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  Stonewall was a riot


  


  “The rallying point of the gay liberation movement ... the bar riot that ushered in the gay rights movement” ... “Stonewall is the emblematic event in lesbian and gay history ... Stonewall has become synonymous over the years with gay resistance to oppression.”


  The Stonewall Inn was a gay bar on Christopher Street, Greenwich Village, New York. It stood at the heart of a three-block area which you might describe as a homosexual community, or you might call a gay ghetto.


  It was a two-storey building, with opaque windows, and had been operating for two or three years.


  “Every time we start a place, the cops break it up sooner or later”


  When Prohibition was repealed in 1933, the State Liquor Authority instituted a ban on serving alcoholic drinks to homosexuals. In 1969, it remained illegal for men to dance with men. The police routinely raided gay bars, and met with little resistance.


  Sodomy was a crime in all but two American states, and ‘solicitation’ laws were frequently used against gay people. Public displays of affection could get you nicked for ‘lewd or disorderly conduct’. People who ran lesbian or gay events or publications could be arrested for ‘contributing to the delinquency of a minor’.


  Ah, to live in the land of the free.


  “The Mafia-owned and operated bars in the city were places where possible violence was always present. Gay bars were seedy, the drinks were watered, but at least they were there.”


  It was widely believed that many gay bars paid protection money to either the police, organised crime syndicates, or both. The police helped to enforce the Mafia’s protection rackets.


  The Stonewall itself was rumoured to be Mafia-owned (although others claimed that this was an unfounded assumption based on the fact that its owners were Italian).


  “It was awful when the police came. It was like a swarm of hornets attacking a bunch of butterflies.”


  On the night of Friday 27 June 1969, the Stonewall Inn was raided for the second time in a week, by the New York City Police Department (Public Morals Section) and the Alcoholic Beverage Control Board. They had a warrant to raid the bar for allegedly selling booze without a licence.


  The agents arrested two bar stewards, three drag queens and a lesbian. Other customers were told to leave.


  Only a handful of officers carried out the raid, as they did not expect resistance. They were mistaken.


  “Then, without warning, Queen Power exploded with all the fury of a gay atomic bomb ... the lilies of the valley had become carnivorous jungle plants ... Urged on by cries of “C’mon girls, lets go get’em”, the defenders of Stonewall launched an attack.”


  A crowd of hundreds began to gather outside the Stonewall. As the police led away those they had arrested, the crowd started to throw coins, then stones and bottles, at the agents. Someone tore up a parking meter and used it to block the Stonewall’s door.


  The police retreated into the bar, barricaded themselves in and called for reinforcements. The Tactical Patrol Force arrived in full riot gear. The police dragged one gay man into the bar, slapped and punched him. They smashed up the bar, breaking mirrors, jukeboxes, phones, toilets and cigarette machines.


  “Drag queens and kings, many African-American and Latino, hustlers, students, gays and lesbians in the area held their ground and fought back ... [police] vehicles raced to the scene with lights glaring and sirens blaring. The crowd grew. Someone set a fire. More people came. People protested for three days. And for the first time, after innumerable years of oppression, the chant, Gay Power, rang out!”


  By Saturday afternoon, the boarded windows of the Stonewall Inn were chalked with slogans of defiance. That night, there were 4,000 lesbians and gay men on the streets of Greenwich Village, and rioting and fighting with the police resumed.


  Over the next few days and nights, lesbians and gay men held meetings, formed committees and staged a Gay Power march up Sixth Avenue.


  “The guys there were so beautiful - they’ve lost that wounded look that fags all had ten years ago”


  Lesbian and gay (known as ‘homophile’) organisations did exist in America before Summer ’69. Groups such as the Mattachine Society, Daughters of Bilitis and the Society of Individual Rights had been formed in the 1950s as social and civil rights groups.


  They struggled against the homophobic hysteria of the McCarthy witch-hunts, and they objected to the most overt forms of discrimination, such as police brutality. These groups also produced the first gay publications, held the first public meetings, provided legal help for lesbians and gay men in trouble with the law, published information unavailable elsewhere about sexual health, and held social events.


  But they shied away from active confrontation. The Mattachine Society refused even to adopt a resolution from one of its members, declaring that homosexuality was equally as valid as heterosexuality. The morning after the Stonewall riot, Mattachine posted notices around Christopher Street appealing for calm.


  It was not calm that was needed; it was a fightback. Within a month of the Stonewall riot, the first Gay Liberation Front (GLF) meeting was held in New York. There was plenty to keep them busy.


  “We don’t like fags, we don’t like places that serve fags, and you might as well declare bankruptcy because you’re going to be closed.”


  So said a Los Angeles police officer to a bar owner. The L.A. branch of the newly-formed GLF formed a Gay Action Patrol to observe the police.


  In early 1970, the Snake Pit bar in Greenwich Village was raided, again on a liquor-law technicality. Customer Diego Vinales feared persecution by immigration officials. (In order to obtain a visa to enter the USA, you had to swear you were not a homosexual, and you could be deported if you were found to be homosexual.) Diego jumped from a second-floor window and was impaled on five steel fence spikes. Emergency surgery saved his life; a spontaneous march and vigil was held in protest.


  GLF actions also targeted bar owners. In Houston, a GLF picket broke the whites-only door policy of a gay bar. In Chicago, several gay bars did not allow dancing. Although men-with-men dancing was not illegal in Illinois, the bars were trying to stay out of trouble by maintaining an image of ‘normality’. A GLF campaign of leafleting and boycotts forced them to change policy.


  GLF hit out at homophobia in its many forms. In May 1970, activists invaded the national convention of the American Psychiatric Association, which considered homosexuality to be a mental illness.


  On the first anniversary of Stonewall, between five and ten thousand marched in New York on ‘Christopher Street Liberation Day’. The following year, still bigger marches were held in New York and Los Angeles. ‘Pride’ was born.


  GLF had a view of liberation much more far-reaching than piecemeal legal reform. It stressed the importance of ‘coming out of the closet’ as part of a strategy for building a mass movement. Breaking the habits of their conservative predecessors, theirs was a non-apologetic, proud homosexuality, a direct challenge to oppression and social norms.


  In the early 70s, coming out was rebellious, defiant, a challenge. Today, thankfully, it is a lot easier to be ‘out’ - albeit heavily dependent on factors such as where you live and where you work. In 1999, dancing and tripping at G.A.Y. on a Saturday night does not make you a rebel.


  “Prior to that summer there was little public expression of the lives and experiences of gays and lesbians. The Stonewall Riots marked the beginning of the gay liberation movement that has transformed the oppression of gays and lesbians into calls for pride and action.”


  The Stonewall riot was able to ignite lesbian and gay activism partly because it happened in a wider radical political context. In Sixties America, there were anti-Vietnam war protests; there was a Civil Rights movement and a militant black struggle; there was student political activism; and there was the beginning of a new women’s liberation movement.


  Stonewall did not invent the struggle for lesbian, gay and bisexual rights - to claim that would be an offence to the many women and men who had fought before. But it was a turning point. It set off an explosion of militancy that built the profile of sexual liberation as a political issue, and forced a sea change in social attitudes.


  The advances we have won since for lesbian, gay and bisexual rights could not have been won without the action of the pioneers who fought bravely against homophobic persecution when to do so was much harder than it is now.


  Today’s campaigners would do well to remember that Stonewall was a riot - not a letter to an MP. It signalled rebellion against both the police and the activities of bar owners able to exploit a clientele captive because of oppression.


