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  	 Assimilation or Liberation of Gay Communities

This essay will look at the themes associated with assimilation and liberation as it applies to the current discourses on sexuality; specifically focusing on gay communities. The emphasis will be on the history of gay male and lesbian women social movements and the current implications at governmental and community level, as well as human rights in relation to lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) individuals.

The different ideologies of assimilation or liberation are fundamental approaches amongst the lesbian and gay movements and dictate how they interact with society. Rimmerman (2015) describes the assimilation approach as one that incorporates the standpoint of fitting in with other conventional members of society; as a way of functioning within the system for political engagement and change that occurs gradually. While a liberation approach supports the recognition of gay or lesbian identities for others to observe, that favours a more radical, transformational cultural change. But as Jeffrey Escoffiers (1998, p. 225) says, ‘Gay and lesbian identity politics is, only in part, about the social status of self-identified homosexuals; it is also about the meaning of sexuality, gender, the family, and even community in our society.
In the nineteenth and twentieth century, sexual activities grouped under the term ‘queer’, was viewed as distasteful, criminal or as a psychological illness (Altman, 1972). By presenting sexuality as unnatural, Foucault (1978, p. 101) maintains that heterosexuality is a concept, rather than a category from which homosexuality differs. He further argues that, ‘Discourse transmits and produces power, reinforces it, also undermines it and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it’. This establishes the opportunity for homosexuality and other explanations of queerness to be viewed as the foundation of discourse power structures, rather than as a hereditary illness or abnormal behaviour (McIntosh, 1998). Defining sexuality as identifiable and flexible allows homosexuals and lesbians to talk about themselves, their histories and their experiences on their own terms (Gamson and Moon, 2004). 
The beginning of political organising around homosexuality corresponds with the origination of homosexuality as an identity (Jagose 1997). One of the first gay rights organisations formed in1949 in Los Angeles, was The Knights of the Clock. This short-lived group demonstrated that the gay rights movements had members who saw gay liberation as intertwined with other social justice issues (Faderman and Timmons, 2006).


The homophile movement embraced liberationist principles and the Mattachine Society was founded in Los Angeles in 1950 (Rimmerman, 2002). Tensions began immediately between those who wanted to focus on acceptance and equal rights and those who had more revolutionary ideas. This ideological split reflected the disagreements over assimilation and liberation ideals (Rimmerman, 2002). The Mattachine Society was mostly male in membership and was joined in 1955 by a lesbian organisation in San Francisco, the Daughters of Bilitis (DOB). This movement can be regarded as assimilationist, as they were trying to offer a more conservative image of lesbians to heteronormative society, in order to be accepted (Willett 2000). Lesbian and gay movements now embraced a minority rights approach to political and social change and concentrated on the significance of equality for all human beings; while describing lesbians and gays as ordinary people whose identity had nothing to do with their behaviour (Rimmerman, 2002). 
During the 1960’s, there was a departure from the assimilation outlook of the homophiles, as this rights-based approach came under criticism in light of the Stonewall Riots in 1969, with the emphasis now on sexual liberation in relation to society. (Archer, 2002).  The Gay Liberation movement developed in the 1970’s, because the assimilate strategy was far too limiting in their view and their goal was not only to change society, but to transform it (Ayoub, 2016). During this time, the gay and lesbian movements incorporated many concepts, such as the right to be honest about sexual inclination and the right to be perceived as equal by religious organisations and the law. (Allen, 2002). Gay Liberation was much more public than the homophile movements, with street protests rather than with the lobbyist approach. This coming out approach presented a significant change from the rational of homophile groups and permitted gay men and lesbians to form a communal public identity engaged in political activism (Ayoub, 2016).
In the early 1970’s, LGBT groups like STAR, Red Union and the Magnus Collective made matters of economic justice and sexual liberation fundamental to their social action (Gallo, 2006). At the same time, lesbian separatism was developing among lesbians who felt that society, including the gay rights movement, had nothing to offer them. By the late 1970’s, many lesbian only groups formed, such as the C.L.I.T. Collective and the Gutter Dykes, to name a few. Some declined to socialise with men, others with straight women and some with lesbians who were not separatists (Levy, 2009).

