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For close to a decade, Kenya’s sexual and gender minority activists 
and sex workers have organized a public march on World AIDS Day, 
December 1, using the occasion to highlight antiqueer and anti-sex 
worker discrimination.1 Unlike in the United States, Kenya’s sexual 
and gender minorities do not commemorate the Stonewall uprising, 
the occasion celebrated by Pride marches across the United States.2 
Instead, World AIDS Day has become the occasion to affirm gen-
der and sexual minority lives and practices. Given that Kenya’s penal 
code still criminalizes “unnatural acts” and sex work, and that dif-
ference from gender norms is highly policed, World AIDS Day is an 
occasion when gender and sexual minorities in Kenya can assemble in 
public without facing harassment from police and the public. Beyond 
protesting ongoing discrimination, participants in the march carry ban-
ners that read “Lesbian Rights are Human Rights,” “Sex Worker Rights 
are Human Rights,” and “Trans* Rights are Human Rights.” These 
banners contest legal and conceptual paradigms that confer social and 
political legibility to those who identify as hetero-reproductive men and 
women.3 Moreover, these banners are contesting the very nature of the 
human: instead of asking for tolerance, they are challenging how per-
sonhood is understood and practiced.4

I open with this distinction between Pride celebrations and World 
AIDS Day to mark two trajectories for organizing and cultural produc-
tions of sexual and gender minorities. One increasingly dominant tra-
jectory has focused on visibility and legislative gains, taking the central 
problem of modern organizing to be recognition by the state.5 The key 
words for this trajectory have been “tolerance” and “acceptance,” and its 
central achievement has been legalizing gay marriage. The second trajec-
tory has insisted that assimilation into the mainstream retains gendered, 
sexed, sexualized, and embodied hierarchies and, instead, demands a 
complete transformation of social and political systems.6 Within this 
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organizing, the divide between the two trajectories was marked by the 
(first) AIDS crisis, when the dreams of assimilation marked by increas-
ing legislative gains were met by state negligence. Focusing on the 
United States, sociologist Deborah Gould writes that the “government of 
a wealthy, ostensibly democratic country” was “unmoved by the deaths 
of hundreds, thousands, and finally hundreds of thousands of its own 
inhabitants, largely because the overwhelming majority of them were 
gay and bisexual men, and the others were seen as similarly expendable: 
drugs users as well as poor men and women, a disproportionate num-
ber of whom were black and Latino/a.” The US government, she contin-
ues, demonstrated “aggressive indifference” and “extreme negligence.”7 
Contemporary queer politics and cultural production as a response to 
state indifference and neglect emerged during this period. Even though 
the term “queer” has long been used to describe deviations from societal 
norms, especially deviations in gender, sex, sexuality, and personhood, it 
assumed its contemporary meaning as a term of political organizing and 
cultural production during the (first) AIDS crisis in the United States.8 
Following historian and activist Martin Duberman and author and activ-
ist Sarah Schulman, I focus on 1981–1995 as the period of the (first) AIDS 
crisis, broadly, from when an unidentified condition affected and started 
killing large numbers of gay and bisexual men, to when an effective treat-
ment regimen was identified in 1996.9

One further note before I proceed: AIDS was devastating. Samuel 
Delany wrote, “as I finish the proof corrections for the Grafton edition of 
[the novel] Flight from Nevèrÿon (July 1988), there have been over seventy-
five thousand cases of AIDS reported in the United States, about half of 
whom are dead. In Spring of ’84 I could write that personally I knew no 
one with the disease. Today it is the single largest slayer among my friends 
and acquaintances.”10 The deaths of multitudes of cultural producers and 
activists, often compounded by the destruction of their work by griev-
ing families and friends – sometimes from homophobia and sometimes 
from ignorance – made already vulnerable lives and products even more 
vulnerable and ephemeral. In a speech in 1992, poet, novelist, and scholar 
Melvin Dixon warned, “we are facing the loss of our entire generation. 
Lesbians lost to various cancers, gay men lost to AIDS.”11 Accompanying 
these deaths, Dixon noted, was “the chilling threat of erasure.”12 Without an 
active community to nurture small, independent presses and to engage in 
the acts of reviewing, buying, citing, teaching, and circulating queer works, 
those works risked going out of print and being forgotten. Addressing the 
effects of AIDS not only on individuals but also on a generation of writers 
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and readers, Dixon offered a grim vision of queer culture’s present and 
future, one marked by fractured and absent relations, socialities, memory, 
and history.

