated gay 

liberation organizations and communicative arenas across the Anglo-American world. Part of the reason 

for this exodus was that despite initial hostility, there was a fairly abrupt shift within second wave 

feminism, which saw not only growing acceptance of lesbianism, but its enthusiastic intellectual 

embrace. As Alice Echols has shown, U.S. feminists such as Ti-Grace Atkinson and Susan Brownmiller 

initially held that lesbians were variously oversexed, excessively masculine, and reactionary in their 

sexual “role-playing.”24 But by the mid-1970s, these homophobic assertions and prejudices had become 

increasingly unfashionable. And in a remarkable about-face, Atkinson and Brownmiller now regarded 

lesbians as vanguards of the movement – a sentiment captured by Atkinson’s memorable phrase 

“feminism is the theory; lesbianism is the practice.”25 This shift was by no means particular to the United 

States. For example, Janet Dixon recalls that as the seventies wore on, the visibility and prominence of 

lesbians within feminist organizations in the United Kingdom greatly increased, particularly as “lesbians 

put their weight behind issues such as child care, abortion, race, battered wives, and rape.”26 Likewise, 

Judy Rebick recounts that by the mid-1970s there was a dramatic shift in attitudes in Canada, and that 

lesbians emerged as a “core group within the women’s movement.”27  

In addition to growing acceptance within feminism, push factors also occasioned the exodus of 

many lesbians from gay liberation in the mid-1970s. Early optimism that gay male sexism would vanish 

in the face of rigorous consciousness-raising began to fade. Countless lesbians grew frustrated with the 

time and energy involved in combatting male sexism, and increasingly felt that gay men were not 

adequately responding to their concerns. Jeffrey Weeks recalls the resentment of many women at male-

dominated gay liberation meetings in the United Kingdom, which had insufficient “sympathy for the 

                                                           
24

 Alice Echols, Daring To Be Bad: Radical Feminism in America, 1967-1975 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1989): 211. 
25

 Ibid, 238. 
26

 Dixon, Radical Records, 73. 
27

 Rebick, Ten Thousand Roses, 102. 



286 
 

problems of women unused to public speaking.”28 In the Canadian context, Becki Ross asserts that by 

the mid-1970s, stories of lesbians facing sexism in gay liberation organizations “picked up steam and 

momentum as they reverberated across the country.”29 Sue Wills writes of Australia that lesbians 

increasingly found themselves alienated within gay liberation groups, and often moved “towards 

Women’s Liberation and separatism from men.”30 Tracing the history of the Gay Academic Union (GAU) 

in the United States, Martin Duberman suggests that despite high hopes of creating an organization 

equally concerned with issues of gay and lesbian oppression in the academy began to falter. Many of the 

women “who from the first had thrown in their lot with GAU uneasily and tentatively” became 

disaffected with superficial gay male commitments to feminist concerns, and subsequently departed.31   

Part of the reason for these splits was that the issues prioritized by lesbians often failed to 

coincide with issues prioritized by gay men. For example, relatively few lesbians were energized by gay 

male campaigns against the regulation of public sex or pornography. And for many women, struggles to 

gain socio-economic independence, wrest legal and medical control over their own bodies, and create 

autonomous spaces were far more pressing. Moreover, from the mid-1970s an influential body of 

feminist and lesbian feminist thought increasingly turned away from women’s liberationist associations 

of sexuality with pleasure, agency, empowerment, and catharsis. Indeed, within a rising tide of cultural 

feminism, sexuality was increasingly re-conceptualized as a domain of coercion, rape, danger, abjection, 

disempowerment, and masculine characteristics.32 While the transnational influence of U.S. figures such 

as Ti-Grace Atkinson, Susan Brownmiller, Mary Daly, and Andrea Dworkin must not be overstated, their 

demonizations of a transcendentally aggressive male sexuality, and veneration of an affective female 
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grace, had at least some impact across the Anglo-American world. To be sure, socialist feminism was 

always stronger in the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia than in the United States. But by the mid 

to late 1970s, cultural feminism was being vigorously debated and winning converts transnationally. For 

example, at the National Women’s Liberation Conference of 1978, prominent British lesbian separatists 

inspired by U.S. cultural feminism impugned “all men as exerting an oppressive sexual power over all 

women,” and bitterly attacked socialist feminism’s continued alliances with male comrades.33 Cultural 

feminists such as Susan Brownmiller, who suggested that through sexual violence “all men keep all 

women in a state of fear,” had a significant impact on Canadian organizations such as Toronto’s Women 

Against Violence Against Women, which exuded a censorious anti-pornography ethos.34  Even the 

Australian activist Liz Ross, whose activist career has generally been committed to broad-based leftist 

alliances, admits that in the late 1970s she was briefly enamored with cultural feminist texts emanating 

from the United States, particularly with Mary Daly’s Gyn/Ecology.35  

Returning to the gay liberation press, the writings of Jeanne Cordova exemplify the significant 

shift discernable within the thought of many lesbian feminists in the mid-1970s. For example, Cordova 

gave a powerful 1973 speech at the Women’s National Abortion Action Coalition’s victory rally following 

Roe v. Wade. Widely republished by gay liberation periodicals as far away as Australia and New Zealand, 

Cordova’s speech dealt not only with the politics of abortion, but with the relationship between 

women’s liberation and gay liberation. Here she asserted that lesbian feminists would “not work with 

men gay or straight, who do not personally and politically work toward ending male supremacy.” 

However, Cordova posited that because gay and lesbian oppression had “identical roots – a sexist 
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society,” there was a considerable basis for productive working relations between men and women.36 

Within a year, Cordova had dramatically changed her tune. In a 1974 article published in Long Time 

Coming, which was also reprinted in gay liberation periodicals across the Anglo-American world, 

Cordova bluntly stated that “I have come to understand that lesbianism is NOT like (male) 

homosexuality.” She now regarded women as inherently less competitive than men, and suggested they 

did not similarly experience emotion, the sex drive, or love in the same way. “I am beginning to see,” 

Cordova wrote, “that being a lesbian is so totally different from being a gay man. We have little in 

common but the society which mislabeled us … I don’t see any real place in the male identified gay 

movement for a feminist identified lesbian.”37  

Such sentiments only became more frequent in the mid-1970s. Writing in Gay Community News, 

Linda Peer similarly believed that an irreconcilable gap existed between the interests and goals of gays 

and lesbians. She noted that if all laws and policies discriminating against homosexuals were repealed, 

gay men stood to gain much more than lesbians, who would still face limited employment and 

educational opportunities, and continue to languish near the bottom of the socio-economic ladder. 

Conversely, if all laws and policies discriminating against women were dispensed with, lesbians would 

have much to gain in terms of equal pay, access to education, and child custody rights. While Peer was 

willing to engage with gay men on specific issues “we feel are important to us as a tactical necessity,” 

she was ambivalent about such alliances, and admitted that “emotionally I feel a great deal of sympathy 

for women who won’t cooperate with men at all.”38 

Expanding on the theme of socio-economic marginalization, members of Toronto’s Wages Due 

Lesbians (WDL) wrote a letter to The Body Politic explaining their refusal to send delegates to a gay 

                                                           
36

 Jeanne Cordova, “Lesbian Feminism,” Auckland Gay Lib News (Sept.-Oct., 1973); Sydney Gay Lib News, 10 (July 
1973). 
37

 Jeanne Cordova, “What’s a Woman To Do,” Gay Liberation Press, 3 (September 1974); The Body Politic, 17 

(Jan/Feb, 1975); Gay News, 71  (22 May – 4 June, 1975); CAMP Ink, 4. 3-4 (April 1975). 
38

 Linda Peer, “More Different Than in Common,” Gay Community News, 1.37 (9 March 1974). 



289 
 

liberation conference at Kingston, Ontario in 1976.39 Affiliated with the transnational Wages For 

Housework movement, WDL wrote that from childhood, women’s personalities and sexuality were 

molded to fit the unwaged work that capitalist society forces on women. We are 
trained to service others – men, children, the sick, the old – by denying our own 
needs and performing a free ‘service of love.’ This servitude is organized through 
the nuclear family and enforced on us by men. Because they have higher wages 
men have the power to command our work, including our sexuality. 

 
Moreover, WDL explained that in the struggle to reclaim time and energy from capitalist exploitation, 

lesbians required spatial and organizational autonomy “from those who have more power than us, 

including straight women, but above all from men, even gay men.”40 While refusing to send delegates to 

the Kingston conference, members of WDL nevertheless unofficially attended, and disrupted a co-

gender panel on “lesbian perspectives in the gay movement,” by successfully persuading numerous 

lesbian participants to join a women-only WDL meeting, which called for an independent lesbian 

movement – an act that Tom Warner describes as “a formative event in the history of lesbian organizing 

[in Canada].”41 

Issues of gender identity and gender presentation were another point of contention between 

some lesbians and gay men in the mid-1970s. It is well established that individuals we would now 

categorize as transgender played a pivotal role in sparking the Stonewall Riots. 42  It is also well known 

that after the dust settled, trans people were rarely fully welcomed into burgeoning gay liberation 

organizations. As Aaron H. Devor and Nicholas Matte summarize, 

The distinctive gifts and needs of transgendered [sic] people were often marginalized 
by the leadership of early gay and lesbian organizations. Bull daggers and drag queens, 
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transgendered and transsexual people, were largely treated as embarrassments in the 
‘legitimate’ fight for tolerance, acceptance, and equal rights.43 

 
Nevertheless, there was a proliferation of writing in movement periodicals that celebrated phenomena 

such as drag, “transvestitism,” “transsexualism” and “gender fuck.”44 While sometimes criticized for 

aping heterosexual stereotypes and undermining the movement’s revolutionary seriousness, there were 

also gay liberationists who regarded gender non-conformist practices and identities as effectively 

dramatizing the arbitrary nature of gender norms. For example, Come Together asserted that gay and 

female oppression stemmed from the same source, namely “the gender role system.” And here 

“transvestites” were constructed as political vanguards for calling attention to the artificial nature of 

roles on which this oppressive gender system was based.45 Likewise, Paul Maxwell asserted in Come 

Out! that “when a man in our society grows his hair long, puts on a dress, and walks among us, she is in 

effect giving up his male privilege. She is not oppressing women, she is threatening men!” Claiming that 

women would only cease to be oppressed by sexism only when “every man is able to cross the sex role 

boundary,” Maxwell held that transsexuals and drag queens were “in the vanguard of the sexual 

revolution.”46 Writing in Gay Sunshine, an activist named Gary similarly believed that his transgression of 

gender norms was revolutionary. Describing the thrill of walking through public space “in my silver 

heels, fur chubby, feathers and fingernail polish, with my bracelets and my earrings and my jewels,” 

Gary saw himself as “truth walking down the street.” Here he clarified that,  

I am not a female impersonator, I don’t want to mock women. I want to criticize and 
poke fun at the roles of women and of men too … I want to ridicule and destroy the 
whole cosmology of restrictive sex roles and sexual identification.47 
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Likewise, John Cummings wrote in Fag Rag that masculinity and femininity were not mutually exclusive 

properties, but present in various combinations in both men and women. And he asserted that, 

true liberation does not lie in the right to fuck; it is a great deal more than that, for it 
involves complete sex role freedom. Far too many faggots identify themselves as 
straight macho bastards who, by chance, happen to have somewhat queer tastes.48  

 
Although there was considerable imprecision and fluidity in gay liberationist writings on gender 

non-conformism -- and indeed what are now called transgender issues -- some activists attempted to 

elaborate more consistent classificatory schemas. For example, writing in Come Out!, Laura McAlister 

sought to dispel confusion surrounding the terms “transvestite” and “transsexual” by asserting that they 

were “two essentially different categories.” Here transsexuals were those who experienced the world as 

members of the opposite sex so completely that cross-dressing was not enough – they could achieve 

contentment through more permanent surgical interventions and various hormone treatments. 

Conversely, transvestites were those who temporarily received “a psychic and physical thrill from 

wearing the clothes of the opposite sex,” while drag queens were a “homosexually oriented” subset of 

the transvestite category. Nevertheless, McAlister admitted that “these categories are at best tentative, 

for there can be a lot of movement by an individual within this entire range.” For instance, some 

transvestites became “transsexual as time went by,” while many transsexuals never pursued 

transformative medical interventions “because of the expense and the dangers involved.”49 An activist 

named Margo added a further level of complexity by elaborating the term “intersexual” in the pages of 
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Gay Liberator. Noting that intersexuals combined elements of both sexes in their bodies, Margo offered 

her own experience as a concrete example: she had a penis, testes that produced no sperm, and well 

developed breasts. Calling for greater acceptance of gender difference within both gay liberation and 

women’s liberation, Margo coined the term “two-genderism” to describe her experience. In the final 

analysis, she rejected assumptions that: 

(1) human beings are divided into two distinct and mutually exclusive biological 
pigeonholes, male and female; (2) human beings are divided into two distinct and 
mutually exclusive psychological and social pigeonholes, men and women; (3) 
biological sex, subjective identity, and social assignment always coincide, and (4) none 
of these facts can change as a person grows and develops.”50 
 
While there were some gay men who found such gender nonconformism politically unsavory, 

even reactionary, lesbian feminists were often more vocally and militantly hostile. For example, Sylvia 

Rivera, who participated in the Stonewall Riots and founded the Street Transvestite Action 

Revolutionaries, was denounced by prominent lesbian feminists in New York City such as Jean O’Leary of 

the Gay Activist Alliance, who accused Rivera of “parodying womanhood,” and even attempted to ban 

her from speaking at the New York Gay Pride Rally in 1973.51 In the United Kingdom, after an initial 

openness to various forms of “gender fuck,” some lesbian feminist members of the London Gay 

Liberation Front increasingly regarded “transvestism” as insulting rather than as a performative modality 

through which machismo or gender privilege were challenged. Furthermore, although some individuals 

believed that “transsexuals” should be permitted to attend gay liberation women’s groups, by 1972-73 

there was growing lesbian opposition to the very concept of transsexuality. As Nettie Pollard recalls,  

A lot of people didn’t believe [transsexuality] existed, and that maybe these people 
were gay men who weren’t particularly well adjusted because of the way straight 
society looked at them … some of the women felt that these people had very male 

                                                           
50

 Margo, “Notes of a Radical Transsexual,” Gay Liberator, 41 (November 1974). 
51

 Duberman, Stonewall, 236. STAR’s became the Street Transgender Action Revolutionaries in the early twenty 
first century. 



293 
 

attitudes and were very patronizing to women and trying to steal women’s 
oppression while not giving up their prick power.52  

 
In Canada, Gillean Chase explained in the lesbian feminist periodicals The Other Woman and   Long Time 

Coming that some lesbians were refusing to participate in gay pride marches or attend gay dances due 

to incessant “drag shows” and expressions of “transvestism.” Far from breaking down “sex role hang-

ups,” Chase regarded such displays as revelling in -- even promoting -- the worst aspects of female sex 

roles, and caricaturing women as “primping, posturing, empty-headed creatures hiding behind our 

dresses, our make-up, and our sex.”53   

Writing in Gay Community News, an activist named Margo acknowledged the rifts that gender-

nonconformist (and what we would now call trangender) issues were creating within gay liberation. 

Resolutely identifying as a lesbian feminist, Margo recounted that “sometimes I feel as if the whole 

Lesbian community is down on me for being transsexual.” Comparing her plight to the situation once 

faced by lesbians within early second wave feminism, Margo expressed a double-bind: by disclosing her 

“transsexualism” she would alienate her lesbian feminist sisters, but by remaining silent she might 

eventually be condemned for concealing a crucial self-truth. Generally opting for transparency, Margo 

was experiencing difficulty finding acceptance from her lesbian feminist sisters. While some lesbian 

feminists simply denounced her, others claimed to be withholding acceptance until Margo achieved 

post-operative status. And here she was indignant, asserting that it was neither surgery nor genitalia 

that made one a woman, but rather years of living as a woman and experiencing female oppression. 

Complaining that male gay liberationists were beginning to spurn transsexual issues in order to avoid 

                                                           
52

 Lisa Power, No Bath But Plenty of Bubbles: An Oral History of the Gay Liberation Front, 1970-73 (London: Cassell, 
1995):244. 
53

 Gillean Chase, “Gay Pride? Week,” The Other Woman, 3.1 (August 1974); Long Time Coming, 1.2 (December 
1974). 



294 
 

further alienating lesbian feminists, Margo admonished the gatekeepers of the gay press for putting 

“the suffering of a few strange people … safely to the side.”54  

To be sure, discussions of gender nonconformism and what are now called transgender issues 

within gay liberation periodicals waned in the second half of the 1970s. But it would be unfair to place 

too much blame on lesbian feminists. For even from the close of the 1960s, gay male liberationists were 

often inconsistent and ambivalent with respect to “transsexualism” and “transvestism.” For example, in 

the pages of Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation, Dennis Altman described transsexuals as “so 

conditioned into the male/female role dichotomy that the only way they can accept their homosexuality 

is by denying their bodies.”55 Such reticence only intensified as mainstream gay male culture increasingly 

saw the abandonment of hippiesque styles in favour of a hyper-masculine “clone aesthetic.” 

Characterized by denim jeans, flannel shirts, aviator jackets, work boots, leather, and toned muscles, 

this clone aesthetic was bound up with the marginalization of gay male effeminacy and androgyny in 

ways that were at once stylistic and political.56 Whereas early gay liberationists had often publicly 

challenged gender norms in terms of personal style and comportment, in the second half of the 1970s a 

growing number of activists positioned gender as entirely independent of homosexuality. The 

anthropologist David Valentine convincingly argues that this period saw increasingly rigorous efforts “to 

define homosexuality against that which was visible,” particularly gender variant behaviours.57   

Nevertheless, it must be acknowledged that while the gay male marginalization of gender 

nonconformism and “transsexualism” was connected to changing subcultural aesthetics and sexual 

selection, for many lesbian feminists the issue was more politically and theoretically rooted. For 
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example, when a pre-operative, male-to-female transsexual singer named Beth Elliot took the stage at a 

lesbian feminist conference held at the University of California Los Angeles, not only did some audience 

members boo: the conference keynote speaker Robin Morgan denounced Beth Elliot as “an opportunist, 

an infiltrator, and a destroyer – with the mentality of a rapist.”58 Likewise the Lesbian Organization of 

Toronto constructed male-to-female transsexuals as inauthentic invaders of lesbian space, and denied 

membership to a “‘sex-change he-creature’ who ‘dared identify himself as a woman and a lesbian.’”59  

When it became widely known that a male-to-female transsexual named Sandy Stone was working as a 

sound engineer at the women-only recording company Olivia Records, outraged lesbian feminists 

successfully pushed for Stone’s dismissal as a male imposter.60 Such thinking received its most 

systematic and vitriolic expression in Janice Raymond’s The Transsexual Empire, which conceptualized 

MTF transsexuals as rapists and violators of women’s bodies – as Trojan horses of patriarchy.61 While 

Raymond and her Anglo-American followers such as Sheila Jeffreys certainly espoused an extreme 

stance, gender nonconformism and “transsexualism” stirred major controversy and indignation within a 

vocal cross-section of lesbian feminism. And thus discussions of such issues were circumscribed in gay 

liberation periodicals in the second half of the 1970s partially in the hope of maintaining the fragile 

threads of a co-gender movement. 

Divisions between many male gay liberationists and lesbian feminists were even clearer with 

respect to pornography. While never uncritical of the so-called sexual revolution of the 1960s, women’s 

liberation did not support expansive censorship regimes that could be used to prosecute not only 
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commercial pornography but feminist publications such as Our Bodies, Ourselves and the Birth Control 

Handbook. However, the mid 1970s saw the emergence of a widespread – if always contested -- anti-

pornography ethos shared by prominent feminists across the Anglo-American world. For instance, Susan 

Brownmiller began to assert a definitive connection between pornography and male sexual violence 

against women, and Robin Morgan even suggested that “pornography is the theory, and rape is the 

practice.”62 In California, Women Against Violence in Pornography and Media held that pornography 

was a lynchpin of women’s oppression, and staged protests outside pornographic movie theatres and 

adult bookstores in San Francisco’s red light districts.63 In Toronto, the release of Snuff – which falsely 

claimed to depict a sexualized murder “in South America where life is cheap” -- sparked extensive 

feminist protests outside the pornographic theatre where it was being shown, and the creation of a 

Canadian chapter of Women Against Violence Against Women.64 Similar trends materialized in the 

United Kingdom, where according to Lynne Segal, a vocal segment of the women’s movement, 

influenced by cultural feminism in the United States, began demanding that Westminster enhance the 

unusually strict censorship regime already in place.65   

On the extreme end of anti-pornography feminism was Andrea Dworkin, whose activist writings 

were occasionally published in gay liberation periodicals such as Gay Community News and The Body 

Politic. For example, in “Pornography: The New Terrorism?,” Dworkin described women as a terrorized 
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population, and denounced pornography as the principal means by which men terrorized women into 

patriarchal submission. Here pornographic films, magazines, photographs, and texts became “death 

threats to a female population in rebellion.” And Dworkin held that “Feminist actions against 

pornography must blanket the country, so that no pornographer can hide from, ignore, ridicule, or find 

refuge from the outrage of women who will not be degraded, who will not submit to terror.” 

Accompanying her article was a less than subtle juxtaposition of photographs: one depicted emaciated 

Nazi concentration camp prisoners, the other featured a partially nude woman restrained by bondage 

gear. (See Figure 15).66  

There was a strong reaction against anti-pornography feminism on the part of many gay men, 

who often privileged sexual pleasure over sexual danger. Certainly, not all gay male liberationists would 

have gone so far as Samuel Delaney, who celebrated the pornographic movie theatre as a cross-class, 

interracial, intergenerational, and even pedagogical space of sexual freedom and Whitmanesque 

democracy.67 Nevertheless, many gay men vociferously defended pornography, and attacked any and all 

censorship legislation, partially on the grounds that it might be deployed to prosecute gay publications, 

which often contained uninhibited discussions of sexual taboos, risqué drawings, sexualized cartoons, 

and nude photographs. Moreover, in a world of heteronormative cultural production and homophobic 

media representation, many gay men saw pornography that depicted their sexual proclivities, desires, 

and experiences as cathartic, affirming and educational. For men whose homosexual self-discovery was 

bound up with obtaining pornographic materials as young people, and experiencing pornographic 

spaces such as movie theatres and adult bookstores as key social sites, it was often difficult to accept 

anti-pornography feminist perspectives. Given the absence of women from gay male pornography, 

many gay men also found it difficult to understand why feminists would target pornography as such for 

regulation and opprobrium.  And some gay men went beyond personal  
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Figure 15: “Pornography: The New Terrorism?” The Body Politic, 45 (August 1978) 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 



299 
 

reservations to openly attack anti-pornography feminism in a fashion that implied it was representative 

of feminism in general. For example, John Lauritsen presented a scathing paper titled “Dangerous 

Trends within Feminism” at a Gay Academic Union conference in New York City, which expressed 

frustration with what he discerned as feminism’s increasingly censorious, prudish, and anti-pornography 

ethos. In addition to critiquing feminist attacks on gender non-conformists individuals for their alleged 

misogyny, Lauritsen condemned the growing influence of what he termed “Brownmillerism” within the 

women’s movement. Here “Brownmillerism” was constructed as an intolerant, anti-sex ideology bent on 

reducing the rights of defendants in sex crimes cases and censoring pornography – specifically as “the 

use of sexual hysteria, in particular rape-fear, as a justification for repression.”68 Lauritsen also 

expressed frustration with reluctance on the part of gay men to criticize these trends in the interest 

maintaining political alliances with lesbians. Aspects of Lauritsen’s critique were echoed by Gerald 

Hannon in the pages of The Body Politic. Harshly criticizing Canadian feminists Lorenne Clark and Debra 

Lewis for appearing before the parliamentary standing committee that tabled a “Report on 

Pornography,” Hannon suggested that even speaking to such a committee served to legitimize it.69  

Arguing that obscenity laws were without content and were deployed to harass unpopular groups, 

Hannon claimed that if the parliamentary committee’s recommendations were implemented The Body 

Politic could be “charged with obscenity,” and that activists might find themselves “in the courts fighting 

for the right to read acknowledged classics like Ulysses.” Hannon alleged that: 

Lorenne Clark, and other feminists, would have us believe that the answer to the 
problem lies in law – that we must simply ban material which insults and degrades 
women … There should only be one reason to appear before the government on the 
topic of ‘obscenity’– and that is to demand the abolition of all laws that would restrict 
its use or distribution.70 
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In response, Mariana Valverde suggested that Hannon had completely distorted feminist positions on 

pornography, which she sought to explain to readers of The Body Politic. Positing that the chief end of 

pornography was not to promote artistic experimentation or sexual liberation, “but rather to prey upon 

people’s sexual insecurities and dissatisfactions and make a good buck out of them,” Valverde argued 

that Canadian pornography legislation was not directed towards literary works such as at Lady 

Chatterley’s Lover or Ulysses, but rather the kind of pornography peddled at the level of the street and 

porno-shop. Acknowledging the “excessive zeal of certain authorities” in enforcing obscenity legislation, 

Valverde was equally clear that “sometimes legal controls may be necessary.” While emphasizing that 

charges against gay publications were an egregious examples of unwarranted state repression, and that 

The Body Politic had “good reasons for loudly defending civil liberties, freedom of the press, and so on,” 

Valverde simultaneously held that gay liberation should not debase itself by uncritically defending the 

rights of “certain capitalists to sell more varieties of sex to more people.” Taking issue with Hannon’s 

sweeping claims that contemporary feminism was lurching back towards a censorious Victorian sexual 

morality, Valverde concluded that, 

before undertaking a whole-hearted defence of any and all pornography, Hannon 
should engage precisely in such a scrutiny of the sexism and exploitation involved in 
pornography. It might well turn to be a more fruitful enterprise than screaming 
‘horrors!’ at the mere sight of the word ‘censorship.’71 
 
This exchange clearly polarized lesbian readers of The Body Politic, and many wrote letters in 

response. For instance, Eve Zaremba and Susan Cole supported Valverde’s critique, but went even 

further by suggesting that with respect to pornography, “the position of TBP and that of gay liberation 

[is] directly opposed to the feminist position.” Zaremba and Cole argued that it was time to stop 

pretending that gay liberationist and feminist goals would correspond in all cases, or that there was one 

correct position for both movements discernable via rigorous analysis and compromise. Emphasizing 

that feminists and gay liberationists had many intersecting interests, Zaremba and Cole suggested that 
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pornography was simply not one of these cases, and that no amount of “liberal rhetoric” would 

convince feminists to adopt the kind of laissez-faire stance towards pornography advocated by 

Hannon.72 On the other side of the debate was Pat Leslie, whose letter to The Body Politic strongly 

supported Hannon’s position. Identifying as an anarchist, Leslie rejected laws constructed and enforced 

by the state -- particularly censorious laws that could be asymmetrically deployed against homosexuals. 

While acknowledging that sexism and misogyny were recurrent features of pornography, Leslie wrote 

that “we cannot allow the bourgeois State (or any other manifestation of authority) to do our work for 

us, even when we believe that it is acting in our best interests.” For Leslie, opposing state regulation was 

not the same thing as supporting the capitalist pornography industry. Rather, she argued that feminists 

had to mobilize against this industry in ways that did not unduly strengthen and empower the state.  

 The larger point here is that while broad divergences and points of tension between gay men 

and lesbian women persisted throughout gay liberation’s history, neither gays nor lesbians constituted 

monolithic socio-political blocs. In other words, there were disagreements and debates that cannot be 

seamlessly grafted onto differences of sex and gender. Like gay liberation, lesbian feminism was a 

demographically diverse, ideologically vast, and geographically far-flung political phenomenon. And 

while large numbers of lesbian feminists turned away from and even denounced gay liberation -- 

especially from the mid 1970s -- it is equally true that an influential minority of lesbian feminists 

continued working within a gay liberation framework at various points throughout the decade. Simply 

put, there were always women who published within gay liberation periodicals; explored taboo 

dimensions of their sexual desires; and challenged directions within feminism that they regarded as 

reactionary, essentialist, or politically counterproductive.  These women punched well above their 

demographic weight in terms of contributions to gay liberation’s intellectual and communications 

                                                           
72

 Eve Zaremba and Susan Cole, Letters, The Body Politic, 45 (August 1978).  



302 
 

history. The remaining pages turn to highlight their contributions to and trajectories within the 

movement.  

----- 
 

Previously involved with the Daughters of Bilitis, Martha Shelley was one of the founding 

members of the New York City Gay Liberation Front, and a frequent contributor to periodicals such as 

Come Out!, which she helped to typeset.73 Publishing transnationally circulating manifestos such as “Gay 

is Good” and “Notes of a Radical Lesbian,” Shelley became a major intellectual figure within early gay 

liberation. Simultaneously involved with the Radicalesbians and the Women’s Press, Shelley was 

unconvinced by what she called “the ideology of lesbian separatism.”74  While in favour of women’s 

consciousness raising sessions and women-only political actions, Shelley regarded separations from men 

as temporary tactics rather than an overall political strategy. Emphasizing that “I was never a lesbian 

separatist, ever,” Shelley refused to believe that political differences between men and women were 

fundamental, or rooted in nature, or that lesbians should spurn all contact with men and heterosexual 

women in order to develop their own powers. Consistently, she advocated a socialist feminist approach, 

and called on lesbians to unite with the working-class, racialized minorities, and other oppressed groups. 

These positions sometimes made her unpopular -- in the mid-1970s she remembers being “reamed out 

by some young lesbian separatist.”75 While acknowledging that many of her male, gay liberationist 

comrades displayed sexism and chauvinism, Shelley reflected that they were “mostly very supportive of 

women’s issues.” And long after it was fashionable, she continued to believe that:  

Feminism and gay liberation were intrinsically connected. And the way I formulated it 
was, the way I thought of it then and the way I think of it now is basically about the 
right to control your own body, whether it’s abortion rights or who you sleep with … 
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It’s your body and if you can’t control your body, that’s basic. If you can’t do that, you 
have no freedom at all.76 
 
Karla Jay was another prominent gay liberationist who retained close relationships with gay men 

throughout the 1970s. A member of the original New York Gay Liberation Front, Jay also helped found 

the Radicalesbians, and co-edited the transnationally influential anthology Out of the Closets: Voices of 

Gay Liberation anthology.  To be sure, Jay supported the creation of spaces in which lesbians could 

gather separately from men, “in order to discover what we want, who we are, what our common values, 

goals, desires are.”77 But like Shelley, Jay regarded such actions as tactical rather than an overall strategy 

of political disengagement from men. Despite mischaracterizations of Jay as a “prominent lesbian 

separatist” because of an article she penned in the late 1970s embracing aspects of Jill Johnston’s 

Lesbian Nation, Jay’s biography abounds with continued entanglements with gay liberationists.78 For 

example, Lavender Culture, a 1978 anthology Jay co-edited with her longtime collaborator Allen Young, 

gathered writings from a wide range of both lesbian feminist and gay liberation periodicals.79 While Jay 

limited her involvement in trench-level, gay liberation activism by the mid-1970s, this was not due to 

any strict adherence to a lesbian separatism or a cultural feminist ideology. Rather, Jay’s disengagement 

from gay liberation was largely a function of activist fatigue and personal re-prioritization. Indeed, in the 
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pages of Gay Liberator Jay explained that as a full-time gay activist she had “lost something along the 

way” -- namely “part of my human identity.” Continuing to value her lesbian identity, and optimistic that 

she might someday see “a revolution based on the feminist and gay principles of role destruction,” Jay 

regretted that she had become “little more than a ‘dyke’” in the years after Stonewall.  Indeed, she 

bemoaned the extent to which, on a personal level, “everything not connected with my Lesbianism had 

been almost totally destroyed.”  Resolving to limit her trench-level activism in the years to come, Jay 

hoped “to relate to nongay as well as gay people in nongay vocabularies around nongay events and 

issues.” She also hoped to finish up her lagging Master’s degree, and possibly write a book on theatre or 

children’s literature.80 

Jay was not the only lesbian feminist who had a significant impact on early gay liberation before 

eventually withdrawing, albeit never absolutely. For example, Sue Wills recalls that when both women’s 

liberation and the Campaign Against Moral Persecution (CAMP) began to crystallize in Sydney in the 

early 1970s, she immediately knew “that I belonged in both.”81 While CAMP was structured much like a 

homophile group, insofar as it possessed a formal constitution and rules of order, CAMP was actually a 

hybrid creature designed to balance reformist proclivities with the radical objectives.  As Dennis Altman 

notes, CAMP took inspiration from both radical American intellectual trends while simultaneously 

responding to Australian socio-political conditions, which for a time lacked the necessary critical mass 

for an independent gay liberation movement.82 Emerging as a prominent figure within CAMP, Wills was 

elected co-president of the organization alongside Lex Watson, and for a time became one of public 

faces of gay politics in Australia. Despite familial consternation, Wills gave countless interviews that 

appeared in newspapers and on television during the early 1970s.  
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As many scholars have noted, CAMP’s efforts to straddle the lines between liberalism and 

radicalism fell apart in 1972 after numerous members who sought revolutionary socio-political change 

departed to form independent gay liberation organizations.83 Busy with women’s liberation activities 

and never particularly interested in the minutiae of this split, Wills continued to serve as co-president of 

CAMP while simultaneously acting as a spokesperson for Sydney Gay Liberation. In addition to 

presenting the ideas and goals of gay liberation to media and civil society organizations in Australia, 

Wills was flown to New Zealand in 1973 by several local gay liberation organizations for a week-long 

speaking tour that saw her travel from Auckland to Christchurch. But far from merely a figurehead, Wills 

was also an activist intellectual with a particular interest in anti-psychiatry. Outraged that Dr. Nathaniel 

McConaghy, a prominent professor of psychiatry, was constructing homosexuality as a disease and 

advocating aversion therapy at the University of New South Wales, Wills arranged an interview with 

McConaghy at his university office. Recording their conversation on tape, she used it as the basis for an 

influential article she published in CAMP Ink, which attacked the ethics and epistemological legitimacy of 

the McConaghy’s behaviourist efforts to cure homosexuality through the application of averse stimuli.  