  Today’s activists have a responsibility to keep up the fight, and not to retreat into the apologetic, conservative pleading of the pre-Stonewall days. We stand on the shoulders of those who stood and fought before us.


  


  (Quotes from: Albuquerque Journal 27/6/94; preface to Martin Duberman, Stonewall, 1994; ‘Bruce’, quoted in New York Daily News 6/7/69; Stonewall Veterans Organisation website; Shirley Evans, local resident, quoted in New York Daily News 6/7/69; ‘Homo Nest Raided, Queen Bees Are Stinging Mad’, New York Daily News 6/7/69; New York Pride Guide; gay poet Allen Ginsberg, quoted in The Village Voice, 3/7/69; Out of the Closets: Voices of Gay Liberation, 1977; Stonewall Veterans Organisation website)


  


  


  


  

  


  Section 28


  


  Abridged version of an article published in Workers’ Liberty, Dec. 1997


  


  In 1987, the anti-gay law Section 28 made its first appearance in Parliament. It was to mark a turning point in the lesbian, gay and bisexual movement. The delicious irony of Section 28 is that a law which sought to ban the promotion of homosexuality actually prompted the biggest promotion of homosexuality that Britain had ever seen. As a consequence of the mass mobilisation against the Section, attendance at Pride hit a new record in 1988: numbers taking part in the march and festival are of a different order post-Section than pre-Section.


  There is much that today’s activists can learn from the story of the Section. It is a story of the bigotry of Tories, the power of mass mobilisation, the potential of the labour movement, the failure of Labour leaders, the strengths and weaknesses of the local government left, the challenges for the future, and of the courage, pride and imagination of people fighting back.


  Bigoted beginnings


  Section 28 can be traced back to a Department of Education and Science circular DES206/86, issued on 6 August 1986. It stated that “There is no place in any school in any circumstances for teaching which advocates homosexual behaviour, which presents it as the ‘norm’, or which encourages homosexual experimentation by pupils.”


  Later the same year, the Local Government Act 1986 (Amendment) Bill was proposed in the House of Lords by the Earl of Halsbury. The Bill, on its First Reading, enjoyed the unanimous support of Their Bigoted Lordships. Lord Longford chipped in with his view that “Homosexuals, in my submission, are handicapped people ... the tragedy of such people is that they cannot enjoy family life and they cannot have children.” Lord Denning boasted of having imprisoned many people for having anal sex, and then declared that “We must not allow this cult of homosexuality, making it equal with heterosexuality, to develop in our land. We must preserve our moral and spiritual values.”


  Halsbury’s Bill was taken to the House of Commons by Birmingham’s biggest bigot, Dame Jill Knight MP. It did not become law, as the Tory Government promised to think about it and bring it back in a more suitable way at a later date.


  


  The local government left


  


  The focus of the Tories’ anger was that some Labour councils had taken initiatives in support of lesbian and gay rights. Tory MP Harry Greenaway was disgusted at Ealing Council for suggesting to schools that they post notices about a lesbian and gay switchboard. Greenaway denounced this as “wrong, because it is an incitement to children”. (An incitement to do what? Get advice? Ask questions? Not try to kill themselves?)


  The prime target of Tory hysteria was the book Jenny Lives with Eric and Martin, about two gay men and their daughter, a copy of which was stocked in an Inner London Education Authority (ILEA) teachers’ resource centre. Tory MP David Wilshire was appalled by a book which “portrays a child living with two men ... [and] clearly shows that as an acceptable family relationship.”


  The Tories saw homophobia as a useful weapon to whip up hostility towards Labour. In the 1987 General Election, they had posted billboards declaring that Labour intended to force kids to read books entitled Young, Gay and Proud and Black Lesbian in White America. Useful books in bringing up youngsters not to be queerbashers, but to the Tories’ PR people an excellent example of


  


  Labour’s lunacy and immorality.


  


  A favourite pursuit of gutter press hacks was to sniff out Town Hall tales of ‘loony left’ councils and their efforts for minority groups. The bigots and queerbashers found their most helpful allies writing in the tabloids.


  Work by Labour councils on lesbian and gay issues had begun in earnest in the early 1980s. The Labour left made inroads into local government, winning control of several councils in London and other big cities. At the same time, the Tory Government made attacking local government one of its main priorities (along with attacking trade unions). Central government funding to councils was cut, ‘ratecapping’ introduced, and metropolitan councils such as the Greater London Council (GLC) abolished.


  The left councils said that they would fight the Tories. But one by one, these councils gave up that fight. They put up rates, cut services and made shabby deals with the Tory Government. The councils tried to maintain the illusion of radicalism by putting money into projects such as women’s centres, race equality units, and lesbian and gay switchboards. This work was valuable and worthwhile: the problem was that it was done as an alternative to taking on the Tories. Equality issues were seen as different from, rather than integral to, working-class politics.


  The effect of the councils’ actions was to fertilise the ground for a homophobic backlash. People are much more likely to resent a council funding a lesbian and gay centre if, at the same time, it cuts their granny’s meals on wheels. If, alternatively, the councils had fought the Tory Government for decent funding, defending the rights of all sections of the local community to the services they need, then lesbians and gay men would have been on the same side as pensioners, tenants, library users, teachers, parents, benefit claimants, trade unionists, youth clubs, refugee groups, sports players, students, trainees and their local Labour Party. That is the opportunity that the local government ‘left’ refused to take.


  


  Return of the clause


  


  The legislation returned to Parliament in December 1987, proposed by Tory MP David Wilshire as an amendment to the Local Government Bill. It was known at first as Clause 14. (Stop Clause 14 badges had a short shelf-life, as it became Clause 27, then 28, then 29, then 28 again. Merchandisers to the movement soon gave up their reprints and stuck with Stop the Clause!).


  Wilshire’s new Clause read as follows:


  Local authorities shall not:


  (a) promote homosexuality or publish material for the promotion of homosexuality;


  (b) promote the teaching in any maintained school of the acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship.


  At this time, local authorities had much greater responsibility for schools than they do now. The new clause was used to demonise both homosexuality and local government - a two-pronged assault on both freedom and democracy.


  The new clause referred to lesbian, gay and bisexual people’s families as ‘pretended’. People who loved and cared for children in the face of discrimination and prejudice found their lives dismissed as a sham. It was to become an article of law that same-sex desire was incompatible with the ability to form ‘acceptable’ relationships or families.


  The clause broke new ground for bigotry, as the first law to proscribe homosexuality as a sexuality; previous laws had criminalised same-sex sexual acts. With this new clause, being lesbian, being gay, being bisexual, was branded undesirable, not to be supported, never to be condoned.


  The bigots were determined that young people could not be told that it is OK to be gay. This includes kids whose parents, siblings, neighbours or friends may be lesbian, gay or bisexual. It also includes youngsters who are considering whether they themselves may not be heterosexual. The isolation, rejection and fear confronting these young people causes them untold stress: surveys quoted during the Parliamentary debate on Section 28 showed that around one in five gay youth had attempted suicide.


  If it is not OK to be gay, then presumably it is OK to disapprove of gays. If the Government can discriminate against lesbian, gay and bisexual people, then why shouldn’t anyone else? Wilshire’s clause implied that it was better to be a queerbasher than a queer, better a suicide than a happy homo.


  Section 28’s ban on the ‘promotion’ of homosexuality in schools is an issue not just of lesbian, gay and bisexual rights, but of youth rights. It seeks to deny all young people the opportunity to come to a balanced, informed decision about their own sexuality. A law which claimed to ‘protect children’ actually proposed to leave them vulnerable, isolated, confused and unsupported.