 Valocchi (1999) criticised the role that coming out had in assimilating lesbians and gays into established society and led to the formation of a white, middle-class identity. Groups of mostly LGBT people of colour then formed their own political organisations, such as the Salsa Soul Sisters and Dykes against Racism Everywhere (DARE) (Gosset, et al., 2012). The AIDS epidemic that began in the late 1970s, resulted in the death of many homosexuals advocating for sexual liberation. Clarke et al., (2010) mention that the self-directed activism encircling AIDS presented a boldness not seen since the rise of Gay Liberation, as gay men joined with lesbian groups and other people with AIDS, to campaign to gain access to drugs and to end the discrimination people were experiencing. Altman (1994, p. 20) notes that, ‘this level of community organisation would not have existed without the previous decade of organising by gay men and lesbians’. The decade ended in 1979, with the historic Millennial March in Washington and was the largest gathering of openly lesbian and gay people in history. Previously, most organisations had been focused on local activism and politics, but in the 1980s, with the AIDS epidemic out of control and the development of Republican politics jeopardising previous achievements, many groups turned their attention to the federal government (Gamson, 2000) and The Human Rights Campaign became the first gay political action committee at national level (D’Emilio, 1993). The approach worked, as LGBT people were validated into popular culture, through media and the community. Throughout the 1980s, gay and lesbian characters were gradually introduced in movies and television, which assisted in promoting social and political recognition for them (McDermott, 2014).
By the 1990’s, gay and lesbian movements focused on hate crime legislation, anti-discrimination laws, adoption rights, access to the military and by the end of the decade on marriage equality (Boykin, 2000). Conrad (2014) stressed that the struggle by the gay rights movement for gay marriage ignored the fact that the emphasis was on issues of identity and family, to avert attention away from social services and benefits; in order to propagate capitalism. Eskridge (1996) argued that at the other end of the scale, gay conservatives agreed with the model of marriage and believed gay couples and relationships were worthwhile to attain their full rights as civilians. 




Rimmerman (2015) maintained that this shift toward social respectability, signified that the debate now was about whether gay and lesbian groups needed to adhere to the limited, rights-based objectives by using traditional legal approaches to raise awareness, or take up an activist, liberationist tactic to carry out their social justice beliefs. As an example, the New York City Pride in June 1990, criticised assimilation and pursued a united identity, with no stigmatising labels (Steen, 2013). Faderman (2012, p. 5) further emphasised that, ‘the changing self-definitions of lesbians have evolved in the context of a changing society’. Lea Purvis stated in Outfront Magazine (Steen, 2013), 
‘When you assimilate, it’s on the terms of the dominant culture….. I think by demonstrating and accepting, and not being homogenized, is how we move forward. We lead by example – by being accepting among ourselves. We are not so rich in resources we can exclude members of our own community. We need each other’.
On the other hand Chaz Bono, who came out as a lesbian in 1995 and then as a Transgender man from 2009, said, ‘I absolutely believe in assimilation. I don’t believe I’m any different from straight people. My wants and needs are the same as theirs. I don’t look at sexual orientation as that big of a deal. It’s just an orientation’ (Steen, 2013). The diverse LGBT culture by the 2000’s had now gained footing amongst mainstream audiences through various forms of media, sport, art, music and politics; which helped to change the portrayal of LGBT individuals in society (Sullivan, 2005). 
One of the most contested elements of Pride festivals today, is the debate about their gradual move to conventional consumerism, with multi-million-dollar companies selling specialty products and advertising to queer customers. The consequence is the revolutionary, anti-establishment strategies that compelled the Stonewall Riots and many other gay liberation protests, have been made futile by the light-hearted, expensive festivities that make up Pride today (Barton, 2018). The actor Cynthia Nixon, who is a contender to be governor of New York state, voiced another side to the debate, ‘I would argue that our coming out has never been more important than it is right now.” Whether we are lesbian or gay or transgender or Muslim or Mexican or any one of a number other categories I could name, we are allies united by our otherness’ (Helmore, 2018).