Simply put, in the early 1970s Wills saw struggles for the liberation of gays and women as more 

important than sectarian disputes or organizational boundaries. Nevertheless, she began to minimize 

her involvement with gay liberation politics in 1974.  That year she resigned from CAMP, in part because 

she felt that the organization was becoming increasingly apolitical and dominated by counselling groups 

such as “phone a friend” (which Wills derided as “phone a fuck”). Moreover, Wills was increasingly 

drawn to women’s liberation because after an initial period of hostility, many Australian feminists had 

embraced lesbianism and demonstrated a willingness to actively take up issues such as lesbian child 

custody.  While heterosexism remained a problem, Wills remembers that with respect to the 

importance of lesbian issues, “ultimately women’s liberation got the message; I’m not sure that the gay 
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movement ever did.”84 Growing tired of fighting for the support and understanding of male comrades, 

Wills increasingly devoted her time to feminist causes in the latter half of the 1970s. Nevertheless, Wills 

continued to march alongside gay liberationists on a contingent basis, read overseas periodicals such as 

The Body Politic, and occasionally wrote for gay publications in Australia. In the early 1980s she 

completed a political science PhD dissertation at the University of Sydney on the social movement 

dynamics of Sydney Gay Liberation and CAMP – one of the first scholarly studies of gay politics in 

Australia.85 

 In the context of Toronto, Mariana Valverde recalls a loosely similar trajectory of eventual 

fatigue and frustration with the male-dominated gay liberation movement. A graduate student in social 

and political thought at York University, Valverde was first introduced to gay liberation in 1977 by her 

colleague Lorna Weir, and through the pages of The Body Politic. Searching for a way to actively support 

The Body Politic following a debilitating police raid occasioned by the publication of “Men Loving Boys 

Loving Men” (see Chapter Eight), Valverde had a long conversation with her comrade Christine “Chris” 

Bearchell. Deciding that the periodical badly needed lesbian perspectives, but acknowledging that “it 

would be terrible if there was one woman as the token woman on the collective,” Valverde and 

Bearchell resolved to join the collective together, and support the The Body Politic by contributing to its 

production and editorial direction. It is an understatement to say that this decision was regarded 

unfavorably by many of their lesbian separatist peers in Toronto. For example, Valverde recalls 

attending a meeting at the 519 community centre at which “Chris Bearchell and I were like the devil 

incarnate as far as some of these women were concerned.”86 Nevertheless, Valverde developed strong 

relationships with several men on The Body Politic collective, particularly with the late Rick Bébout. And 

she characterizes the arduous process of poring over submissions, debating content, revising articles, 
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meeting deadlines, and generally achieving The Body Politic’s high production values as an initially 

positive experience that vastly improved her writing.87 

While Valverde’s written contributions to The Body Politic were largely restricted to a three year 

period, she nevertheless established herself as an important voice in the periodical’s history. For 

example, in an article titled “Viva Gay,” Valverde and her sister Clara reported on the growth of gay 

liberation in Spain following the death of General Francisco Franco.88 While an early gay liberation 

organization called the Movimento Espanol de Liberacion Homosexual had briefly existed in the early 

1970s, it was only after the collapse of Franco’s fascist dictatorship “that anything like a mass movement 

was able to take hold.” Spain indeed saw the emergence of many gay liberation organizations from the 

mid-1970s, which according to the Valverde sisters expressed socio-economically revolutionary aims, 

and often conceptualized sexuality in a universalizing rather than minoritizing fashion.89 Explaining that 

the absence of gay ghettoes and liberal civil society organizations under Franco had radicalized the gay 

population, Mariana and Clara Valverde suggested that gay liberation in Spain enjoyed unusually strong 

links to a wide constellation of leftists and socialists, from anarchists to Trotskyists. Yet in a country 

where Catholicism and machismo had extremely deep roots, lesbians were often invisible – a situation 

Valverde believed could 

be compared to the situation in Quebec. Both in Spain and in Quebec economic 
backwardness and Catholic ideology have acted to keep women more oppressed 
than in Anglo-Saxon countries, and hence in both nations the politicized lesbians 
tend to identify more with feminism than with a male dominated gay movement.90  
 

As the most thorough and insightful account of gay liberation in Spain available in English language to 

date, “Viva Gay” was republished by several Anglo-American movement periodicals, notably by 
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London’s Gay News, which even paid an unusual royalty to Valverde, and encouraged her to send future 

articles.91   

Another influential article was titled “Taking over the House of Language,” in which Valverde 

conceptualized language as “one of the least visible but most insidious forms” of gay oppression. 

Describing the term “homosexuality” as “the scientific equivalent of the eggs thrown at drag queens,” 

Valverde explained that when activists appropriated non-pathologizing alternatives such as the term 

“gay,” they were admonished for perverting nice, clean, wholesome words. Rather than a neutral 

medium with which the world could be described, Valverde regarded language as a battleground upon 

which oppressed groups had to struggle “to say what we want to say, to name ourselves and name our 

world.” Further imagining language as a domain populated by “fighters” rather than experts, Valverde 

called on gays, women, racialized minorities, children, mental patients, and others “whose lives are 

controlled by those who control the language” to “take over the house of language, sit down in the best 

chairs, and decide whether we want to stay.”92 Attracting a wide readership, the article was selected by 

Ed Jackson and Stan Persky for their 1982 anthology Flaunting It!, which celebrated important writing 

from The Body Politic’s first decade.93  

While The Body Politic initially provided a creative outlet that honed Valverde’s burgeoning 

writing skills, over the course of her tenure with the periodical, she nevertheless experienced recurrent 

and cumulative frustrations. Indeed, Valverde found the sexual libertarianism expressed by some of her 

male comrades on the newspaper’s editorial collective to be “anti-feminist.” And while there were no 

explosive arguments over feminist issues at collective meetings, Valverde experienced a sense of 

gendered marginalization, as well as exhaustion with constantly having to explain her feminist political 
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positions. She recalls wondering “why do I have to explain the ABCs of feminism in every single article 

that I write?” She also remembers feeling as though “nobody learns and you have to be saying the same 

things over and over and over.”94 Resigning from The Body Politic in 1979, Valverde’s resignation letter 

concluded that participating in the newspaper’s production was incredibly time-consuming, and 

compromising both her ability to form relationships with other women and to complete her graduate 

work at York University. On an intellectual level, Valverde admitted that she had simply become more 

interested in feminism “as a political movement and a political force.” Moreover, she lamented the 

extent to which feminism was “generally perceived … to be external to gay liberation; even though 

feminist insights are often welcome, they have seldom been at the center of [The Body Politic’s] 

concerns.” Ultimately, Valverde refused to remain in a position of “constantly having to defend feminists 

when I talk with gay men … To always be on the defensive tends to encourage dogma and stagnation.”95  

Departing in an amicable and appreciative spirit, she continued to write for The Body Politic and 

associate with its collective on a casual basis into the 1980s, and remained critical of strains of lesbian 

separatism that expressed essentialist constructions of women. 

To be sure, not all lesbians shared Valverde’s reservations regarding elements of sexual 

libertarianism within gay liberation. Indeed, some lesbians greatly valued the freedom to explore taboo 

desires and unpopular sexual practices in the pages of gay liberation periodicals without fear of 

recrimination. Simply put, gay liberation’s communicative organs were generally very amenable to 

radical and iconoclastic celebrations of female sexuality, especially in comparison to major 

communicative organs of the women’s movement in the latter half of the 1970s. To be sure, lesbians 

who rejected the regulation of pornography, practiced sadomasochism, defended intergenerational sex, 

and so forth, continued to publish in gay liberation publications into the 1980s. As the following pages 

                                                           
94

 Valverde Interview with de Groot. 
95

 Mariana Valverde to The Body Politic Collective, 28 May 1979, The Body Politic Internal Correspondence, 
Canadian Lesbian and Gay Archives. 



310 
 

show, many of these women were harsh critics of lesbian separatism, cultural feminism, and efforts to 

divide queers from working together politically.  

For example, Christine “Chris” Bearchell remained on The Body Politic’s editorial collective for 

many years following Valverde’s resignation. Initially a women’s liberationist, Bearchell gained activist 

experience through campaigns to repeal Canada’s abortion laws and to defend the high profile 

abortionist Dr. Henry Morgentaler.96  Altered to the existence of gay liberation through the pages of The 

Body Politic in 1974, Bearchell began contributing articles on a casual basis beginning in 1975, before 

eventually joining the newspaper’s collective in 1977. A staunch opponent of lesbian separatism, 

Bearchell penned a scathing critique of Wages Due Lesbians (WDL) following the group’s attempt to 

disrupt and orchestrate a walk-out of Canada’s Fifth National Gay Conference in Saskatoon. While 

acknowledging that many women performed innumerable hours of unpaid domestic labour, Bearchell 

strongly disagreed with WDL’s proposed solution, which entailed compelling governments to pay 

women for their domestic labour. Attacking WDL’s failure to convince women “that the chains of 

drudgery should be broken, not paid for,” Bearchell rejected proposals to render “women financially 

dependent on the male-dominated state rather than on individual men.” Moreover, Bearchell criticized 

WDL for asserting that unpaid housework was an element that all women had in common. Writing that 

“women are oppressed in very complex ways,” Bearchell insisted that “we have things in common other 

than housework … some of us who aren’t filthy rich do precious little of it at all.” Above all, she chastised 

WDL for attempting to poison productive political relations between lesbians and gay men on the basis 

of an essentialist analysis of sexual and gender difference. 97 

Equally critical of gay men who undermined co-gender solidarity, Bearchell penned a scathing 

response to the influential British gay liberationist Andrew Hodges, whose feature “Divided We Stand” 
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was originally published in The Body Politic, and reprinted in movement periodicals across the Anglo-

American world. Questioning persistent efforts to imagine gays and lesbians as a cohesive political 

subject, Hodges wrote: 

I have come to question the assumption that there is one coherent group that can 
be described as ‘gay people’ or as ‘lesbians and gay men’ … the conception of 
‘lesbians and gay men’ as a single entity is an artifice that no one can really believe 
in and still less act upon. 

 
Here Hodges asserted that while lesbians sought socio-economic equality as women, gay men were 

already socio-economically privileged as men. He also suggested that while lesbians experienced sexual 

objectification as harassment, gay men often imagined it as playful, even liberatory. As Hodges argued 

that 

gay men are liable to see their sexuality as a redeeming, leveling force, their gift to 
the world. Women have had quite enough of men who think their sexuality is a gift 
to the world. While feminism for the sake of equality wants no one to be a sexual 
object, gay men often speak and act as though they wanted everyone to be a sexual 
object.  These conceptions of equality are so very different that it is not surprising 
that contradictions occur. 

 
Here Hodges stated that it was impossible for gay men to support lesbian feminism unreservedly, as 

they could not “go along with the program of desexualizing all public and social life.” Insisting that co-

gender unity meant sweeping irreconcilable differences under the rug, Hodges regarded 

conceptualizations of “lesbians and gay men” as constituting a common political subject as dishonest, 

counterproductive, and even sexist. Clinging to the category of “lesbians and gay men” was predicated 

on a kind of paternalism that saw men endeavour to keep “their women,” and retain the moral 

authority of speaking for an entire community.98 

Chris Bearchell absolutely rejected Hodges’ analysis. And in The Body Politic she attacked the 

essentialism that underpinned it. Regarding generalizations about gay and lesbian stances on sexuality 

as meaningless, Bearchell disputed Hodges’ view of a unitary gay male subject, insisting that she 
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personally knew gay men who rejected sexual objectification and bar culture. More vociferously, 

Bearchell challenged the idea that “as a lesbian, I necessarily stand against ‘public sexuality’” – especially 

because she had been physically assaulted for displaying public affection towards a female lover.99 

Accusing Hodges of conflating lesbian sexuality with one-dimensional stereotypes, Bearchell asked 

“what makes him think he can attribute a monopoly on striving for a ‘sex-positive attitude’ to men?” In 

practical terms, Bearchell believed that there was a strong basis for co-gender unity, insofar as gays and 

lesbians were denied human rights and browbeaten by the same anti-gay social attitudes. “When the 

weight of the straight world comes down on queers, they don’t care whether we’re faggots or dykes,” 

Bearchell wrote. And she concluded her response to Hodges by expressing the complexity of her own 

subjectivity:  

I use gay when I’m tactful and dyke when I’m angry. I think lesbian is a beautiful 
and overwhelmingly sexual word. My lover, on the other hand, shies away from it 
as a word that, for her, has always been derogatory. There are probably as many 
opinions on this subject as there are gay people.100 
 
Identifying as a gay liberationist into the 1980s, Bearchell, who died at a relatively early age, 

continued to conceptualize sexuality in a fashion that would have rested comfortably within the 

movement’s earliest texts (see Figure 16). A 1983 interview with Bearchell housed at the Canadian 

Lesbian and Gay Archives preserves elements of her thought. Stating that “categories of gay women and 

gay men are quite artificial,” Bearchell doubted that there was “such an entity as an innately 

homosexual person,” and regarded homosexual acts as part of the range of sexual acts of which humans 

were biologically capable. Acknowledging “some very real differences built into the life experiences of 

men and women by the sexism in our society,” Bearchell stated “I don’t think there’s anything inherent  
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Figure 16: Christine “Chris” Bearchell.  Konnie Reich (left) and Christine Bearchell (left). The Body Politic, 
26 (September, 1976). 
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about them. I don’t think that there are inherently male or female characteristics of ways of behavior or 

whatever that somehow draw lesbians and gay men apart.” Emphasizing the primacy of socialization 

and psychological conditioning, she was staunchly opposed to cultural feminist constructions of women 

as inherently more caring, cooperative, non-violent, and nurturing than men. Moreover, she was 

vehemently opposed to anti-pornography trends within feminism, and believed that “gay women are 

every bit, if not more, in needs of sexually explicit material and access to it, as gay men.” Asserting that 

pornography offered lesbians possibilities for sexual self-discovery, Bearchell agreed with The Body 

Politic’s acceptance of ads for pornographic businesses such as adult video stores.101  

More controversially, Bearchell took a radical, gay liberationist stance on the issue of 

intergenerational sex. Far from necessary protections against coercion and abuse, Bearchell regarded 

age of consent laws as inherently oppressive. Just as rape laws historically constructed women as the 

property of men, age of consent legislation constructed girls as parental possessions. In addition to 

depriving young people of sexual agency, Bearchell held that age of consent legislation terrorized 

children and youth into received paths of sexual socialization. Not only did age of consent laws menace 

adults with very serious criminal charges, they threatened young people with the possibility of 

reformatories, juvenile correction, and psychiatric intervention. Asserting that such laws “do not, and 

were never intended to, protect children,” Bearchell argued that they were “a means of control that 

backs up the more insidious, less formal controls of the family structure and socialization.” Simply put, 

Bearchell supported gay liberationist demands for the abolition rather than harmonization of Canadian 

age of consent laws, which stood at 14 for heterosexual sex and 21 for homosexual sex. And in 

Bearchell’s view, young people who explored their homosexuality with adults were departing from a 

coercive trajectory that sought to confine sexuality to the matrimonial, heterosexual, and reproductive 

bedroom. Rather than possessing any inherently negative or harmful quality, intergenerational sexual 
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relations became psychologically and socially harmful due to the guilt and shame inculcated by social 

and parental responses.102 

To be sure, Bearchell was not the only lesbian feminist to iconoclastically address issues such as 

intergenerational sex within a gay liberationist framework. For example, Pat Califia increasingly 

published in gay liberation periodicals after she was essentially excommunicated by lesbian feminists in 

San Francisco for positively exploring sadomasochism, pornography, and intergenerational sex. 

Alongside fellow heretic Gayle Rubin, Califia co-founded a lesbian sadomasochism organization called 

Samois in San Francisco in 1978. And in this period, Califia’s iconoclastic writings began to appear in gay 

publications across the Anglo-American world.103 For example, in an article titled “Man/Boy Love and 

the Lesbian/Gay Movement,” Califia criticized widespread notions that children and youth were 

innocent beings requiring protection by age of consent legislation. Inverting the problematic of 

protection, Califia argued that “young lesbians and gay men don’t need to be protected from 

‘corruption’ – they need protection from their repressive families and non-judgmental information 

about human sexuality and gay lifestyles.” Painting a bleak picture of youth socialization, Califia 

suggested that young lesbians and gays were harangued, intimidated, and pressured into conformity 

with heterosexual norms and values by teachers, priests, and at family supper tables. Countless youth 

knew they were attracted to their own sex from a very young age, and Califia asserted that “many of us 

– both women and men – had our first homosexual experience with partners who were older than 

ourselves.” Rather than interpreting the influence of these relations as inherently corrupting or morally 

problematic, Califia regarded them as potentially liberatory, writing:  

Any child old enough to decide whether or not she or he wants to eat spinach, 
play with trucks, or wear shoes is old enough to decide whether or not she or he 
wants to run around naked in the sun, masturbate, sit in somebody’s lap or 
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engage in sexual activity. We should be working to end the artificial state of 
sexual ignorance that children are kept in – not perpetuating or defending it. 
 

Califia held that adults who engaged in sexual relations with youth helped to guide them “across the 

difficult terrain between straight society and the gay community.” Missing from the denunciations and 

demonizations of paedophiles was the reality that “some adults and young people care so deeply about 

each other that they are willing to risk long prison sentences, social stigma, and violence to make 

contact with one another.” Moreover, Califia posited that the real child molesters were “priests, 

teachers, therapists, cops and parents who force their stale morality onto the young people.” Imploring 

the gay and lesbian movement to stop marginalizing and pushing away practitioners of 

intergenerational sex, and accept the legitimacy and political efficacy of their existence, Califia noted 

that,  

Conservative gays may object to drag, leather, sex with youth, hustlers or other 
fringe aspects of gay culture beause they aren’t erotically appealing, seem 
shocking or don’t appear to be politically correct. But straight society recognizes 
only two categories – heterosexuals and queers. America does not reward 
conservative gays for being emotionally stable, working hard at their jobs or 
having rewarding long-term relationships. It rewards them for being invisible. 
And America does not hesitate to use whatever vicious tactic is necessary to 
destroy homosexuals who get too rebellious.104 

 
Another topic that Califia wrote about extensively within a gay liberationist framework was 

sadomasochism (SM). Holding that SM was widely misunderstood by many within the gay and feminist 

movements, Califia set out to clarify such practices with reference to her own personal experiences. 

Once again challenging constructions of children and youth as innocent and asexual, Califia suggested 

that since childhood she had “been constructing a private world of dominance, submission, punishment, 

and pain.” Even as a young girl she was drawn to the erotics of sadism, and as an adult Califia’s primary 

sexual orientation was towards women who derived pleasure from becoming her “sexual slaves.” 

Against the grain of popular perception, Califia conceptualized SM as an inherently consensual activity – 
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a game predicated on preset rules, and governed by a safeword that allowed the submissive partner to 

feign powerlessness even while retaining the ability to stop the proceedings. Responding to criticisms of 

SM as “a manifestation of the same system that dresses girls in pink and boys in blue,” Califia saw SM as 

potentially disruptive, writing that  “our society strives to make masculinity in men and femininity in 

women appear natural and biologically determined. Fetish customs violate this rule by being too 

theatrical and deliberate.” Even the most offensive SM fantasies were parodies rather than 

endorsements, and constituted a changeable dynamic rather than a cemented power relation. 

Depending on the prior organization of roles, a prisoner might overpower a guard, a child might 

dominate a parent, and a slave might rebel against a master. In the final analysis, Califia held that “a free 

society must distinguish between the fantasy or thought of committing a crime and the actual crime.” 

Sadomasochism was not a grotesque manifestation of a pathological sexual order, but a potentially 

productive parody of that order.105 While claiming that the mainstream feminism in the United States 

had “become a moralistic force contributing to the self-loathing and misery experienced by sexual 

minorities,” Califia nevertheless continued to define herself as a lesbian feminist. Inherently hostile to 

trends within cultural feminism that constructed women as more virtuous, graceful, affective, loving, or 

identified with the earth than men, Califia found ample space within a gay liberation framework to 

articulate her view that women were potentially just as sexually aggressive, lewd, erotically charged, 

and depraved as anyone.  

In the present context it is impossible to adequately address the full range of lesbian radicals 

whose writings graced the pages of late gay liberation publications. But to give a final example, Joan 

Nestle was a passionate defender of butch-femme relationships and an ardent supporter of public 

sexual cultures. Born into poverty in the Bronx, Nestle came out as lesbian at the age of 18, and began 

frequenting New York City’s butch-femme, working-class bars in the late 1950s. Enamored with lesbian 
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literature, Nestle obtained scholarships to obtain a postsecondary education in English in the 1960s, 

which culminated in a Master’s from New York University. Hired by the SEEK program at Queens College 

to assist working-class and racialized youth prepare for university, Nestle discovered Albert Memmi, 

whose conception of historical ignorance as a weapon of colonization had a profound impact on her 

thinking. Originally a member of the Daughters of Bilitis, Nestle gravitated towards gay liberation, and 

became involved with the Gay Activist Alliance in the early 1970s, whose Firehouse headquarters she 

recalls as “a liberated territory.” In general terms, Nestle remembers this period as “a decolonization 

moment” for gays and lesbians in New York City.106 In 1974, she attempted to deepen this 

decolonization process by founding the Lesbian Herstory Archives, which was theoretically informed by 

Memmi’s martial conceptualization of history, and took shape in Nestle’s Manhattan apartment. 

Amassing a large collection of diaries, photographs, audio-visual recordings, and ephemera from 

community donations, the fledgling institution soon became a transnational centre of activist research 

into the stunningly diverse history of lesbian experiences and subcultures, practices and ideas. 

Simultaneously involved with gay liberation and lesbian feminism in the 1970s, Nestle 

remembers the negative judgments that many of her comrades heaped on the working-class, butch-

femme bars that formed an important part of her personal history and identity. But while gay men 

sometimes disdained this bar culture, lesbian feminists tended to be more overtly hostile, and even 

attacked butch-femme dynamics as retrograde parodies of heterosexual power relations.  Recalling that 

“I had less trouble with gay liberation than I did with some aspects of lesbian feminism,” Nestle found 

the space to express herself in gay liberation periodicals, particularly in The Body Politic, which accepted 

some of her first published work. For example, in a piece titled “Butch-Femme Relationships: Sexual 

Courage in the 1950s,” Nestle explained that, 

Although I have been a Lesbian for over 20 years and I embrace feminism as a 
world view, I can spot a butch 50 feet away and still feel the thrill of her power. 

                                                           
106

 Joan Nestle, Interview with Scott de Groot, Melbourne, Victoria, 16 April 2013. 



319 
 

Contrary to belief, this power is not brought at the expense of the fem’s identity. 
Butch-fem relationships, as I experienced them, were complex erotic states, not 
phony heterosexual replicas. They were filled with a deeply Lesbian language of 
stance, dress, gesture, love, courage, and autonomy.107 
 

Recounting how expressions of butch-femme relationships in public space often generated heterosexual 

hostility, taunts, and even physical attacks, Nestle wrote that “my understanding of why we angered 

straight spectators so is not that they saw us modeling ourselves after them, but just the opposite – that 

we were symbol of women’s erotic autonomy, a sexual accomplishment that did not include them.”108 

Complaining that butch-femme subcultures of 1950s and 1960s had too often been constructed “as a 

reactionary, non-feminist experience,” Nestle argued that such subcultures should be resolutely 

incorporated into the history of lesbian feminism. Far from expressions of self-hatred or oppressive 

mimicry, butch-femme relationships were authentic outpourings of a sovereign, courageous, and visible 

erotics that disrupted rather than enacted relations of patriarchy.109 Nestle also bemoaned the animus 

expressed towards lesbian sadomasochism, and the refusal of many lesbian feminist publications “to 

give SM Lesbian women space to talk and explore their sexuality.” Here the politics of sexual danger and 

pleasure were by no means mutually exclusive; honouring women who combated sexual harassment 

and founded rape crisis centres should not preclude honouring “the women who struggle to find new 

ways for us to explore sexual desire and fantasies.” And Nestle maintained that, after years of 

oppression, as a consequence of innumerable years of oppression, 

many of us are just beginning to understand the possibilities of erotic choice 
and self-creation. It is this open declaration of our sexual selves that moralists 
and governments have tried to silence. They know that a Lesbian celebrating 
her desire is a symbol of the possibility of social change for all women.110 

 
----- 
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At the close of the 1970s, the poet and social critic Adrienne Rich penned an essay that quickly 

became influential for many lesbian feminists across the Anglo-American world. Titled “Compulsory 

Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” and published in the feminist journal Signs, Rich’s essay 

articulated a powerful critique of assumptions that women were innately or normally heterosexual. 

Describing heterosexuality “as a beachhead of male dominance,” Rich conceptualized lesbianism not 

only as “a source of knowledge and power available to women,” but as a universal aspect of women’s 

lives.111 Whether or not they consciously desired same-sex intercourse, Rich held that all women existed 

on a “lesbian continuum,” which she imagined as a diffuse and corporeally holistic woman-identified 

eroticism that ebbed and flowed throughout individual lives and across all of history. Steeped in the 

thought of cultural feminists such as Mary Daly, Susan Brownmiller, Catherine Mackinnon, and Andrea 

Dworkin, “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence” overflowed with provocative and 

memorable analyses. But for the purposes of this chapter, the most important section of the essay is 

worth quoting at length.  “Lesbians have historically been deprived of a political existence through 

‘inclusion’ as female versions of male homosexuality,” Rich dramatically stated. 

To equate lesbian existence with male homosexuality because each is stigmatized is 
to deny and erase female reality once again. To separate those women stigmatized 
as ‘homosexual’ or ‘gay’ from the complex continuum of female resistance to 
enslavement, and attach them to a male pattern, is to falsify our history. Part of the 
history of lesbian existence is, obviously, to be found where lesbians, lacking a 
coherent female community, have shared a kind of social life and common cause 
with homosexual men. But this has to be seen against the differences of women's 
lack of economic and cultural privilege relative to men; qualitative differences in 
female and male relationships, for example, the prevalence of anonymous sex and 
the justification of pederasty among male homosexuals, the pronounced ageism in 
male homosexual standards of sexual attractiveness, etc. In defining and describing 
lesbian existence I would hope to move toward a dissociation of lesbian from male 
homosexual values and allegiances … Just as the term parenting serves to conceal the 
particular and significant reality of being a parent who is actually a mother, the 
term gay serves the purpose of blurring the very outlines we need to discern, which 
are of crucial value for feminism and for the freedom of women as a group.112 
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Here there could be no question. Lesbians and gay men did not constitute two genders within the same 

sexual category. Their histories intersected only on relatively superficial grounds. Female sexuality was 

fundamentally different from male sexuality, gay or otherwise. And continued associations with gay men 

– a group prone to participating in unsavory practices such as anonymous and intergenerational sex – 

were patently undesirable.113 

Now contrast Rich’s essay to an article by published by the novelist Jane Rule around the same 

time. Simply titled “Why I Write for The Body Politic,” Rule’s piece was far shorter, less influential, and 

intended for activist readers rather than feminist scholars. Nevertheless, “Why I Write for The Body 

Politic” touched on some of the same issues as “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” 

and reached radically different conclusions from an equally lesbian feminist standpoint. Rule wrote that, 

Gay friends of mine, both men and women, who, like me, have established 
themselves in various professions like teaching, writing, the law, often question my 
involvement with The Body Politic, a paper they read only intermittently, about which 
they are nervously ambivalent. They are quick to criticize, to focus on issues they 
themselves would not support, like sexual relationships between adults and children, 
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sexual activity in bars and baths … Neither sexual liberation between men and boys 
nor the baths are priorities of my own, obviously … [But] until our right to consenting 
sexual acts is established, limited only by the rights of others, no homosexual 
behaviour will be protected, because anything any of us does is offensive to the 
majority. Policing ourselves to be less offensive to that majority is to be part of our 
own oppression. Tokenism has never been anything else. By writing for The Body 
Politic, I refuse to be a token, one of those who doesn’t really seem like a lesbian at 
all. If the newspaper is found to be obscene, I am part of that obscenity. And proud 
to be, for, though my priorities and the paper’s aren’t always the same, I have been 
better and more thoughtfully informed about what it is to be homosexual in this 
culture by The Body Politic than by any other paper, offered information about John 
Damien’s case or the legal niceties of crossing the border or the prospect of our 
being in human rights codes across Canada.114 

This passage contains several striking elements. Rule was completely comfortable with using the term 

gay in relation to women. She conceptualized men and women as equally belonging to the category of 

homosexuality. While issues such as intergenerational sex and bathhouses were not sources of personal 

enthusiasm, they formed part of a homosexual cultural domain that had to be defended in toto rather 

than piecemeal. Concretely united by widespread social hostility and state regulation, gays and lesbians 

could achieve a greater understanding of themselves and their world by working together within a 

shared communicative arena. 

 Rich and Rule were not only brilliant authors and respected social critics, they were also self-

identified lesbian feminists. And they conceptualized lesbian feminism in fundamentally different, even 

incommensurable ways. Shelley, Jay, Wills, Valverde, Bearchell, Califia, and Nestle similarly understood 

lesbian feminism in ways that defy any sweeping generalization or totalizing synthesis. While it is 

indisputable that men were the demographic majority within gay liberation in absolute terms, women 

were nevertheless a force within the movement that consistently punched above their demographic 

weight in the context of gay liberation’s overall intellectual and communications history. To be sure, 

many women departed from gay liberation in order to devote their energies to feminism and the 

women’s movement. But decisions in this respect were by no means necessarily predicated on the 
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adoption of a lesbian separatist ideology. Indeed, lesbian departures from gay liberation were 

temporally and substantively idiosyncratic. They were based on everything from frustration with gay 

male sexism, to generalized activist burnout, to the pull factor of greater acceptance vis-à-vis lesbian 

issues within feminism. Simply put, disagreements between gays and lesbians cannot be seamlessly 

grafted onto differences of gender and sexuality, much less onto lesbian feminism as a coherent 

ideology or a unitary movement. 
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Chapter Seven 

“We Will Never Betray You, Brothers and Sisters”: 
Controversies of Child and Youth Sexuality 

 
 

Born in suburban Sydney in 1956, Ken Davis’ childhood was far from a paragon of postwar 

domestic bliss. While his mother was a communist sympathizer, his father had been a member of the 

New Guard -- a fascist political organization -- in the 1930s. And thus politics were a constant source of 

rancour in the Davis family home. Yet husband and wife shared a love of risqué, even banned literature. 

So from a young age, Davis had access to texts that were unavailable to many adult Australians due to 

the country’s unusually parochial censorship regime. He precociously devoured works by D.H. Lawrence, 

Jean Genet, Christopher Isherwood, James Baldwin, and Oscar Wilde. 

While this eclectic reading list provided non-normative ways of thinking about sexuality, it 

simultaneously furnished resources for challenging what Davis saw as the stifling emptiness of capitalist, 

suburban Sydney. He recalls that his first major engagement with leftist thought was a reading of Oscar 

Wilde’s The Soul of Man under Socialism, found in the depths of his parent’s library. Deciding that 

Christianity was bound up with the conformity of suburban life, Davis also turned toward the diverse 

deities of Hinduism, thus following one of his literary heroes, Christopher Isherwood. Curiously and 

unexpectedly, this infatuation with Hinduism became connected to Davis’ first social experiences of 

homosexuality. From 1970, at the age of 14, Davis regularly fled the suburbs to a massive park space in 

Sydney’s centre called The Domain, where he joined the Hindu sect Hare Krishna, thereby meeting a 

number of gay male hippies with whom he freely had sex.  

In The Domain’s politically charged atmosphere Davis also came into contact with a wide range 

of radical causes and leftist print materials. And by 1972, at the age of 16, he left the Hare Krishnas after 

deciding that “looking for personal bliss was egotistical, and you had to do something about the world.” 
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Joining campaigns related to feminism, environmentalism, class struggle, indigenous rights, and the anti-

war movement, he began to develop a new political consciousness steeped in an eclectic mix of 

Marxism, Leninism, Trotskyism, Maoism, Anarchism, Black power, and women’s liberation.1 The fact 

that Davis’ high school was located near the recently established Macquarie University also facilitated 

his budding activism. He recalls that during the early 1970s university radicalism overflowed into many 

Sydney secondary schools, which abounded with leaflets produced by Students for a Democratic 

Society, the Communist Party, the Socialist Youth Alliance, Women’s Liberation, and various anarchist 

groups. 