  The clause explicitly sought to put an end to those local authority and school initiatives that could help lesbian, gay and bisexual people: advertising of helplines, books about homosexual lives, support groups. The irony is that it is the prevalence of homophobia that makes such services necessary.


  If proof were needed of the clause’s homophobia, it could be found in the rise in violent anti-gay attacks that accompanied its passage into law. In December 1987, arsonists firebombed the offices of newspaper Capital Gay. Tory MP Dame Elaine Kellet-Bowman refused to condemn this, arguing that “it is quite right that there should be an intolerance of evil.” Soon after, a gay pub in Rochester was attacked with teargas bombs, and gay Labour MP Chris Smith reported that “the number of queerbashing attacks on gay men and lesbians has dramatically increased during the past year.” Section 28 was a bigots’ charter.


  


  Opposition? What opposition?


  


  What was the Labour front bench’s reaction to the new clause? The Party whose policy committed it to supporting equality, and whose councils were under attack, was represented on this issue by Shadow Home Secretary Jack Cunningham. He stated in Committee: “I speak on behalf of the Labour party when I say that it is not, and never has been, the duty or responsibility of either a local or education authority to promote homosexuality ... I intend to support [the clause].”


  Neil Kinnock’s Labour Party was developing an irritating tendency to jump to Tory orders. A Tory would challenge Labour leaders to distance the party from someone who was doing something radical, and the reply would come: yes sir, of course sir. A Labour London Borough has said something nice about lesbians and gay men. Do you condemn them? Yes of course. Will you support our clause? Yes of course. Nothing was said about those Tory (and Liberal, and Labour) councils which did nothing for their lesbian, gay and bisexual citizens, that allowed homophobia to go unchallenged.


  The only real opposition to the clause when it first appeared in Committee was from Labour MP Bernie Grant. Labour’s later opposition came once anti-clause protests had started.


  Liberal spokesperson Simon Hughes MP “made it clear that the initial part of the clause ... had the support of the Liberal party.” Gay Tory MP Michael Brown flew the flag for self-hatred when he opined “Of course I accept that it is necessary to protect children and to ensure that irresponsible local authorities do not promote homosexuality.”


  


  Out on the streets


  


  Outside Parliament, people were not so reticent. Lesbians, gay men, bisexuals and our heterosexual supporters got active in protest against the homophobes.


  Activists in Manchester formed the North West Campaign for Lesbian and Gay Equality, which adopted a tube station logo declaring that we were Never Going Underground. In early 1988, the Campaign organised a demonstration which brought around 25,000 people to the streets of Manchester.


  In April, a national demonstration of more than 30,000 was held in London. ‘Stop the Clause’ groups sprang up in most towns and cities, and organised local protests to complement national action.


  Direct action boosted the profile of protests. One evening, the Six O’Clock News headlines were disrupted by shouts of ‘Stop Clause 28!”. A couple of intrepid lesbians had snuck into the BBC’s studios and attached themselves to Sue Lawley’s desk. Nicholas Witchell’s attempts to restrain them prompted a tabloid headline the following morning of TV Newsman Sits on Lesbian. When the clause was debated in the Lords, protesting dykes abseiled from the public gallery down to the floor of the House.


  The campaign against the clause was active, involving and creative. Its unapologetic pride inspired people to come out of the closet in record numbers. Phone lines, support groups and social events can all help people through the difficult process of coming out, but there is nothing quite as helpful as seeing thousands of people taking up banners and marching in support of your right to be out and proud.


  It should be remembered that this was a lesbian and gay movement with no Pink Paper, no Stonewall, no Outrage!, no TV and radio shows. All these were to follow in the wake of Section 28 becoming law.


  Grass-roots labour movement activists did not generally share the weakness of their leaders. Many Labour Party and trade union branches condemned the clause, and supported action against it. Trade unionists were concerned both to protect workers - especially teachers and local government workers - from the clause, and to bring to the anti-clause movement the politics of solidarity.


  Trade Unionists Against Section 28 (TUAS), set up in January 1988, promoted opposition to the clause amongst unions, and defiance of the Section once it became law. TUAS saw lesbian and gay rights as a labour movement issue - the working class has a fundamental interest in tackling prejudice. So TUAS - which involved trade unionists of all sexualities - also took its banner against homophobia to picket lines and to demonstrations on issues such as abortion rights.


  


  Law and defiance


  


  No doubt inspired by campaigners, some Labour MPs made decent speeches against the clause in Parliament. Others made naff speeches. Paul Flynn and Clare Short insisted that councils supporting lesbian and gay rights were few and far between. Others argued that it was impossible to promote homosexuality and therefore unnecessary to legislate against it: the point, however, is that there is nothing wrong with promoting homosexuality in a world which so enthusiastically promotes heterosexuality.


  When Tory Home Secretary Michael Howard quoted Labour Party policy urging councils to support lesbian and gay issues, Jack Cunningham denounced his comments as an outrageous slur on the Party.


  The Tory majority ensured that Section 28 became law in May 1988. However, the strength of the protest movement limited the damage it could inflict. No local authority has ever been prosecuted under the Section.


  Campaigners and trade unionists urged defiance of the new law. Schools should teach objectively about homosexuality; local authorities should continue initiatives against homophobia. Such defiance would, we argued, gut of any real power a law already weakened by the mass opposition it had provoked.


  However, many councils backed off and practised self-censorship to avoid any chance of prosecution. Labour councils scrapped or scaled down projects in support of lesbians, gay men and bisexuals. (Few Tory councils were running such projects in the first place.)


  Some local education authorities decided that they could no longer allow Lesbian and Gay Societies to exist in further education colleges (which were at the time still under LEA control), but were overturned following vigorous campaigning by lesbian, gay and bisexual student activists.


  Solidarity action also saw off attacks on workers. Bradford teacher Austin Allen was sacked after giving honest answers to students’ questions - which included telling them that he was gay. He was reinstated when the NUT threatened to strike.


  And now?


  In 1999, Section 28 remains in place, as New Labour has yet to carry out its promise to repeal it. We must insist that they do: but equally, we should not allow them to do only this (and perhaps a grudging, free-vote equalisation of the age of consent), ignore the rest of our demands for equality, and then tell us to be quiet because the next General election is looming and we might lose them votes. Section 28 is an important episode in our history; and history is where this pernicious legislation belongs. It is time to move on to the demands that would take us forward now.


  


  


  


  


  


  

  


  People before profit


  


  A good place to start is with what we need. It’s better than starting with what mainstream politicians are prepared to give, or what employers say they can afford.


  Coming out as lesbian, gay or bisexual can be tough. There is an alarmingly high rate of teenage suicide attempts related to isolation, fear, confusion and bullying about sexuality. Many young people live in an unsupportive or even hostile environment, fearing rejection by family and friends, lacking support and acceptance.


  People who come out later in life may find it just as difficult to find acceptance or to make changes in their lives. And the problems of homophobia don’t go away once you shut the closet door behind you.


  So for starters, we need: financial independence; decent housing; opportunities for education; support services; good healthcare; and rights at work.


  We need financial independence to make it possible to escape a hostile environment and find safety and freedom. To leave home, maybe change job, perhaps move to an area where we can meet others like us.


  But that’s hard if you are skint. Youth unemployment is high, the minimum wage is pitifully low (and even lower for young workers), and the New Deal is based on compulsion into crap schemes rather than opportunities for real jobs and training. 16- and 17-year-olds cannot even get benefits.


