Sarah Schulman writes novels ahout the Lower East Side and leshian sub-
culture in New York City. Like a good punk hand (Fugazi the Mekens, Paison
Girts) every hook she releases is quite different. How you think about her
depends on which novel you just finished reading. Cities change and they
don't change. There are always homeless people in her New York, confem-
porary political events such as American wars, low-paid women’s jobs, and
there’s always sex. Over the last ten years she has written five novels,
including Girls, Visions and Things, People in Trouble, and most recently,
Empathy. In After Delores, the main character drops by CBGB’s, a punk
palace, and comments that the petrified hardcore kids need to get hip to
somethiny new. But then she still reads punk poet Patti Smith aloud to her
friends.

If you want to talk to Sarah Schulman ahout New York and Toranto, and
ahout her new non-fiction hook on leshian and gay life, you phone her New

- York number hetween eleven and noon. It's the only way she gets any writ-

ing done. On the telephone, she’s friendly and practical. Sure, she'll do a
taped interview. "Let's do it right now, you just keep firing questions at me. "
In the summer of 1993, Alan 0'Connor asked the questions.

AD: Is there any single theme in your book on lesbian and gay politics dur-
ing the 1980s?

$S: Well, it was just one catastrophe after another, wasn't it? | don't think
anyane ever could have imagined what was coming next. Se the hook is an
analysis of strategies and tactics we used in the 80s, and which ones worked
and which ones didn't. And | think that it is pretty ohvious that single-issue
organizing does not werk; that trying to use the language of the right wing,
words like pro-family and things like that. does not work; and that trying to
make changes hehind the scenes, working inside political parties does not

=

work. The thing that has worked the hest has heen when we have been very
authentic about who we are and as radical as we really are and used direct
action. That seems to have been the mast effective actually. when you

analyse the period from 1981 to 1992, the Reagan-Bush years here in the
United States.

AQ- What do you mean by single-issue politics?

SS: In the early 80s in the United States there was a very strong anti-ahor-
tion movement, That was a very wide coalition of everything from the
Catholic left to the completely insane religious right. And they united on one
issue, which was o make abortion illegal. So we tried to build huge coali-
tions on single-issue politics. We spent the whole 80s imitating the tactics of
the right. But that doesnt work if your vision is freedom. You can't make
these tactical decisions to eliminate half of your worldview in hopes of hav-
ing coalitions. So, for example, the women's movement tried to have a singie
issue campaign for the Equal Righis Amendment in which they excluded all
mention of abortion rights and leshian issues, and failed miserably because
you end up not really standing for anything.

AD: Can you point fo 2 coaliion thatis an example of what we should be trying to do?

SS: { think ACT UP is a very good example. It was always a coalition. It had
and still has every kind of person. There’s people who want revolution
tomerrow and there’s peaple who just want to work inside the Democratic
Party. There's the whole spectrum. And yet, the way it has operated when it
has hesn mast successful, is that people are allowed to be where they are at.
There is no forced consensus. So if you want to participate in a particular
type of action you can, and if you oppose that action you don't have o he a
part of it. But that doesn’t mean that you have to leave the group. There is a
certain ideotogical flexibility which allows a lot of very different people to
work together.

AD: How has the relationship between men and women worked in ACT UP
and similar groups?
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SS: ACT UP has always heen primarily men. Though | would have to say that
of all the different AIDS organizations, whether it is issues of the pharmaceu-
tical industry, the government, social services, or community-hased groups,
ACT UP is really one of the organizations that has been in the forefront of
atlvocating for people who are not necessarily represented in the group, or
who are represented in a minority way. We had prison projects, we had nee-
die exchange, we had school condom distribution, we had an incredible
amount of activism on behalf of women with AIDS, pediatrics, tax-reform,
every issue of access has been addressed by ACT UP. So | feel that it has
been a very good relationship. There was faction-fighting in ACT UP, as in any
oiher organization, but | den't think it ever was around gender. Nor was it
ahout positive or negative HIY status. it was always ideologically divided.

AG: There is a new generation of activists who define themselves as queer
rather than as lesbian or gay. Does this represent a shift in politics?

SS: | don't want to be too simplistic but “queer” represents people who have
heen able to have a place both in the gay world and in the world of popular
culture. Pre-liheration gay life took place underground. The more we have
achieved, the more we are abile to have a place in the world as well as within
our world. That is what queer represents. It is happening and it is an
inevitahle change. it is not for everybody but that is an actual evolution of the
movement.

All of these questions: are we queer, are we yay, do we need leshian sepa-
ratism, do we need gay and leshian separatism, hisexual separatism, there is
not one answer te this. The paint is to create an environment where the
largest number of people can participate in political rebellion. And that
means providing the greatest range of options for peeple to participate. So if
there are leshians who want ta be in leshian-cenly organizations there is a
need for them fo he there. f there are leshians and gay men who want to
work together those organizations need to be there. And hisexuals, if they
want their own organizations... What I'm saying is that we need to have the
widest range possible. Net to have a closed, dogmatic definition of what it
means to be politically active.

AD: Can you say something about Lesbian Avengers? A new organization
Yyoir'ra invelved with...

SS: Okay. I'm also still active with ACT UP, by the way. Leshian Avengers was
started a year ago by six women, leshians, all of whom had a huge amount of
political experience. At this point | think we have ten to fifteen chapters in the
US and in Europe. The New York chapter has over two hundred people in it
And we just had our greatest moment. We organized the dyke march, the
night before the march on Washingten, in which 20,000 leshians marched to
the White House, and we believe this is the largest leshian event in the histo-
ry of the world. From six people to 26,000 in one year is pretty good. it is on a
Queer Nation or ACT UP madel. a lashian dirsct-action mavement. It is noi
separatism. 1t is a post ACT UP leshian mavernent. Lofs of people in the group
are in other organizations, in mixed groups, in non-gay groups, whatever.
There is not an itleclogy of separatism. But leshians have been in the fore-
front of every movement for social change on the face of the earth but not as
leshians and net on our own behalf. And that is what this is about. So we only
do direct action. It is not a theery group, it is not a therapy group. ltis a direct
action group and our actiens have been very clearly focused on the right
wing. We don't go after other movement groups or other liberal organizations.
Mew York City's religious right has battled the multicultural curriculuni in the
high school system. Anil we have been invelved in contesting their moves.
We were very much involved with the Irish leshian and gay organization
when they tock on the Cathelic Church and fried fo march in the St. Pairick’s
Day parade. We zapped the mayar of Denver after Colorado passed
Proposition 2. And we were in Tampa Florida when a [eshian with AIDS had
her trailer burned and the city of Tampa refused to classify it as a hias-crime.
So 31 Leshian Avengers from Allanta, New Jersey and Mew York went to Tampa
and did all these actions, had a motorcade and demensirations and got the
mayor to come out and speak on her behalf. o that's what we're doing. We're
national and we're willing to go on location. It's really very exciting,

Sarah Schulman’s hook, My American Histery, will be published by Routledge
i June 1994 far the 25th anniversary of Stonewsall This inferview with Alan
OCannor was first broadcast on CHLY 861 FM.
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