Before any direct involvement with the movement, Davis had already been exposed to gay 

liberation ideas, which sometimes appeared in countercultural publications circulating across The 

Domain and nearby Paddy’s Market. For example, he remembers the electrifying experience of reading 

Martha Shelley’s “Gay is Good” in an underground newspaper called Playgue. Yet, due to questions 

regarding the importance of gay liberation within the broader project of socialist revolution, as well as 

to personal anxieties surrounding the adoption of a public gay identity, Davis was initially reluctant to 

commit himself to the gay struggle. This changed in 1973 when, at the age of 17, he finally came out to 

his comrades and visited a gay liberation commune in the Bohemian district of Newtown. Arriving during 

a particularly nasty bout of infighting, Davis recalls feeling unwelcome and confused by a theoretical 

sectarianism that was “completely over my head.” Nevertheless, he was soon attending gay liberation 

demonstrations, sometimes even in his high school uniform -- much to the consternation and “profound 

hostility” of onlookers. He also began reading movement periodicals, such as CAMP Ink, Sydney Gay 

Liberation News, and The Body Politic. Before long, Davis was engineering provocative zaps with 

seasoned gay activists. For instance, as seen in Chapter Four, he once took lambs brains -- as 
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representations of lobotomized homosexual brains -- into the office of a prominent Sydney 

psychosurgeon, and threw them “onto his shag carpet, grinding them in as a protest.”2  

While the details of Ken Davis’ life-path are certainly unique, in broad terms his story is far less 

unusual than gay liberation historiography suggests, and it touches on many of the themes explored by 

this chapter. During the 1970s, gay liberationists from across the Anglo-American world engaged 

critically with issues related to child and youth sexuality, and the following examines their perspectives 

on age of consent legislation, systems of education, memories of early sexual experiences, and 

intergenerational sex. But far from simply exploring adult discourses, this chapter also foregrounds 

young people as sexual and political subjects. Indeed, the chapter shows that Davis was but one of many 

intelligent young gay liberationists who developed critical analyses of the world around them. For all 

their differences in terms of geography, education, family background, and pathways into the 

movement, these youths transformed themselves from readers of movement print materials into 

writers and contributors. Moreover, many youth activists sought out sexual relations with adults in a 

fashion that simply cannot be forced into the victim paradigm of Anglo-American cultural assumptions 

and legal frameworks. Of course, this brings us into the controversial and emotionally charged realm of 

intergenerational sex. And unfortunately, in our present historical moment any discussion of this issue 

can only take place within the emotionally charged horizon of sexual abuse, molestation and 

paedophilia – a horizon that helps to explain why the historiography has been so muted on many of the 

above issues. 

----- 

It is difficult to contest the statement that the child molester and the paedophile are among the 

great social monsters of our time. Normally kind, pacific, and accepting people can quickly become 

punitive, implacable, and even violent in relation to these fearsome sexual predators. Perhaps to a 
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greater extent than global warming, homelessness, malnutrition, racism, and a host of other social 

problems, paedophilia and child molestation resonate across the political and ideological spectrum with 

equal emotional force. Few issues within our historical present produce as much common sense 

revulsion, or offer such a carte blanche for governments and law enforcement agencies to expand their 

powers.3 Few issues have generated a greater number of contemporary moral panics in the sociological 

sense as pioneered by Stanley Cohen and Stuart Hall, or have been so effectively deployed to regulate 

queer and other marginalized communities over the past several decades.4  

For example, in the late 1970s New York City inaugurated a decades-long crack-down on the 

free-wheeling sexual subcultures of Times Square. Unleashing police raids, re-zoning initiatives, and new 

bylaws, commercial sex venues were shut down to make way for corporate redevelopment. Often 

justified in the name of family values and protecting children against sexual predators, one of the 

consequences of this crack-down was the destruction of a long-standing, racially-mixed, cross-class, gay 

male sexual subculture, as Samuel Delany has powerfully demonstrated.5  To be sure, this is only one 

instance of a broader trend that has seen the sexuality of imperiled children deployed to regulate urban 

space. Parks and green-spaces in particular have increasingly been cast as territories to which children 

and their guardians have special rights – rights that are in turn referenced to justify the punitive 

regulation of “inappropriate” adult park users, especially those queers for whom privacy can only be 

found in public.6 
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Anxieties over child and youth sexuality have also been deployed to increase police powers and 

to expand what Giorgio Agamben calls the security paradigm.7 For example, in 1994, police in London, 

Ontario staged a press conference calling for a provincial task-force to combat an allegedly burgeoning 

child pornography trade, against a backdrop of stacks of seized video-tapes. Newspaper headlines 

decried the existence of “pedophile underground,” and Ontario’s Solicitor General soon announced 

Project Guardian, an unprecedented campaign to uncover child pornographers, which combined the 

resources of three police departments.8 While no paedophile underground was ever found, and 

although the press conference video-tapes turned out to be mostly Hollywood productions, Project 

Guardian saw the life-shattering arrests of numerous gay men involved with teenage hustlers.9 On the 

other hand, Project Guardian’s instigator, Julian Fantino, soon ascended through the ranks of Ontario’s 

law enforcement administration, eventually becoming a federal cabinet minister in a tough-on-crime, 

neoconservative government.  This story is not anomalous. As Roger Lancaster notes, fears regarding 

sexual threats to children have been effectively mobilized by conservative legislators and police forces in 

ways that have helped shift norms of governance away from rights and welfare provision towards 

security and protection. For Lancaster, as for Lisa Duggan and Benjamin Shepard, closely sequenced sex 
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panics centred on children and youth have comingled with panics over crime, drugs, and terrorism to 

facilitate the rise of neo-conservative electoral success and the expansion of the security state.10 

Another consequence of anxieties over paedophilia has been populist vigilantism, as occurred in 

the English city of Portsmouth in 2000.  After the tabloid News of the World began publishing the names 

of registered sex offenders, a group calling itself Residents Against Paedophiles rampaged through a 

public housing project over several days, smashing windows, torching cars and firebombing homes of 

suspected child molesters.11 Despite this, News of the World’s “name and shame” campaign received 

significant public support in Britain, and the sitting Labour government eventually enacted many of the 

tabloid’s demands for the draconian sentencing and monitoring of sex offenders.12 Chrysanthi Leon 

argues that such populism all but forces even progressive politicians to pursue expensive, sweeping, and 

often ineffective policies to punitively incarnate anyone convicted of sexual offences against young 

people.13 Theoretically, Zygmunt Bauman has framed the problem as one of “liquid modernity,” 

suggesting that, in a cultural ambiance of constant but diffuse fears, the paedophile has become as an 

unusually corporeal and tangible object upon which people collectively unload anxiety, frustration, and 

anger. For Bauman, such outbursts of solidarity against hated enemies is one of the ways that Western 
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societies seek to vanquish – albeit ephemerally and unsatisfyingly -- the harrowing experience of 

atomization, uprootedness, and disconnection that are hallmarks of liquid or late modernity.14   

Perceived sexual threats to children and youth have also been mobilized to support the 

regulation of racialized communities, as occurred in 2007 when the Australian Federal Government 

embarked on a colonial “emergency intervention” in the Northern Territory.  Responding to a report 

titled Little Children are Sacred, which charged that the sexual abuse of children on Aboriginal lands was 

a widespread and often unreported problem, this emergency intervention included but was not limited 

to: restrictions on alcohol and pornography in Aboriginal lands; linkages between welfare support and 

child school attendance; compulsory health checks for Aboriginal children; and increased levels of 

policing in Northern Territory communities.15 Despite a necessary suspension of the Racial 

Discrimination Act of 1975, this intervention was rapidly passed by the Australian House of 

Representatives with bipartisan support, and then by Senate without amendment, as Sarah Maddison 

has explored.16 While extreme in scale, the intervention was certainly in keeping with a pervasive 

contemporary tendency whereby nations and social groups are judged -- and deemed in need of colonial 

rescue -- on the basis of their ability to provide a universal, normative and innocent childhood free from 

adult sexuality.17  

Thus many scholars suggest that even at a minimal threshold of rationality and social justice, 

something has gone quite wrong with how Anglo-American societies respond to real and imagined 

sexual dangers to children and youth.  However, this is not a suggestion that most people want to hear, 

and scholars simply cannot publish critical work on paedophilia and related issues without facing 
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considerable risks, such as negative professional consequences and public hostility. For example, Judith 

Levine’s study Harmful to Minors, which argues that the horror surrounding intergenerational sexual 

encounters is what generates the greatest negative psychological and social repercussions for young 

people themselves, was rejected numerous commercial presses by editors who found the topic too 

controversial.  When finally published by the University of Minnesota Press, the book unleashed a 

torrent of criticism and demands for a state review of the University of Minnesota’s process of 

publication selection.18 Moreover, James Kincaid was falsely condemned in the British press as “a 

passionate champion of paedophilia” on the basis of scholarship critizing the narrative construction of 

paedophilia within the frame of a Gothic horror story, and highlighting the dangerous contraction 

between demonizing intergenerational sexual desires while relentlessly sexualizing young people in 

capitalist media.19 No doubt these and many other scholars can relate to Terry Goldie’s anecdote 

regarding a research term at the Library of Congress: “I was able to request a variety of books on 

sexology without raising an eyebrow, but when I moved on to books about pedophilia, the disdain of the 

staff handing me books was evident. Perhaps I should have worn a white lab coat with a ‘Dr. Goldie’ 

nameplate.”20  

In addition to establishing the turbulent politics of knowledge that this chapter cautiously 

navigates, the above examples have been explored because they highlight an important ambiance 

within which queer history has developed as an academic field over the past several decades. Search for 

histories of gay liberation treating the movement’s radical thought on child and youth sexuality.21 Scour 

monographs of Anglo-American gay liberation movements for detailed treatments of activist writings on 
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intergenerational sex. One may find discussions of how the enemies of gay liberation used false but 

culturally longstanding conflations of homosexuality with paedophilia to inflame public sentiments 

against the movement and justify state repression. And one may encounter treatments of how anxieties 

surrounding child and youth sexuality were mobilized by conservative forces to resist the campaigns and 

demands of gay liberation. But while such discussions contain important truths, they only address half 

the story. Indeed, historians have often been silent – or at least quite cautious and circumspect -- about 

the considerable extent to which gay liberationists vigorously and repeatedly challenged constructions 

of children and youth as innocent and asexual beings necessarily harmed by sexual encounters with 

adults. Simply put, activist conceptualizations of intergenerational sex as politically positive or even 

revolutionary have frequently been glossed over or ignored. 

For example, Fred Fejes’ study, Gay Rights and Moral Panic: The Origins of America’s Debate on 

Homosexuality, claims that “by the mid-1970s the politics of the gay community had evolved from 

revolution and radical liberation to accommodation and liberal reform.”22 And he completely ignores 

elements of radical thought on child and youth sexuality that persisted throughout the decade. This is 

quite remarkable, as Fejes’ book focuses on Christian conservative efforts -- particularly Anita Bryant’s 

Save Our Children campaign -- to block gay political gains by constructing homosexuals as a threat to 

young people.23 Also noteworthy is that Stephen L. Cohen’s study, The Gay Liberation Youth Movement 

in New York, studiously avoids issues of intergenerational sex. Indeed, in exploring the history of 

organizations such as the Gay International Youth Society of George Washington High School, Cohen has 

surprisingly little to say about youth perspectives on or experiences of sexual relations with adult 
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activists.24 Similarly absent is any discussion of concerns over molestation and paedophilia, which would 

have provided an important context for understanding opposition to gay youth organizing on the part of 

parents and educators.  One could go on and on, but the point here is not to reprimand individual 

scholars for their silences, or suggest that there has been no discussion of these issues whatsoever.25 

Rather, the point is to understand the reasons for this scholarly reticence in order to get beyond it. And 

here one must turn to the interaction between the politics of gay pride and the historical development 

of academic queer history. 

As David Halperin and Valerie Traub note, since the 1970s gay pride has become the rallying cry 

for a broad spectrum of homosexual politics, as an expression of demands of legitimacy, dignity, 

acceptance, and the complete destigmatization of homosexuality and same-sex eroticism.26 To be sure, 

the project of asserting gay pride has not been restricted to parades, protests, T-shirts, banners, and 

chants. A great many queer historians whet their intellectual teeth as lesbian and gay activists, and 

remain deeply embedded within the politics of gay pride academically. Moreover, until quite recently, 

even those queer historians without preceding involvement in social movement activism found that 

their field necessitated considerable struggle within the university. Not so long ago, graduate students 

were often discouraged from undertaking theses on queer topics, and many considered “the history of 

homosexual a marginal field, if not an embarrassing and distasteful subject of study,” as the pioneering 

anthology Hidden from History put it. 27  
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So in the formative years of their field, queer historians often found themselves simultaneously 

fighting for institutional legitimacy, and seeking to support the struggles of the communities from 

whence they came. Undoubtedly, both objectives were well served by the de-stigmatizing agenda of gay 

pride. As professionalizing queer historians delved into themes such as resistance to pathologization, 

community-building in the face of social hostility, and early forms of political mobilization, they did so in 

ways that were both useful to queer communities, and made significant contributions to established 

academic fields such as social and urban history.28  Yet despite its early academic necessity, the politics 

of gay pride has also had the effect of limiting – at times even foreclosing -- important issues within 

queer history that might be considered embarrassing, uncomfortable, or politically unwise. Indeed, 

there has been a tendency to minimize or avoid topics that queer communities would rather not 

remember, or that might disturb historian colleagues, or that could provide fodder for homophobic 

policy. As Halperin and Traub put it, concerns that research into topics that 

might be used against lesbian and gay men … has led to an unofficial and 
informal ban on the investigation of certain unsettling or undignified aspects of 
homosexuality. Without consciously engaging in a publicity campaign on behalf 
of lesbians and gay men, practitioners of queer studies, alert to the themes and 
discursive operations of homophobia, tend to avoid subjects that seem to 
vindicate anti-gay prejudice or that simply do not lend themselves to the 
requirements of gay self-affirmation. 29 
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In this context it is unsurprising that historians of gay liberation have been reticent to address issues of 

intergenerational sex and paedophilia, given longstanding deployments of such issues by the enemies of 

queer communities and political movements (as we will explore in detail in the next chapter). 

Yet the days since queer history had to fight tooth and nail for academic credibility have largely 

passed, just as queer communities have made stunning gains in terms of liberal rights and social 

recognition. Thus it seems that the time has come to address gay liberation’s radicalism with regards to 

child and youth sexuality and intergenerational sex for at least three reasons.  The first and substantive 

reason is simply that activists continued to write about such issues despite the risk of regulatory 

intervention and in the face of considerable hostility. In other words, it happened, and understanding 

this fact better will enhance scholarly understanding of the movement. Second and methodologically, 

examining gay liberation’s radical thought on child and youth sexuality is important because young 

people were participants in the process. As historian Louise Jackson has noted, “histories of youth and 

sexuality have overwhelmingly examined processes of categorization and regulation by adults rather 

than the experiences of young people themselves.”30 And gay liberation periodicals provide historians of 

youth sexuality with a unique and resource for those who wish to move beyond the history of discourse, 

and study young people as sexual and political subjects. Third and genealogically is the fact that 

excavating the movement’s radical thought provides a way of recovering alternative ways of thinking 

about child and youth sexuality that can be used to distance us from the violence of contemporary 

common sense. As founded by Nietzsche and elaborated by Foucault, genealogy does not look into the 

past for points of origins. Rather it seeks out those forgotten moments and buried ideas that reveal the 

contingency and alterity of the present; it seeks historical resources for combatting moral certainties, 
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platitudes, and false universals with poisonous effects in the present.31  But here a qualification must be 

posited. No doubt there are particular elements of gay liberationist thought on child and youth sexuality 

that readers will encounter as antiquarian, unhelpful, problematic, naïve, and so forth. Yet one does not 

have to accept the thought of gay liberationists’ completely to recognize that the movement embarked 

on a challenging and worthwhile dialogue marked by considerable openness, intelligence, rationality, 

and courage.  For genealogical reasons, it is a dialogue worth remembering – indeed one that activists 

such as Ken Davis retrospectively regard as among gay liberation’s most important conversations.  

----- 
 

The first area of gay liberation writing on children and youth concerned a legal problem, namely 

age of consent. And here it is necessary to provide a brief legal history to furnish a broader context both 

for the discussion, beginning with the United Kingdom. It was not until the late nineteenth century that 

age of consent was introduced into English common law, when vague medieval injunctions against sex 

with female children under the age of twelve were clarified and revised upwards.32 However, the 

concept of consensual sex between men became judicially legible in the United Kingdom only with 

Sexual Offences Act of 1967.33 Debated within the influential horizon of the Wolfenden Report, the 

Sexual Offences Act partially decriminalized sex between two consenting male adults within a tightly 

circumscribed private space (lesbian sex was never illegal), establishing 21 as the age of consent for 

homosexuals, as opposed to 16 for heterosexuals. This unequal situation was primarily designed to 

protect young people, as they were deemed uniquely susceptible to homosexuality’s corrupting and 

pathological influence. Thus the Sexual Offences Act exuded a “logic of containment” that explicitly 
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sought to prevent any increase in homosexuality, particularly in the next generation, as Mathew Waites 

puts it.34  

Canada’s history of homosexual law reform unfolded in a similar fashion. In 1969 the Canadian 

Parliament passed the Criminal Law Amendment Act, a sweeping reform of criminal law championed by 

Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau. While famously asserting that the state had no place in the bedrooms of 

the nation, Trudeau was clear that the state had a firm place in protecting the nation’s young people. 

Indeed, Criminal Law Amendment Act set the age of consent for homosexuals at 21 in stark contrast to 

14 for heterosexuals as a way of quelling criticism. On Parliament Hill, as in civil society, a great deal of 

opposition to the decriminalization focused on fears regarding the homosexual corruption and infection 

of youth.35  Thus setting the homosexual age of consent at 21 allowed the Trudeau Liberals to argue that 

they sought to abolish antiquated laws inappropriately punishing the sick, while suggesting that “legal 

mechanisms were still in place to thwart the spread of this ‘disease’ via the ‘recruitment’ of vulnerable 

younger men,” as David Kimmel and Daniel Robinson put it.36  

True to form, the United States and Australia – constellations of state-level criminal jurisdictions 

-- saw a much more uneven history of law reform and age of consent legislation. While Illinois repealed 

state sodomy laws in 1961, it was not until the 1970s that significant reform began to occur across the 

United States. Over the course of the 1970s, some state legislatures overturned sodomy laws entirely, 

while others lessened the seriousness of sodomy from a felony to a misdemeanor. Occasionally state 

judges rather than politicians took the lead in striking down sodomy laws. However sodomy laws 
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remained on the books in the vast majority of American jurisdictions by 1980.37 In Australia, the 

decriminalization of homosexuality was only slightly less chaotic and protracted. While South Australia 

and the Australian Capital Territory had both decriminalized homosexuality by 1976, most states faced 

years of draft proposals, contentious legislative debates, and failed private members bills. As in the 

United States, Australian battles for law reform were consistently vexed by the issue of age of consent. 

And as Graham Willett has shown, activists generally lost battles for equal ages of consent for 

homosexuals and heterosexuals even where they won overall wars to achieve decriminalization.38  While 

homosexuality as such remained criminal in New Zealand during the 1970s, when the Homosexual Law 

Reform Act was enacted in 1986, New Zealand became one of the first Anglo-American jurisdictions to 

unequivocally equalise age of consent for homosexuals and heterosexuals at 16, as Laurie Guy has 

explored.39 

So what, in summary, was the legal situation facing Anglo-American gay liberation in the 1970s? 

In jurisdictions where homosexual acts as such remained criminal, general concerns over the corrupting 

influence of homosexuality on children and youth recurrently stymied and delayed decriminalization 

efforts. Moreover, in virtually every jurisdiction where homosexuality had been decriminalized, major 

discrepancies existed between homosexual and heterosexual ages of consent. Jurisprudentially, these 

consent laws did not exactly presuppose that youths below a certain age were unwilling participants in 

sexual activity. Rather, such laws presupposed that young people did not have formal consent to give or 

withdraw, and that their willingness was irrelevant. Thus as David Archard notes, in effect the law could 

                                                           
37

 William N. Eskridge, Gaylaw: Challenging the Apartheid of the Closet (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1999): 85-101; 252. To be sure, the final death knell of state sodomy legislation did not arrive nationally until 2003 
with Lawrence v. Texas. Also see: William N. Eskridge, “The Many Faces of Sexual Consent,” William and Mary Law 
Review, 47 (1995); Richard A. Posner and Katherine B. Silbaug, A Guide to America’s Sex Laws (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1996). 
38

 Graham Willett, Living Out Loud: A History of Lesbian and Gay Activism in Australia (St. Leonards, NSW: Allen & 
Unwin, 2000).   
39

 Laurie Guy, Worlds in Collison: The Gay Debate in New Zealand, 1960-1986 (Wellington: Victoria University Press, 
2002). 



339 
 

only see children and many youths as asexual beings.40 And because the concept of consent is 

predicated on a level of competence, mature reason, and moral faculty, the implication of unequal ages 

of consent for heterosexual and homosexual sex was abundantly clear. In the eyes of the law, 

homosexual sex was ethically more consequential, morally grave, and potentially harmful than 

heterosexual sex. This situation was ethically unacceptable to all gay liberationists, regardless of their 

particular theoretical or political convictions. 

----- 

Contrary to the assertions of some of the historiography, gay liberation’s engagement with legal 

and legislative issues was extensive. Concern with law reform, human rights, and other ostensibly liberal 

concerns were never beyond the pale of the movement, unless gay liberation is conceived in a dismally 

narrow fashion. Throughout the 1970s movement periodicals overflowed with writing on age of consent 

laws, which tended to express one of two major demands. First, the harmonization of homosexual and 

heterosexual ages of consent within the existing legal frameworks. Second, the total abolition of such 

laws in of favour entirely contextual criteria of consent.  

Arguments for harmonization were expounded most often by activists teetering on the edge of 

gay liberation, or entirely outside the movement as constructed in some historiographically narrower 

definitions. Indeed, harmonization was the position adopted by the British Campaign for Homosexual 

Equality (CHE) and many chapters of the Australian Campaign Against Moral Persecution (CAMP). For 

example, writing in Gay News in 1973, Tony Ryde explained that the CHE’s “objective is simply to 

remove from the statute book discrimination between homosexual and heterosexual relationships.” 

And while acknowledging the theoretical desirability of abolishing age of consent laws, Ryde deemed 

such a position to be “so far from the realms of reality that to make it our declared objective would get 
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us no nearer to solving the dilemma of the under 21s.”41 Writing in CAMP Ink in 1972, Lex Watson 

expressed a similar position with regards to homosexual law reform debates in South Australia.42 

However, radical gay liberationists who saw their movement as inherently revolutionary also 

sometimes advocated for age of consent harmonization. For instance, in Come Together in 1971, 

London’s Gay Liberation Front simultaneously attacked the machinery of psychiatric power, expressed 

solidarity with struggles against capitalism and imperialism, and called for the age of consent for gay 

men to “be reduced to the same as that for heterosexuals.”43 Notwithstanding the GLF position that the 

law was an oppressive instrument of bourgeois power, unequal ages of consent constituted an 

intolerable situation in practical terms, and demands for harmonization were seen as important first 

steps on the road to achieving broader revolutionary goals. Similarly, the Canadian “We Demand” 

manifesto, proclaimed from Parliament Hill and in Vancouver in 1971, decried the “obvious inequity” of 

Canada’s Criminal Code, and sought “a uniform age of consent for all female and male homosexual and 

heterosexual acts.”44 Often presented as the Canadian gay liberation movement’s founding document, 

this manifesto was submitted to the federal government, and featured prominently in the first issue of 

The Body Politic. As The Body Politic collective noted, pursuing law reform was not incommensurable 

with forms of radical politics such as consciousness-raising and coalition building. Rather, such 

endeavours were conceptualized as mutually reinforcing aspects of a diverse but common struggle 

against gay oppression.45 

Across the Anglo-American world many gay liberation periodicals printed arguments for 

harmonizing ages of consent at one or point another over the 1970s, but perhaps none more 
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consistently than London’s Gay News. Indeed, the newspaper’s editorial board adopted a strong pro-

harmonization position and frequently attacked the absurdities inherent in the United Kingdom’s age of 

consent discrepancies. For example, the paper often attacked the fact that Britons could vote, marry, 

drink alcohol, serve on juries, join the military, and die for their country upon reaching “the magic age” 

of 18 – even while the law denied that they possessed sufficient judgement or maturity to engage in 

homosexual relations. “If someone is considered adult enough to condemn or release someone accused 

of a crime,” the newspaper contended, “then surely they must be capable of exploring their sexuality in 

whatever direction it takes them.”46  

Of course, Gay News’ editors were not blind to the practical difficulties inherent in demanding 

the equalisation of age of consent laws at 16. Gay activists were far from immune from the powerful 

social anxieties surrounding the entire issue of youth sexuality, making the issue of consent internally 

divisive. Another potential problem was the widespread belief that anyone interested in lowering age of 

consent laws was simply pursuing their own sexual gratification, and thus risked being labeled a threat 

to the innocence of children and youth. This risk was particularly great for gay people, given 

longstanding conflations between homosexuality and paedophilia. However, Gay News activists 

regarded fighting for harmonization as their moral responsibility, as age of consent discrepancies were 

greatly contributing to the oppression of gay youth. Struggling to correct this judicial imbalance was 

seen as a struggle against the misery and suffering of gay youths, whose behaviours the law constructed 

as abnormal vis-à-vis their heterosexual peers.47   

Nevertheless, throughout the 1970s a large number of gay liberationists also rejected age of 

consent completely, and refused to accept the legitimacy of regulation of child and youth sexuality. For 

example, in 1971 Come Together activists wrote that in proper historical context, age of consent laws 

were little more than remnants of bourgeois social control dating back to the Victorian era. Enacted in 
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an era of industrialization, major population growth, and the increasing demographic prominence of 

young people, age of consent legislation was connected to broader state efforts to limit the power of 

youth and the working-class alike. In this formulation, just as young people were often exploited as 

labourers yet denied rights of citizenship, they were sexual actors denied legal rights to their own 

bodies. “Age of consent legislation, whether at twenty-one or sixteen is a ludicrous nonsense,” Come 

Together concluded. 48 

Taking a similarly critical stance in the inaugural 1975 issue of Campaign, William DuBay 

asserted that in the wake of recent sexological and psychological research, it was no longer tenable to 

regard children and youth as asexual beings necessarily harmed by or unable to consent to erotic 

encounters. Examining Chapter Five of Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, DuBay claimed that 

orgasms were regularly observed in infants, and pre-pubescent boys achieved erections and orgasms 

more quickly than adults.  Briskly noting the work of sexologists and psychologists such as Manfred 

Guttmacher, Laurretta Bender, and Abram Blau, DuBay suggested that horrified social reactions to 

intergenerational sex, including formal court proceedings, were likely more traumatic and harmful to 

young participants than sex acts themselves. He chided the tendency of some activists to applaud the 

passage of legal reform, while meekly submitting to provisions which “deny the sexual rights of youths 

as well as condemn their adult contacts to the most tyrannical and arbitrary forms of law.”49  

Writing in Gay Left in 1976, Emmanuel Cooper developed a similar position, albeit with 

reference to feminist theory rather than sexology. Criticizing a National Council for Civil Liberties report 

establishing 10 years as a hypothetical limit beneath which sexual consent was impossible, Cooper 

explored the inherent limitations of pegging consent to any particular age, for two main reasons. On the 

one hand, consent implied that individuals involved in a transaction must possess the ability to 

understand the situation, as well as the ability to decline as well as accept. And by this definition, it was 

                                                           
48

 “Age of Consent,” Come Together, 8 (1971). 
49

 William DuBay, “Age of Consent?” Campaign, 1 (September 1975). Reprinted from The Advocate. 



343 
 

certainly not impossible for a child below the age of ten to consent to sexual activity by expressing their 

desire or refusal, unless one denied children agency and intelligence to an intolerable extent. On the 

other hand, Cooper saw the question of consent as essentially meaningless in the context of a 

patriarchal society in which men dominated women, and in which children and youth were dominated 

by their families, and possessed virtually no legal rights. “With the full weight of society behind the 

father, how far does his daughter feel able to resist his sexual demands?” Cooper rhetorically asked. For 

Cooper, the very concept of consent was at once too full and too empty to be of much use. In its place 

he suggested that, at least within contemporary social conditions, harm should become the guiding 

criterion for establishing conditions of sexual legitimacy. Indeed, rather than using the blunt regulatory 

instrument of age of consent, in Cooper’s view each case would be considered on a contextual and 

individual basis, above all with reference to whether physical harm, pain, and force were involved.50 

Of all the Anglo-American gay liberation periodicals, one of the most consistently radical on the 

issue of age of consent was Gay Tide. Between 1973 and 1979, the newspaper repeatedly addressed the 

topic, and not only took a strong position against any regulation of child and youth sexuality by the 

state, but foregrounded the radical potential of liberating young people from the oppressive 

mechanisms of heterosexual socialization. In this analysis, children and youth were almost invariably 

discouraged from exploring their “natural human capacity for homosexuality.” Indeed, they were 

disciplined by parents and educators in ways that strove for their integration into received patterns of 

heterosexual monogamy and the patriarchal nuclear family. To permit and encourage the non-

normative sexual experimentation to which children and youth were prone was thus to open them to 

new sexual possibilities, and weaken the social reproduction of oppressive norms and institutions. In 

other words, it was politically necessary for gay liberation to attack “the belief that young people are not 

fully human, and hence not capable of making decisions about the use of their own bodies.” By 
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corollary, it was necessary to agitate, relentlessly and unapologetically, for the abolition of any and all 

age of consent laws.51 

A second major theme of gay liberationist writings on children and youth concerned systems of 

education. Indeed, from the very emergence of the movement, systems of education were often singled 

out by activists as cornerstones of gay oppression given their function in an overall process of 

socialization that reproduced homophobic social relations. Demands for the radical transformation of 

education systems were often included in most early movement manifestos and programmatic 

statements. Such manifestos could take on both universalizing and minoritizing tones. In a minoritizing 

vein, Carl Wittman’s 1970 “A Gay Manifesto” called for the establishment of specifically gay schools, as 

part of his vision for establishing a liberated gay territory in California with separate and autonomous 

institutions. However, in a universalizing tone, Gay Sunshine contemporaneously demanded “that a free 

education system present the entire range of human sexuality without advocating any one form or style; 

that sex roles and sex-determined skills not be fostered by the schools.”52 The contrast here is quite 

stark, but in practice, minoritizing and universalizing conceptualizations were frequently blended 

together within gay liberationist thought on education. 

At the heart of many gay liberationist emphases on education systems was a strong sense that 

youth and childhood in particular were periods during which personalities and psyches were most 

malleable, and could be most effectively channeled into the requirements of an oppressive social order. 

For instance, in Camp Ink in 1976, an activist collective from New South Wales asserted that while sexual 

characteristics were established at birth, masculine and feminine social roles were inappropriately 

imposed on children in ways that established life-long patterns. Writing that “the education system 
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functions to perpetuate heterosexism,” the New South Wales activists proposed that schools did so by 

“presenting the nuclear family as the only possible life-style and denying all others. Thus homosexual 

students see their future in terms only of heterosexuality.” Specifically, they charged that teachers and 

curricula promoted gendered expectations that had nothing to do with gay and lesbian lives – namely, 

expectations that women would marry, bear children, and tend to domestic space, while men would be 

providers as heads of the family unit. Thus they demanded that teachers examine their entrenched 

heterosexism; that non-sexist, gay resource material representing a variety of lifestyles be made 

available in schools; and that homosexual teachers be permitted to “teach what they are.”53  

Similarly, writing in Gay Marxist in 1973, John Ijoyd identified schools as possessing great power 

to shape behaviour patterns “that persist during the course of a lifetime.” A teacher himself, Ijoyd 

charged that “the school is a machine which conditions children to accept the values of this exploitative 

society and does so with incredible efficiency,” and he saw schoolbooks and children’s literature as key 

mechanisms of this inculcation. Indeed, Ijoyd bemoaned the fact that children developed basic literacy 

skills through books imparting racist and sexist perspectives -- books “containing pictures of golliwogs 

and the stereotypes of mothering women, demure little girls, assertive boys and fatherly men.” In 

particular, he pointed to the Ladybird Keyword Reading Scheme -- a teaching tool for millions of English 

school children between the ages of six and nine -- as replete with scenes of white, middle-class 

privilege and gendered representations of boys and girls. Ijoyd concluded that “as Black radicals fight 

racism those in the women’s and gay movements fight sexism. If this is our task it is logical to start the 

fight at the root of the situation … to fight sexism in children’s books is to do just this.”54 

In a 1974 Gay Liberation Press article (reprinted by Gay Liberator in 1975), Dennis Altman also 

positioned education as fundamental to the overall project of achieving gay liberation, which for him 

entailed nothing less than “the remaking of human nature itself.” Conceptualizing human nature as 
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socially determined in its present, undesirable form by liberal-capitalist ideology, Altman ironically 

regarded education as both a problem and a solution. On the one hand, he noted that it was difficult to 

image a system of education genuinely committed to principles of liberation outside of an already 

liberated society. But on the other hand, it was difficult to imagine the creation of a liberated society 

independent of a liberated education system. Refusing to be paralyzed by this “Catch 22,” Altman 

articulated an approach to educational transformation that fused utopian goals with incremental 

proposals. He wrote that “there is no necessary tension between ‘reform’ and ‘revolution;’ one can seek 

specific and limited changes without losing sight of the much greater and encompassing goal.” 

In practical terms, Altman desired policy changes to eliminate discrimination against 

homosexual teachers at the level of hiring, and protections for gay teachers to publicly identify 

themselves as such, thus providing a positive model of identification for students. Moreover, he 

demanded the removal of anti-gay bias from subjects such as history, literature, psychology, and law, 

and the inclusion of course content on everything from the homosexual purges in Nazi Germany, to the 

sexual writings of celebrated authors such as Walt Whitman, André Gide, and Gertrude Stein. Yet, 

Altman also demanded that this content be integrated within the general curriculum, and expressed 

trepidation that it might be confined to gay studies courses. He did not want to choose between two 

roles for education systems, namely providing support for self-identified homosexuals, and for those 

whose “sexual identity is not yet fixed.” Relying on a Neo-Freudian, Marcusean framework, Altman 

asserted that “particularly among those of student age sexuality is fluid.” And he proposed a situation in 

which “those who remain unaware of or frightened by their homosexual feelings” would have access to 

affirmations of the diverse texture of human sexuality through appropriately progressive, open-ended 

teaching tools. A lynchpin of Altman’s strategy here was to combat “educational homophobia.” By 

reducing homophobia within schools, it would be possible to provide a basis for greater numbers of 

people to openly question their sexuality and reject the narrow confines into which it was channelled. 
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Reducing homophobia would also help those gay identified students who had been taught to regard 

homosexual feelings as wrong and harmful, and felt isolated, confused, unhappy, desperate, and even 

suicidal.  So, combatting homophobia was conceived here as generating both universalizing and 

minoritizing effects, as having both reformist and potentially revolutionary implications.55 

To be sure, not all activists shared Altman’s optimism that education systems could be reshaped 

in positive directions, much less function as surreptitious incubators of revolutionary change. Contrary 

to Altman’s qualified sense that sexual education offered liberatory promise, in Come Together in 1971, 

Sarah and David attacked such courses as insidiously oppressive. While employing a similarly Freudian-

Marcusesan framework, they argued that sexual education, on the contrary, was a mechanism for 

sublimating and taming the powerful and unruly force of human sexuality in the interests of a capitalist 

social order. Here sexual education became a way of hiving sexuality off from the totality life, funneling 

it into productive pursuits, taming its powers through stale diagrams, and sterilising it “for classroom 

dissection.” According to Sarah and David, a subterranean goal of sexual education was “to make sex as 

boring and remote from life as mathematics or geography,” and to isolate and compartmentalize it in a 

way that “kills off the very essence of sexuality, which is its comprehensiveness.” Sexual education was 

designed to tame a polymorphous totality and push it towards sanctioned outlets and functional social 

requirements. 