  We need a minimum wage of at least half male median earnings; and real jobs, created through rebuilding the welfare state and cutting working hours to 35 hours per week without loss of pay.


  We need decent housing, somewhere to live with some degree of comfort, liberty and security.


  But public housing is well on its way to being abolished; Fair Rents have been scrapped; Housing Benefit restricted. The private rental sector is typified by high rents, poor conditions and little security of tenure. Thousands sleep rough whilst properties stand empty and builders sign on the dole.


  We need an urgent programme of house-building and renovation; and safe, affordable housing for everyone as a right.


  We need opportunities for education. Education tackles ignorance and therefore prejudice, and college is (generally) a relatively tolerant and supportive environment. The chance to learn is a chance to develop knowledge, skills, confidence and independence.


  But it’s got a hefty price tag on it: tuition fees, burdensome loans and financial hardship. For many lesbian, gay and bisexual people, this means either not going to college, or being forced to rely on family support or paid employment. Either way, the closet beckons.


  We need free tuition and a living grant for all students, an end to the creeping privatisation of schools, and an immediate injection of funding.


  We need support services. Switchboards and youth groups, for example, are invaluable in providing advice and solidarity, countering isolation and fear.


  But cuts in local government funding have led to cuts in grants to these services. Section 28 has brought about self-censorship by those local authorities which were not already refusing to support these services through straightforward bigotry. Scrap Section 28 and reverse all the cuts!


  Like everyone else, we need decent healthcare that meets our needs: free, state-of-the-art services, without rationing, without ‘internal markets’, and without drug companies sucking money out of the NHS.


  But successive governments have allowed anti-sex moralism to prevent effective action against AIDS. Healthcare makes assumptions of heterosexuality that can be uncomfortable at best, medically dangerous at worst. The National Health Service is crumbling from years of Tory attack, left unrepaired by New Labour.


  We need rights at work. A 1993 Stonewall survey reported that 16% of lesbians and gay men had experienced discrimination at work and 48% had been harassed. A 1995 Social and Community Planning study found that 4% had lost their jobs and 8% had been refused promotion due to their sexuality.


  Employers can legally discriminate against lesbians, gay men and bisexuals. Courts have upheld bosses’ power to refuse pensions and work-related ‘perks’ to same-sex partners (they are not ‘perks’, they are rights!). There should be a law against it.


  To fight effectively for all this, we need free trade unions. But our unions are shackled by a series of repressive laws brought in by the Tories and maintained by New Labour.


  So what does all this prove, other than that we can be quite demanding when we get stroppy?


  First of all, we need a government prepared to do what is necessary, to tax the rich to fund public services; to govern in the interests of working-class people, rather than doing the bidding of big business. We need a workers’ government, a government which legislates for, and is based on, the big majority in Britain, the working-class.


  How would a workers’ government pay for the rights and services we all need? A workers’ government would tax the rich and the capitalists.


  Secondly, the ideology behind many attacks on the welfare state - that it creates a ‘dependency culture’ - is nonsense. For lesbian, gay and bisexual people, as well as for others, attacks on the welfare state create dependency on families, on employers, on closets. State welfare provision actually facilities independence.


  Thirdly, there are significant class differences in lesbian, gay and bisexual people’s experience. Wealth can buy you a greater degree of freedom to express your sexuality and to cope with the difficulties of coming out and of discrimination. Escaping a homophobic environment is much more difficult for a young, unemployed person than for a successful business entrepreneur. The ‘pink pound’ can only buy freedom for people who have some pink pounds to spend, and therefore can not offer a strategy for liberation for all gay people.


  Fourthly, as well as campaigning on our own, specific demands, we can find a common cause with others fighting to defend the welfare state. We should unite with benefit claimants, students, health campaigners, public sector workers, and campaigning groups such as the Welfare State Network.


  Finally, returning to where we started, this is about what we need, not what they say they can afford. When Lisa Grant took her employer, South West Trains, to court for refusing to provide concessionary travel to her girlfriend, the bosses’ group, the Confederation of British Industry, let the cat out of the bag. They said that employers could not afford to provide equal rights for non-heterosexual workers. (Incidentally, SWT’s parent company, Stagecoach, has a director, Ann Gloag, whose personal fortune exceeds £700 million!)


  Karl Marx called it the ‘political economy of the working class’: it is the idea that human needs are more important than private greed. Lesbian, gay and bisexual activists need to make ourselves part of a movement that asserts the priority of our needs for equality, dignity and freedom against the inhuman priorities of profit.


  


  


  


  

  


  Radical chains


  


  “a class with radical chains ... which can only redeem itself by a total redemption of humanity”


  “The emancipation of the working class is also the emancipation of all human beings without distinction of race or sex.”


  ... or sexuality, as Marx might have said if the nineteenth century had been more aware of the issue.


  


  Why the working class? Not because we have some romanticised view of workers, or a fetish about reducing everything to class politics for the sake of it. History and experience shows that the working class can liberate not just itself: it can also create the opportunity to end all forms of oppression, including homophobia.


  Much of this is about what happens when working people struggle. Take as an example the 1984/85 miners’ strike. Lesbians and Gays Support the Miners (LGSM) organised support for the strikers, holding collections around gay venues and taking pink minibuses to picket lines. Miners responded to this solidarity by championing lesbian and gay rights within the Labour Party and TUC, and by taking their banners to Pride.


  Both sides of this alliance learned from the solidarity they built. They found they had a common experience of police harassment and press hostility, and that unity made both groups stronger.


  “We’ve got to fight together because there’s no way we’re going to beat them if we’re divided.


  “The miners from Dulais Valley who’ve met us have said just that. They’ve said that they are now outcasts of the state - we’ve seen what the police and media are like.”


  (Mark Ashton and Mike Jackson, LGSM, October 1984)


  When the working class fights, it has to overcome prejudice in order to win. It’s a simple fact that your strike is weaker if gay people don’t feel welcome on the picket line. There is a powerful, natural drive towards unity, that has to involve overcoming prejudices that working-class people might hold.


  David Donovan of the Dulais mining community explained it like this:


  “You have worn our badge, ‘Coal Not Dole’, and you know what harassment means, as we do. Now we will pin your badge on us, we will support you. It won’t change overnight, but now 140,000 miners know that there are other causes and other problems. We know about blacks and gays and nuclear disarmament. And we will never be the same.”


  Solidarity between workers can also transcend the barriers of prejudice on a smaller scale. In 1996, gay Ford’s worker Tom Atherton was the victim of a homophobic assault by a foreman at work. Tom was disciplined, but the foreman kept his job. Tom’s union backed him, and his workmates threatened to walk out, ensuring a fairer outcome. They probably don’t go to Pride every year, but these car workers were not prepared to stand by and allow a gay colleague to be attacked and victimised by their bosses.


  However, it would be idealistic and naive to claim that this process happens automatically. That the moment a worker takes up battle against the bosses, all the prejudices s/he has ever held - the ‘muck of ages’ - will vanish as if by magic. Sadly, there are also historical examples of where this has not happened: in 1968, London dockers, well-unionised and militant on workplace issues, marched in support of Enoch Powell’s racist tirades against immigration.


  So we need people to argue vociferously within the workers’ movement against homophobia and bigotry, to demand action for equality and to confront the poison of prejudice. That is one of the roles of a socialist organisation like the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty. We work to make the workers’ movement habitable for lesbian, gay and bisexual workers and support self-organisation as one way of achieving this.