In recent years, lesbian and gay concerns have become have become part of the global political agenda. International institutions are engaging in sexual politics, particularly in Europe, by endorsing international standards and guidelines in support of gay and lesbian rights. (Felter and Renwick, 2017). On one side the government want to normalise sexual behaviour to protect the population from disease and to guard morality and on the other side they want to protect sexual minorities by introducing hate-crime legislation, protection from harassment and discrimination. But these issues contrast significantly throughout the world, as not all lesbian and gays enjoy the same rights (Tremblay et al., 2011). 
Same-sex sexual behaviour between adults remains criminalised in 76 states worldwide according to a global survey published by Bruce-Jones and Itaborahy (2012). Amnesty International (2013) concluded that laws that forbid consensual same-sex behaviour, infringe human rights law, the rights to non-discrimination, equality and privacy. They further stipulate that this adds to an environment in which LGBT people are disregarded and is often responsible for providing society with a reason to spread prejudice, hatred and violence.  Navi Pillay, The United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (2012, p. 7) states,
‘The case for extending the same rights to lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans-gender (LGBT) persons as those enjoyed by everyone else is neither radical nor complicated. It rests on two fundamental principles that underpin international human rights law: equality and non-discrimination. The opening words of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights are unequivocal: All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.’
The UK charity Avert (2018), assert that when governments fail to uphold human rights in line with international agreements and laws, they should be held responsible. They believe that it is a human rights obligation for countries to implement better community-based education policies and legal changes, in order to oppose homophobia. Ayoub (2016) advocates that being inconspicuous, which some smaller groups within the LGBT community encounter, is also a wide-ranging issue across countries and societies, where the amount of acceptance for sexual minorities are greatly varied. The 2016 appointment of the Equal Rights Coalition, the first international organisation to improve the rights of LGBT people, indicates that there is an increasing willingness of member states to engage in a more hands-on role (Reid, 2018). 


Reid further argues, that the best way to manage and improve human rights, is by adapting policies to the current circumstances and by activists holding the government answerable for its human rights record. Reid concludes that in countries that are not completely tolerant or blatantly aggressive, is where the greatest progress is taking place and where courts are performing a vital duty in defending and improving the rights of LGBT people. As Morris Kaplan (1997, p. 3) stated, ‘the achievement of equality for lesbian and gay citizens is part of the unfinished business of modern democracy.’ Picq and Thiel (2015, p. 2) further add that, ‘LGBT perspectives are not only an inherent part of the world of politics, but can also influence International Relations theory-making’ and Thoreson (2014) suggests the need to support the procedures rather than the doctrines of human rights. Dixon (2014) concludes that the endeavour by many social movements to improve the lives of everyday individuals, can lead to lasting change.

To summarise, the lesbian and gay movements have withstood intense disagreements over whether to incorporate assimilationist or liberationist approaches over time.  Some debate that liberal rights need to be more comprehensive to clarify queerness, by means of the institution of law, while others assert that the social system needs to be totally changed before queer liberation can take place. Much like Gay Liberation, some queer politics also evaluate the tradition of the family and associated concepts such as marriage. Legal equality has a tendency not to end discrimination against minority groups and marriage equality is no different; as marriage might privilege certain queers while further discounting others. When the queer liberation movement rose up in the 1960s and 70s, their goal was not for equal protection through marriage, but for the right over their own bodies and the right to be and feel safe in public. Despite ideas about the fluidity of queer identity, coming out is still viewed by many as a central role of being queer. As explained in this exploration of some of the key debates of the homophile movement, Gay Liberation, Lesbian Feminism, and AIDS activism, many aspects of these social actions influenced and created what the queer community and their identity is today. 



Lesbians and gay men have argued for the right to live their lives uncontrolled by government interference, but at the same time they have needed the government to negotiate on their behalf to meet their basic needs. Lesbian and gay issues have become part of the global political organisation and in order to guard and secure the rights to freedom of expression, irrespective of sex, sexual affiliation or gender identity, the government has a duty to bring an end to and penalise acts of violent behaviour, harassment and discrimination. 
Preventing homophobia has two aspects: confronting the laws that forbid same-sex endeavours and non- traditional gender identities and changing the way LGBT people are dealt with by others and by encouraging societies to embrace the diversity of different sexualities. Moving forward then, the best strategy would seem to be to collectively build on and recognise the best approaches the assimilationist and liberationist movements have to offer and to let go of the divisiveness; while learning to respect an individual’s difference. 
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