Turning from theory to an empirical analysis of sex education literature, Sarah and David 

examined the 1970 National Secular Society’s pamphlet Sex Education: The Erroneous Zone, which 

harshly criticized almost all of the forty-two British sex education textbooks that it reviewed. Attacking 

the vast majority of these texts as obscurantist, anti-sex, moralistic, outdated, and even “vicious in their 

effects on children’s psychological development,” The Erroneous Zone recommended only two books, 

namely: Girls and Sex and Boys and Sex by the psychiatrist W.B. Pomeroy. Reviewing these books as 
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paragons of contemporary liberal thinking on sexuality and sex education, Sarah and David found that 

Pomeroy did not treat homosexuality as wicked or sick, and that he encouraged tolerance towards 

homosexuals, denouncing bullying and other forms of harassment as unacceptable. Yet Sarah and David 

also discovered that while Pomeroy espoused the pleasures and benefits of heterosexual relationships, 

he studiously refrained from noting the pleasures of gay sex, and even suggested that homosexuality 

was to be tolerated but never encouraged on account of the social hardships it entailed. In the final 

analysis, they concluded that “Pomeroy’s brand of liberalism is just as oppressive to gay people as the 

traditional bigotry he condemns because [he] sees individuals as the problem not society.” For Sarah 

and David, it was a structural indictment of sex education that of the forty-two books reviewed by the 

National Secular Society, these fundamentally oppressive texts were the best of the bunch.56  

In a similarly critical vein, in The Body Politic in 1972 Gerald Hannon argued that the introduction 

of sexual education into the curriculum in Ontario schools had actually made the situation worse for gay 

students. Filled with anger upon encountering John Burt and Linda Brower’s 1970 text Education for 

Sexuality, which suggested that homosexuality was “a pitiable flight from life” and “a pernicious 

sickness,” Hannon telephoned 22 schools in the Toronto area to ascertain how sexual education was 

being approached in terms of curriculum. Many schools responded with hostility to questions about gay 

issues, and some educators even hung up or threatened him over the phone (although, interestingly, 

seven schools responded with invitations to speak or requests for more information).  And upon 

reflection, Hannon concluded that before the advent of sexual education, “gay and straight students 

were more or less in the same boat. Gay youth certainly had it worse, but at least there were no official 

indictments of their life style to add to the hostility of their peer group.” Furthermore, Hannon 

suggested that by bringing homosexuality to the attention of the class in a negative fashion, the hostility 

of peers was intensified. However, Hannon held out hope, as many gay liberationists did, “that our 
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educational systems could be a potent liberation force.” He reasoned that “if one heard from the age of 

9 or 10 that homosexuality was just another band in the sexual spectrum, it might be difficult to grow up 

into a sexual bigot.”57 Such ambivalence was a common feature of gay liberationist writing on education.  

----- 

Rather than seeking unlikely state-level policy reforms or primarily theorizing on the subject, 

some gay liberationists sought to force their agenda into schools by physically entering them and 

influencing students, particularly in the early years of the movement. This generally entailed securing 

some form of invitation, either from radical teachers or students themselves, and then arriving at a local 

school to do precisely what conservative moralists such as Anita Bryant accused gays of doing – namely 

proselytizing. For example, in 1970 in Gay Sunshine Kostantine Berlandt recounted the chaotic scene 

that resulted when a group of gay liberationists at Willard Junior High School in Berkeley, California, 

attempted to address a “social living” class, after soliciting an invitation from a progressive teacher. The 

day began simply enough, with the activists fielding basic questions from students about homosexuality. 

However, after the first period, news of the unusual visitors spread through the school, and by mid-

morning students not enrolled in the social living course were attempting to enter the classroom, 

peering through the windows, and crowding around in the halls outside. At this point, the school’s 

principal ordered the gay liberationists to leave due to an erosion of discipline, and he refused their 

request to address a school-wide assembly. Ostensibly departing, the activists circled back and 

continued to spread positive information about homosexuality amongst a large group of students in an 

adjacent park, and even began kissing one another. Student reaction ranged from fascination to hostility 

and verbal abuse. While school staff subsequently expressed anger over what had gone on in the park, 
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the activists were unrepentant. “Our purpose in going to the public schools is to open up the 

atmosphere so Gay sisters and brothers can be upfront,” Berlandt wrote.58 

An equally contentious episode occurred when a group of Detroit gay liberationists demanded 

the opportunity to speak at Denby High School in 1970. Indeed, Gay Liberator recounted that while 

activists were originally invited by students to air their views at a school forum on contemporary politics, 

Denby teaching staff vetoed the invitation. The Detroit Gay Liberation Front nevertheless dispatched 

several members. But upon arrival Denby’s principal sternly indicated that they were “neither invited 

nor welcome.” In the resulting confrontation, participants from women’s liberation and Students for a 

Democratic Society threatened to walk out if gay liberationists were barred from speaking at the forum. 

So Denby’s administration relented, and the gay liberationists presented a brief history of their 

movement and discussed various forms of prejudice against homosexuals in American society, followed 

by a question and answer period.59 

Not all gay activists were so successful in swaying administrators. In 1971, Gay Liberator 

reported that while an activist had been invited by students to speak at a Bently High School “minority 

studies” class, upon arrival he was informed that there had been a misunderstanding and he would have 

to leave. Similarly, in 1974 Gay News reported that while members of Birmingham Gay Liberation Front 

had been initially informed by Birmingham’s municipal Director of Education that they could speak at 

local secondary schools, this position was abruptly reversed. Indeed, the Director suddenly issued a 

directive to Birmingham’s public school headmaster’s characterizing gay liberationist efforts to address 

students as irresponsible and potentially dangerous. And the consequent storming of his office by local 

gay liberationists did not produce the desired policy reversal. Likewise, in the neighbouring borough of 

Sandwell, gay liberationists were escorted out of a local technical collegiate and banned from leafleting 
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or speaking to students by the school’s principal. Upon appeal, Sandwell’s borough council unanimously 

upheld the ban.60 

Activist presentations to high school students in Kingston, Ontario, were also abruptly stymied, 

as reported in The Body Politic in 1977. Upon learning that gay liberationists from Queen’s University 

had travelled to three Frontenac County high schools to address health classes, an outraged mother 

wrote to The Kingston Whig-Standard to express her consternation that homosexuals had been given a 

platform to “expound their ideas about themselves and their perversions.” This unleashed a chain of 

articles and editorials in Kingston’s major daily newspaper, The Whig-Standard, which constructed 

homosexuality as a “stunted state of human development” and denounced the ostensible homosexual 

recruitment of local youth. Moreover, members of Frontenac County School Board were quoted as 

describing homosexuality as an aberration and a problem best left to parents and the church. With little 

delay, the Board voted 12 to 4 to forbid “a professed homosexual from discussing homosexuality with 

students during class time.”61  

Rather than attempting to physically enter schools or speak to students directly, another tactic 

for projecting information on the movement entailed disseminating print materials. For example, in 

1974 the Sydney Gay Liberation Newsletter recounted the production of a leaflet, titled “Are You a 

Poofter?,” which made use of youth slang to address students in New South Wales in a language they 

would relate to. Declaring that same-sex relationships were neither sinful nor sick contrary to “the State, 

the Church, the school authorities and most of your parents,” the leaflet altered students to the 

existence of “many hundreds of thousands of poofters in Australia.” Rather than attempting to speak 

about homosexual feelings with health officials, clergy or parents, the leaflet urged students to come to 
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the Sydney Gay Liberation Centre or call its phone number, and concluded that “we will never betray 

you, brothers and sisters.”62 

Another strategy was for gay liberation groups to mail materials addressed to high-school 

guidance counselors, sympathetic teachers, and school libraries, sometimes in distant rural areas where 

access to such materials was virtually non-existent. For example, as Jeremy Bass reported in The Body 

Politic in 1977, Gays for Equality of Winnipeg systematically sent hundred of books to public libraries 

and high schools across Manitoba.63 The group also produced a substantial booklet titled Understanding 

Homosexuality designed to educate educators on gay sexuality by compiling and arranging “articles and 

excerpts from the work of leading experts who have been influential in determining current thought,” 

including Alfred Kinsey, Wainwright Churchill, and George Weinberg.  At over twenty newspaper-sized 

pages in length, the booklet approached sexuality from anthropological, psychological, biological, 

theological, and political perspectives. Thousands of copies of Understanding Homosexuality were sent 

to schools, educators, counselors, and social workers across Manitoba, as well as to surrounding 

jurisdictions such as Saskatchewan, North Dakota, Minnesota and Ontario. 

Many gay liberationist writings on child and youth sexuality were penned by young people 

themselves, a fact that has considerable methodological importance. Historians have noted the 

overwhelming extent to which the history of sexuality has examined the discursive production and 

regulation of youth by adults, and it is easy to understand why this is the case. Archives overflow with 

materials concerning youth sexuality in a range of contexts, from medicine to pedagogy, from 

psychology to criminal law, and from child-rearing to advertising. Yet institutions of historical memory 

tend to be comparatively quite limited when it comes to materials produced by those below the 

threshold of adulthood in the eyes of the law. A great many case-files and interviews generated in 
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judicial, clinical and educational settings that could be read critically to access the sexual subjectivities of 

youth are covered over by layers of stringent privacy restrictions. In other words, it can be very difficult 

for scholars to locate historical records in which young people appear as sexual subjects rather than 

objects of discourse. 

Yet, throughout the 1970s, virtually every Anglo-American gay liberation periodical published 

writings in which queer young people asserted themselves not only as sexual subjects, but as political 

and intellectual agents in the context of homosexual activism. Indeed, to an extent that has not been 

sufficiently explored historiographically, these publications provided an important forum for queer 

youth to express their desires, frustrations, identities, and socio-political goals. Primarily between the 

ages of fourteen and nineteen, these young writers came from a wide range of backgrounds: they were 

members of gay liberation youth groups, intellectually advanced high school students, and socially 

isolated youngsters whose sexuality was kept secret from parents and authority figures. Moreover, they 

came into contact with gay liberation publications in diverse ways, from street-corner points of sale in 

metropolitan areas, adult distribution at their schools, progressive youth drop-in centres, or through 

bookstore catalogues, which allowed young people in non-metropolitan areas to order gay literature in 

unmarked packages. But for all their geographic and sociological differences, a common theme linking 

these young writers is that they transformed themselves from consumers of movement literature into 

its producers. While it would be naïve to believe that youth writings were entirely unmediated by adult 

activists, it would be equally unsatisfactory to reject the authenticity of the youth lifeworlds and 

concerns evinced therein. 

Naturally, queer youth writings contained multiple perspectives, but they tended to focus on 

several major themes. One of these themes was agency, particularly in relation to the law. Indeed, 

queer youth writing in gay liberation periodicals frequently decried their legal non-status, and 

vehemently rejected notions that they were incapable of making decisions regarding the use of their 
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own bodies. Firmly opposing the notion that homosexual relations with those under the age of twenty-

one necessarily entailed rape or molestation, as was the case in most Anglo-American jurisdictions, 

queer youth attacked the ways in which the law cast a shadow of fear and criminality over the sexual 

relationships that they desired and actively sought out.  For example, in Gay News in 1974, an eighteen-

year-old London activist named D.F. Wainwright declared that British age of consent statues constituted 

a grave injustice. Stating that efforts to hide his homosexuality had led to suicide attempts and mental 

health issues throughout his teenage years, Wainwright stated that he simply would not wait until the 

legal age of 21 to express himself sexually. Conceptualizing homosexuality as natural and inborn, 

Wainwright rhetorically asked: 

Why the hell I should conform to a society which refuses to accept my existence 
[?] Why should I be so violently discriminated against because of a common 
variance from the het sex life? OK, I am camp, effeminate, but not through 
choice, but because I was born that way. I will not wait until somebody 
introduces legislation to bring the age of consent down to 16, because we will 
probably be waiting 60 years from now. If we don’t let the world know of our 
existence they will forget us! We may be in the minority but you have no right to 
hold us back.64 

 
Similarly, an unnamed seventeen-year-old from Auckland writing in Gay Lib News in 1973 not only 

demanded that homosexuality be decriminalized in New Zealand, but that age of consent for 

heterosexuals and homosexuals be harmonized. He explained that: 

At present the kid who has a Gay experience is placed under immediate stress. 
He knows it’s illegal and not generally acceptable to society so his first reaction 
is to hide it from everyone. If he finds the experience was satisfying he may 
choose to repeat it, but he is still under stress and in a state of confusion. Should 
it not be illegal he would be able to think this out with a clear mind and 
conscience. … Let’s face it, there are young Gays around, I’m one of them, so 
why pretend we don’t exist … I want the right to love the person I choose 
without fear of incrimination – is that too much to ask?65 
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Another major concern for queer youth was the socio-legal authority that parents exercised over their 

lives. And many young writers criticized the undue power with which parents could forbid and prevent 

their sexual relationships. For instance, writing in Fag Rag in 1971, an anonymous eighteen-year-old 

activist described the experience of returning from New York City to visit his parents in North Dakota for 

Christmas and declaring his homosexuality on Christmas Eve. Flying into a rage, his parents responded 

by involuntarily committing him to a psychiatric institution, namely the North Dakota State Hospital. 

There he was subjected to lengthy, pathologizing psychiatric interviews, during which he initially 

defended homosexuality in with reference to Plato, Socrates, and ancient Greece. Eventually feigning 

sexual disinterest in men to procure his release, the young activist came to regard psychiatry, the 

judicial system, and above all his parents as part of an interconnected system that oppressed him not 

only as a homosexual but as a youth.66  

Similarly, in Gay Sunshine in 1970, a young activist named Bev criticized how parental power 

destroyed her relationship with a sixteen-year-old peer named Margaret. After Margaret’s mother and 

father discovered the teens’ love letters in a wastebasket, Bev wrote that “we were called before them 

like prisoners before a tribunal and the sentence was given: we were never to see each other again; we 

were sick, and our love perverted.” In the final analysis, Bev denounced these “hypocritical Christian 

parents who feared love, abhorred sex … [and] poured their years of stagnation and poison into us.” 

Calling for greater youth autonomy, Margaret dreamed for a day when lesbian teens would be free to 

openly love one another outside parental tutelage.67 

In addition to parents, an issue that queer youth explored in gay liberation periodicals more 

frequently than their adult counterparts concerned isolation and lack of social opportunities. For 

instance, a seventeen-year-old named Chet Paulinellie wrote to Gay Community News in 1977 to 

express a heartbreaking experience of rural isolation, bullying, depression, and attempted suicide. While 
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deeply unhappy at home, Paulinellie was even less comfortable at his small Catholic high school in 

Dubois, Pennsylvania. He recounted that, 

I never feel so out of place as I do there. It’s depressing, and it hurts when you 
walk down the hall and you hear ‘There goes the FAG,’ but I try not to let it get 
to my nerves. Many times though, it does and I cannot stop the streams of 
water from rolling down my face. I just try to think of graduation; then I will 
never have to see any of their faces again. 
 

Although managing to make a couple of queer friends, such as a lesbian girl at his school, Paulinellie 

bemoaned the lack of local social opportunities to meet other gay people. The situation was often grim, 

he wrote:  

I keep thinking that somewhere along the line someone is going to push me too 
far, and I’ll either take my own life or run away, which I have tried before. I 
didn’t get very far before I was picked up. I have tried suicide five times, all 
unsuccessful. I was ‘put away’ in a mental institution for two weeks after my 
fifth attempt at suicide by an overdose of pills. 

 
However, Paulinellie seemed to have become more hopeful in planning leave Pennsylvania forever and 

find “love in another city like New York or San Francisco.” Happily, the clock was ticking toward the 

moment of his freedom, namely “August 17, 1977 – when I turn 18.” Paulinellie concluded by thanking 

Gay Community News “for letting me express my feelings” and as “one of [my] only outlets to the gay 

world.”68 

Comparable writings by an anonymous seventeen-year-old youth were published by The Body 

Politic in 1974. Stumbling upon copies of The Body Politic in his southern Ontario hometown, the youth 

subsequently entered into correspondence with Herb Spiers, who sat on the periodical’s editorial 

collective. In a series of letters, the anonymous youth described feeling “trapped,” for at school peers 

routinely mocked homosexuality, and “everyone including me is too scared to make the first move at a 

guy you adore and want.” Admitting considerable ignorance regarding “love techniques,” the youth sent 

a dollar to The Body Politic in the hope that the periodical would send material to further his sexual 
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education, as well as information on gay venues in Toronto. Not only was the requested information in a 

plain envelope to avoid parental detection, but members of The Body Politic’s editorial collective 

convinced him to visit Toronto, where they opened up a new world of gay bars, dances, and bathhouses. 

Reflecting that “it made me feel good to see such a big accepted gay society,” the anonymous youth 

noted that experiencing Toronto made life back in rural Ontario “seem worse, and much more cold … 

Masturbation and fantasies are nothing when you’ve experienced the real thing.” And upon high school 

graduation, he resolved to relocate to Toronto permanently. 69 

To be sure, young people living in rural areas had no monopoly on feelings of isolation, 

loneliness and social dissatisfaction. For instance, in Gay News in 1972, an anonymous 18-year-old 

described the ease with which it was possible for a youth to obtain a quick sexual encounter in London’s 

Hyde Park, Hampstead Heath, or at the Baker Street toilets. But this did not at all provide the kind of 

sociability or affective relationship he desired. Indeed, the anonymous youth expressed frustration 

regarding his construction as a sex object -- indeed as a plaything for older men “who have adjusted and 

accept this light, meaningless life … contented with just sex.”70 Likewise, writing in Fag Rag in 1973, a 

fourteen-year-old youth from Boston emphasized his isolation as one of the few gay people who 

recognized and accepted his homosexuality from a very young age. Aware that many gay youths were 

beset by anxiety, depression, addiction, and suicidal tendencies, the youth felt lucky to have a positive 

self-image, but also depressed by a lack of positive social spaces. He explained that  

I’m 14, I’m gay, I’m happy that way and don’t want to change. I guess I’m lucky 
in that respect. But then again maybe I’m not. There are, possibly, quite a few 
gay 14 year olds but damn few who will admit it. There are virtually no places 
where 14 year olds can meet other 14 year olds. Oh, there is the occasional 
friend from school who you get together with once in a while. But other than 
that, what is there? Not much. In bars you have to be 21 to get in … With 
cruising you can get yourself into trouble … So if you are 14 and gay there is not 
much you can do. That is the reason why gay youth need to organize. We need 
each other for support, reassurance and for confidence … The need for someone 
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you can talk to, who knows what it is like to be young and gay, and most 
important of all, alone. I don’t mean that older gays are no help whatsoever, 
they try, but sometimes they can forget, what it means to be young with no one 
you can really talk to. 

 
The fundamental political demand of this young activist was simple but powerful: “What we want is to 

be recognized as individuals with minds of our own.”71 

Another major theme of youth writings concerned academic and social life in high school. This is 

not surprising, given that most queer youth who published in gay liberation periodicals were either soon 

to enter, enrolled in, or had recently graduated from high school. To be sure, many queer youth felt that 

they were oppressed by teachers and criticized what they were learning in the classroom. Yet many 

queer youth also described progressive spaces for the academic exploration of their homosexuality. And 

the experience of educational institutions as expressed by gay youth tended to be less uniformly 

oppressive than many adult gay liberationists assumed.  

For example, writing in the booklet Growing Up Gay in 1976, Linda Bieritz recounted the scene 

of her coming out, namely a psychology class. After having watched a film on homosexuality, Bieritz 

critiqued its representational confinement of gay people to Greenwich Village, and suggested that there 

might even be some gay people present, at which point she “told the class I was gay.” While peers 

stared at Bieritz “with disgust and slid their chairs away,” she received warm support from the 

psychology teacher, as the two had previously engaged in positive discussions about homosexuality. 

Bieritz also came out to teachers in assignments for other classes by writing in the first person about 

“such ‘scandalous’ books as Rubyfruit Jungle.” However, Bieritz was highly cautious with respect to the 

recipients these confessional assignments, “because written papers can be used against you, shown to 

your parents, and may even be grounds for suspension.”72 All things considered, Bieritz concluded that 
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“being gay in high school is not easy, but it is well worth it. Coming out does bring pleasure and 

satisfaction. It did for me.” 

Writing to activists associated with Melbourne Gay Liberation Newsletter in 1975, an 

anonymous sixteen-year-old student similarly recounted her high school as a relatively open 

environment within which to intellectually explore issues of homosexuality. Feeling depressed and 

confused about her sexual feelings, she came out to a teacher who responded supportively, and 

permitted the preparation of a course assignment “on the oppression and liberation of the 

homosexual.” Thanking Melbourne Gay Liberation Newsletter activists for providing references to texts 

that treated homosexuality intelligently, the anonymous student reported that following the completion 

of her assignment, she now subscribed to the Dr. Duncan Revolution Bookshop catalogue. Clearly 

intellectually advanced, among the titles she had purchased were Karla Jay and Allen Young’s Out of the 

Closet: Voices of Gay Liberation, George Weinberg’s Society and the Healthy Homosexual, and Dennis 

Altman’s Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation.73  

Of course, queer youth also recounted far more hostile high school environments in gay 

liberation periodicals.  For instance, in Gay Community News in 1975, Brian Przevalaski -- a self-

described “fifteen-and-a-half-year-old” with “a 90 degree limp wrist” – related the horrible experience 

of being openly gay at Amherst Regional High School in Massachusetts. Clearly intellectually advanced, 

Przevalaski came out in a ninth grade “social problems” class by giving a presentation that addressed the 

history of the gay movement, quoted from George Weinberg’s Society and the Healthy Homosexual, and 

discussed the poetry of Allen Ginsburg. As a result, he was not only socially ostracized, but threatened 

with physical violence and even suspension from school. The threats never became reality, but life as an 

out gay student was nevertheless very difficult for Przevalaski, who spent most of his time in Amherst 

High School’s art room amidst bongo drums and other “social rejects.” However, despite relentless 
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bullying and hostile teachers, Przevalaski had no regrets regarding coming out, which he saw as an 

ethical responsibility. He concluded with a supportive, deeply stoic message “to the gay people who are 

under 18,” writing: “hey, sibling, we’re not only fucked over because we’re gay, but also because we’re 

young. I’ve been beaten up, cussed at, spat on. I made it, so will you.”74 

A final topic of youth writings concerned efforts to organize politically. While Stephen Cohen has 

written a fascinating case-study of the emergence of gay youth groups in the context of New York City, 

such organizations were always part of a much wider phenomenon about which there has been 

relatively little historical research. To be sure, the gay liberation youth groups sprung up across the 

Anglo-American world in the 1970s had diverse foci, ranging from law reform to challenging anti-gay 

dynamics in schools to fomenting revolution. They also varied greatly in terms of their degree of 

radicalism, which was influenced by local cultures of adult activism. However, what all of these youth 

organizations had in common was a core articulation of the need for young people to mobilize 

independently of adults. While highly influenced by the broader politics of adult gay liberation, and 

certainly steeped in its concepts, discourses and tactics, youth organizations tended to focus on political 

concerns conceptualized as particular to young people. Here young people were generally not defined 

by a fixed age bracket, but oppositionally and in juxtaposition to a vague adulthood. Indeed, as much as 

adult gay liberation organizations offered assistance and formed their conditions of possibility, many gay 

youth organizations formed partially out of anger that they were not taken seriously by adult activists.  

For instance, writing about New York City’s Gay Youth in Come Out! In 1970, Ian Edelstein 

declared that one of the primary reasons for the group’s formation was a strong desire for an alternative 

to adult-controlled gay organizations. The founders of Gay Youth “felt distinct differences between their 

attitudes and those of older Homosexuals on various sexual, social, and political issues.” In particular, 

divisive adult rhetoric and fights over political ideologies were perceived as hampering the movement, 
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and from its inception Gay Youth set out to avoid the sectarian infighting that had little interest to most 

young people. Moreover, the organization was concerned with establishing social events “free of drugs, 

alcohol and adult control.” Perhaps above all, Edelstein stated that young people were “tired of being 

used as a symbol of the guilt and fear of society. No more of this shit!”75 

Adopting a more legalistic focus, Toronto’s Gay Youth was highly concerned with the repeal of 

arbitrary legislation that restricted the sexual freedom of young people, as described in The Body Politic 

in 1972. Positioning itself as part of a North American-wide trend towards the political mobilization of 

gay young people, the organization sought to construct forums such as dances, “rap sessions,” high 

school conferences, and weekly meetings in which young people could socialize, identify, and raise 

consciousness amongst peers. Yet, Toronto Gay Youth also sought to combat “ageist” Canadian laws 

that did “not recognize the basic sexual liberties of gays under 21.” The organization held that in a 

sexual context, “a person reaches ‘adulthood’ as individual circumstances dictate.” But while holding 

that “ideally, there should be no age law with regards to sex or censorship,” Toronto Gay Youth 

admitted that “the best we are able to hope for is a lowering of the age.”76  

While London’s Gay Liberation Youth Group similarly demanded the equalization and eventual 

abolition of age of consent, the group had a somewhat broader focus, as outlined in Come Together in 

1971. The organization demanded that gay youth be freed from psychiatric treatments such as aversion 

therapy, and identified the negative reactions of parents to the homosexuality of their children as a 

fundamental problem.77 Many other gay youth organizations emphasized the pernicious influence of 

parents, and in Gay Community News in 1974, Zev Meyerson wrote that Boston Gay Youth sought to 
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combat the stereotypes that many parents harboured regarding homosexuals as fearful and depraved, 

and to educate them that “gay people, young and old, come in as many varieties as straight people.”78  

However, despite all the shared youth gay liberation groups, one should not underestimate differences 

and points of conflict. For instance, as reported in The Body Politic, the First Bi-National Gay Youth 

Conference held in Toronto in 1978, which hosted 75 delegates from across Canada and the United 

States, exposed irreconcilable disagreement regarding age of consent. Despite considerable negotiation, 

no uniform policy declaration could be reached, as youth activists were divided over whether to demand 

the abolition or push for the equalization. While those advocating the equalization saw age of consent 

laws as necessary to protect young people from assault and coercion, those demanding abolition saw 

age of consent laws as a way of criminalizing youth sexuality. No less than adults, youth activists were 

vexed and divided when it came to this issue.79 

A fourth major theme of gay liberationist writings concerned memory, namely adult 

recollections of sexual experiences as children and youth. For all the differences in content, these 

writings drew on memory as a cognitive resource with which to challenge dominant cultural conceptions 

of young people innocent and asexual. Appealing to the epistemological legitimacy of the evidence of 

experience as explored in Chapter Two, such writings sometimes drew on memories to support claims of 

an essential homosexual ontology determined at birth, but also to support conceptualizations of 

sexuality as a diverse and polymorphous experience that exceeded stable classification. Generally 

emphasizing youthful sexual pleasure over danger, and highlighting the pernicious effects of sexual self-

denial and guilt for young people, such writings often fondly recounted the sexual games of youth. 

Indeed, they mined personal experience to articulate childhood onsets of intense sexual desires and 

curiosities, and to assert the positive role that intergenerational sex could have within the lives of young 

people.  
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Occasionally such accounts were primarily descriptive, and delved into an almost pornographic 

level of detail. For example, writing in Sydney Gay Liberation Newsletter in 1972, David McDiarmid 

recalled that the discovery of cruising around the public toilets at Fitzroy Gardens in Melbourne opened 

up a new geography of sexual opportunities. Indeed, soon enough he was enjoying sex with much older 

men, in cars, parks, and on the banks of the Yarra River. Recalling an encounter with an approximately 

30-year-old “Greek man who couldn’t speak English,” McDiarmid explained that the man “shoved his 

cock up my arse [with] nothing on it and with his tongue rammed hard down my throat,” adding that 

“aversion therapy’s got nothing on this guy’s technique.”  In retrospect, McDiarmid saw his youthful 

sexual explorations as opening the door to gay liberation; at twenty years old, he was now “an almost 

proud poofter, feeling isolated from straights – but feeling a lot closer to my gay brothers and sisters.”80 

Writing in Come Out! In 1972, Jonathan Stone similarly constructed a narrative of youthful 

sexuality in which he was an active subject, never a victimized object. Growing up on a farm in 

Pennsylvania, and attending a high school with highly conservative gender norms, Stone nevertheless 

found ways to act on the homosexual desires that he experienced from a young age. Never good at 

sports, and teased for “throwing like a girl,” Stone found his niche within team sports as a “towel boy.” 

He was enamoured with the opportunity that this role permitted to infiltrate the putatively 

heterosexual space of the locker room, and gaze unimpeded upon the naked bodies of schoolmates. 

Around the age of thirteen and fourteen, he found ways of enticing peers into sex play. At the age of 15 

Stone recalled engaging in a homosexual relationship with a local mailman in his 40s. Looking back on 

his youth as an adult activist over 15 years later, Stone described great feelings of affection for his older 
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lover, and indeed saw him as a gay “brother” who played an important part in a journey of self-

discovery.81      

To be sure, it was not only gay men who drew on their memories to produce descriptive, 

affirming accounts of intergenerational sexual relations. Writing in Gay Community News in 1979, Beth 

Kelly felt compelled to correct the assumptions that the issue of sex between youths and adults was 

irrelevant to lesbian women. Indeed, in loving detail, Kelley set out to describe the sexual relationship 

that developed at the age of eight with her great aunt Addie. Explaining that, as a child of the 1950s, she 

was desperate for strong female role models and craved proof of possibilities for women beyond the 

role of housewife, Kelley described her Aunt as a dynamic, intelligent, and creative woman who refused 

“to be cowed by convention.” In recounting their sexual relationship, Kelley was clear that she played a 

role in initiating it, and that “I knew what I was doing – every step of the way.”  As a child, it never 

occurred to her that being physically affectionate with someone she admired and loved would be 

considered antisocial or unnatural. Even retrospectively, Kelley was certain that “I never felt pressured 

or forced by any sexual aspects of the love I felt for her. I think I can safely say, some twenty years later, 

that I was never exploited physically, emotionally, or intellectually – in the least.” What ultimately ended 

her relationship with Addie was the intervention of Kelley’s mother, who discovered their love-making 

and immediately intervened. But while this intervention, with its attendant imposition of shame, stayed 

with Kelley for many years, she now saw the need to affirm her youthful sexual relationship “as part of 

the rich texture of both human experience in general and my own conscious reality in particular.” 

Remembering the wonder of her youthful sexual experiences, and the sage corporeal guidance that 

Aunt Addie provided, Kelley argued that the ethics of intergenerational sex needed to be gauged on an 

entirely contextual basis with reference to the willingness of the parties involved. Moreover, Kelley 
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asserted that activists should have the freedom to express their memories and experiences of 

intergenerational sex without judgement. She wrote that, “the more we remain isolated in our own 

histories, afraid to speak of things that cut against the grain of all we have been taught … the more we 

encourage oppression in all its forms.”82 

In The Body Politic in 1979, the celebrated author Jane Rule also rejected the notion that 

intergenerational sex was a gay male issue. And with characteristically superb prose, she harshly 

critiqued Western culture’s longstanding fear and denial of child and youth sexuality on the basis of her 

own experience. Indeed, Rule saw young people as inherently sexual beings; they were aggressively 

curious about bodies and excited by genitals, and they had natural sexual appetites and desires. But due 

to social taboos and anxieties, adults often acted as if, by ignoring or discouraging the sexuality of young 

people, their “sexual initiation” could be indefinitely deferred until adulthood. In contradistinction, Rule 

argued that young people needed to be educated about sexuality early, but not simply in the actually-

existing, institutionalized fashion of school systems. Simply put, Rule saw an important role for adults in 

the sexual initiation and training of young people – a role that extended far beyond formal sexual 

education classes. Indeed, she was highly critical of the fact that in Western culture, “the adult who 

actively participates in the sexual instruction of children – whether the nurse who teaches a child 

masturbation as a sedative or an adult male who complies with the four-year-old’s demand, ‘show me 

your penis’ – is simply criminal.”  

To be sure, Rule was highly sensitive to gendered power imbalances, and the fact that adults 

sexually exploited, raped, and even killed children. But while aware of these dangerous individuals, Rule 

wrote that it made no more sense to deal with the question of intergenerational sex by taking such 

people as the norm, “than it would to take rapists as the norm for heterosexual relationships between 

adults.” Asserting that “it makes about as much sense to leave children’s sexual nourishment to their 
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peers as it would to assume that the mud pies they make for each other are an adequate lunch,” Rule 

rejected the idea that the sexualities of adults and young people should be kept separate. There was 

much that adults had to teach children and youths about the uses of their bodies, such as how to 

masturbate and attain orgasms in ways that were conducive to sexual independence and self-respect. 