  Class struggle is not just about waging war in the workplace. Class struggle takes place on political and ideological, as well as economic, fronts. It includes demanding equality legislation, and challenging our rulers’ assertions about the normality of the heterosexual nuclear family and the abnormality of everything else.


  The working class took power in Russia in 1917. The Bolsheviks scrapped all the old laws against homosexuality, as part of wiping the slate clean of the old class system and all its legal apparatus. When the Soviet Union introduced a new Criminal Code in 1922, homosexuality remained legal. The Bolsheviks supported the pro-gay World League for Sexual Reform for most of the 1920s.


  It was Stalin’s counter-revolution that recriminalised homosexuality and turned the clock back on progress in defeating oppression.


  The question is: which class will change society? The working class has the power to make, and the interest in making, a new world. The ruling class, on the other hand, has no interest in change, and prejudice helps it to maintain its power and privilege.


  The ruling class itself seems well aware of the link between sexual liberation and working-class struggle. On numerous occasions, right-wingers have launched simultaneous attacks on homosexuality and socialism. In the 1983 Bermondsey by-election, Labour candidate Peter Tatchell was witch-hunted for being gay and left-wing (and foreign). From America’s McCarthy trials to Stalin’s labour camps, gays and socialists (and Jews) have been persecuted together as ‘enemies of the state’.


  The prospect for the full liberation of human sexuality lies with the struggle by the working class for the abolition of class society, for socialism. Trace the history of struggle against homophobia and of workers’ struggle, and you will find that when one is strong, so is the other; when the working class is on the defensive, so often are lesbians, gay men and bisexuals.


  In struggle, we can glimpse the potential of organising the world in a better, more humane way. In struggle, prejudice, moralism, resentment and division can be overcome. In struggle, lesbian, gay and bisexual people can find out who are our allies, who our enemies.


  


  

  


  The roots of homophobia


  


  What causes homophobia? Why are lesbian, gay and bisexual people oppressed?


  Attempt to find answers to these questions, and many gay rights campaigners will chide you for venturing into territory that is ‘too political’. For them, homophobia is simply a fact, probably arising from heterosexuals’ ignorance or inherent prejudice, and any deeper analysis is unnecessary headbanging.


  But we are ill-equipped to fight oppression if we don’t try to understand why it exists. And we are better-equipped if we have an idea of what we are fighting for, not just what we are fighting against.


  For this reason, socialists have attempted to explain the roots of lesbian, gay and bisexual oppression. The standard answer runs thus: homophobia is caused by capitalism; in particular, it is based in the structure of the family. The SWP put it like this: “For socialists, the starting point for gay oppression is that it is rooted in capitalist society.”


  The roots of homophobia - and the role of capitalism - are, however, more complex than this. Significant elements of anti-gay prejudice originate before capitalism; others are strongly shaped by capitalism.


  Capitalism has done quite a bit of good for homosexuality and for sexual freedom; but it also stands in the way of full liberation. Capitalism has created the possibility of the liberation of human sexuality: but to realise that potential, we need to surpass capitalism, to create socialism.


  


  Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité?


  


  Capitalism proclaimed its new order with the slogan of the French revolution, promising liberty, equality and fraternity. Ideas of rights, of justice, of human dignity came onto the agenda.


  The vast majority of people, though, were soon to discover that this hardly extended to them. Groups of people began to organise to demand rights they had been promised but denied: feminism grew from these roots.


  The new capitalist system broke up feudal, family-based production, and brought people together in factory-based, social production. It was in this context that a homosexual identity, community, subculture and movement developed. The word ‘homosexual’ was first used in 1869 in a pamphlet in Germany.


  This is not to say that capitalism invented homosexual behaviour! It is well documented that same-sex sexual behaviour has existed in many different societies through history. But available evidence also strongly suggests that the notion of a ‘homosexual’ as a type of person, an individual’s identity, is a much more recent development, which came with the advent of capitalism.


  


  Family values


  


  As the centre of production moved from the household to the factory, so the public sphere and the private sphere became separated. The private, domestic sphere retained the responsibility for maintaining people in working condition, and for reproducing the workforce. The capitalists who benefit from this ready supply of human labour do not have to shell out and pay for it - the work is done as a labour of love, mainly by women.


  So the capitalists are pretty keen on ‘family values’. Politicians fall over themselves competing to be lauded as the most ‘pro-family’. Much of the language of homophobia is expressed in terms of defending family life, and anti-gay attitudes often coincide with traditional views on the family. The worst bigots in the Tory Party call themselves the Conservative Family Campaign.


  The family helps to reproduce not only people, but ideas and values. Some of the most vitriolic expressions of homophobia are reserved for demanding that we are kept away from children, accusing us of wanting to corrupt young, vulnerable, impressionable minds. It seems that people should not come into contact with homosexuality until they know that it is abnormal. The family that is held up as paradise can be hell for the homosexual.


  Supposed male and female roles within the family underpin gender stereotypes and the whole set-up of women’s disadvantage in the workplace and throughout society. Same-sex sexuality stands accused by homophobes of undermining male and female gender roles (and the assumption that they go together) and thus undermining the sanctity of family life. ‘Family values’ are, it seems, easier to impose or uphold if there is a strict notion of what qualifies as a family.


  But as it has demanded a more mobile workforce, capitalism has also brought some breakdown of family ties, enabling more sexual freedom. And some of the ruling class propaganda about family values is hypocritical - from immigration law to unemployment, many of their policies have torn families apart.


  


  Not natural


  


  However, the family is not the whole story when it comes to explaining lesbian, gay and bisexual oppression. Not every queerbasher lets loose another kick with a cry of “here’s one for family values”.


  There is another aspect to the language of homophobia which labels our sexuality as sinful, unnatural, against God’s law. Although capitalism has put its own spin on these, they have been around a lot longer: they are pre-capitalist ideas.


  Moral and religious codes gained their appeal as a way of explaining a complex and mysterious world. They retain their appeal as what Marx called ‘the heart in a heartless world’ - rules by which you can aspire to do the right thing in a world where so much wrong is done. The moral framework of sin also allows for scapegoating of sinners. Crime and disorder are not the fault of poverty or alienation, but of homosexuals and single parents!


  Rather than being a straightforward bourgeois phenomenon, homophobia seems to be sustained by both capitalism and pre-capitalist ideologies, interacting with each other.


  


  Potential unfulfilled


  


  The homophobes’ appeal to the natural misses the point that human beings are capable of going beyond the narrow definitions of what is considered ‘natural’. As the GLF London manifesto contended, “Civilisation is in fact our evolution away from the limitations of the natural environment and towards its ever more control.” If homosexuality is not natural, then neither is using contraception, living in houses, curing disease or treating infertility. They are all examples of what people can do if we gain the upper hand in our battles with nature and break out of the confines it imposes. In any case, there is nothing unnatural about homosexuality.


  Capitalism has brought developments which have facilitated some freeing of sexuality. Examples include leisure time and leisure facilities; and the separation of sex and reproduction made possible by contraception. But under capitalism, not everyone has leisure time, or enough money to get out and meet people. Access to the benefits of capitalism is determined and restricted by the class structure of society. To go a step further - leisure facilities for all people; more leisure time through shorter working hours; freely available, safe, reliable contraception - requires prioritisation of people’s needs over private profit.


  As a system based on the exploitation of one class by another, capitalism is fundamentally unequal. It condemns millions to a life of poverty and daily struggle, an existence which fuels bitterness, hostility, aggression and prejudice. In a classless society, we could organise production to meet people’s needs and provide a decent standard of living for everyone. There would not be a privileged class of people benefiting from the exploitation of another.