This chapter has a dual purpose: to foreground the innovative and 
radical forms of world imagining and world making by women of color 
feminists and black gays and lesbians that circulated during this period 
and to mark the difference that AIDS made in shaping queer cultural 
production and activism. The form of this chapter follows what might be 
the most visible aesthetic symbol from the AIDS crisis: the quilt.13 Rather 
than attempt to map a linear narrative with clear cause and effect, I jux-
tapose multiple scenes from this period, deliberately inverting how queer 
history is typically narrated. Dominant queer scholarship often tracks 
histories of white subjects, most often men, and women of color and black 
gays and lesbians appear much later in these narratives, often as supple-
ments and not core members. By foregrounding women of color and black 
gays and lesbians as key players in this chapter, I show how women of 
color and black lesbian and gay writers and activists were at the forefront 
of forging a practice of working across difference that became invaluable 
in the context of AIDS and that shaped queer organizing in this period. 
Although it has been rendered invisible in accounts of politics and culture, 
care work was central to their practices of working across difference, and 
I conclude this chapter by gesturing toward that care work.

Feminist Difference

Three key feminist works ushered in the 1980s: This Bridge Called My 
Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, edited by Cherríe Moraga and 
Gloria Anzaldúa (1981); All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, 
But Some of Us Are Brave: Black Women’s Studies (1982), edited by Gloria 
T. Hull, Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara Smith; and Sister Outsider: Essays 
and Speeches (1984), a collection of Audre Lorde’s essays. Within popu-
lar accounts, these works are framed as responses by women of color to 
the white, middle-class bias of second-wave feminism. Yet, positioning 
these works primarily as responses effaces their innovative practices of 
world imagining and world making, practices that anticipated and were 
part of emerging queer activism. Each of these texts works across differ-
ence, a practice I elaborate on when I focus on Audre Lorde in this essay. 
For instance, This Bridge and Some of Us Are Brave use the anthology 
form, highlighting multiple voices from different women and combin-
ing disparate genres: the academic essay, the interview, visual images, 
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autobiographical reflections, poetry, and the manifesto. The Combahee 
River Collective’s “A Black Feminist Statement” appears in both works, 
creating a shared language that bridges the different ambitions of each 
work. Some of Us Are Brave positions itself as a founding text in black 
women’s studies, and This Bridge positions itself as a work about and for 
US third world women. However, in their introduction, Hull and Smith 
write, “originally, we had thought to make this book, not ‘Black Women’s 
Studies,’ but ‘Third World Women’s Studies.’ It became apparent almost 
immediately that we were not equipped to do so.”14 This Bridge, with its 
focus on US third-world women, shares the same ambitions as Some of Us 
Are Brave.

In the preface to This Bridge, Moraga describes the conditions that 
inspired and demanded the book: “What was once a cutting edge, 
growing dull in the too easy solutions to our problems of hunger of 
soul and stomach.”15 Moraga expresses the widespread disillusionment 
experienced by women of color as they tried to engage with a range 
of movements, including male-dominated leftists, patriarchal antira-
cist movements (Black  Power, for instance) and mainstream feminist 
movements. Reflecting on This Bridge in 1983, Moraga notes that the book 
departed from previous works by women of color that “focused almost 
exclusively on relationships between the sexes.” In contrast, This Bridge 
“concentrated on relationships between women.”16 She notes, “we are not 
so much a ‘natural’ affinity group, as women who have come together out 
of political necessity,” adding that “the need for a broad-based US women 
of color movement capable of spanning borders of nation and ethnicity 
has never been so strong.”17 Moraga’s notion of coming “together out of 
political necessity” (rather than identification per se) would characterize 
the queer tactics of organizing in response to AIDS.