Here Rule recounted how she herself was “sexually initiated” as a youth by a much older woman. 

Retrospectively, the only fault she found with her adult partner was the heavy toll that the woman’s 

guilt and fear exacted on their mutual pleasure. She broke off the relationship, ostensibly for Rule’s own 

good. Contrary to prevailing attitudes, Rule wanted not to “protect children from adult seduction, but to 

make adults easier to seduce, less burdened with fear or guilt, less defeated by hypocrisy.” In the final 

analysis, she argued that if sexual contact between young people and adults was more open, less 

furtive, and more prevalent, society would be better equipped to guard against sexual violence, abuse 

and exploitation. In such a scenario, children would be able to talk with adults openly about their sexual 

thoughts, emotions, and experiences freed from adult terror. “Children are sexual, and it is up to us to 

take responsibility for their real education,” Rule concluded.83 

In Gay Sunshine in 1975, Charley Shivley also reached back through the mists of his past to 

demand a rethinking of intergenerational sex -- although he inverted Rule’s problematic and positioned 

children as those best suited to sexually educate adults. Growing up in a large, working-class, rural Ohio 

family with little parental supervision, Shively recounted the romantic and sexual intrigues of his 

childhood and youth in considerable detail. Indeed, he wrote fondly of an “old tramp” named Percy who 

lived along the Norfolk and Western Railroad line, eking out a living from bits of fallen coal.  Despite 

their large age gap, Shivley explained that “Percy understood me. We understood each other. He would 

run his hands through my hair gently, softly, sweetly.” Shivley also recalled playing a wide range of 

sexual games with older and young, male and female, cousins and schoolmates in barns, henhouses, and 
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other rural settings. These games ranged from stripping nude and exploring bodies, to mutual 

masturbation and sex games. Shively’s sexual experimentation with young people certainly did not 

cease when he himself reached the age of majority -- although he refused to discuss his more recent 

“adventures as a dirty old man” in any detail, “mainly because the laws are so extensive and hysterical.” 

For Shively, the bottom line was that children and youth had a great deal to teach adults about their 

own sexuality. Far from the aim-oriented logic of capitalist heterosexuality, with its goals of social 

reproduction and the transmission of capital, Shively wrote that child and youth sexuality “may teach 

elders a lot more than most people want to remember: sex can … exist without an inkling of connection 

to production, procreation and reproduction.” Indeed, Shively set out to narrate his “own ‘infantile’ sex 

life” not as a model or guide, “but as a demonstration of how wonderful the sexual appetite may be” – 

of how free flowing, polymorphous, and guiltless youth sexuality was under (relatively) non-repressive 

conditions. Attacking prevailing notions of an essential childhood purity, Shivley painted himself as one 

of the countless “horny children in the world” who leapt off their innocent pedestal as continually 

assigned by Western culture. Moreover, Shively rejected the suggestion of contemporary anti-Vietnam 

War posters that the My Lai Massacre was somehow especially atrocious as a result of the “innocent” 

and “helpless” women and children killed by U.S. imperialism. Far from passive victims, he noted that 

Vietnamese women and children carried guns with which to resist American power. And ultimately, 

Shively regarded the idea of children and youth as helpless and innocent was the same type of argument 

that had historically been used to subordinate women to men, namely as defenceless and physically 

inferior and emotionally fragile creatures. 84 

Taking up the Foucauldian insight that since the late nineteenth century Western culture has 

experienced a discursive explosion with regards to sexuality rather than a stubborn legacy of Victorian 

censorship, Ken Plummer has explored the contemporary proliferation of “sexual story-telling.” Indeed, 
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he has analyzed the narratives that help people make sense of their sexual and social worlds, such as 

rape-recovery and coming-out stories. However, Plummer has also identified a form of storytelling that 

is most conspicuous by its rarity and suppression, namely the narratives of paedophilia.  He suggests 

that while there has been a major expansion of discourse regarding the paedophile as a social danger,  

their own story in their own voice is not heard. In part this is clearly because 
nobody will allow it to be told and nobody wishes to hear. It is simply 
implausible that paedophiles have a story, and inconceivable that they should be 
allowed to speak it. And, indeed, few ‘child lovers’ would even be willing to tell 
it. For their own story is not told because of their own shame, their own need 
for secrecy, their fear of ostracism and indeed, their potentially for 
imprisonment. It cannot be heard because of all the ‘sexual differences’, this is 
the one which seemingly creates greatest anger and concern in the wider 
communities of interpretation.85  

 
This refusal to listen was certainly not absent from gay liberation. There were always activists who 

strongly believed that the movement should completely avoid such emotionally charged issues for 

reasons of political expediency. Others more substantively argued that the category of homosexuality 

should be resolutely purged of its longstanding and false associations with pederasty and paedophilia, 

which in their view had nothing to do with gay liberation. Moreover, numerous activists opposed 

discussions of intergenerational sex on ethical and theoretical grounds, particularly those instructed by 

certain strands of feminist theory that relentlessly emphasized sexual danger and coercion over 

pleasure. These internal divisions will be explored in the next chapter, in addition to the severe 

regulatory consequences that discussions of paedophilia and intergenerational sex unleashed upon the 

movement. For now, it is simply important to stress that there was considerable space throughout the 

1970s for paedophiles and pederasts to voice their perspectives within gay liberation print materials, 

just as was room for radical thought that constructed intergenerational sexual encounters as legitimate 

and even potentially revolutionary. 

                                                           
85

 Ken Plummer, Telling Sexual Stories: Power, Change, and Social Worlds (London and New York: Routledge, 
1995): 118. 



369 
 

However, before proceeding to explore these controversial writings, a brief definitional 

clarification is in order. While the term pederasty may appear archaic, and while paedophile has in 

recent decades taken on quite a broad scope, gay liberationists used these terms in specific ways.  A 

fairly common distinction was that paedophilia denoted an erotic preference for pre-pubescent and/or 

early pubescent youths, while pederasty denoted a preference for pubescent and/or adolescent youths 

who had attained a certain degree of physiological maturity. Gay liberationists also used the term “boy-

lover” as more general term that could encompass both categories. Although these distinctions were 

never universally agreed upon, for the present purpose they are preferable to using medically 

specialized terms such as hebephilia or ephebophilia, which activists themselves never employed. 

Finally, the term intergenerational sex is employed here to encompass all such age-differentiated erotic 

– not necessarily insertive -- relations; some activists preferred the term cross-generational sex. 

To be sure, writings in this area were not divorced from broader intellectual trends, and a 

unique historical moment that saw work in a range of disciplines converge to provide cognitive 

resources for challenging received notions of child and youth sexuality. As already implicitly 

demonstrated above, activists relied on scholarship ranging from the historian Phillipe Ariès’ inquiries 

into childhood as a historically constructed rather than universal phase, to Alfred Kinsey’s insistence on 

the potent sexuality of children and youth, to the psychological research of Laurretta Bender and Abram 

Blau suggesting that there was nothing intrinsically disturbing to children about intergenerational sexual 

encounters. Yet these individuals scholars were part of much broader trends.  As Philip Jenkins notes, 

the period between the late 1950s and the mid 1970s was a “liberal” or “permissive” one in psychiatry 

and psychology, insofar as the threat to children and youth posed by sex offenders was often considered 

quite minimal, and the panic surrounding lurking perverts and sexual psychopaths in the immediate 

postwar era was frequently considered overblown. Jenkins also notes that some psychologists 

emphasized the flirtatious, initiatory, and sexually aggressive behaviours of children, even to the extent 
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that their adult partners were cast as the seduced, and the children became victims in a purely legal 

sense.86 Moreover, there were considerable resources for proponents of intergenerational sex provided 

by twentieth century anthropology, from Bronislaw Malinoski’s functionalist accounts of the sexual 

games of children in Melanesia, to Clellan Ford and Frank Beach’s encyclopedic accounts of 

institutionalized, intergenerational sexual practices in a range of cultures across the globe.87 Activists 

also drew resources from within Western history and the classics from which to elaborate their 

positions. 

For example, writing in Gay News in 1971, Mark Adams sought to explore a means of forging 

solidarity amongst fellow pederasts, and casting off the categories of perversion and pathology affixed 

to them by medicine and psychiatry. In doing so, he neither celebrated indiscriminate promiscuity, nor 

constructed relationships with boys into a carefree sport, but sought to link intergenerational 

relationships in the present with an ancient moral seriousness, whereby pederasts took on the role of a 

benevolent teacher figures, and as affective, loving guides. Here Adams turned to ancient Greece 

“where the value of a tutor was suspect if he was not in love with his pupil.” Indeed, he turned to Plato 

and the ideal of a philosopher “who ascends to the highest point of goodness ‘by the right use of his 

love for boys.’” However, Adams was clear that simply mimicking the Greeks was neither possible nor 

desirable. And he asserted that a contemporary practice of boy-love needed to be forged with reference 

to the current politics of gay liberation. Indeed, he wrote that “it is quite vital that we ourselves 

recognise the authenticity and potential value of boy-love, (even it is too much to expect of society at 

present) and eventually work out a formula to eradicate the anxiety-producing aspects of today’s 

                                                           
86

 Jenkins, Moral Panic, 100-105. 
87

 Bronislaw Malinowski, The Sexual Life of Savages in North Western Melanesia (London: Routledge, 1948); Clellan 
S. Ford and Frank A. Beach, Patterns of Sexual Behavior, New York: Harper and Row, 1951). 



371 
 

situation, in the hope of removing the need for anything other than a free and open approach to love in 

all its manifestations.”88 

In Fag Rag in 1978, “Juana” also drew upon the Greek legacy to conceptualize the virtue of 

pederasty, albeit in the somewhat awkward context of commercial sex. Here Juana penned a detailed 

account of his sexual interactions with youths between the ages of twelve and sixteen, all of whom he 

paid in cash, and were quite “eager to participate in sexual acts.” Writing from a subjective position to 

demonstrate that he did not conform to the stereotypical sexual monster “who preys on innocent 

youths (those mythical creatures so popularized by our homophobic and heterosexist culture),” Juana 

described himself in positive terms as an attractive, creative, and articulate twenty-eight--year-old – and 

as one who abhorred violence and coercion of any kind. Noting that he was particularly attracted to 

youths still passing through puberty, Juana explained this attraction with reference to young people’s 

open-mindedness and excited inexperience, and also to the way that they brought back memories of his 

own not-so-distant youth. While aware that not all of the youths with whom he slept with were gay or 

would adopt gay identities as adults, Juana explained that he nevertheless sought to instill in them a 

sense of gay pride, a sense that gay was good, positive, and nothing to be ashamed of. He sought to mix 

the politics of gay liberation with an affective, pedagogical morality bequeathed by history, writing that 

“in all of my contacts with these youths I have made efforts to inculcate in them the highest moral and 

philosophical precepts in the manner of Plato, Socrates, Whitman, et al.”89  However, a definitively non-

platonic quality pervaded the detailed, rather pornographic descriptions of Juana’s sexual encounters. 

In Campaign in 1975, Alan Clayton similarly looked to antiquity to elaborate an ethical and 

historical elaboration of pederasty, particularly in the context of commercial relations. However, he cast 

a much wider net to assert the anthropological universality of “boy-love,” and to attack social 

disapproval regarding the youth of participants in cruising and prostitution subcultures surrounding 
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Sydney’s Kings Cross district. Critically distilling the contents of Dennis Drew and Jonathan Drake’s 1969 

Boys for Sale: A Sociological Study of Boy Prostitution, Clayton conjoined impressionistic fantasy with 

established fact to construct a sweeping account of pederasty across disparate times and cultures.90 In 

his rendering, it was unproblematic for ancient Romans enjoy their young male slaves sexually, and until 

the arrival of Western ideas and influence, in Japan “prostitution was a boyhood profession held in high 

esteem.” Furthermore, Clayton noted North African and the Middle Eastern had long celebrated the 

beauty of boys. Breezing over relations between boys and men in a wide range of other cultures, 

Clayton argued that while “boy lovers are looked upon as debauched creatures and are often held in 

contempt by society,” such values were “by no means general around the world.” Indeed, Clayton 

asserted that contemporary anxieties surrounding intergenerational sex were predicated on an 

anthropologically peculiar morality, and that there was nothing intrinsically wrong with 

intergenerational commercial transactions of a sexual nature.91  

In Gay Left in 1979, Tom O’Carroll also explored the anthropological dimension of 

intergenerational sex, albeit far more comprehensively. O’Carroll was responding to a Gay Left feature 

that defined paedophilia as an attraction to pre-pubescent youths -- a definition that O’Carroll 

completely rejected.92 Writing that “people think of puberty in the way the history books talk about the 

River Rhine” -- namely as a “natural frontier” -- O’Carroll argued that it was inappropriate to imagine 

puberty as a “great sexual awakening,” or as a physiological dividing line between adult and youth 

sexuality. On the contrary, he conceptualized people of all ages as inherently sexual, and defined 

paedophilia quite broadly as an attraction to children and adolescents. As primarily cultural categories, 
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childhood and adolescence provided better parameters for delineating the erotic domain of 

paedophilia, which was itself a culturally and historically constructed category. 

Indeed, drawing considerably on Ford and Beach’s Patterns of Sexual Behavior, O’Carroll argued 

that paedophilia was “far from universally stigmatized, or even recognised as a condition needing 

categorization.”93 And he suggested that in many places and times, adults who engaged in 

intergenerational sex acts were well integrated into the norms and practices of their societies. 

Specifically, O’Carroll noted that in some cultures “paedophilic acts have a special and institutionalized 

significance,” such as the Aranda aborigines of Central Australia, who permitted unmarried men to take 

young boys as sexual partners. Furthermore, O’Carroll suggested on the basis of anthropological 

research that “in a very great many cultures it is considered acceptable for adults – usually parents or 

relations, but not always – to masturbate children.”  While admitting that it made little sense to seek the 

straightforward transplantation of such customs into the cultures of Western modernity, O’Carroll 

insisted that one needed “always to look outward, to be aware of the insights we can derive from 

history and anthropology, and to … have a conception of the quality of human society we want to build.” 

In O’Carroll’s view, there were very important reasons for looking outward and imagining a transformed 

future, as Western culture and society was riven with sexual strife, exploitation, ignorance, guilt, 

competition, neurosis, male chauvinism, and “intense hostility towards the sex object.”94 

Thus in light of the anthropological record, and marshaling the scholarship of sexologists and 

psychologists Alfred Kinsey, Laurretta Bender, Abram Blau, and Alanye Yates, O’Carroll argued that, 

barring rape or physical violence, there was nothing inherently harmful about intergenerational sexual 

encounters. Indeed, O’Carroll asserted, alongside so many gay liberationists, that what harmed children 

and youth most were the terrified and moralizing social reactions that their sexuality provoked when it 

came into connection with the sexuality of adults. Drawing on Yate’s psychiatric study of sexual 
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encounters between fathers and daughters, Sex Without Shame, O’Carroll noted that young girls who 

had not been instructed that incest was immoral or perverse were often “both flattered and fascinated” 

by their experiences, and frequently “remained emotionally unscathed, even after protracted incest.”95 

Drawing on Bender and Blau, O’Carroll also pointed out that children often spoke freely and shamelessly 

about sexual encounters with adults in clinical settings, only becoming reticent and evasive after being 

taught to feel embarrassed or ashamed of them.96  

However, O’Carroll went much farther than any of the scholars he cited to suggest that 

intergenerational sex or paedophilia was, at least in the long-run, potentially politically transformative, 

in keeping with the goals of gay liberation, and beneficial to children and youth themselves. Certain of 

the psychical harmlessness of the generally non-penetrative sexual acts that paedophiles engaged in 

with children, and convinced of the debilitating consequences that sexual guilt and shame caused in 

young people, O’Carroll saw the role of paedophiles like himself as imbuing their partners with positive 

attitudes about sexuality and teaching them how sex could be fun, pleasurable, and loving in a non-

competitive, non-monogamous, and non-proprietary context. 97 “Political change does not exist in a 

vacuum,” O’Carroll wrote; “such change is evolutionary, and the evolution that matters is in the minds 

of little babes in arms and of growing children: only if they grow up feeling good about sex and 

unprejudiced about gender are they at all likely to reach adulthood psychically intact.”98  
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While not explicitly occupying a subjective position of a paedophile, Robert Etherington raised 

similar issues in an article for Gay Community News in 1978, which focused primarily on the thought of 

Alfred Kinsey. Indeed, Etherington believed the time had come to revisit Kinsey in order to combat 

conservative psychiatric authorities, such as Joseph Jankowski of Tufts New England Medical Center, 

who stated to media that the youths involved in homosexual experiences with adults would be “scarred 

for life.” Here Etherington noted that Kinsey had long ago asserted that “it is difficult to understand why 

a child, except for its cultural conditioning, should be disturbed at seeing the gentialia of other persons, 

or at having its genitalia touched, or disturbed at even more specific contacts.” Indeed, Etherington 

pointed out that, in his study Sexual Behaviour of the Human Male, Kinsey found that sexual capacities 

of males were greatest in the teenage years, and that pre-pubescent male children had the capacity for 

multiple orgasms in quick succession. Kinsey also found pre-adolescent males frequently engaged in 

some form of overt homosexual behaviour, often amongst themselves but also with men and older 

youths. Kinsey speculated that  

the primitive human animal must have started his sexual activities with 
unrestrained pre-adolescent sex play, and begun regular intercourse well before 
the onset of adolescence. This is still the case … in some of the so-called 
primitive human societies which have not acquired particular sex taboos, and 
among such children in our society as escape the restrictions of social 
convention. 
 

 In the final analysis, Etherington asserted that “Kinsey flatly refused to believe that any non-coercive 

sexual behavior, regardless of the ages of the people involved, would necessarily ‘scar’ anyone ‘for life.’” 

And Etherington believed that any psychological damage was caused by “the hysterical public reactions 

to the discovery of such behavior.” 99 

Of course, not all gay liberationists relied upon expert knowledges to defend pederasty and/or 

paedophilia; many found the bases for defending such relationships primarily within queer communities 

and subcultures, and at the level of the material realities of the street. For example, in Gay Community 
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News in 1977, Tom Reeves noted that on any given night in Boston, there were a huge number of street 

kids, hustlers, and “teenage drag queens” who sought sex, companionship, affirmation, support, money, 

and favours.  Often neglected, abused, abandoned or disowned by their families -- and frequently on 

account of their sexuality -- such youths found little in the way of government assistance: many were 

denied access to medical services, state welfare assistance, affordable housing, educational 

opportunities, or employment. Discriminated against, merely scraping by, and often working class, these 

youths had Reeves’ full support. “We have our faults,” Reeves was quick to acknowledge, “but we have 

provided absolutely essential life support for many, many boys.” Noting that, as a gay man, simply 

providing accommodation for homeless youths could result in criminal charges for intent to rape under 

Massachusetts law, if the police managed to bully and script statements from them, Reeves asserted 

that “the real child molestation story is in the straight world.” And he enjoined his readers to “think 

about what it meant for any gay person to come out 30 years ago and you have a small idea of what it is 

like for us to come out as men who love boys. Gay brothers and sisters, please count us among 

yourselves and give us your solidarity.”100  

Reeves was certainly not alone in elaborating such a pragmatically materialist position, and in 

the pages of Campaign in 1977, an unnamed activist attacked the the social stigma attached to boy-

lovers, and the repressive laws targeting them. Similarly noting the importance of boy-lovers for 

economically and socially marginalized youths, the activist emphasized his role in inculcating affirmative 

self-understandings of homosexuality, and also in terms of the transfer of capital -- both in terms of 

financial support and conferring knowledge and experience.  Here he quoted Meryvn Harris’ The Dilly 

Boys, a study of six youths who became involved in prostitution in London’s Picadilly Circus between 

1969 and 1970, which found that “Many of the boys I met had come across a benefactor who gave them 
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glimpses into another world. They spoke of how much they enjoyed and benefitted from relating to an 

influential and generous adult male.”101 

David Thorstad placed the issue of paedophilia or “man-boy love” on materialist grounds even 

more forcefully in Gay Community News in 1979. In Thorstad’s formulation, gay liberation was also a 

struggle for boy-lovers and paedophiles, whose affection for children was far greater than an American 

state and society “that does not love its children.”  He argued that the continuing mass of 

unemployment and government cutbacks to social services “being implemented by a capitalist 

government as a way of forcing the working classes to pay for inflation without encroaching on the 

profits of corporations,” confronted millions of children and youth with extremely dismal life prospects. 

In Thorstad’s view, sexual relationships between adults and young people thus constituted a site of for 

the recruitment of youth into a revolutionary struggle that could, alongside a plethora of progressive 

forces from socialists to feminists to racialized minorities, offer them a fundamentally better future.  

Thorstad wrote  

If the gay liberation struggle is seen only as a struggle for white, middle-class men 
and women who engage in consensual sex between adults, then we’ve 
completely missed the point about gay liberation … We are engaged in a war 
between the forces of sexual liberation on the one hand, and the forces of sexual 
repression on the other. Man/boy love and cross-generational sex have become 
the cutting edge of that war. This is a war that requires fearless and determined 
troops … The gay liberation movement must actively seek to win over the youth 
to our legitimate struggle for sexual freedom.102 

 
In distinct but kindred ways, queer theorists Lauren Berlant and Lee Edelman have critiqued how 

symbolic children, as bearers of imagined futures, have come to wield such enormous and normalizing 

power within political discourse, particularly from the final quarter of the twentieth century. Regarding 

the United States, Berlant complains that since the Reaganite revolution of the 1980s, “a nation made 
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for adult citizens has been replaced by one imagined for fetuses and children.” Moreover, she bemoans 

the fact that actually-existing, laboring Americans are so often supplanted by images of virtual, 

prehistorical, imperiled young people as justifications for political action.103 In broader terms, Edelman 

attacks the tyranny of “reproductive futurism,” a term denoting how “the image of the Child invariably 

shapes the logic within which the political itself must be thought … preserving in the process the 

absolute privilege of heteronormativity.” In a somewhat apocalyptic tone, Edelman writes that,  

on every side, our enjoyment of liberty is eclipsed by the lengthening shadow of 
a Child whose freedom to develop undisturbed by encounters, or even by the 
threat of potential encounters, with an ‘otherness’ of which its parents, its 
church, or the state do not approve … terroristically holds us all in check and 
determines that political discourse conform to the logic of a narrative wherein 
history unfolds as the future envisioned for a Child who must never grow up.104  

 
To be sure, these are important critiques. From the regulation of urban space and the expansion of 

police powers, to violent vigilantism and the regulation of racialized communities, destructive 

consequences have been unleashed in the name of sexually imperiled children across the Anglo-

American world. However, the symbolic child -- sexual or otherwise -- is not some monotonous tool of 

oppression, and practices of imagining transformed futures through young people do not necessarily 

rely on a familial biologism. In other words, there is a certain essentialism lurking in Edelman’s insistence 

that such futurism is inherently heternormative. As Karen Dubinsky has noted, “symbolic children cross 

geographic borders, political spectrums, and historical eras. No one nation or political ideology has a 

monopoly of imagining itself through its children.”105 Everyone from American neoconservatives to 

British nationalists to Australian queer activists have looked through children and youth in order to 

imagine their own version of a better world. 
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As demonstrated in this chapter, gay liberationists imagined a non-heterosexist, non-

homophobic, and sexually liberated world on the shoulders of children and youth, but they did so within 

the frame of what we might call -- to twist Edelman’s phrase -- a non-reproductive futurism. And 

importantly, this futurism was one which young people themselves sometimes participated in shaping. 

While their contributions were not pure or unmediated by adults, youth activists found considerable 

space within movement periodicals to assert themselves as independent sexual and political subjects 

with distinct visions of social change. Indeed, their perspectives sometimes significantly diverged from 

the expectations and analyses of adults. In keeping with Ken Davis’ experiences in early 1970s Sydney, 

many young people were baffled by and disinterested in the sectarian, ideological disputes of adult gay 

liberationists. Furthermore, they often found greater space for queer expression, both socially and 

academically, in schools than some adult critiques of these institutions as oppressive monoliths would 

suggest. 

So in the final analysis what was the image of children and youth that emerged in the activist 

writings explored above? First and foremost, children and youth were seen as inherently sexual beings. 

Far from the innocent creatures shielded by Anglo-American legal frameworks, children and youth were 

indeed regarded as competent sexual actors oppressed by age of consent laws, either intrinsically or 

insofar as such laws were unequal for homosexuals. For many activists, young people were simply not 

seen as intrinsically harmed by sexual relations with legal adults. Furthermore, children and youth were 

broadly conceptualized by gay liberationists as oppressed by schools. Indeed, systems of education were 

critiqued both from universalizing perspectives, which argued that schools encaged polymorphous 

sexual potential, and from minoritizing perspectives, which decried the absence of affirming lesbian and 

gay curricula and gay studies courses.  

The future that gay liberationists often imagined through children and youth was one in which 

eroticism in all its diversity would be celebrated, and in which all the shame, guilt, secrecy, and anxiety 
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surrounding sexuality would be banished. To this end, activists pursued myriad strategies, from speaking 

to students and leafleting schools to struggling for law reform. Gay liberationists both young and old 

sought to furnish young people with resources for feeling proud of their sexuality, in control of their 

bodies, and politically empowered. Practicing or advocating intergenerational sex as a way of inculcating 

this pride and empowerment proved to be a costly and explosive strategy, as we will see in the next 

chapter. In 1973, Gerald Hannon wrote it in The Body Politic that “loving a child and expressing it 

sexually is revolutionary activity. The activists of tomorrow are more than likely in someone’s arms 

today.”106 This statement unleashed significant regulatory consequences for the newspaper and 

divisions within the movement. 
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Chapter Eight 

“Men Loving Boys Loving Men”: The Body Politic Affair, 
Countermovement Reaction, and Transnational Solidarity 

 

Gerald Hannon is no stranger to controversy. From the very beginning of his long tenure with 

The Body Politic (TBP), Hannon penned journalistic investigations and opinion pieces that ruffled 

feathers and provoked outrage. But while publishing on everything from the sexuality of Jesus Christ to 

the sexual practice of fisting, none of Hannon’s articles created more controversy than those concerning 

intergenerational sex and paedophilia. An examination of the affective lives of Toronto area “boy-

lovers,” 1977’s “Men Loving Boys Loving Men” was uniquely explosive. The article resulted in local and 

national media condemnation, a major police raid, criminal charges, and an expensive series of court 

trials that did not fully conclude for over seven years. Collectively constituting The Body Politic Affair, 

this chain of regulatory events was not only emotionally and financially costly, but threatened to 

severely cripple or even destroy the newspaper, especially in the late 1970s. 

To be sure, the production, reception and consequences of “Men Loving Boys Loving Men” must 

be understood with reference to historical conditions nested within the space of the Canadian state. 

Hannon’s article was part of a series exploring youth sexuality and intergenerational sex in the context 

of Canada’s highly unequal age of consent laws. The backlash against “Men Loving Boys Loving Men” 

(MLBLM) was bound up with strong emotions surrounding the homosexualized murder of young 

Toronto shoeshine boy. And Hannon’s article provided ammunition for those opposing official 

recommendations for the inclusion of sexual orientation protections within the Ontario Human Rights 

Code. However, this chapter also insists that The Body Politic Affair must be understood with reference 

to broader, transnational phenomena. Indeed, “Men Loving Boys Loving Men” was published precisely 

as a constellation of evangelical, conservative countermovements were aggressively mobilizing against 
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gay liberation’s very meager gains across the Anglo-American world. And the extent to which such 

countermovements effectively construed homosexual politics as a grave threat to children in the public 

sphere certainly played a role in structuring responses to “Men Loving Boys Loving Men.”  Yet, The Body 

Politic Affair’s transnational dimensions were never merely negative and oppositional. TBP remained 

financially solvent and emotionally buoyed throughout its legal odyssey in part because of extensive 

financial contributions and expressions of support that flowed to Toronto from the United States, the 

United Kingdom, and Australia. While predicated on TBP’s excellence and significance to readers beyond 

Canadian borders, these flows were ironically amplified by the actions of conservative 

countermovements. Local struggles with countermovement forces attempting to equate homosexual 

politics with child molestation bolstered the basis upon which gay liberationists from San Francisco to 

London to Melbourne expressed concrete transnational solidarity with TBP during its time of crisis. 

Employing activist and mainstream newspapers, Canadian and international archival sources, 

and oral history interviews, this chapter establishes a holistic account of an important episode in gay 

liberation’s history.1 The narrative that emerges refuses neat syntheses, ethical certainties, and easy 

conclusions. Indeed, the following pages tell a story of divisive thinking on youth sexuality and 

paedophilia, extraordinary bigotry towards homosexuality in the pages of major Canadian newspapers, 

and of state capacity to persecute political groups outside the capricious borders of liberal toleration. 

Equally, the following pages tell a story about the material effects of transnational communicative 

networks, increasing public awareness of homosexual rights, and considerably improved relations 

between gay liberationists and the mainstream media in English Canada over the course of a decade.  

But before proceeding to examine these issues empirically, permit a brief methodological note 

pertaining to actor network theory as examined in the Introduction. To be sure, Gerald Hannon was a 

key actor within The Body Politic Affair -- his biography, character, and particular politics all mattered 
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considerably. For instance, Hannon’s own sexually frustrated youth contributed to his tenacious pursuit 

of issues surrounding child and youth sexuality as a TBP journalist. And a political naiveté underpinned 

Hannon’s continued explorations of paedophilia, even after they generated a rift in Toronto’s gay 

liberation movement in 1972.  However, if this chapter has a primary social actor – or actant in actor 

network theory terms -- it is surely “Men Loving Boys Loving Men” (MLBLM) itself. Not only did article 

produce an extraordinary number of consequences that had nothing to do with the intentions (or even 

the wildest dreams) of Gerald Hannon or the TBP Collective. The article also brought disparate social 

elements into association in unexpected ways, from the lesbian feminists who became involved with 

defending TBP as a result of the legal crisis MLBLM unleashed, to the Australian activists who danced the 

night away to raise funds for a Melbourne bank account opened in The Body Politic Free the Press Fund’s 

name.   

----- 
 

Born in New Brunswick in 1944, Gerald Hannon moved with his family to the small mill-town of 

Marathon, Ontario at the age of three. Despite a loving and supportive mother, Hannon’s upbringing on 

the north shore of Lake Superior was often unhappy due to an alcoholic and abusive father. Literature 

provided an escape and Hannon read voraciously -- albeit books deemed appropriate by Marathon’s 

single librarian, who “was very much a gatekeeper.” While encountering scattered literary references to 

same-sex desire, Hannon had no clear understanding of homosexuality until adulthood.  

Establishing himself as one of the town’s brightest young students, in 1962 Hannon left 

Marathon to pursue an undergraduate degree at the University of Toronto’s St. Michael’s College, 

where he majored in philosophy and minored in English literature.2 A Roman Catholic educated to 

combat the sins of the flesh, Hannon initially felt conflicted about his growing attraction to men. Despite 

an awareness of gay bars and cruising sites in the vicinity of Yonge Street, he was reluctant to explore 
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these subcultural spaces as an undergraduate student. However, Hannon’s attitudes towards 

homosexuality began to change after graduation when he accepted a job teaching English as a second 

language alongside Edward Jackson.3 A fellow University of Toronto alumnus and New Brunswick native, 

Jackson was already a self-affirming gay man and provided an impetus for Hannon to positively explore 

and accept his own homosexuality. Their friendship blossomed, and in 1970 the two men gathered their 

meagre savings and embarked on a substantial journey abroad. After travelling through Mexico and 

across the United States by bus, they boarded the cheapest possible flight from New York City to 

Europe, where they lived for an entire year. 

Primarily based in the United Kingdom, Hannon and Jackson discovered an exciting new world of 

radical gay liberation politics in swinging London. Attending several meetings of the Gay Liberation Front 

at the London School of Economics in 1971, they joined a demonstration on Fleet Street to protest 

oppressive media representations of homosexuality.  Both recall the mix of fear and exhilaration that 

accompanied their first experience of publicly proclaiming a gay political identity. Hannon recounts that,  

It caused a great deal of consternation at first; we were very nervous and worried 
even though we were in a country where no-one knew us. We were so unsettled that 
we retired into St. Paul’s Cathedral to gain our footing … before we joined the march. 
And then we found out how exciting it was. Within minutes we were shouting ‘gay 
rights now’ or whatever the shouts happened to be. It was the most liberating thing I 
think I’d ever done. 

 
Making the most of London’s avant-garde arts scene and vibrant counterculture, Hannon and Jackson 

cherished their time in the British capital. Yet, they increasingly desired to return to Canada after 

receiving friends’ letters indicating that gay liberation activism was proliferating in Toronto.4 Unwilling to 

forgo the experience of helping to build a new movement on Canadian soil, the pair bid London farewell, 

and boarded a trans-Atlantic flight in the fall of 1971.  
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Soon after arriving home, it became apparent that Toronto had undergone significant changes in 

their absence. Greatly influenced by trends in the United States, new organizations such as Toronto Gay 

Action and the Community Homophile Association of Toronto (CHAT) were expressing a hitherto 

unimaginable confidence and political militancy. Enthusiastically throwing themselves into this novel 

milieu, Hannon and Jackson began attending CHAT meetings and frequenting gay liberation dances. 

While these experiences were all important, none compared to discovering a new newspaper called The 

Body Politic (TBP). Hannon recalls that “It was badly designed and badly edited. But it didn’t matter. I 

was completely and thoroughly excited by it. And I took the first opportunity I could to be involved … 

We were completely swept away by it.” Attending a TBP editorial collective meeting, Hannon and 

Jackson volunteered to contribute to the newspaper’s second issue.5 And they were welcomed into the 

newspaper’s editorial Collective “with open arms because we were reasonably good writers,” Jackson 

recounts. By early 1972, the two men were debating submissions, cutting and pasting content onto 

layout board, and hawking TBP copies outside of Toronto’s gay bars.  