  If we cut the roots of homophobia, we can create the conditions for liberation.


  


  What socialism can offer


  


  The pioneer socialist writers about women’s oppression - from the followers of Robert Owen to August Bebel and Friedrich Engels - put forward the idea that under socialism, the domestic economy would be collectivised. This would free women from the lonely, unpaid drudgery of housework, and from the social disadvantage built on it.


  It would also free our personal lives from economic ties, enabling us to form personal, rather than financial, relationships. Breaking up the ‘compulsory family system’ would undermine the material basis for male and female ‘roles’ and the supremacy of heterosexuality.


  Socialism would bring a radical expansion of democracy. In a collective, democratic society, we would all enjoy far greater control over the conditions in which we live. Democracy must include individual liberty and minority rights, free from majority tyranny.


  It would be pointless to try to set out a blueprint of human sexuality under socialism: it could blossom and flourish in ways we might not yet imagine. And there should be no need to resort to simplistic, unconvincing equations between capitalism and homophobia to persuade lesbian, gay and bisexual activists that they should take up the broader fight for socialism. Our case is for socialism as a ‘carnival of the oppressed’, a new society which can throw off the shackles of the class system whilst building on the progress that has been achieved so far.


  


  


  

  


  Formal equality and beyond


  


  In Britain today, there is a set of laws which treats same-sex desire as less than acceptable and those who feel it as less than equal.


  Young men may not legally have sex with each other until two years after they may have sex with women. When they attain the legal age of consent, then in order to keep their activities legal, they must be in private and involve only two people.


  Displays of same-sex affection in public can land you in court, in prison, undergoing compulsory psychiatric supervision, and on a sex offenders register alongside child abusers. Local councils are not allowed to ‘intentionally promote homosexuality’, and same-sex lifestyles are labelled by law as ‘pretended family relationships’.


  A worker sacked or otherwise treated unfairly because of her or his sexuality can not take a discrimination case to an Employment Tribunal. A same-sex partner does not have the legal right to inherit a tenancy, or even to visit her or his partner in hospital or prison.


  Immigration law does not allow a foreigner to live in this country with a British same-sex partner, and the threat of homophobic persecution does not constitute grounds for asylum. Lesbian, gay and bisexual people do not have the right to be judged on our merits as parents when it comes to custody cases, applications to adopt or foster children, or access to donor insemination.


  Even laws which do not specifically apply to homosexuality - such as those on obscenity, indecency or solicitation - have been used more rigorously and repressively against lesbian, gay and bisexual people than against heterosexuals.


  Internationally, of over 200 countries in the world, only six give legal protection against discrimination on the grounds of sexuality. As of March 1998, being gay was illegal in 74 countries. In some (such as Saudi Arabia), homosexual acts are punishable by death.


  This legal inequality directly persecutes lesbians, gay men and bisexual people, and also legitimises popular prejudice. The fight for full legal equality is a top priority for campaigners against homophobia.


  After nearly two decades of hostility and hatred from the Tories, it may be tempting to accept the idea that change will be slow, that either the Government or the European Court must be given time to dismantle the machinery of judicial homophobia. Don’t accept it - we are entitled to full legal equality, nothing less, and no excuse for delays!


  We should not settle for crumbs from New Labour - an equal age of consent maybe, repeal of Section 28 perhaps - but instead should demand comprehensive legislation to remove all inequality and criminalisation of same-sex sexuality and to institute legal protection from homophobia.


  The legal status and social acceptability of lesbian and gay sexuality has not always moved slowly but surely forward. After a period of legality under the Bolsheviks in Russia, male homosexuality was made illegal by Stalin in 1934. Hitler extended Germany’s anti-sodomy law to criminalise all sexual contact between men. Even in Britain in the 1980s and early 1990s, we were pushed onto the defensive by new legal attacks (Section 28, Clause 25, Paragraph 16) and by a new wave of homophobia whipped up around the issue of AIDS.


  So we can not afford a complacent assumption that what we have won is ours forever. In a less than fully democratic society, the rights of a section of people are not guaranteed. And in a class-divided society, a ruling class in crisis likes to have scapegoats to blame for the unpleasant consequences of its own system.


  Is this scaremongering? Are we really in danger of losing all the advances we have won and returning to the worst days of repression? It is hard to conceive of this happening without a dramatic swing towards reactionary, bigoted ideas - and without a huge movement fighting to defend our rights. But we would do well to remember that formal rights are fragile.


  Even so, will formal equality bring actual equality? In 2000, Britain will have had an Equal Pay Act for 30 years, yet women’s average earnings are less than three-quarters of men’s. We will have had a Sex Discrimination Act for 25 years, but sex discrimination is still a fact of everyday life. Britain has a Race Relations Act but admits to institutionalised racism.


  Even with full legal equality, we would not enjoy the freedom that most activists are thinking of when we talk about ‘liberation’. When the post-Stonewall riot campaigners coined the phrase ‘gay liberation’, they meant more than the abolition of legal inequalities. The London Gay Liberation Front manifesto argued that “gay liberation does not just mean reforms. It means a revolutionary change in our whole society”. GLF urged gay activists to “use our righteous anger to uproot the present oppressive system with its decaying and constrictive ideology, and ... start to form a new order, and a liberated life-style”.


  ‘Liberation’ suggests a fundamental and radical change in the way people relate to each other emotionally and sexually. We are not simply campaigning for rights for a distinct group of people with same-sex desires: sexual liberation is for everyone!


  Lesbian, gay and bisexual people are at the sharp end of sexual repression, but vast numbers of others suffer its consequences too - single parents and others raising children outside married heterosexual partnership, people trapped in relationships they no longer want to be part of, heterosexual women who are called slags if they enjoy sex and frigid if they don’t, victims of sexual brutality and abuse, ... Sexual repression restricts, confuses, confines, screws up, distorts, stunts the potential of, in some way affects virtually everyone.


  In a practical sense, this places our fight for liberation in a much wider context. It links our campaigns for legal reform to other campaigns: against censorship and moralism; for decent sex education, adequate contraception and abortion rights.


  It is surely possible that we can win formal equality for lesbian, gay and bisexual people without overthrowing capitalism - although we will have to fight hard for every little piece of equality legislation. But thoroughgoing social equality between all people is by definition incompatible with capitalism, because any class society is by definition based on the exploitation of one class by another. Even with legal equality, class society contains many of the roots of prejudice.


  Over a century ago, Friedrich Engels explained why votes for women would be a significant step forward, but would not deliver full liberation. “A programme for full equality”, he wrote, “must be a programme for the abolition of classes.”


  


  


  


  

  


  Nazis and nail-bombers: fighting the fascists


  


  On 30 April 1999, a nail-bomb killed three people and injured dozens more. It exploded in the Admiral Duncan pub in Old Compton Street, the heart of gay Soho.


  The work of one maniac, now safely behind bars? Even if David Copeland (as we go to press, the man charged with the bombings) is the bomber, and even if he acted alone, an outbreak of racist and anti-gay terrorism has deeper roots, and wider implications, than one man’s twisted psychology. After all, various extreme right-wing groups claimed that they planted the bombs - in other words, even if they didn’t, they wish that they had.


  Homophobia kills. And campaigners against homophobia have to be part of the fight against the threat posed by fascists.


  


  Hitler’s persecution


  


  Nazi Germany systematically persecuted homosexuals from 1933 until 1945. In Autumn 1933 - just six months after Hitler became Chancellor - the first concentration camps were established, and the first gay prisoners were sent to them.