Although Hannon read some of the theoretical texts circulating within TBP’s early intellectual 

milieu, such as Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch and Dennis Altman’s Homosexual: Oppression and 

Liberation, he was never theoretically oriented. Vaguely leftist rather than committed to any systematic 

political analysis, Hannon rarely expressed his opinion when The Body Politic collective discussions 

turned to Marx, Marcuse or psychoanalysis. When fellow Collective members delved into finer points of 

political theory, Hannon would “just go along with their analysis because I thought: well, they’re 

smarter, they’re better prepared for this kind of work than I am. I’m a talented writer (or at least I 
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became one) and that’s what my contribution can be.”6 And write he did, in the process becoming one 

of TBP’s most prolific contributors.  

However Hannon’s writings were not only voluminous. Throughout the 1970s they proved 

routinely controversial. For example, in a 1974 article titled “Was Christ a Cocksucker?” Hannon 

denounced the ostensibly anti-sexual prohibitions of Christianity, and argued that gays should 

aggressively appropriate and manipulate the Christian symbols that had been used to oppress them -- 

especially that of Jesus Christ, who Hannon claimed as a fellow “faggot.”7 In a 1975 piece titled “Throat 

Ramming,” Hannon argued that it was necessary for gay liberationists to express not only their romantic 

love in public spaces, but also their physical lust. Indeed, he enjoined gays and lesbians to reject the 

circumspection of the closet, and ram their sexuality down the throat of a culture that sought to 

contain, suppress, and conceal it.8 Yet none of Hannon’s writings generated as much controversy as 

those concerning youth sexuality, paedophilia, and intergenerational sex. 

His first foray into this area was a 1972 article titled “Of Men and Little Boys,” which celebrated 

intergenerational sex as weakening the grip of the patriarchal family structure. Here Hannon rejected 

notions of intergenerational sex as the domain of a shadowy and deviant social group, writing that, 

all gay men should face the fact that at some point in their lives they may be 
captivated by some particularly luminous young man, and they should be prepared to 
embrace the experience joyfully, confident that the experience is potentially an 
enriching one for both parties and a step towards a sex-positive culture. 

 
Steeped in the exuberant rhetoric of the early gay liberation movement, Hannon also attacked prevalent 

notions of childhood sexual innocence and charged that the coercive seduction of children was more 

common amongst heterosexuals than homosexuals. While clear that coercion and violence against 

children could never be tolerated, Hannon provocatively asserted that “loving a child and expressing it 
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sexually is revolutionary activity. The activists of tomorrow are more than likely in someone’s arms 

today.”9 

TBP’s Collective was not unanimous in its decision to print “Of Men and Little Boys.” Collective 

member Brian Waite recalls that “I voted against Gerald’s first article on intergenerational sex, partly 

because I didn’t think that … it was an issue that we should be taking on at the time.” While issues of 

intergenerational sex and paedophilia were academically intriguing to Waite, he opposed publishing on 

the subject for strategic and tactical reasons. Then a Trotskyist and an active member of the League for 

Socialist Action, Waite believed that gay liberation needed to exercise discipline in communicating its 

objectives, and to refrain from polarizing distractions that might alienate potential constituents and 

undermine movement solidarity. “It wasn’t a question of conservative sexual values,” Waite insists. 

Rather, he objected to Hannon’s article given the danger that it might generate public backlash and rifts 

within the gay movement itself.10 As it happened, Waite’s fears were realized almost to the letter. “Of 

Men and Little Boys” unleashed a flurry of homophobic denunciations within Toronto’s print media and 

contributed to an enduring split between TBP and the Community Homophile Association of Toronto 

(CHAT).  

The opening salvo was Globe and Mail columnist Kenneth Bagnell’s false and convoluted 

assertion that, through TBP as its communicative vehicle, CHAT was encouraging “the homosexual 

seduction of children” with taxpayers’ dollars, given that it had received $14,000 from the Federal 

government’s Local Initiatives Project to operate a community centre.11 The Globe and Mail also printed 

an editorial which declared “the homosexual seduction of a child is a loathsome, pernicious thing,” and 
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quoted Hannon’s article to suggest that TBP could be criminally prosecuted.12 The Toronto Star went 

even further in a lead editorial titled “No Open Season on Children,” which argued that “Of Men and 

Little Boys” potentially justified rescinding Canada’s 1969 de-criminalization of homosexuality.  The Star 

alleged that in spreading “pernicious propaganda” and using their newfound legal rights “to jeopardize 

children,” homosexuals “may lose the freedom they have and will certainly destroy the tolerance that 

gave them the [Criminal Law Amendment Act] in the first place.”13  

Despite these apocalyptic threats, no criminal charges were laid as a result of “Of Men and Little 

Boys.” The sky did not come crashing down upon Canada’s partial decriminalization of homosexuality. 

But a very real consequence of Hannon’s article was the deep rift that it exacerbated and occasioned 

within Toronto’s gay movement.  Until this point, the city had basically avoided the bitter and 

destructive infighting between homophile and gay liberation activists that had occurred in major U.S. 

centres. Toronto had no history of a pre-Stonewall homophile movement in the American sense, and 

the Community Homophile Association of Toronto initially had no initial difficulty defining itself as a gay 

liberation group. For example, in 1972 CHAT’s membership passed a series of resolutions on its 

“philosophy, aims and purposes,” which stated that “CHAT is a gay liberation organization” concerned 

with “the elimination of all forms of sexism.”14 And CHAT’s early membership included many activists 

who were also active in resolutely radical organizations, such as Toronto Gay Action.15  
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In other words, while relations between reformists, revolutionaries, and those in-between were 

not without tension, activists from across the ideological spectrum had generally worked well together 

in Toronto. They had co-coordinated social events, staged joint protests, and even shared organizational 

spaces. But this changed dramatically in the aftermath of “Of Men and Little Boys.” The piece struck a 

deep nerve amongst a considerable cross-section of CHAT’s leadership and grass-roots membership, and 

played a significant role in the organization’s decision to severe ties with TBP and Toronto Gay Action. In 

response to media denunciations, CHAT refused to express unqualified solidarity with TBP or affirm its 

absolute right to freedom of press. Rather, the CHAT’s board of directors issued a statement that the 

organization was “in complete disagreement with the views expressed by Mr. Gerald Hannon,” and 

strongly opposed “to anything which would ‘jeopardize children.’”16 Moreover, CHAT President George 

Hislop wrote to The Globe and Mail directly, and insisted that “the mainstream of CHAT’s thinking is 

radically different from that of The Body Politic Collective.”17 While the TBP Collective initially hoped that 

Toronto’s gay organizations could overcome their differences and continue working together, many 

CHAT members simply did not concur.18  From here the conflict only escalated, culminating with TBP’s 

condemnation of CHAT President George Hislop as a dictator, and of CHAT in general as, 

A reactionary organization with political views ranging from conservative to non-
existent.  It is a Canadian Mattachine Society, but a Mattachine Society before gay lib 
erupted into view. It is anti-democratic and paternalistic. It is imbued with the aura of 
the comfortable closet.19 

 
Retrospectively, Hannon is somewhat bemused by the controversy and political infighting 

facilitated by “Of Men and Little Boys,” which he now regards as “a terrible article, I just splatted stuff 

                                                           
16

 CHAT Press Release, 25 August 1972, Correspondence 1972, Community Homophile Association, 5.2.2., 
Canadian Lesbian and Gay Archives. 
17

 George Hislop, “Gay Liberation,” The Globe and Mail (25 August 1972). 
18

 For example, Jim Pullen wrote a scathing open letter charging that Hannon’s writings on “sexual 
experimentation with and among children” had not only “alienated the entire heterosexual community but much 
of the gay community as well.” Jim Pullen, “Community Homophile Association of Toronto – Executive, c/o George 
Hislop,” ca. Fall 1972, Correspondence 1972, Community Homophile Association, 5.2.2., Canadian Lesbian and Gay 
Archives. 
19

 “Editorial: Gone Fission,” TBP, 7 (Winter 1973). 



390 
 

on the page.” Furthermore, Hannon admits that radical bravado, activist self-aggrandizement, and 

sensationalist attention-seeking influenced the tone of the piece. But despite its hasty creation and 

provocative intent, “Of Men and Little Boys” must also be situated within a broader, contemporary gay 

liberation critique of constructions of child and youth sexuality, as explored in the previous chapter. 

Quoting from the comparative anthropological work of Wainwright Churchill, Hannon’s article was 

indeed connected to a wider stream of gay liberation writing that relied on psychiatry, history, sexology, 

anthropology, and other knowledges to challenge prevailing moralities surrounding intergenerational 

sex. In other words, Hannon was neither shouting into the dark nor a lone voice within gay liberation. 

And in addition to scathing criticism, his article also garnered praise and attention.  

For example, Doug Hellquist, President of the Zodiac Friendship Society, Saskatchewan’s first 

gay organization, wrote TBP from Saskatoon to express his admiration for TBP, and singled out “Of Men 

and Little Boys” as an important contribution that “should be heeded by straight people as well as gay 

people.”20 Mixing criticism and compliment, such Ontario-based readers as John Schaller and Barry 

Adam appreciated Hannon’s challenge to constructions of young people as innocent and asexual beings, 

even while critical of his failure to address the sexual objectification and political disqualification of 

youth by older gay men.21  “Of Men and Little Boys” was also regarded as interesting enough for 

reprinting in leading gay liberation periodicals internationally. Gay Liberator of Detroit featured 

Hannon’s article interspersed with photos of school-children, and a brief explanation of the controversy 

it had generated north of the border.22 A more substantial reprinting appeared in London’s Gay News, 

which featured Hannon’s article as a cover-story under the headline “Of Men and Little Boys – the 
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Article that Shocked Canada,” alongside photographs of nude and semi-nude pre-pubescent boys (See 

Figure 17).23 

To be sure, the decision to present Hannon’s already provocative article alongside such images 

raised the ire of many Gay News readers. For example, “T.S.” wrote to protest that “Of Men and Little 

Boys” fed into the worst heterosexual fears about gay people, and made no effort to address the 

psychological harm that might befall a young person whose sexual relations with an adult became the 

subject of a criminal investigation.24 Other readers questioned the legality of the photographs 

accompanying Hannon’s article. Ultimately, Editor Dennis Lemon accepted responsibility for the “virtual 

torrent of criticism” generated by the visual representation of “Of Men and Little Boys” within Gay 

News. And reflecting back on the first year of Gay News’ publication, Lemon admitted that he had not 

yet “learned the difference between controversy and sensationalism.”25 Consumed by the rigours of 

producing TBP in Toronto, Hannon had no idea that his article had created such a stir in the queer 

metropole of London, where less than two years earlier he had first encountered the politics of gay 

liberation for the first time.  

----- 
 

Seemingly undeterred by controversy, Hannon continued writing on child and youth sexuality 

and intergenerational sex as the 1970s progressed, and it is important to emphasize the fact that 1977’s 

“Men Loving Boys Loving Men” was the third and final installment of a broader series of articles, 

designed in part to explain why TBP, along with the National Gay Rights Coalition, had adopted a strong 

stance demanding the abolition of Canadian age-of-consent laws.26 The first installment of Hannon’s  
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Figure 17: “Of Men and Little Boys – The Article that Shocked Canada.” Gay News, 14 (1973). 
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series, “The Plight of Gay Youth,” addressed the illegal sex-lives that gay young people were forced to 

lead in Canada until reaching the age of 21, in stark contrast to the age of 14 for their heterosexual 

counterparts. Conducting interviews with over a dozen self-identified gays and lesbian young people, 

Hannon explored issues of school-yard bullying, parental bigotry, and above all the need for furtive, 

secretive, and therefore more dangerous sexual relations. Attending a meeting of the Gay Youth Group 

at the Church Street Community Centre, he emphasized the physical and intellectual maturity of these 

young “lawbreakers,” who were formally guilty of acts of “gross-indecency”  by expressing themselves 

sexually. Here he highlighted the absurdity of the fact that they “they may be old enough to drink, drive 

a car, join the army and learn to kill” but not old enough make decisions regarding the use of their own 

bodies.27 

The series’ second installment, “Advice on Consent,” was by far Hannon’s most theoretical. 

Bringing an experience of visiting a Mexican peasant community into conversation with Philippe Ariès’ 

Centuries of Childhood, Hannon noted the absence of familiar, modern categories of childhood and 

youth in both early modern Europe and rural Mexico. Positing that technologically advanced, capitalist 

societies required unusually extended periods of youth for the purpose of specialized education -- as 

well as ever-finer gradations of youth to facilitate the marketing of toys and other consumer goods – 

Hannon argued that “we are being forced to deal with categories that are largely artificial, a result of the 

way of our society is organized.” And here he suggested that just as such categories had emerged within 

a historically specific, capitalist mode of production, so too had prevailing understandings of sex as an 

existential danger to young people.   

To be sure, Hannon’s thinking relied on a conceptualization of the interrelationship between 

capitalism, the nuclear family, and gay oppression that was relatively common among gay liberationists. 

Here he saw the nuclear family not only as a pillar of capitalism in terms of inequality-naturalization, but 

                                                           
27

 Gerald Hannon, “Seven Years to Go: The Plight of Gay Youth,” TBP, 26 (September 1976). 



394 
 

as pillar of gay oppression in terms of heteronormative, gender-role socialization. Tacitly influenced by 

Herbert Marcuse and no doubt more directly by Dennis Altman, Hannon suggested that capitalism 

confined the unruliness of human sexuality within the nuclear family in order to channel it towards 

heterosexuality in the interest of social reproduction.  Indeed, he believed that allowing child and youth 

sexuality to meander outside nuclear family control would permit experiences of pleasure and 

experimentation that would undermine the family’s normalization and socialization functions, and open 

the door to alternative, homosexual forms of sociality. In other words, several years after the 1972 

publication of “Of Men and Little Boys,” Hannon continued to regard child and youth sexual exploration 

-- including intergenerational sex -- as a potentially revolutionary activity. 

But in the practical context of Canadian gay liberation politics, what did all of this mean? For 

Hannon, activists needed to maintain a hard line on age-of-consent, and continue demanding abolition 

rather than harmonization. While some member groups of the National Gay Rights Coalition, such as 

Gays of Ottawa, had been pushing for a policy reversal on this front, Hannon stood firm that 

harmonization would constitute a betrayal of the revolutionary promise of gay liberation. He 

sympathized with Gays of Ottawa’s objections, given the organization’s unique role of communicating 

the policies and goals of Canadian gay organizations to Members of Parliament and government 

agencies in the capital. Indeed, he understood that Ottawa activists too often gained potentially 

supportive ears in corridors of national power, only to lose them as a result of the National Gay Rights 

Coalition’s policy regarding age-of-consent abolition. Yet Hannon insisted that abandoning this demand 

was antithetical to the growth of gay liberation. Viewing the struggle against age-of-consent as an issue 

that would bring youth themselves into the movement, Hannon held that future success hinged on 

“proselytizing” in the sense of:  
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Reaching young gay people with the message that gay is good, that they are not 
diseased or sinful, that they should get out of their families as soon as they can, that 
they should organize with other gay people, that’s it all right to be having sex.28 
  
The third and final installment of Hannon’s series was 1977’s “Men Loving Boys Loving Men” 

(MLBLM). But what did the much maligned article actually have to say? Framed as a journalistic 

investigation into men who desired sexual relations with children and pubescent youths, MLBLM 

eschewed the term paedophile, given its clinical and pathological meanings. Adopting the more 

sympathetic term “boy-lovers,” Hannon sought to humanize such men, who had all too often been 

flattened into three main caricatures: the murderous sexual psychopath, the pathetic simpleton who 

sought out children at his own cognitive level, and the debauched gentleman who used his wealth to 

procure boy-prostitutes. Asserting that such stereotypes contained partial truths at best, Hannon 

endeavoured to add greater human complexity to man-boy relationships through a series of interviews. 

Employing pseudonyms to protect identities, Hannon recounted interviews with “Peter,” a 48-

year-old, noveau-riche Torontonian who regularly travelled to Morocco for intergenerational sex; with 

“Simon,” a 33-year-old school teacher in a relationship with a 12-year-old pupil; and with “Don,” a 40-

year-old married man, who recalled an intergenerational relationship from his youth in highly positive 

terms. Perhaps most controversially, Hannon also accepted an invitation to observe “Barry” and his 12-

year-old lover “Billy” on an overnight camping trip in the agricultural hinterland north of Toronto. After 

consuming a bottle of wine in their shared tent, Hannon observed that “I could tell by the giggling that 

Barry and Billy had taken their [clothes] off as soon as the flashlight went out.”  

For all their differences, the intergenerational relations featured in MLBLM shared several 

elements. Hannon insisted that none were abusive or violent. Baldly stating that “boy-love is not 

molestation,” Hannon recounted how such relations tended to involve an element of courtship, which 

saw the younger partner receive favours and gifts from the elder. Physically, Hannon asserted that man-
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boy-love was built on horseplay and other non-penetrative acts, such as mutual masturbation and oral 

sex, which he described in a level of detail that many readers found uncomfortable. In terms of specific 

ages, the bracket with greatest appeal to Hannon’s boy-lovers was seemingly 12 to 14.  Politically, none 

of the interviewees expressed interest in mobilizing politically on the basis of their sexual proclivities 

given the incredible dangers involved. Subjectively, Hannon distanced himself from any sexual desire for 

children, writing that he quickly tired watching the goofy, bawdy antics of “Barry” and his lover “Billy.” 

Hannon also admitted that relating to kids was “an uncomfortable challenge to me. When I’m with them 

I feel either condescending or oddly negligent; I suspect they find me either pompous or uncomfortably 

strained.”29   

Nevertheless, Hannon was vehement that man-boy love constituted a legitimate relational form 

that gay people needed to stop demonizing. While asserting that such relations were part of the 

historical legacy of male homosexuality and the diversity of the human sexual experience, Hannon was 

more interested in affirming the contemporary political value of man-boy love. With a startling lack of 

qualification, he suggested that boys involved in such relationships would grow into men with greater 

confidence in their bodies and fewer hang-ups surrounding sexuality -- and that they would be more 

willing to support the goals of sexual liberation as adults, regardless of whether they eventually 

occupied homosexual or heterosexual identities. In keeping with his earlier writing, Hannon also held 

that as a result of early sexual experiences with older partners, gay youth would be more likely to 

escape the oppressive grip of the nuclear family, and come out of the closet long before their twenties 

(to the benefit of gay liberation as a whole).  Concluding MLBLM in a fashion that attempted to invert 

prevailing understandings of child molestation, Hannon stated that growing up in a homophobic and 

                                                           
29

 Hannon did not write “from the standpoint of a boy-lover himself,” nor was his piece bound up with a desire “to 
confess,” as Becki Ross has claimed. See: Becki L. Ross, The House that Jill Built: A Lesbian Nation in Formation 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995): 166. This assertion has more recently appeared in Becki Ross, “Like 
Apples and Oranges: Lesbian Feminist Responses to the Politics of TBP,” Maureen Fitzgerald and Scott Rayter (eds), 
Queerly Canadian: An Introductory Reader in Sexuality Studies (Toronto: Canadian Scholars Press, Inc., 2012). 



397 
 

sexually repressive society – and not man-boy love – was what truly constituted molestation. Indeed, he 

pronounced that,  

Every homosexual has suffered molestation. Every homosexual’s sexuality has been 
interfered with – impeded, strangled, diverted, denounced, ‘cured,’ pitied, punished. 
That is molestation. And it has nothing to do with what Simon, Barry, and Peter are 
doing. 30 
 
Reflecting on why he was so interested in issues of intergenerational sex and youth sexuality, 

Hannon now identifies several elements. A desire to garner readers and attention through provocation 

was certainly a factor. However, Hannon believes that his personal relationships with “boy-lovers” were 

ultimately more significant. While holding “rather conventional views on the topic” of intergenerational 

sex originally, Hannon recalls that meeting a founding gay liberation activist “who was not a pedophile 

exactly, but certainly an ephebophile, opened my eyes to the fact that it is not in fact as sick as it is 

generally painted to be.”31 Also pivotal was Hannon’s encounter with an acquaintance of Edward 

Jackson’s, “who was quite explicitly interested in adolescent boys or younger.” Experiencing “a 

revelation” in meeting men who were sane, cultivated, and unashamed of their proclivities, Hannon 

increasingly saw the socio-cultural demonization of such individuals as ill-founded. On a more personal 

level, Hannon also connected his interest in youth sexuality and intergenerational sex to his own youth 

in Marathon, Ontario and early adulthood in Toronto – periods during which he felt confused, 

conflicted, alone and ashamed vis-à-vis homosexual desire. Indeed, until his twenties, Hannon went 

without affirmative gay contacts or guiding, older partners. He recalls that, 

I didn’t want anyone to go through what I went through for years and years and 
years – the misery of thinking that I was sick and a mental case and all the rest of it. I 
mean, I just wanted people to be spared that. And reaching out to youth seemed to 
be one way of ensuring that they would be spared that.32 

 
----- 
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MLBLM appeared in issue 39 of TBP, which was sent out for distribution in late November of 

1977. It was prefaced with an unusual statement by TBP Collective. Acknowledging that MLBLM had sat 

unpublished for nearly six months, the Collective was aware that it would considerable opposition, and 

admitted that “the decision to run the article was not taken lightly nor without debate … We know that 

people who are more concerned with ‘respectability’ than rights will groan at our ‘irresponsibility.’” 

Moreover, the Collective was well aware that MLBLM might well be “splashed sensationally across the 

tabloids” and used by enemies of gay liberation.33  Nevertheless, after much soul-searching, the 

Collective asserted its right to address controversial and unpopular issues, and decided to publish. 

At first MLBLM seemed to go undetected and it circulated for several weeks without any 

response. However, Toronto Sun columnist Claire Hoy suddenly seized on MLBLM in late December 

1977.34 Refusing to quote the article directly, as “it would be inappropriate … to repeat the words of 

these child rapers [sic],” Hoy construed MLBLM as evidence “our taxes help homosexuals promote the 

abuse of children,” given that TBP had received a small Ontario Arts Council grant.35 In a second column 

published under the headline “Kids, not rights, is their craving [sic],” Hoy also drew on MLBLM to assert 

that gay liberation was all about ‘‘getting their prophets into the schools and spreading their seamy 

message to young impressionable kids.”36 In no uncertain terms, Hoy used Hannon’s article to denounce 

the gay liberation movement as a grave danger to children and youth. 

Although a bombastic and vulgar columnist writing on the fringe of Toronto’s media 

establishment, Hoy nevertheless enjoyed a devoted readership, government connections, and a 

considerable talent for generating populist outrage.  And in the wake of his attacks, the Toronto Sun 
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published a lead editorial that denounced TBP and expressed concern with respect to homosexual 

“fascination with children” and their “missionary zeal to proselytize.” The Sun also printed an “on the 

street” column, which asked passersby for outraged reaction to “recent articles [sic] in a homosexual 

publication which advocated the seduction of children.”37 Soon enough, a range of local and national 

media outlets and television networks picked up the story. CITY-TV’s news program interviewed Claire 

Hoy, who stated that he was urging contacts within Ontario’s provincial government to pursue legal 

action against TBP. The Globe and Mail interviewed Ontario Attorney General Roy McMurtry, who 

expressed disgust over “the article as described in news reports.” CTV’s national news program also 

interviewed McMurtry, who again denounced Hannon’s article, and opined that it had greatly “set back 

the cause” of gay rights.38   

Before long, on 30 December 1977, five officers from the Toronto Police Department and the 

Ontario Provincial Police raided TBP’s office. Ed Jackson was present during the entirety of the raid, and 

recalls the terror of watching an intimidating group of officers proceed to methodically tear the 

newspaper’s operations asunder. Having contacted Toronto defence attorney Clayton Ruby as soon as 

media outlets began reporting on the possibility of criminal charges, Jackson recalls that Clayton Ruby’s 

direct phone number was placed above the TBP office telephone. Thus Ruby was immediately contacted 

and provided real-time counsel on what to say to police before travelling to the scene himself. Arriving 

while the three hour raid was still underway, Ruby failed to persuade the police to confiscate only 

materials directly related to MLBLM. Brandishing an extremely broad warrant, the officers confiscated 

twelve large boxes of subscription lists, cheque books, classified ads, manuscripts for publication, letters 

to the editor, and published monographs. Police also went through the holdings of the Canadian Lesbian 

and Gay Archives and confiscated TBP’s earliest historical records. As Jackson notes, everything about 
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the raid appeared calculated to inflict the greatest possible damage to the publication, from the 

terrorizing seizure of subscription lists, to the raid’s timing at five o’clock on the Friday before the New 

Year’s long weekend, perhaps intended to delay TBP’s legal response. To Jackson, “it seemed like 

everything we needed to continue the publication walked out the door.”39   

Moving quickly, on 5 January 1978 the Ontario Crown Attorney’s office laid charges against the 

Pink Triangle Press and its executive officers: President Ken Popert, Secretary Ed Jackson, and Treasurer 

Gerald Hannon (See Figure 18). Established in 1975, the Pink Triangle Press was TBP’s publishing arm, 

and had been named with reference to the badge that “homosexual men and women were required to 

wear in the concentration camps of Nazi Germany,” as a “historically motivated and potent symbol of 

the oppression of homosexuals.”40 A non-profit corporation “without share capital” that ostensibly 

sought the advancement of the homosexual community “through a programme of public education,” 

the Pink Triangle Press was entitled to receive charitable, tax-exempt donations, gifts, and bequests.41 

However, its primary purpose was to install a fictitious board of directors while the newspaper’s true 

governing body remained its loosely structured Collective. As Merv Walker succinctly puts it, the press 

was established because “we needed a legal fiction for the paper to operate under.”42 And as Ken 

Popert recalls,  

We were afraid that someone might come and try to arrest us some day and we 
wanted to create a lightning rod to divert the authorities. So we though, okay, they 
can arrest the directors of this entity but the collective will still exist and go on.  
 
The specific charges against the Pink Triangle Press and its executive officers were twofold. The 

first was laid in relation to MLBLM and issue 39 of TBP under Section 164 of the Canadian Criminal Code, 

which prohibited the “use of the mails for the purpose of transmitting or delivering anything that is  
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Figure 18: The Body Politic Raided and Charged.  From Left to Right: Ken Popert, Gerald Hannon, and Ed 
Jackson. The Body Politic, 40 (February 1978). 
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obscene, indecent, immoral, or scurrilous.”  The second charge was laid in relation to Loving Man, a 

photographic guide to gay male lovemaking, under Section 159 of the Code, which prohibited the 

possession of obscene material for the purpose of distribution (this charge was later dropped).43 Both 

charges carried a maximum of two years in prison. Ed Jackson reflects that they 

Were very antiquated, and they had never been used for anything like this before – 
you know, immoral, indecent, and scurrilous literature, and using the mails. I mean, 
they really had to search for something to throw at us … It wasn’t something that 
came to mind initially; it required going through some fusty statutes.  
 
But why did the raid and charges occur at this particular historical moment? Why did 1977’s 

MLBLM elicit such a heavy-handed regulatory response in comparison to 1972’s “Of Men and Little 

Boys”? The differing quality of the articles is an important factor here. While “Of Men and Little Boys” 

was more overtly inflammatory than Hannon’s later work, it was also hastily and zealously written. And 

it was published at a nascent stage of TBP’s development when the newspaper had comparatively low 

production standards, and contained content of extremely varied sophistication. Simply put, when “Of 

Men and Little Boys” appeared in TBP, the newspaper was not taken very seriously outside relatively 

small circles of gay liberation activists. But by the time MLBLM was published in 1977, TBP’s circulation 

had greatly increased, and the newspaper’s content, design, and layout had significantly improved. 

Moreover, while it was relatively easy to dismiss Hannon’s early polemics, MLBLM was a piece of 

investigative journalism that relied on concrete interviews. A final difference between the two articles 

was that, to borrow Eve Sedgwick’s terminology, while 1972’s “Of Men and Little Boys” asserted the 

universality of intergenerational sexual desire, MLBLM presented a more minoritizing conceptualization 

of “boy-lovers” as an actually existing and small – but far from numerically insignificant -- segment of the 
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population.44 For all these reasons, MLBLM was taken far more seriously by more people than its 

predecessor. 

Yet the response to MLBLM was also structured by historical conditions at a number of different 

scales. Locally, MLBLM was published in the aftermath of the homosexualized murder of a 12-year-old 

shoe-shine boy in late July of 1977. Lured into an apartment above a Yonge Street body-rub parlour with 

promises of cash, Emanuel Jaques had been restrained by several men, repeatedly sexually assaulted, 

and drowned in a kitchen sink. Soon thereafter, one of the murderers called CHAT President George 

Hislop to confess. Hislop responded by contacting the police, convincing the man to turn himself in, and 

arranging for legal representation. Hislop’s actions had been irreproachable, yet as one of the major 

public faces of Toronto’s gay community, they allowed anti-gay media pundits to allege a connection 

between Jaques’ murder and local homosexual politics. Indeed, many Canadian newspapers constructed 

the crime not only as a “homosexual slaying,” but as the result of a “homosexual orgy,” and insinuated 

linkages between the murder and gay activism as such. For example, the Toronto Sun sensationalistically 

reported that Jaques was murdered after “being subjected to a 12-hour orgy of abuse by 

homosexuals.”45 And in a lead editorial, Toronto Sun Editor Peter Worthington connected Jaques’ 

murder to homosexuals “who seem anxious to gain recruits, create a new ‘normality,’ and who thirst for 

political power.”46 Elsewhere in English Canada, the Winnipeg Tribune announced that “Shoeshine Boy 

was Homosexual Victim,” and the Vancouver Sun blared “Boy Killed after Gay Sex Orgy.”47 So 

defamatory was the coverage that George Hislop and National Gay Rights Coalition President Tom 
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Warner held a joint press conference to dispel rampant misinformation, and to highlight Hislop’s 

positive role in bringing Jaques’ murderers to justice.48  

However, Jaques’ murder also unleashed a flurry of protests in Toronto. And several major 

protests orchestrated by the Portuguese Canadian community of which the boy was part saw thousands 

of angry people converge on Yonge Street and Nathan Phillips Square. Some of the protesters carried 

signs bearing messages such as “Kill Sex Perverts;” others demanded the reinstatement of the death 

penalty and violent reprisals against homosexuals as such.49 In this emotionally charged environment, 

death and bomb threats were made against George Hislop personally, as well as against gay institutions 

such as the CHAT Centre, the Church Street Community Centre, and Glad Day Books.50 Of course, such 

extremism was never limited to Portuguese Canadians, and the anger unleashed Jaques’ murder was 

socially and ethnically widespread.51 As Globe and Mail columnist Ron Porambo put it, Jaques’ slaying 

“resulted in an emotional upheaval unlike any seen in Toronto for years.”52 These collective emotions 

ranged grief over Jaques’ death, to fear for the safety of one’s children, to hatred and disgust towards 

homosexuality in general. However, such feelings did not simply evaporate after Jaques’ funeral; in the 

months to come, they were reactivated with each news story on his killers’ trials, by ongoing efforts to 

“clean-up” Yonge Street in Jaques’ name, and of course in the controversy surrounding MLBLM. 

Also important is that shortly before Jaques’ murder the Ontario Human Rights Commission had 

released Life Together, a report recommending the inclusion of sexual orientation in the Ontario Human 

Rights Code for the first time. As historian Jennifer Tunnicliffe has shown, sexual orientation was the 
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most contentious of many human rights issues addressed by Life Together, and media coverage of the 

report frequently emphasized the issue over other recommendations. Many individuals and 

organizations that were generally supportive of Life Together could not accept protections for 

homosexuals, especially in the area of employment. For example, the Toronto Metro Separate School 

Board was far from alone in opposing anything that would prevent employers from discriminating on 

the basis of sexual orientation when hiring for jobs related to young children.53 Even more controversial 

was Life Together’s recommendation that information about homosexuality be taught in a value-neutral 

fashion in sex education, which inflamed right-wing pundits. As Claire Hoy rhetorically asked Toronto 

Sun readers, “I don’t want the state teaching my kids the wonders of being a fag. Do you?”54  

Given the temporal overlap of Jaques’ murder and Life Together, it is no surprise that the two 

issues often became intertwined in media discourse – especially in conservative newspapers that were 

inherently hostile to sexual orientation protections. As sociologist Michael Graydon notes, those who 

opposed Life Together’s recommendations deployed Jaques’ murder “as a cautionary tale” and urged “a 

go-slow approach to any expansion of lesbian and gay rights.”55 Less nuanced pundits constructed 

Jaques’ death as an unequivocal red light for sexual orientation protections.56 In broader terms, Life 

Together was a watershed moment in terms of a growing backlash against gay politics in Toronto and 

Ontario. Ken Popert recalls that while the local movement had hitherto “been expanding into a vacuum 

without much resistance, partially because we weren’t taken seriously,” this changed considerably when 

a major government body recommended legislative changes that would confer legitimacy upon the 

struggle for gay rights. Popert reflects that “I think that set off alarm bells all over, because suddenly an 
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official body was taking these crazy people seriously.”57 As Ed Jackson remarks, opposition to the 

Ontario Human Rights Commission’s recommendations, powerful emotions surrounding Jaques’ 

murder, and an intensifying reaction against gay liberation within Toronto’s media, “all kind of 

converged and then we threw a lighted match into a tinder box.” While it is impossible to impute exact 

motivations to the decisions of individuals and groups made in secret and behind closed doors, there is 

little doubt that this extraordinary convergence of events played a pivotal role in the decision of the 

Toronto Police Department and the Ontario Provincial Police to raid TBP under the direction of Ontario 

Attorney General Roy McMurty. To say nothing of already extremely poor relations between various 

police forces, Toronto’s gay community, and The Body Politic itself, McMurtry was a staunch 

conservative with political aspirations who resolutely opposed the inclusion of sexual orientation 

protections within the Ontario Human Rights Code. The publication of MLBLM in the context of these 

local and provincial events gave McMurtry and police administrators a seemingly politically expedient 

and almost irresistible justification to collectively strike at TBP. 

    However, The Body Politic Affair must also be situated within the broader context of a 

conservative backlash against gay liberation that was growing in strength across the Anglo-American 

world. Indeed, particularly from the mid-1970s a constellation of interconnected, anti-gay 

countermovements increasingly mobilized to challenge the movement’s very meagre gains in areas such 

as human rights legislation, municipal anti-discrimination ordinances, and positive media 

representation. In the United Kingdom, Mary Whitehouse and the National Festival of Light had 

mobilized to “alert the nation to the danger of departing from Christian standards” and combat a 

growing permissiveness towards social evils such as homosexuality.58 In Australia there was Reverend 
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Fred Nile and the Australian Festival of Light, which imported the organizational model and broad 

objectives of its British namesake, and sponsored national tours by Mary Whitehouse, who attacked 

“that most insidious of all pressure groups – the Gay Liberation movement” for “normalizing 

abnormality.”59 Meanwhile, in the United States, former beauty queen and recording artist Anita Bryant 

and Save Our Children, Inc. embarked on a major campaign to repeal civic ordinances protecting 

homosexuals from discrimination in areas such employment and housing. While claiming a hitherto 

laissze-faire attitude towards gays and lesbians in the entertainment industry, Bryant insisted that 

homosexuals had gone too far in demanding the prerogative to work in sectors such as education, which 

would put them in proximity to innocent and impressionable young people.60 North of the border, 

Reverend Ken Campbell and Renaissance International were mobilizing against “satanic intrusions” in 

the realm of realm of education after learning that members of McMaster University Gay Liberation 

were giving presentations at high schools in southern Ontario.61 Seeking international alliances in its 

struggle to protect Christian children from various forms of “moral pollution,” Campbell and 

Renaissance reached out to Anita Bryant in 1977 to propose a Canadian speaking tour, which she readily 

accepted. And in a twist of fate, Bryant’s crusade was inaugurated in Toronto on 15 January 1978, mere 

days after the Ontario Attorney General laid charges against the Pink Triangle Press.62 
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To be sure, these countermovement actors were not without important differences. Their 

denominational affiliations ranged from Anglican to Baptist to Congregationalist. Their campaigning 

priorities differed geographically and jurisdictionally; while North American countermovements focused 

on repealing anti-discrimination ordinances and combatting proposed human rights legislation, their 

British and Australian counterparts tended to emphasize tightening censorship regimes. Yet the National 

Festival of Light, Renaissance International, the Australian Festival of Light, and Save Our Children, Inc. 

had much in common. Despite employing nationalistic rhetoric, they articulated similar visions of a 

morally embattled Christendom, and pursued political activities and alliances that transcended the 

borders of any particular nation-state. They possessed a considerable capacity to obtain resources, gain 

recruits, and project messages as a result of access to evangelical communication networks and large 

Protestant churches. They raged against the so-called sexual revolution; conceptualized anatomical 

differences between men and women as expressing fixed and God-ordained social roles; and regarded 

homosexuality as a sin against God. With increasing frequency from 1977, they enjoyed considerable 

success in publicly circulating images of homosexuals as paedophiles and child molesters, and at 

constructing gay liberation politics as inherently dangerous to children and youth.  

 But what did these countermovement actors have to do with The Body Politic Affair in specific 

terms? This question has at least three answers. First, to varying extents such countermovements 

influenced the discursive and media environment in which MLBLM was received. Indeed, 

countermovement leaders such as Mary Whitehouse and Ken Campbell successfully disseminated their 

anti-gay messages at a number of geographic scales. For example, Campbell’s decision to protest 

ostensible attempts by McMaster University Gay Liberation to recruit high school students in his area by 

withholding the educational portion of his property taxes generated considerable press coverage in 
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Ontario. Renaissance International, the conservative organization that grew out of this protest, mailed 

hundreds of thousands of copies of its promotional materials to families across Canada, the United 

States, and the United Kingdom to inspire further protests against “satanic intrusions” by gay activists 

into education systems.63 And Campbell himself continuously attacked gay rights in the English Canadian 

media – for instance by denouncing, in The Globe and Mail, the Ontario Human Rights Commission’s 

sexual orientation recommendations by stoking fears of sexually perverse teachers with access to 

impressionable children.64   

However, Anita Bryant’s and Save Our Children, Inc. were by far the most effective 

countermovement actors in terms of the depth and penetration of their communications – primarily as 

a result of Bryant’s celebrity status and location in the United States, the global mecca of English 

language media. Bryant’s claim that as homosexuals could not reproduce biologically they had to recruit 

children received an enormous amount of media coverage, and so did her assertions that legally 

protected homosexual teachers terrified her as a mother of four. Interviews and features that 

communicated such anti-gay messages circulated widely in media such as Good Housekeeping, Good 

Morning America, Newsweek, Playboy, Reader’s Digest, The Globe and Mail, The New York Times, The 

Phil Donahue Show, The Toronto Star, The Toronto Sun, and TIME (to name but a few outlets).65 

Consequently the claims of Anita Bryant and Save Our Children, Inc. were an ambient yet pervasive part 

of North America’s media environment in the late 1970s. And alongside the anti-gay campaigning of 

other evangelical countermovements, they helped to shape the cultural conditions in which MLBLM was 

received and interpreted in Toronto and Ontario. 

The second impact that evangelical mobilizations had on The Body Politic Affair was a direct -- if 

somewhat counterintuitive -- influence on the Collective’s decision to publish MLBLM in the first place. 
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While MLBLM had been written, edited and type-set by the summer of 1977, the Collective decided to 

postpone publication for nearly six months, primarily due to Jaques’ murder. Although militantly 

committed to freedom of the press and the abolition of age of consent laws, the Collective was not 

politically suicidal, and it deferred printing MLBLM until bomb threats and furious crowds at Nathan 

Phillips Square subsided. However, by the fall of 1977 there was a growing sense that the timing for such 

a controversial article would never be right in the sense of a less hostile socio-cultural climate. Weeks 

turned into months and attacks on homosexuals as child molesters (or worse) stubbornly refused to 

subside. Even while some members were not particularly enthusiastic about MLBLM or issues of 

intergenerational sex, increasingly it seemed to the Collective that in the face of expanding 

countermovement attacks, it was necessary for leading gay liberationist publications to stand their 

ground and publish contrary perspectives. Moreover, as Anita Bryant’s Canadian “Christian Liberation 

Crusade” drew closer, Hannon’s article seemed topical in challenging her politics so directly. Indeed, 

MLBLM conceptualized “recruitment” as multidirectional rather than belonging to any particular politics. 

And the article insisted that evangelical conservatives had their own recruits, including Bryant’s children, 

who sat with their mother in pious photographs featured in Save Our Children’s political propaganda.66 

Thus the Collective decided to finally publish MLBLM partially as a response to countermovement 

politics, and in part as an exploration of the very real phenomenon of which homosexuals as such were 

being falsely accused.  

A final way that evangelical countermovements structured The Body Politic Affair was by 

ironically enhancing the transnational solidarity that helped to sustain TBP during its costly legal 

prosecution. And understanding this claim requires a brief explanation of countermovements as a 

sociological phenomenon. Simply put, decades of sociological theory and empirical research have shown 

that relations between social movements and the opposing countermovements they occasion are not 
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simply negative or destructive, but often positive and productive.  As Mayer Zald and Bert Useem 

influentially put it decades ago, movements and countermovements are ensnared in a “loosely coupled 

conflict” in which the conduct of one movement influences the conduct of its opponent (and vice-versa) 

in a spiral of action and reaction that ultimately transforms both movements “over long periods of 

time.”67 In the specific context of the religious right’s influence on the gay and lesbian activism in the 

United States, sociologist Tina Fetner has emphasized that “countermovements can also benefit the 

movements they oppose through unintended consequences of their actions,” for example by creating 

opportunities for mobilizing new constituents and resources.68 In what follows, it will become clear that 

such ironic and unintended benefits attained transnational dimensions in the context of The Body Politic 

Affair. Indeed, simultaneous countermovement attacks on gay liberationists across the Anglo-American 

world enhanced expressions of transnational solidarity between these activists, and specifically 

occasioned much needed financial donations and acts of support for TBP. But before examining this 

phenomenon in detail, let us turn to activist responses to MLBLM in Toronto and TBP itself. 

----- 
 

To be sure, MLBLM prompted more letters to TBP than any other article in the newspaper’s 

history. Some activists attacked the Collective for publishing Hannon’s article as evangelical 

countermovements were gaining momentum, and as conservative forces were effectively challenging 

the Ontario Human Rights Commission’s sexual orientation recommendations. Indeed, some TBP 

readers argued that printing MLBLM was a strategic blunder that furnished Anita Bryant, Ken Campbell, 

and their ilk with easy ammunition. On behalf of Ha Mishpacha, a Toronto-based gay Jewish 

organization, Rob Sands wrote that “to say [MLBLM] was badly timed is an understatement,” and 
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insisted that paedophilia was a question that “society as a whole must deal with,” rather than a 

specifically gay issue.69 Similarly, Michael Johnson of Vancouver asked why a newspaper concerned with 

gay liberation would “speak out for pedophiles” -- a social group he believed was primarily heterosexual 

– and warned that struggling to legitimize intergenerational sex would only “spread our efforts too 

thinly.”70 Charlie Thompson of Hussar, Alberta likewise wrote, “I don’t think much of the article that got 

you in so much trouble,” and argued that “if we are to make headway in getting the straight world to 

accept us and win any kind of human rights at all,” exploring issues such as paedophilia would have to 

be deferred until “after we do get ‘sexual orientation’ written into the human rights act.”71 

Some letters took a much angrier tone. G. Small of Ontario denounced the Collective for 

“irresponsibly” publishing Hannon’s article, and thus exposing TBP subscribers to police action.  

Asserting that freedom of the press brought with it the responsibility to print articles conforming to 

Canadian law, Small wrote “don’t ask me for donations to your cause – you deserve everything that you 

will get … Only you were the instigators of this action. You egged [the police] on.”72 Angrier still was an 

anonymous letter that stated, “I’m a homosexual and you’re a damn fool. If you think that by publishing 

articles that infuriate the public and create a backlash against us you are doing us a service, you had 

better think again.” Questioning the originality and efficacy of Hannon’s article, the anonymous 

respondent rhetorically, “did you think you were offering a revelation? Boy love is as old as ancient 

Greece and older. Yet after 2000 years the public does not condone it and you are not likely to bring 

about a change.” Assuming the voice of a silent majority of homosexuals, the letter concluded, “it may 

surprise you to know that most of us prefer to keep a low profile about our sexual preferences, and 

don’t need noisy idiots like you to harm us.”73 
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An entirely different objection to MLBLM was penned by Judy Springer from Brandon, 

Manitoba. While insisting she was not opposed to TBP’s decision to publish MLBLM, Springer wanted to 

see a second, more critical article on the subject of intergenerational sex from a lesbian feminist 

perspective. Suggesting that “the perceptions of the three [sic] men featured in the article are vivid 

examples of self-delusion,” she wanted feminist insights brought into the discussion of paedophilia, 

particularly with respect to rape, exploitation, and power.74 And here Springer touched on a much 

broader vein of critical reaction to MLBLM. For example, many socialist feminists in Toronto and beyond 

insisted that Hannon completely ignored the intrinsically subordinate socio-economic position of 

children vis-à-vis adults, and the extent to which intergenerational sexual relations were structured by 

power-imbalances and exploitation. A longtime member of the Revolutionary Marxist Group, Amy 

Gottlieb recalls being “pretty outraged at the time,” and thinking that Hannon’s article captured 

precisely what was wrong with the male-driven gay liberation movement.75 Equally hostile were 

members of the Lesbian Mothers Defence Fund, who believed that provocative discussions of 

intergenerational sex harmed the struggles of lesbian parents and gave ammunition to conservative 

forces that sought to disqualify same-sex adoption. As Becki L. Ross notes, there were also lesbian 

feminists who, “positioning themselves as moral guardians and recasting maternal feminist rhetoric of 

the nineteenth century,” attacked MLBLM and TBP with reference to discourses of childhood innocence 

and purity.76 While there was no unitary critique or response to Hannon’s article, many members of 

activist groups such as the Lesbian Organization of Toronto expressed anger, even rage over TBP’s 

decision to print MLBLM.  

Nevertheless, there was also a sense among many lesbian feminists that the charges against the 

Pink Triangle Press constituted a grave injustice, and some women rallied to defend TBP despite 
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theoretical and political reservations. For example, Mariana Valverde recalls that the TBP raid both 

coincided with her discovery of gay and lesbian political issues, and motivated her “to help out and do 

something and get involved” -- which is not to suggest that she was a great admirer of MLBLM. While 

Valverde grew to respect Gerald Hannon on a personal level, and recognized the value of undermining 

stereotypes regarding gay men and paedophilia, she regarded Hannon’s article as “awfully naïve” and 

problematic “because of what it didn’t acknowledge.” Yet she also believed that as one of the best gay 

liberation periodicals anywhere, TBP was very much worth defending. And in this she was not alone 

among feminists. Indeed, Valverde recalls a long conversation with Chris (Christine) Bearchell, during 

which the two women expressed a mutual desire to support the paper by bringing badly needed 

feminist perspectives into its pages. Concluding that “it would be terrible if there was one woman as the 

token woman on the Collective,” Valverde remembers that they resolved to join TBP together.77 

But while MLBLM inadvertently played a role in bringing two key women into the Collective, the 

article occasioned further alliances between lesbian feminists and gay activists in the context of The 

Body Politic Free the Press Fund (hereafter FTPF).  Established in early 1978 to publicly communicate 

about TBP’s plight and to coordinate fundraising for legal expenses, FTPF’s board of directors was 

comprised of five men and five women, thus achieving a level of gender equality TBP Collective itself 

never came close to attaining.78 Designed as an entirely independent entity, none the defendants in 

were directly involved administering FTPF, and only two members of the TBP Collective sat on its board 

of directors. Moreover, the monies raised by Free the Press could not be used towards TBP’s operating 

expenses; they were held in trust by Lynn King, a lawyer with the feminist-identified firm Cornish, King, 
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Sachs and Waldman.79 In addition to fundraising, public relations, and advertising (see Figure 19) FTPF 

also made major decisions with respect to legal strategy, and instructed Clayton Ruby on everything 

from appealing the search warrant used by the Toronto Police Department to the selection of expert 

witnesses. Legally, this was quite unusual. As Valverde notes, it meant that Popert, Jackson, and Hannon 

essentially abrogated their constitutional right to instruct counsel.  

Yet TBP Collective as a whole knew precisely what it was doing in structuring FTPF in this 

fashion, and handing legal matters and fundraising prerogatives over to FTPF had at a number of 

positive consequences. Crucially, FTPF created a much needed division of labour. Simply producing TBP 

every month on a volunteer basis took such a huge amount of time and energy. And if the Collective 

itself had been responsible for counselling lawyers, administering finances, and producing propaganda 

materials, both the newspaper’s production values and the effectiveness of its legal defence would have 

suffered.  Also important is that as a result of its equally gendered and politically diverse board of 

directors, FTPF was able to seek support from the largest possible number of activists -- women and 

men, gays and lesbians, liberationists and feminists, socialists and libertarians – at a time when gay 

liberation politics were becoming increasingly fractured by divisions of identity. Moreover, by infusing 

FTPF with outside perspectives -- especially those of women -- it was immediately clear that a libertarian 

defence of intergenerational sex was not a winning approach. FTPF board member Tim McCaskell 

remembers that early on,  

We had a discussion and realized that the basis of unity from which we were going 
to be able to defend ourselves on was not paedophilia – that was not going to play – 
but a right to talk about these issues, and not be raided by the police.80 
 
Certainly, it would be an overstatement to suggest that there was no enthusiasm for issues of 

paedophilia and intergenerational sex -- a number of letters sent to TBP in the aftermath of the police 

raid attest otherwise. For example, Keith Sherwood Stuart of Vancouver greatly appreciated TBP’s  
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Figure 19: Advertisement for The Body Politic Free the Press Fund. From Left to Right: Gerald Hannon, 
Ed Jackson, and Ken Popert. The Body Politic, 48 (November 1978). 

 

 

 



417 
 

decision to finally publish Hannon’s piece, and he hoped to see equally challenging discussions of child 

and youth sexuality in the future, pragmatism and respectability be damned. 81 Other readers discovered 

in MLBLM a rare source of subjective self-affirmation; an anonymous Canadian wrote that he 

consistently preferred boys over adults, and proclaimed that Hannon’s article “made me proud to be 

what I am.” Insisting that he would never coerce anyone into sex, the anonymous paedophile argued 

that young people needed the freedom to make use their own bodies according to curiosity, and 

suggested that MLBLM was much-needed, as it stripped “pedophilia of its mystery” and corrected false 

stereotypes.82  

Some TBP readers were enthusiastic about MLBLM on intellectual and political grounds. Writing 

from Ann Arbor, Michigan, the activist and sexuality scholar Gayle Rubin expressed her “unmitigated 

support for the paper and the Collective, and not just on the general grounds of freedom of the press … I 

also want you all to know that I think the decision to print the article was right.” Asserting the 

importance of raising “consciousness about the status of the more ‘exotic’ sexualities, genders, etc,” she 

suggested that the gay and women’s movements were failing to combat the stigmatization of groups 

such as “pederasts, sado-masochists, transsexuals, etc.” Concurring with author John Rechy that lovers 

of youth, practitioners of public sex, and other sexual nonconformists were on “the front lines of 

contest,” Rubin believed that failing to support and understand such individuals weakened the gay 

movement as a whole.  “Articles like Hannon’s are important ways to get the rest of us to understand 

our biases, so that we may better defend each other,” Rubin concluded.83  

Hubert Kennedy of Providence, Rhode Island, also expressed strong praise for MLBLM. A 

professor of Mathematics and an activist historian interested in the early German homosexual rights 

movement, Kennedy believed that intergenerational sexual relationships were often positive, especially 
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when structured by the transmission of social capital. Like Rubin, Kennedy believed that gays needed to 

stop stigmatizing paedophiles, and insisted that “we need to know their stories.”84  The Carlisle, Ontario 

based author and graphic designer Ger Brender á Brandis similarly stressed the need to increase public 

knowledge and understanding about paedophilia, and praised MLBLM for bringing the discussion out of 

specialized academic journals and scientific studies on human sexual behaviour into a forum that people 

were more likely to read and engage with. 85 

 Yet these TBP readers’ were exceptions to the rule, and responses to MLBLM were more often 

in line with what FTPF’s fundraising strategists expected. For example, David Garmaise of Ottawa 

expressed his distaste toward the issue of intergenerational sex on personal grounds, and admitted “I 

wouldn’t have selected the article in question as a battleground.” Nevertheless, as an avid TBP reader, 

Garmaise was “extremely upset by the police over-reaction and by the threat to your very existence,” 

and believed that one of the gay community’s leading forums had the right to discuss controversial and 

unpopular topics without fear of reprisals. For Garmaise, the primary issue was “whether or not we 

really do have freedom of the press in this country” – an issue that even the most vocal opponents of 

MLBLM were able to rally behind. 86 Moreover, freedom of the press often had a galvanizing effect for 

activists that the divisive, ostensibly shameful issues of paedophilia and intergenerational sex simply 

could not. For instance, Michael Petty of Winnipeg described his subscription to TBP as a major step 

“along the road of coming out,” and noted that rather than feeling “intimidated by the fact that my 

name and address are included in the material seized,” the newspaper’s unjust prosecution made him 

“more ready than ever to fight for freedom.”87 Similarly, as subscriber to TBP for many years, Jim Ross of 
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New Westminster declared that “if you’re convicted, no paper, journal, or magazine in this country is 

safe,” and enclosed twenty-five dollars for the Free the Press Fund -- “the first donation I’ve made to 

any cause, political or otherwise.”88  

In this respect, Jim Ross was far from alone. In addition to donations from expected sources and 

seasoned political activists, first-time donations from political neophytes began flowing into Toronto 

from across Canada. Generally ranging from ten to thirty dollars, but occasionally reaching upwards of 

one hundred dollars or more, FTPF did not rely on contributions from wealthy donors. And money 

arrived from small cities, towns and rural municipalities, not simply from cosmopolitan centres of gay 

activism. Indeed, cheques, money orders, and cash appeared from Sidney, British Columbia; Indian 

Head, Saskatchewan; Flin Flon, Manitoba; Thunder Bay, Ontario; Chatham, New Brunswick; and Rocky 

Harbour, Newfoundland (to give just a few examples).89 Even the smallest of these donations often 

represented considerable sacrifices for those on fixed or precarious sources of income. No doubt many 

donors identified with Jim Biskal of Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, who enclosed twenty dollars and noted 

that, “In the past I have not donated enough money for gay causes because of my financial situation, but 

I just couldn’t let this injustice pass me by without contributing as much as I can to an ignorant wrong.”90 

While individually small, such donations rapidly grew into large sums when combined, and in the first 

months of its existence FTPF raised over $18,000 for TBP’s legal defence. The geographic breadth and 

diversity of this donor pool speaks to the extent to which a great many individuals across Canada relied 

on TBP as a singular source of connection to a wider world of gay liberation. 

To be sure, Canadians raised the majority of this $18,000, and well over 65 percent originated 

domestically. However, over 30 percent of donations originated internationally, primarily from “the 
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United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia,” as TBP specified in March of 1978.91  And one 

important reason for these far-flung contributions was that TBP was an important part of a transnational 

network of Anglo-American gay periodicals. Indeed, papers such as Boston’s Gay Community News, 

Detroit’s Gay Liberator, London’s Gay News, and Sydney’s Campaign all published immediate and 

continuing stories on the TBP raid and its aftermath, which provided contact information on how to 

support the newspaper financially.92 Occasionally the support from gay liberation periodicals was 

financial as well as communicative. For example, Detroit’s Gay Liberator sent a cheque for $250 to 

Toronto, a considerable sum for a small, volunteer-run, activist newspaper. While noting that “generally, 

legal battles are not our cup of tea,” Gay Liberator did not hesitate to contribute, because “the 

continued existence of The Body Politic is important to us; we don’t want to see it lost or destroyed.”93 

Expectedly, the United States was by far the largest source of international FTPF donations. And 

much as in Canada, envelopes containing cash and cheques flowed in from cities, towns, and counties 

across the country – for instance from Allston, Massachusetts; Dolmar, New York; Charlotte, North 

Carolina; Carmel, Indiana; St. Paul, Minnesota, and Santa Monica, California.94 However, American 

gestures of support were by no means only financial. For example, in the aftermath of the raid the Gay 

Professionals’ Coalition of Chicago praised TBP as one of the best movement newspapers “on the 

continent,” and lashed out at the government of Ontario for attempting “to silence the voice of gay 

liberation in Canada.”95 And the Gay Rights Coalition of Bloomington, Indiana sought to help TBP by 

publishing a major feature on its legal woes in the community page of Gay Community News. Describing 

TBP as “one of our leading vehicles of communication,” the Bloomington activists emphasized that FTPF 
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and the Toronto law firm administering donations were feminist-identified. In an atmosphere of 

intensifying identity politics and divisions between men and women, they called on gay men and lesbian 

feminists to put aside their differences and generously support TBP in the face of judicial oppression, 

claiming that “our crusading enemies, the Anita Bryants and her nasty followers, make no distinction 

between pornographic and feminist or gay liberation publications.”96  

But despite considerable geographic breadth in terms of U.S. support for TBP, several cities saw 

particularly strong and voluminous expressions of solidarity. With one of the largest and most politically 

active gay communities in the world, naturally one of these cities was New York, which saw numerous 

actions designed to help TBP withstand its legal tribulations. To be sure, some of these actions were 

mundane and solely communicative. For instance, the New York-based, politically liberal National Gay 

Task Force (NGTF) publicly denounced TBP’s prosecution, and issued a media release stating the raid 

and charges violated “all internationally accepted principles of freedom of press and expression.” While 

the NGTF could not endorse MLBLM’s specific conclusions, the organizational nevertheless defended the 

article as proceeding, 

In the best traditions of responsible journalism [and] offering important insights 
into a little-known and little-understood aspect of human sexuality … We believe 
that no citizen of either the United States or Canada who believes in freedom of 
expression can fail to protest when obscenity statues are used to harass 
publishers of articles on unpopular subjects or punish the authors of unpopular 
opinions.97 
 

By contrast, the more radical New York Gay Activist Alliance expressed no qualifications regarding 

MLBLM, responded to TBP’s prosecution by staging protest actions against official representatives of 

Canada in the United States. For example, in February 1978 the Gay Activists Alliance “zapped” the 

Canadian Embassy in Washington by phone, partly to announced its view of TBP’s prosecution as a grave 

injustice understood, and “partly in an attempt to block the embassy switchboard.” Moreover, in the 
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lead up to TBP’s trial, the organization staged a demonstration at the Canadian Consulate on Fifth 

Avenue, and called for the “‘immediate dismissal of the trumped-up charges’ against the Toronto 

collective.”98 

On a more intimate level, the Gay Men’s Alliance of Hunter College, City University of New York, 

sent a cheque for fifty dollars to FTPF, recounting that when the group first established a lending-library 

and appealed for publications, TBP responded by generously sending a free subscription. Writing that 

“we can’t forget a friend (or do without such a fine publication),” the Gay Men’s Alliance explained that 

“we may be poor, but we have a sense of priorities … An attack on The Body Politic is an international 

attack on the rights of Lesbians and Gay men EVERYWHERE!” Noting that Hunter College activists had 

participated in New York Gay Activists Alliance demonstration outside Canadian Consulate, the 

organization also sent letters of protest to Ontario Attorney General Roy McMurtry, and invoked “the 

memory and living revolution of Stonewall” to wish TBP a resounding legal victory.99 

In addition to support from organizations, a number of New York City based intellectuals and 

activist leaders also expressed solidarity with TBP. For instance, Sarah Montgomery, a founding figure of 

Parents of Gays and Lesbians, wrote to Gerald Hannon to congratulate him on MLBLM and to make 

substantial donation to the paper. Replying personally, Hannon wrote to Montgomery that,  

Your supportive and encouraging note really helped make the week. We simply 
couldn’t continue … without people like you who believe enough in what we’re 
doing to back us with some hard-earned dollars and cents.100 
 

Another major TBP supporter was celebrated playwright and City University of New York history 

professor Martin Duberman, who wrote to inform TBP that the influential gay writer George Whitmore 
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was “gathering some of us to try and raise more cash for The Body Politic. We really admire your guts 

and tenacity.”101 In a reply to Duberman, Jackson subsequently conveyed his receipt of Whitmore’s 

cheques, and praised their strategy of bringing together a relatively small group of friends and 

acquaintances in order to raise funds. Jackson wrote,  

We really appreciate your efforts in money raising. I think that the strategy you 
have used is a good one. It adds a personal touch and reaches people we ourselves 
couldn’t possibly have much contact with. I’m recommending it to the … ranks of 
people in the Defence Fund as a strategy to be used in other cities.102 
 

As another way of supporting TBP, Duberman agreed to appear in the newspaper’s promotional 

material. One such advertisement featured Duberman’s smiling photograph alongside a statement that 

TBP was “the most sophisticated, courageous and incisive gay news periodical in existence.” Elaborating 

on this assessment, Duberman stated that TBP dealt “with gay life from a clear, radical perspective. It’s 

willing to tackle controversial issues and refuses to treat its readers as though they were nothing more 

than an exploitable commercial market.”103 (see Figure 8). 

Boston was another U.S. city in which solidarity with TBP was particularly strong. And in part, 

this was because activists were reeling from a major attack on the gay community unleashed by a 

scandal involving intergenerational sex. Mere weeks before the TBP raid, a local sex-panic erupted when 

the Suffolk County District Attorney brought charges of statutory rape against twenty-four men for 

alleged involvement in a “homosexual sex-ring” that preyed on young boys. Claiming that these men 

were merely “the tip of the iceberg,” the D.A. threatened that more charges were pending, and 

established a special hotline for anonymous tips regarding suspicious activity between men and boys.104 

Not only did the Boston media vilify and publish the names and address of these accused ‘paedophiles;’ 
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it framed the issue in a fashion that slandered the homosexual community as a whole. Local gay 

liberationists bitterly resisted this vilification, and members of the Fag Rag collective formed the 

Boston/Boise Committee, named in reference to an infamous 1955 homosexual witch-hunt in Boise, 

Idaho. Demanding an end to defamatory media coverage, the closure of the tip hotline, and the 

establishment of the facts surrounding the charges, the Boston/Boise Committee correctly suspected 

that no paedophile sex-ring existed, and that the case was being deployed for political gain during a 

District Attorney election period.105 In this local context, it is not surprising that the Boston/Boise 

Committee was among the first American groups to send strong messages of support north to Toronto 

in the aftermath of the TBP raid. And in addition to penning expressions of solidarity with TBP in gay 

periodicals such as Gay Community News, the Committee organized a demonstration at the Canadian 

Consulate in Boston on the opening day of Her Majesty the Queen vs. Pink Triangle Press. Indeed, 

dozens of local activists picketed outside the consulate’s upscale Back Bay office, and presented a letter 

expressing “support and solidarity with The Body Politic and its staff” to a consular official, who 

“promised to relay the organization’s feelings to his home office in Ontario.”106  

San Francisco was also a major site of American support for TBP, both because of its status as a 

centre of gay politics in the United States, and because the city was at the organizational epicenter of 

resistance to an ongoing countermovement attack on gay rights in the State of California. Indeed, as 

police officers marched up the stairs of TBP’s Toronto office, activists in San Francisco were in the midst 

of mobilizing against the Briggs Initiative -- an attempt by Republican California State Legislator John 
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Briggs to ban gays and lesbians from employment in public schools by way of a statewide ballot 

initiative. Inspired and directly supported by Anita Bryant and Save Our Children, Inc., Briggs’ campaign 

was well on its way to collecting the over 300,000 voter signatures required to trigger its ballot initiative, 

aided by the enthusiastic support of evangelical churches. In early 1978 polling showed that perhaps 70 

percent of Californians supported the Briggs Initiative, and as many as one third believed that 

homosexual acts as such should be illegal.107 Thus San Francisco activists were feverishly mobilizing to 

turn the tide as news of TBP raid reached California, and many local activist rallied to support their 

counterparts in Toronto.  

The first major solidarity action occurred in late January, 1978, when more than 100 activists 

protested outside the local Canadian Consulate in San Francisco. As participant Sandy Lowe reported in 

a letter to TBP, protesters were met by the Canadian Vice Consul, to whom they expressed,  

The importance of TBP to gay people everywhere. I have always felt that TBP is the 
most responsive, decent, anti-sexist, non-exploitative truly gay liberation journal 
on the North American Continent and I let him know this too.108 
 

Also present at the protest was the recently elected San Francisco City Councilor Harvey Milk, who used 

the occasion to announce a gay tourist boycott of English Canada from the steps of the Canadian 

Consulate.109 In an extensive article on Milk’s boycott, The Globe and Mail reported that if it attained 

national dimensions in the United States, the boycott “might significantly increase the already large 

Canadian tourism deficit.” Indeed, tourism officials were described as “somewhat apprehensive about 

the developing protest,” and The Globe quoted an anonymous Canadian consular official in San 

Francisco, who argued the boycott could not be ignored, given that Bay Area homosexuals were now “as 
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viable a pressure group as the environmentalists.” Interviewed by The Globe directly, Milk predicted that 

as a result of TBP raid, many gays and lesbians would go further than simply shunning travel to English 

Canada -- they would avoid Canadian goods and financial services, such as the California Canadian Bank, 

a subsidiary of the Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce.110  

In addition to solidaristic altruism, California activists had good reason to mobilize in defence of 

TBP, as the state’s own major gay publications had become less useful political resources over the 

course of 1970s. Not only had The Advocate become increasingly commercialized and even politically 

conservative under David Goodstein’s direction from 1974, but Gay Sunshine had become a primarily 

literary magazine with limited political content by the late 1970s. The gay media situation in California 

was such that when TBP arrived at Castro Camera, it elicited an enthusiastic response and was passed 

around within Harvey Milk’s inner circle until the pages were worn out.111  And TBP was used by 

Californian activists as an important resource in the struggle against the Briggs Initiative. For instance, 

pioneering LBGT health-care activist Mark Freeman wrote the Collective to note that TBP materials 

would be included in an information booklet on issues of youth sexual sexuality and gay teachers 

intended for statewide distribution, which was designed to combat the misinformation being spread by 

the Briggs campaign. Thanking the collective in advance for republishing TBP materials – including 

Gerald Hannon’s article on the firing of Toronto gay teacher, John Argue -- Freedman noted that “The 

Body Politic is very important to us here,” adding that “I’m thrilled every time I see a new issue of [TBP] 

on the stands” 112 

 Of course transnational solidarity was never limited to North America, and in the aftermath of 

the TBP raid, there were outpourings of encouragement from across the United Kingdom. Indeed, on 
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behalf of Manchester Campaign for Homosexual Equality, Paul Fairweather wrote TBP “to express our 

solidarity and support for you in your struggle against police and legal harassment.” He also noted that 

in a context of rising social conservatism British activists were “becoming increasingly aware of the 

importance of international support and cooperation”113 But while monetary donations and kind words 

originated from Edinburgh to Birmingham to Bristol, the most concrete expressions of solidarity 

originated in the queer metropole of London, where activists were fighting tooth and nail against Mary 

Whitehouse’s countermovement prosecution of Gay News.  