  Germany already had a law - Paragraph 175 - which made sodomy illegal. In 1935, it was extended to include all forms of sexual contact between men, and the courts convicted men for kissing, or even visual contact. In September of the same year, the new ‘Law for the Protection of German Blood and German Honour’ was enacted, making sex between a Jew and a non-Jew illegal as ‘race defilement’. Those found guilty were sent to the concentration camps.


  The camps gained an influx of new gay prisoners in 1936, when police raided gay bars on a massive scale. Their intention was that athletes and journalists attending the Olympic Games would be presented with an image of a ‘morally clean’ Germany.


  In all, probably between five and fifteen thousand gay men were sent to the concentration camps. Initially, they were labelled with a yellow stripe or bar with the letter ‘A’, or with a large, black dot with the number 175 (a reference to the anti-gay law). Then, when the SS introduced a colour-coding system for all groups of concentration camp inmates, gay men were made to wear a pink triangle - a symbol since reclaimed by the lesbian/gay/bisexual liberation movement as a badge of pride and defiance. Under the same colour-coding system, political prisoners wore a red triangle, ‘asocials’ (including some lesbians) a black triangle, and Jews an inverted yellow triangle under another triangle, forming a six-point star.


  Experiments were carried out on gay camp inmates to test whether homosexuality could be chemically ‘cured’. The experiments frequently killed their subjects.


  Nazi Germany also repressed scientific investigation into sexuality. ‘Sexology’ sought to understand sexuality and challenge prevailing sexual attitudes. Although scientists have not always been kind to lesbian, gay and bisexual people, scientific enquiry is a progressive thing, and, in 1930s Germany, was on the side of sexual liberalism, rights and equality.


  So the Nazis denounced it as ‘Jewish science’, and drove sexologists such as Magnus Hirschfield, Sigmund Freud and Wilhelm Reich into exile. The ‘Nazi Committee Against the Un-German Spirit’ smashed up research centres and burned books.


  After the defeat of Germany in World War 2, reports of Nazi persecution of lesbian, gay and bisexual people were suppressed. Gay victims of the Nazis were not compensated for their suffering, and it was to be several decades before accurate accounts were published.


  Why hide such appalling suffering? In 1945, male homosexual activity was illegal in the USA, in Stalin’s Soviet Union, in Britain, and in both parts of the newly-divided Germany. The governments of these countries saw nothing wrong in imprisoning gay people. Indeed, gay and bisexual men liberated from the camps could be re-arrested in any of these countries.


  


  Fascist ideology and homosexuality


  


  In 1928, a German Nazi Party official statement explained that ‘Those who are considering love between men or between women are our enemies. Anything that emasculates our people and that makes us fair game for our enemies we reject’. Fascists view gay men as weak, and same-sex desire as a weakness that threatens the strength of a nation to fight.


  Fascist homophobia is also based on a drive to reproduce the ‘master race’. As well as making ‘race defilement’ a crime, the German Nazis carried out mass executions of disabled people, labelling them ‘subhuman’. They set up a special office, the ‘Reichs-Centre for the Fight Against Homosexuality and Abortion’ in the headquarters of the criminal police. And they awarded the ‘German Mothers Cross of Honour’ to women who produced many racially-pure, Aryan children.


  Fascists seek to impose the traditional (heterosexual, nuclear) family model, with its restricted role for women. Nazi propagandist Engelbert Huber stated in 1933 that “In the ideology of National Socialism, there is no room for the political woman ... (Our) movement places woman in her natural sphere of the family and stresses her duties as wife and mother ... The German uprising is a male phenomenon’.


  In Britain today, the British National Party calls for the recriminalisation of homosexuality and abortion; attacks inter-racial relationships; and trumpets ‘family values’.


  


  The fascist threat now


  


  Fascists are not simply politicians with a set of right-wing policies chasing after votes. A fascist movement is a mass movement of people who accept its reactionary ideas and fight for them, politically and physically. Fascism means the destruction of democracy; and a fascist movement sets out to smash the labour movement in order to achieve its aims.


  Many of the conditions which have spawned a growth of the fascists in the past exist today. There is poverty, unemployment and social exclusion. There is popular and institutional discrimination against groups in society who can be used as scapegoats - black, Asian, Jewish people; lesbian, gay and bisexual people. And there is a Labour government elected to serve the hopes and aspirations of working-class people, but betraying the people who elected it - just as there was during the 1970s when the National Front became strong.


  Consider two factors that might at first sight appear contradictory ...


  Firstly, after two full years in office, the ‘New Labour’ Government has done nothing to change the legal second-class citizenship of lesbians, gay men and bisexuals. The age of consent remains unequal after Jack Straw scuppered legislation to equalise it in 1998 in order to secure safe passage for his Crime and Disorder Bill. Section 28 remains in place; consenting same-sex activity can still get you nicked; and there is no new law against discrimination in employment, housing or immigration. As well as being bad enough in itself, legal discrimination fertilises the ground for violent bigots.


  At the same time, though, there is an apparent establishment consensus that bigotry - or violent bigotry, at least - is bad, and that we are all ‘one nation’ together. But Britain is not one nation: it is divided into classes, with inequalities in many respects getting wider. While people are excluded from wealth and social justice, some will also exclude themselves from the establishment consensus and turn to hatred.


  Actually, these two factors are not contradictory. The Government and the ruling class may say that they are against prejudice, but their actions continue to foster division and bigotry.


  


  The long arm of the law


  


  Put bluntly, lesbians, gay men and bisexuals can not trust the police to protect us. The police do not take homophobic violence seriously. Many homophobic attacks are not even reported, due to the (well-founded) fear that the police will treat the victim as a criminal. There is widespread homophobia within the police force, and routine harassment of gay people, venues and meeting places. If that sounds similar to the experience of black people at the hands of the police, then that is no coincidence.


  Outrage! claimed that after the Old Compton Street bomb, the police held a secret meeting with Stonewall, to the exclusion of other lesbian, gay and bisexual groups. This is wholly unacceptable: Stonewall has no mandate to speak for all of us; it does not even have a democratic, representative structure. Outrage! also accused the police of issuing warnings to selected gay groups and businesses, not to lesbian, gay and bisexual people generally.


  The police (and the Government) have no right to hand-pick the ‘community leaders’ they want to deal with. They will usually pick the most compliant, least troublesome, most ‘respectable’, least demanding - not the most representative. Instead, the police should hold open discussions with communities under threat. They must be made to report to, and be held accountable by, elected committees that represent all interested sections of the community. Complaints against the police should not be investigated by the police themselves, but by independent, publicly accountable bodies with the power to investigate properly and take appropriate action. The McPherson report into the Stephen Lawrence murder, and the Government’s response to it, fell well short of recommending the measures for police accountability that are needed.


  


  Ban the fascists?


  


  Many anti-fascists call for the BNP to be banned. Such legislation would be framed as banning groups defined as ‘extremist’ or beyond the pale of respectable society. This may be aimed at fascists now, but could easily be used in future against socialist organisations, the labour movement, lesbian/gay/bisexual publications and so on. This is not idle speculation - laws introduced in the past to suppress fascists have gone on to be used against the left; and gay groups and publications have repeatedly been censored in the name of protecting ‘decent’ society.


  To advocate that the state arms itself with the power to ban is to hand it a weapon it can use against us. Instead, we should rely on our own power to fight the fascists, alongside our allies and as part of the labour movement.


  


  Unity


  


  The scum who used nailbombs to terrorise London in April 1999 targeted areas of some degree of integration. Brixton and Brick Lane are established black and Asian communities where white people also live and hang out. Old Compton Street is a gay area where straight people happily socialise.