In late 1976 Whitehouse successfully filed an application to privately prosecute Gay News and 

its editor Dennis Lemon for Blasphemous Libel -- a little-known 1889 statute proscribing “a fine or 

incarceration for the ridiculing or impugning of Jesus Christ, the doctrines of the Christian Faith, or any 

part of the Holy Scripture.”114 At issue was Gay News’ publication of a poem entitled The Love That 

Dares to Speak Its Name by respected British author and university educator James Kirkup, which 

described a homosexual encounter between a Roman centurion and Jesus Christ.115 To be sure, 

Whitehouse’s Blasphemous Libel charge alarmed British organizations such as the National Secular 

Society and the National Council for Civil Liberties, which saw the resurrection of this statute as setting a 

dangerous precedent for freedom of the press in the United Kingdom. Finally held at the Old Bailey in 

July 1977, Whitehouse v. Lemon exuded blatant homophobia. Prosecutors instructed the jury that 

Kirkup’s poem constituted a “blasphemy so vile that it would be hard for even the most perverted mind 

to conjure up anything worse,” and attempted to undermine Gay News’ credibility as a serious 

                                                           
113

 “Letters,” TBP, 41 (March 1978). 
114

 Whitehouse’s application stated that Kirkup’s poem was of “such a nature as to cause the most fervent 
righteous anger in the minds of a very large section of the population and … outrage the feelings of the general 
body of the community and accordingly lead to the possibility of a breach of the peace.” “Whitehouse Wins Leave 
to Prosecute,” Gay News, 109 (December 16, 1976 – January 12, 1977).  
115

 “Whitehouse Wins Leave to Prosecute,” Gay News, 109 (December 16, 1976 – January 12, 1977); Jay Watkins, 
“An Orange Tree Grows in England: Part One” Blueboy (ca. 1977), Mary Whitehouse, Ephemera Files, Australian 
Lesbian and Gay Archives. 



428 
 

newspaper by constructing it as “a mouthpiece for paedophiles.”116 To this end, the prosecution 

repeatedly highlighted Gay News articles dealing with the subject of youth sexuality and 

intergenerational sex -- including the 1973 reprinting of Gerald Hannon’s “Of Men and Little Boys.”117 

Presiding Judge Alan King-Hamilton refused to allow the defence to call expert witnesses to explain the 

poem’s artistic merit and theological content. Even Gay News’ Editor, Dennis Lemon, was forbidden to 

testify on the context of the poem’s publication. When the jury delivered a guilty verdict, Judge 

Hamilton awarded Whitehouse court costs, fined Gay News one thousand pounds, slapped Editor 

Dennis Lemon with a suspended sentence, and praised the jurors for their “moral courage.”118  

However, this verdict was far from the end of the newspaper’s legal saga. Gay News vigorously 

appealed its conviction, and as the paper’s appeal moved toward a mid-February 1978 court date, 

British activists increasingly mobilized against the persecution of a leading communicative vehicle. For 

example, under the direction of the National Gay News Defence Committee, denunciations of the 

Blasphemous Libel statue were obtained from prominent jurists and academics, Members of Parliament, 

popular entertainers, and leading media organizations. However, a series of large protests were at the 

centre of resistance to Gay News’ ongoing legal persecution. And as news of the TBP raid reached 

London, the Canadian newspaper’s plight became both a cause worthy of specific collective action, and 

an issue of major concern within larger Gay News demonstrations.  In January of 1978 British activists 

staged a protest outside the Canadian High Commission in Grosvenor Square to denounce the TBP raid 

in the context of Gay News’ ongoing legal struggles. And in February, 1978 during a major National Gay 

News Defence Committee rally in Trafalgar Square, over 5,000 activists positioned themselves towards 

Canada House, chanted in support of TBP, and demanded that charges against the Canadian newspaper 
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be dropped. Keen to reciprocate, the TBP Collective telegraphed its own message of solidarity to 

London, which read “best wishes on upcoming blasphemy appeal. Censorship takes many forms. Your 

fight against this pseudo-religious variety is an inspiration to us all. The colonies are with you.”119 As Tim 

McCaskell noted in TBP, gay activists on both sides of the Atlantic were “sensitive to the parallels 

between the Gay News case and that of The Body Politic. Both papers are fighting charges which appear 

to have been trumped up in an attempt to intimidate or silence the gay press.”120  

Finally, some of the most substantial mobilizations in support of TBP occurred in Australia, 

particularly in Melbourne. A driving force behind the Melbourne Gay Teachers’ and Students’ Group, 

Gary Jaynes sent an early telegraph after the raid expressing solidarity, and attempted to contact the 

Collective by telephone in order discuss how Australian activists could best assist the paper.121 When 

several calls to TBP’s office went unanswered, Jaynes phoned Toronto’s Glad Day Books -- whose 

international catalogue many Australian activists knew well -- and spoke to proprietor Jearld 

Moldenhauer, a former TBP Collective member.122 Moldenhauer explained that as Anita Bryant was 

currently in Toronto, the Collective was in the midst of attending demonstrations, and also preparing for 

a court challenge to the sweeping search warrant employed by the Toronto Police Department. In other 
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words, it was an extremely busy time at the newspaper, so Moldenhauer himself agreed to an interview 

on the situation, which Jaynes taped and subsequently broadcast on Melbourne Gay Liberation’s weekly 

radio programme.  

However, communicating information on TBP’s plight was only the beginning of Melbourne Gay 

Liberation’s solidarity actions. And in large part due to the group’s coordinating efforts, a wide range of 

gay and progressive organizations in Australia took up the TBP’s persecution as a cause célèbre. For 

example, prompted by Sydney-based gay liberationist Craig Johnston, the Australian Union of Students 

unanimously passed a motion of support for TBP, which denounced the police raid as “a grave threat 

not only to the gay alternative press, but to all progressive media in Canada,” and sent protest letters to 

the Canadian High Commission in Canberra, the Ontario Attorney General’s Office, and The Globe and 

Mail.123 In response, Gerald Hannon wrote to the Australian Union of Students President Peter 

O’Connor, thanking him for the organization’s “well-timed and to the point demands,” adding  

I don’t think you can imagine how important a psychological boost it was for us all 
to know that half way around the world there people who were appalled at what 
the police in Ontario had done, and that those people were willing to take a public 
stand on the issue … we here have been able to make much of the fact that 
support for the paper does not stop at the border.124 
 

Similarly, Carl Reinganum, president of the Homosexual Law Reform Coalition wrote to the Globe and 

Mail on behalf of numerous Victorian gay organizations “to express outrage at the police-state methods 

recently employed … against staff and readers of The Body Politic … a highly respected journal in 

Australia, as indeed it is in many countries throughout the world.”125 Expressing a detailed 

understanding of the power-dynamics at play, Reinganum added that, 
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It is clear there are motives other than censorship involved. The picture emerging 
suggests very strongly that the real intent of the raid was to intimidate the readers 
and potential readers of The Body Politic, and to harass, if not close down, the 
newspaper itself. There seems to be no other possible explanation of the 
extraordinarily open-ended search warrant, the seizure of confidential subscription 
lists, the opening and seizure of personal mail, and the seizure of files essential to 
the paper’s ongoing operating.126 
 
The response of Melbourne Gay Liberation itself was even more vigorous and comprehensive. In 

addition to sending protest letters to The Globe and Mail, Ontario Attorney General Roy McMurtry, and 

the Canadian Consulate-General in Melbourne (with whom they unsuccessfully demanded a meeting), 

Melbourne Gay Liberation produced a leaflet titled Police Raid on The Body Politic, and distributed it to 

gay and progressive organizations across the state of Victoria and beyond. Containing excerpts of raid-

coverage culled from Anglo-American papers such as London’s Gay News, Boston’s Gay Community 

News, and of course TBP itself, the leaflet provided a very detailed account of the newspaper’s legal 

predicament, and implored Australian donations to FTPF.127 But far from simply listing Toronto mailing 

addresses, Melbourne Gay Liberation opened a local bank account to FTPF’s name “to save individuals in 

Australia the hassle of getting international drafts made out,” and even held social events to raise funds. 

As activist Graham Carberry noted, “you can gather people in Melbourne are very concerned about 

what is happening in Toronto.”128  

Certainly, part of TBP’s significance in Australia was simply its excellence as a cutting-edge gay 

liberation newspaper that had no equivalent down under – Sydney’s Campaign was a mixed bag of 

moderate liberalism, pop culture enthusiasm, and gay liberation radicalism. But more specifically, TBP 

also proved important to activists in terms of their responses to countermovement forces mobilizing 

against gay rights in Australia. To be sure, there was a flurry of commentary in Australia’s gay press and 
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preparations for major demonstrations when Festival of Light Director Fred Nile announced that Anita 

Bryant had accepted an invitation to bring her politics to the Antipodes. Quickly working to establish a 

comprehensive response to a proposed multi-city tour by the former beauty queen, Australian activists 

put together booklets and resource materials that included TBP articles on the countermovement 

backlash in North America.129 Ultimately, Bryant abruptly cancelled her Australian tour, in part due to 

intensifying political backlash in the United States that was negatively affecting her entertainment 

career.130 However, Mary Whitehouse was also invited to Australia by Festival of Light, whose directors 

were enthusiastic about her successful prosecution of London’s Gay News. Arriving in September of 

1978, Whitehouse campaigned against “moral pollution” across Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, 

South Australia, and Western Australia, which resulted in large scale mobilizations of gay organizations 

and their allies, as Graham Willett has explored.131 Given that Anita Bryant’s Christian Liberation Crusade 

had taken place across Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta earlier that year, the intensive 

coverage and analysis of gay liberation counter-mobilizations in TBP provided an indispensable resource 

for Australian activists in terms of developing strategy and planning responses to Whitehouse and the 

Festival of Light.132 While Australian and Anglo-American expressions of transnational solidarity with TBP 

played an crucial role in the newspaper’s ability to weather its long and costly legal odyssey, the 

newspaper was also a crucial resource for activists resisting anti-gay countermovements from 

Melbourne to London to San Francisco.  

----- 
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Although Her Majesty the Queen vs. Pink Triangle Press was originally scheduled for June of 

1978, the trial was delayed by many months, ostensibly due to staffing issues at the Attorney General’s 

office. Finally held in January of 1979, the Crown proceeded summarily rather than by indictment, thus 

placing the defendants fate in the hands of a judge rather than a jury. The lengthy delay was a tense and 

anxious experience for Jackson, Popert, and Hannon. Having no previous courtroom experience and not 

knowing what to expect, the defendants sometimes imagined the worst possible judicial outcomes. 

Their lawyer Clayton Ruby made no predictions of victory, and before the Crown’s belated decision to 

proceed by indictment, emphasized that while jail time was unlikely given the defendants’ lack of prior 

convictions, a morally righteous judge with the desire to send a strong social message might employ the 

full force of the law. Repeatedly, Ruby attempted to talk the defendants into a plea bargain, although 

this option was invariably refused on political grounds.  

When the six-day trial finally began, the defendants experienced considerable relief, and slowly 

overcame the intimidating majesty of the courtroom. Shedding the attire of cash-strapped gay liberation 

journalists, they performed respectability and enthusiastically played dress-up for the court and the 

media. Recalling that the trial generated significant media attention not only in Toronto but across 

English Canada, Ed Jackson emphasizes that, 

We were very visible. I mean, if you look at the media coverage, we were doing the 
perp walk every day in and out of the courthouse. And we weren’t hiding. We were 
just walking in and out. And we all looked like nice little middle-class boys, with our 
sports jackets and ties.133 
 

Replete with clamouring reporters, high-profile expert witnesses, and large numbers of TBP allies, the 

six-day trial became a veritable public spectacle. As Ken Popert recalls,  

By the time the trial occurred, it felt more like a show. They had to move it to a 
different courtroom because there was such a demand for seats. And all but four or 
five of those seats were occupied by people who supported us. So I felt more like I 
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was just on the front edge of this crowd and had V.I.P. seats. It never felt like it was 
just us or just me in the courtroom.134 

 
Similarly, while emphasizing that the trial “had its scary moments” and “could have easily killed the 

paper” Gerald Hannon notes that he and his co-defendants experienced enormous gay community 

support. And he emphasizes that “I never felt alone. I was always surrounded by my best friends, two of 

whom were charged along with me.”135  

 Rendering a verdict in February 1979, Judge Sydney Harris emphatically acquitted the Pink 

Triangle Press and its executive officers. In assessing their voluminous testimony, Judge Harris was clear 

that the Crown’s expert witnesses -- such as Toronto Sun columnist Claire Hoy, countermovement 

evangelical Ken Campbell, and Ontario Provincial Police Detective John Houston – had delivered a great 

deal of legally irrelevant and biased testimony.136 The defense’s expert witnesses fared better in terms 

of expressing balanced and legally pertinent opinions; they included journalist June Callwood, University 

of Toronto neuropsychologist Leonard Goldsmith, York University sociologist Thelma McCormick, and 

Johns Hopkins University sexologist John Money.137 In reviewing the expert testimony as a whole, Judge 

Harris noted that there was no general agreement “as to the morality or immorality, the decency or 

indecency” of Hannon’s article. And he ruled that the Crown had failed to establish, beyond a 
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reasonable doubt, that MLBLM was “indecent, immoral, or scurrilous.” Harris also took issue with the 

ambiguous wording of section 169 of the Criminal Code, particularly with the lack of clear definitions of 

terms such as “immoral” and “scurrilous.”138 While expressing personal disgust vis-à-vis paedophilia, he 

concluded that “The Body Politic is a serious journal of news and opinion,” and that MLBLM was “not 

written in a prurient style … it is not lascivious, sexually stimulating nor titillating.” Perhaps surprisingly, 

Harris even relied on Emanuel Jaques’ murder to provide a social justification for MLBLM in stating, 

It is my opinion that the right of the public to be informed – that right which is the 
cornerstone of freedom of the press – includes the right to know about this type of 
behaviour, the better to understand it, the better to deal with it, the better to keep 
men like Simon, Peter and Don from becoming so repressed and suppressed and 
confined to the closet that their untreated sexual problems may lead to more 
Jaques cases.139 
 
TBP and its supporters erupted in jubilation following the acquittal. And after a triumphant press 

conference alongside Clayton Ruby on the steps of Toronto’s Old City Hall, the defendants and their 

well-wishers flooded into the Church Street bars for a well-deserved night on the town.140 But the glow 

of a hard-won court victory was soon extinguished, as Ontario’s Attorney General appealed the 

acquittal, resulting in a dizzying array of court dates, appeals, and counter-appeals that lasted for several 

years. To recount this chain of trials and retrials in full -- not to mention their jurisprudential meaning 

and aftermath – would require a separate study and the talents of a legal historian. But to briefly 

summarize, February of 1980 saw County Court Judge George Ferguson order a retrial after ruling that 

Judge Sydney Harris’s acquittal contained several errors of law. Attempts to overturn the retrial ruling 

ultimately failed at the Ontario Court of Appeal and the Supreme Court of Canada. Finally held in June of 

1982, the Pink Triangle Press’ retrial was heard by Provincial Court Judge Thomas Mercer.  The Crown 
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called no witnesses, but the defence once again marshalled a wide range of expert testimony presented 

by journalists, university professors, health care professionals, and religious leaders, many of whom 

were gay-identified.141 While finding that MLBLM did in fact advocate paedophilia, Judge Mercer set 

precedent by ruling that it was perfectly legal to advocate what would be unacceptable to most 

Canadians, and acquitted the Pink Triangle Press for a second time.  

Yet, in an act of harassment that TBP termed a “triple jeopardy,” Ontario’s Attorney General 

once again attempted to appeal the Pink Triangle Press’ acquittal -- an effort that was not quashed until 

September of 1983, when County Court Judge Patricia German found no legal errors in Judge Mercer’s 

earlier decision.  Quietly and without comment, the Crown allowed the deadline for further appeal to 

lapse. Nevertheless, another series of legal proceedings were necessary for TBP to obtain the return of 

records seized during the 1977 raid, which included subscription lists, financial statements, and 

historical documents belonging to the Canadian Lesbian and Gay Archives. Although none of these 

materials was ever entered as evidence at trial, they were only reluctantly returned by the Toronto 

Police Department in April 1985. And thus the legal odyssey unleashed by MLBLM lasted for over seven 

years.142  

When debating the publication of MLBLM in 1977, the Collective pondered whether the 

newspaper was ready to invite media condemnation and scandalized reaction. At no point was the 

question whether or not TBP was equipped to suffer years of legal conflict. Despite accusations by some 

that the Collective should have expected the publication of MLBLM to result in police action, Ed Jackson 

is adamant this is pure hindsight. He asserts that, “we would never in a million years have guessed that 

… we would have been taken so seriously.” By all accounts the Collective was taken off guard by the 
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sheer force of the judicial response.  And aside from the establishment of the Pink Triangle Press in 1975 

as a firewall to prevent a hypothetical prosecution of the Collective as a whole, TBP had no established 

foundation from which to defend itself legally. Indeed, the newspaper had no experience with legal 

proceedings, and its shoe-string operating budget and volunteer labour-pool was ill-equipped to fund 

sustained court costs.  But crisis bred transformative responses, and by the time TBP finally emerged 

victorious it was a very different institution than it had been at the time of MLBLM’s publication. 

It is difficult to assess the consequences of an article that still, after nearly forty years, has lost 

none of its power to rile and divide. Former gay liberationists who watched The Body Politic Affair unfold 

firsthand offer radically different assessments of MLBLM’s legacy.  For example, activist and film studies 

scholar Thomas Waugh has antagonistically written that, “on a very personal note, I was not a supporter 

of TBP’s ‘Men Loving Boys Loving Men’ article. I didn’t then and I don’t now think we are struggling for 

the recognition of sexual orientation so that men can fuck little boys.”143 And former TBP Collective 

member Brian Waite still finds MLBLM “frankly, quite creepy,” and insists that the decision to publish 

MLBLM “was a mistake; I can’t quite see anything positive that came out of it. We won so to speak, but 

look at all the time and energy that went into it for a long period of time. It was an unnecessary battle 

that we didn’t need to take on.”144 However, some activists retain diametrically opposing views with 

equal passion. Indeed, former Collective member Merv Walker holds that courageous discussions of 

paedophilia and intergenerational sex are one of the most important and enduring legacies of TBP.  

Noting that “when I was twelve I would have welcomed a man of whatever age,” Walker praises MLBLM 

for debunking the notion that intergenerational sex “is all predatory on the part of adults, and that 

children have no part in it.” Moreover, he asserts that “the lesson the less that came out of [MLBLM] is 

that we shouldn’t be afraid of any of these things. Everything deserves to be discussed and examined; 
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change doesn’t happen otherwise.”145  In the face of MLBLM’s polarizing legacy, the best a historian can 

do is refuse any neat synthesis, highlight messy consequences, and avoid the pronouncements and 

normativity of the judges whose rulings played an important role in the story recounted above.  

To be sure, no assessment of The Body Politic Affair would be complete without emphasizing its 

extraordinary financial cost. Clayton Ruby and his legal team did not come cheap. A parade of bills for 

legal research, secretarial work, expert witness expenses, and miscellaneous incidentals quickly 

accumulated. Tens of thousands of dollars were necessary to pay for TBP’s first trial alone. Following the 

Pink Triangle Press’ first acquittal, the newspaper reported that nearly $31,000 had been raised for FTPF 

by “people all across Canada and the United States and as far away as Britain and Australia, who were 

determined that this attack on the gay press would not go unchallenged. Without their contributions we 

would never have been able to fight – and win – our battle in court.”146 However, defending TBP against 

the Crown’s additional legal maneuvers cost even more money.  And by the newspaper’s final victory in 

1983, FTPF had raised and spent over $100,000 dollars – a huge sum for an activist newspaper, 

particularly in 1980s terms.147  

Raising this amount was no small feat, especially in the face of donor fatigue as The Body Politic 

Affair entered a new decade. However, fatigue amongst donors paled in comparison to that experienced 

by TBP Collective itself, whose members occasionally dreamed of simply refusing to show up at trial and 

presenting no legal arguments, rather “like Vietnam War-resisters a decade ago who refused to validate 

the army and burned their draft cards instead of yielding to the induction.”148  There was considerable 

frustration that “many important issues facing gay liberation today beckon for our thought and 

discussion more than the nitty-gritty of legalism and fundraising.”  The Collective also bemoaned the 

tens of thousands of dollars that flowed into Clayton Ruby’s hands rather than into concrete projects 
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that might have benefited the gay community more directly. Nevertheless, the Collective spurned 

martyrdom and continued fighting in the hope of setting important legal precedent that could protect 

Canada’s gay press in the future.  But this decision drained time and energy, and brought emotional 

consequences.  FTPF could never firewall the Collective from the manifold issues pertaining to legal 

prosecution. And as Ken Popert puts it, TBP’s seemingly endless trials “exhausted the human resources 

of the paper a bit.”149 

Other outcomes of The Body Politic Affair were more beneficial. For example, when the Toronto 

Bath Raids occurred in February of 1981, which saw Toronto police carry out simultaneous raids on the 

city’s major gay bathhouses, TBP was well versed in the workings of the justice system in Ontario. 

Indeed, as over 320 men were dragged into custody in various states of undress as part of the largest 

mass-arrest in Canadian history since the 1970 October Crisis in Quebec, TBP was equipped to bequeath 

practical legal wisdom and serve as an institutional epicenter of community resistance.150 Indeed, in 

addition to its role of documenting the bath raids and communicating information regarding protests 

and fundraising actions, TBP acted as a practical nerve-centre in the aftermath of the raids, fielding 

telephone calls from those who had been charged; counselling frightened individuals; arranging for legal 

representation; and providing physical space and experience-based advice for the Right to Privacy 

Committee. As Ed Jackson puts it, “we learned from dealing with trials and police and so forth … and 

that made it easier to be able to respond to the bath raids. We had learned how to mount a fundraising 

and media campaign … and I think it helped enormously.”151 

Another important outcome of The Body Politic Affair was the extent to which it generated 

unparalleled visibility for the politics of gay rights in Toronto and English Canada more generally. Of 
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course, it is possible to suggest that this was the wrong kind of visibility given the topic of the article at 

issue. One could make the case that the media coverage surrounding TBP’s legal odyssey had negative 

consequences such as furthering connections between homosexuality and paedophilia in the public 

sphere. Yet, given the communicative efforts of FTPF and the Crown’s stubborn prosecutions and re-

prosecutions, TBP’s trials became ever less about the unsettling issue of intergenerational sex, and ever 

more about the unsettling power of the state to harass and intimidate.  Indeed, even mainstream media 

organizations that were overtly hostile towards the politics of gay liberation, and which had refused 

advertising that dared to mention despicable words such as gay or homosexual, were by the early 1980s 

singing a different tune in relation to TBP’s persecution.  

For example, The Globe and Mail -- a newspaper that in 1972 had condemned Gerald Hannon’s 

writings on paedophilia as deserving harsh criminal prosecution, and which had repeatedly refused to 

accept paid TBP advertising – printed a full page FTPF ad urging “the Attorney General of Ontario to 

drop the appeal against the Body Politic” in February of 1979. Signed by over 800 supporters from 

across Canada whose donations paid for the ad’s $9,000 cost, the list of signatories was illustrious and 

impressive.152 To merely scratch the surface, they included public figures such as Pierre Berton, C.B. 

Macpherson, Mel Watkins, June Calwood, Eleanor Wachtel, Margaret Atwood, Timothy Findley, Jack 

Layton, Darlene Marzari, Jack Sparrow, and Kay Macpherson.153 Moreover, in July of 1982, The Globe 

and Mail editorialized decisively against the Crown’s appeal of TBP’s second acquittal, and quoted 

Clayton Ruby’s assertion that the case had become “the most appealed summary conviction case in the 

history of mankind.” Noting that TBP had spent tens of thousands of dollars over many years on a case 

that even with a conviction would result in a comparatively small fine,  The Globe rhetorically asked, 

“Does the Attorney-General’s office intend to go on prosecuting until it finds a court that will convict? 

                                                           
152

 There were some international signatories, but the list was overwhelmingly Canadian. 
153

 Untitled ad, The Globe and Mail (6 February 1980). Another illustrious signatory was Ontario Federation of 
Students Chairperson Karen Dubinsky. 



441 
 

Does it think that is justice?”154 The newspaper was not alone in adopting this perspective. For example, 

even the normally staid Kingston Whig Standard editorialized that the appeal was “a further example of 

the government’s abuse of the criminal justice system and a further example of the government’s 

cynical opportunism.”155  

In addition to media coverage and editorial support, The Body Politic Affair was also the subject 

of several major rallies, the most controversial of which was attended by recently elected Toronto 

Mayor John Sewell. Acknowledging TBP’s importance to the city’s gay community, criticizing the 

newspaper’s prosecution, and expressing unequivocal support for the inclusion of sexual orientation in 

the Ontario Human Rights Code, Sewell’s speech provoked vitriolic reaction on the part of conservatives 

across the country, and even occasioned death threats that necessitated a police detail.156 As one of the 

first unambiguous endorsements of gay rights by a major English-Canadian politician, Sewell’s speech 

and its aftermath was covered by the CBC, CTV, The Toronto Star, The Globe and Mail, The Ottawa 

Journal, The Winnipeg Free Press, The Kingston Whig-Standard, The Vancouver Sun and many other 

outlets.157 The main point here is that as a result all of this voluminous, mainstream media attention and 

high profile FTPF campaigning, gay politics were vaulted into public awareness in Toronto and English 

Canada to a hitherto unparalleled extent.  As Mariana Valverde recalls, the coverage surrounding the 

trials was,  

Amazing for the time. It really took gay politics out of this little hidden ghetto that it 
had been in before. I mean, people always say, wow, it was the raid on the baths that 
made straight people notice homophobia and things like that, but … I remember any 
number of straight people who I knew -- straight feminists who I knew -- following the 
trial and getting really interested, and seeing it as an important event that wasn’t just 
an event in gay history. 
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A final outcome of The Body Politic Affair was that it enhanced the already strong reputation of 

the periodical internationally. Indeed, especially from the mid 1970s, the original voices of the gay 

liberation press had been dwindling. As mentioned above, whatever radical vestiges found within The 

Advocate died in 1974 when David Goodstein purchased the publication, and the once politically 

challenging Gay Sunshine slowly became a magazine of homosexual culture and celebrity interviews. 

Such gay media transformations extended far beyond California and were part of a broader trend. 

Simply put, TBP remained one of the few periodicals to bring gay liberation into the 1980s against a 

rising tide of commercialization and mainstreaming. And the fact that TBP continued to defend an article 

on paedophilia despite years of court costs, refused to accept a plea bargain on principle, and 

successfully challenged the power of a censorious state added to the newspaper’s credibility amongst 

gay liberationists who sadly watched the sexual radicalism and challenging ethics of their movement 

erode in so many other publications and contexts. Thus the trial by fire that was The Body Politic Affair 

helped to cement the position the newspaper as a leading gay liberation institution -- as a voice of 

radical gay politics that persisted within a new decade of conservative reaction and what is now called 

neoliberalism.  
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Conclusion 
 

First photograph (Figure 1). Dennis Altman is standing with outstretched arms. He holds a 

freshly signed copy of his recently published book, The Homosexualization of America, The 

Americanization of the Homosexual. His gaze is fixed on someone outside the photograph’s frame, 

probably the person to whom Altman’s signature and best wishes are addressed. In the background, 

shoppers carouse amidst a sea of print materials and other merchandise. The year is 1982 and the 

setting is A Different Light bookstore. Located in the sprawling West Hollywood gay village, A Different 

Light regularly hosts public readings and book signings. It also sells a wide range of English-language gay 

and lesbian periodicals, such as Toronto’s The Body Politic, Boston’s Fag Rag and Gay Community News, 

San Francisco’s Gay Sunshine, and London’s Gay News. Unlike so many of their peers, these periodicals 

have continued into the new decade. And their pages still contain the discursive and ideological 

reverberations of gay liberation – now a small minority current within a much broader domain of gay 

community and predominantly liberal politics.   

Second Photograph (Figure 2). Dennis Altman is marching within a sea of gay activists and their 

supporters. He is flanked by Brett Averill, editor of New York Native, and by the writers Larry Maas and 

Arnie Kantrowitz. The setting is the New York City gay pride march of June 1982. In the background, 

placards and posters are clearly visible. Taken from within the crowd, the photograph does not provide 

a good vantage-point for gauging the overall number of marchers present. But it is clear that they fill the 

breadth of Manhattan’s wide Fifth Avenue. Altman himself is wearing a distinctive T-shirt. It features a 

large logo, a triangle comprised of many smaller triangles. Also inscribed on the shirt are the words 

“Doing It!” And upon inspection, this is the same shirt Altman is wearing in the first photograph, in 

which further text is visible (Figure 1). In full, the t-shirt reads “Doing It! Lesbian and Gay Liberation in 

the 80s,” which was the name of a major gay conference that took place in Toronto, Ontario in the  
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Figure 20: Dennis Altman at A Different Light Bookstore, 1982. Dennis Altman, Defying Gravity: A 
Political Life (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1997): 110. 
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Figure 21: Dennis Altman at the New York City gay pride march, 1982. Dennis Altman, Defying Gravity: 
A Political Life (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1997): 81. 
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summer of 1982. Organized by the Toronto Gay Community Council with the support of The Body Politic, 

the conference was attended by over 450 activists, primarily from across Canada, but also from across 

the Anglo-American world and beyond.1 

----- 

 Over one week in duration, Doing It! was a sprawling affair. Far from an exclusively political 

conference in the narrow sense, it entailed film screenings, art exhibits, music performances, and social 

events.  In addition to a series of panels on “third world issues,” “gender fuck,” “man-boy love,” and 

“lesbians in gay liberation,” the conference also included a number of “mini-conferences.”2 One of these 

was the Wilde ‘82 History Conference, sponsored by the Canadian Gay Archives, and timed to 

commemorate Oscar Wilde’s tour of Canada and the United States in 1882. Bringing together activist-

scholars from across North America (and several from Australia), Wilde ‘82 featured papers by Barry 

Adam, Allan Berube, Karla Jay, Jonathan Katz, Michael Lynch, Gayle Rubin, Martha Vicinus, Lex Watson, 

and others. While none of the papers focused on Oscar Wilde specifically, the poet Richard Howard gave 

a dramatic reading of “Wildflower,” an imaginary encounter between Wilde and Walt Whitman.3  

In a rather humorous fashion, Karla Jay has recently recounted her experience of travelling from 

New York to Toronto to attend Wilde ‘82. Strapped for cash, she flew with Jonathan Ned Katz, and Vito 

Russo on a discount flight to Buffalo, where they were met by Pat Califia, Gayle Rubin, and Dennis 

Altman. In a rented van the group set off for the Canadian border. But given that their van was filled 

with gay and lesbian literature, as well as SM gear belonging to Califia and Rubin, the activists were 

understandably nervous at the prospect of capricious border guards. So the group strategically 

rearranged themselves “into three ludicrous and totally unconvincing heterosexual pairings.”4 As the 
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border approached Jay found that “it was difficult not to burst out laughing – the scene reminded me of 

New York City bars in the pre-Stonewall era.”5 In any case, the hoopla proved unnecessary as a Canadian 

border guard simply waved the group on after learning that they were (white) Americans (save Altman). 

Jay remembers the Wilde ‘82 conference as “riveting,” but she also mnemonically links the event with 

the emergence of a terrible new chapter in LGBT history – a chapter she suggests had the effect of 

making national borders more hostile in relation to gay people. Jay writes that “ironically, the 

conference took place during the year when … HIV, then called gay related immune disorder was 

becoming public and then epidemic, and countries raced to keep it away, though it was already far too 

late for that.”6    

 Dennis Altman also remembers 1982 as  the end of an era he simply refers to as “pre-AIDS.” For 

him the emergence of the first officially diagnosed cases of this strange and frightening new disease is 

mnemonically linked to the promotion of his book The Homosexualization of America, The 

Americanization of the Homosexual. Indeed, Altman writes in his memoirs that “it was ironic that I was 

promoting The Homosexualization just as doctors were beginning to chart what for a short time became 

known as Gay Related Immune Deficiency.”7 In the pages of this book, Altman repeatedly emphasized 

how much gay and lesbian politics and culture had changed since “the Stonewall era.”8 For example, he 

noted that phenomenon such as openly gay legislators, massive gay pride parades, the proliferation of 

gay discos and lesbian music festivals, and whole districts oriented towards gay consumers far exceeded 

what early gay liberationists imagined was possible or would have desired. But while evidently aware of 

Michel Foucault’s powerful critique of the very notion of sexual liberation, Altman’s book continued to 

speak of “the liberation of homosexual desire,” “the process of liberation,” and of “early gay liberation” 
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rather than of a political formation that definitively belonged to the past.9 To be sure, there was no such 

ambiguity in Altman’s next book, AIDS in the Mind of America.10 

 While there were certainly those who continued to speak as gay liberationists after 1982, the 

discourses of gay liberation became increasingly awkward, vexed, and ill-suited in the face of an 

emergent biomedical emergency. Fear and anger mounted as friends and loved ones fell ill, 

governments failed to adequately respond, and as gay communities were demonized as a public health 

threat -- as dangerous vectors of a spreading disease. Discourses of liberation were effaced by 

discourses of survival. Celebrations of promiscuity and the liberatory potential of sexuality were muted 

by raging debates over practices of safe-sex. “Gay power” seemed like a distant memory in the face of a 

new slogan, “Silence = Death.” For gay activists across the Anglo-American world, the emergence of HIV-

AIDS required a new set of discourses, strategies and tactics, socio-political analyses, and knowledge-

making projects suited to the life and death terrain of a biomedical crisis. By the end of 1982 and 

thereafter it was towards this crisis that the political attention of periodicals such as Toronto’s The Body 

Politic, Boston’s Fag Rag and Gay Community News, and San Francisco’s Gay Sunshine increasingly 

turned. While the Doing It! conference in Toronto imagined that an exciting new chapter was opening 

for “Lesbian and Gay Liberation in the 1980s,” the existence of this formation of queer thought and 

activism was sadly and violently cut short. 
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