  The bombers no doubt hope that as well as causing death and injury, their actions deter heterosexual people from going to gay areas; and that lesbian, gay and bisexual people become suspicious of and hostile to ‘outsiders’ (heterosexuals). It is important that we do not give in to this. Violent homophobes do not represent straight people in general, many of whom are potential allies against bigotry.


  Disunity in the German labour movement helped Hitler come to power. The reformist Social Democratic Party (SPD) and the Communist Party refused to work together against the Nazis, who were able to take power without a shot being fired in resistance. Instead of different campaigns engaged in sectarian competition, we need a united front against the fascists. We need united campaigns with open, democratic structures.


  But there is also a ‘unity’ we can well do without - unity with people who claim to oppose fascists, but who serve the system that breeds them, and who propagate the reactionary ideas that fascists build on. We can not trust the ‘anti-fascism’ of Tories who attack workers and inflame racism; nor of the likes of the Catholic Church who condemned the Old Compton Street bomb with one breath, and denounced gay sexuality with the next. A ‘popular front’ with such as these politically disarms our fight against the fascists.


  


  How to fight the fascists


  


  It is no accident that fascist ranks have increased when the labour movement has been weak. When, like now, a Labour Government is selling out working-class people, those whom it betrays will turn against it. That is almost inevitable: what is not inevitable is where they turn to. To apathy? To anarchism? Back to the Tories? To the fascists? Or to class-conscious struggle for socialism?


  To fight the fascists effectively, we need to make the labour movement fit to fight them, and to present people alienated and discarded by capitalism with a convincing alternative. That means challenging the Labour Government’s betrayals; making the unions fight in the interests of their members; and insisting that the workers’ movement makes itself accessible to all those groups to whom the fascists present a particular threat - including lesbians, gay men and bisexuals.


  When people of all sexualities and races stand side by side for working-class people’s interests, the ground becomes barren for fascists.


  So lesbians, gay men and bisexuals have to wait for the labour movement to get its act together then? No! Fascists present a direct, physical threat to us, and we (and our allies, and other communities under threat) are entitled to defend ourselves. That means physically breaking up fascist meetings, paper sales and demonstrations, and it means refusing fascists a platform.


  This is not a general argument for attacking or censoring anyone whose ideas we find offensive - that is both an ineffective strategy and undermines the notion of free speech that we need and should champion. But fascists are a special case: they are on a war footing against our communities, and self-defence is no offence.


  To further starve the fascists of their ideological fertiliser, we should step up the action against all homophobic and racist bigotry, including from people who stop short of planting nail-bombs. We should take protest action against MPs who vote against equality, newspapers which print homophobic tirades, racist and anti-gay immigration laws, employers who discriminate ... there is a long list of legitimate targets.


  Most lesbian, gay and bisexual people’s experience of homophobia is not from organised fascists, but from legal discrimination, harassment and ‘everyday’ prejudice. The work we do against routine homophobia is part of our fight to beat the fascists.


  


  


  

  


  Lifestyles for liberation?


  


  From the Stonewall Inn to the Admiral Duncan, the state and the far right have attacked gay venues. Defending our rights has meant defending our right to a social life in public, free from intimidation. To a great extent, the existence of a lesbian and gay ‘scene’ is a measure of how far we have come since the days of secret meeting places with opaque windows. And potentially, a visible, lively and confident scene can spring into action, mobilising for equality.


  However, it has its limitations: handing your pink pound over a gay bar is not going to bring liberation; walking hand-in-hand through the Village is not necessarily going to make it safe to walk hand-in-hand in any other area or along any other street. It’s going to take more than that.


  As the profile of lesbians, gay men and bisexuals has grown, so our activities and events have become subject to a steady trend towards commercialisation. Pride has been sponsored by companies which do not even practise equality for their own lesbian, gay and bisexual employees. The Pride festival is no longer a free event: it is organised not for liberation but for profit.


  Capitalists have been happy to be gay-friendly when there are pink pounds to be made, and some gay people have been happy to join them. Gary Henshaw, a gay business consultant and cafe owner, readily admits “I am motivated by money and power ... I happen to be a capitalist in the extreme ... I would like to build an empire. Power is very much connected to wealth.”


  Some people have argued that through the ‘pink economy’, we can buy into equality. They back this up with claims that lesbian, gay and bisexual people are relatively affluent and economically independent. But the reality is a mirror-image of this picture: affluent, independent people find it easier to come out of the closet. Similarly, an enduring stereotype is of upper-class homosexuality, of same-sex activity as the leisure pursuit of aristocratic men. This image has fed homophobia, perhaps especially amongst working-class people.


  The idea of achieving change through lifestyle is not, however, unique to the more conservative wing of gay politics. Even some left-wing lesbian, gay and bisexual activists, who claim to reject ‘pink pound’ arguments, still take a ‘lifestylist’ approach.


  The manifesto of the London Gay Liberation Front put forward a theory that “linked with this struggle to change society there is an important aspect of gay liberation that we can begin to build here and now - a NEW, LIBERATED LIFESTYLE which will anticipate, as far as possible, the free society of the future.” Although GLF at least linked their lifestyle ideas to a struggle for change, time proved that this strategy could not work: it was utopian to believe that islands of liberation could emerge and conquer a sea of repression.


  GLF’s view has a descendant in today’s ‘identity politics’, the idea that merely by asserting our homosexual identity we can overcome oppression. Identity politics can trace its roots through ‘radical feminism’, even though most lesbian, gay and bisexual people thoroughly reject the politics of guilt and of hierarchies of oppression spread by the rad fems.


  GLF contended that “Gay shows the way. In some ways we are already more advanced than straight people ...” Really? But our fight for liberation is not based on our sexuality being superior to any other. Rather, it is about the right of all people to express their sexuality as they choose, free from discrimination.


  The politics of gay lifestyle can lead to a snobbery not just against heterosexuals, but against members of our own ‘community’. Being ‘out’ as lesbian, gay or bisexual is a statement, in the face of oppression and invisibility, of same-sex desire. It is a proud declaration of sexuality: it should not be a definition of what clothes you wear, what music you like, what drugs you take or where you shop.


  When lifestyle becomes central to gay identity, then many lesbian, gay and bisexual people are excluded - those who do not look the part, whose faces do not fit. This can give rise to a quite unpleasant, even contemptuous, attitude to people who don’t fit the picture of the ideal homo - because they are not pretty enough, don’t work out at the gym, or don’t drink in the right bars. And that’s no way to unite people in active defence of our rights.


  


  *****


  


  Which of course begs the question: how do we unite people in active defence of our rights?


  We started this pamphlet with some turning points in the history of our struggle against homophobia. One of the clearest lessons that these teach us is that we win when we get active. Direct action and mass mobilisation have forced the political agenda on lesbian, gay and bisexual equality more effectively than more conservative approaches.


  This lesson should guide campaigners today. New Labour made few promises to lesbian, gay and bisexual people; and yet it has failed to act even on those. We should rely on our own activity to fight for the equality and rights that we need and deserve.


  Relying on our own activity means refusing to wait forlornly for crumbs from the banqueting table of the rich and powerful. It does not mean cutting ourselves off from real and powerful allies. We hope that this pamphlet has also shown that the struggle for liberation for lesbian, gay and bisexual people should be part of a broader struggle for the liberation of humankind from all manner of tyranny. Centrally, that means fighting for the end of the division of society into classes, which means fighting as part of the working-class struggle for socialism.
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