In a recent assessment of This Bridge, Sandra Soto describes how the 
collection “prioritized cross-racial solidarity among women of color by 
bringing together under one cover the writings of Latinas, Indigenous 
women, Black women, Asian American women, and mixed-race women, 
many of them lesbians.”18 It is not simply that the collection assembled 
these different women, Soto argues, but that it gathered them under 
the designation “‘U.S. Third World Feminism’: that jarring oxymoron 
scrambles inside and outside by unstitching the cartographic seams that 
violently uphold the fantasy of U.S. exceptionalism.”19 As Soto points out, 
“U.S. Third World Feminism” has not had the same legibility and longevity 
as “women of color feminism” as a term of organizing and cultural produc-
tion.20 Indeed, Moraga acknowledges the difficulty of that designation:

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108699396.004 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108699396.004


34 keguro macharia

The dream of a unified Third World feminist movement in this country 
as we conceived of it when we first embarked on the project of this book, 
seemed more possible somehow, because as of yet, less tried. It was still 
waiting in the ranks begging to take form and hold. In the last three years 
[since 1980] I have learned that Third World feminism does not provide 
the kind of easy political framework that women of color are running to 
in droves. … The idea of Third World feminism has proved to be much 
easier between the covers of a book than between real live women. There 
are many issues that divide us; and, recognizing that fact can make that 
dream at times seem quite remote.21

Yet, Moraga concludes on a hopeful note: “as This Bridge Called My Back is 
not written in stone, neither is our political vision. It is subject to change.”22 
If third-world feminism did not provide an easy or convenient way to forge 
relations across women of color in the United States, it expressed, rhetori-
cally, affiliations within and beyond the United States. Moraga’s coeditor, 
Gloria Anzaldúa wrote, “we have come to realize that we are not alone 
in our struggles nor separate nor autonomous but that we—white black 
straight queer female male—are connected and interdependent. We are 
each accountable for what is happening down the street, south of the bor-
der or across the sea.”23 Anzaldúa visually enacts that connectedness and 
interdependence by not dividing “white black straight queer female male” 
with any punctuation. That interdependence was crucial because third-
world feminism named those trying to survive US imperialism. Two key 
concerns emerge from This Bridge: interdependence was necessary if those 
who lived as “third world” within and beyond US borders were to survive 
and, second, that interdependence required working across difference.

The leading theorist and practitioner of working across difference is 
Audre Lorde, especially in Sister Outsider. As with Some of Us Are Brave 
and This Bridge Called My Back, Sister Outsider combines multiple genres, 
which is a strategy that formally enacts working across difference: it con-
tains fifteen essays, some drawn from diary entries, others transcripts from 
talks delivered at academic conferences, and still others that had appeared 
in academic journals. “An Open Letter to Mary Daly” and “The Master’s 
Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House” appeared in This Bridge 
Called My Back. Across these various communities, which include literary 
scholars, women historians, and radical women of color, Lorde poses the 
problem of difference.

Lorde acknowledges that difference is “threatening,” and, in an inter-
view with Adrienne Rich, asks, “how do you reach down into threaten-
ing difference without being killed or killing?”24 Lorde works against 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108699396.004 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108699396.004


35Queer Writing, Queer Politics 

tendencies to ignore difference in the name of political expediency, to 
dismiss difference in the service of constructing academic theory, and 
to advocate tolerating difference in the name of community building. 
She writes, for instance, “it is a particular academic arrogance to assume 
any discussion of feminist theory without examining our many differences, 
and without a significant input from poor women, Black and Third world 
women, and lesbians.”25 Nor is it enough to acknowledge or to celebrate 
difference. Lorde insists that differences have to be named and examined. 
She writes, “certainly, there are very real differences between us of race, 
age, and sex. But it is not those differences between us that are separating 
us. It is rather our refusal to recognize those differences, and to examine 
the distortions which result from our misnaming them and their effects 
upon human behavior and expectation.”26 Naming and examining differ-
ences and distortions are crucial to the shared work of survival.

Left unacknowledged, unnamed, and unexamined, difference could be 
weaponized, destroying political affinities and movements. Lorde offers 
several examples of such destruction: white professional women against 
domestic workers, many of whom were women of color; black US soldiers 
against the people of Grenada; black male activists and intellectuals 
against black feminists; black heterosexual women against black lesbians; 
and white lesbians against black lesbians.27 Working against weaponized 
difference, Lorde instead frames difference as a creative source of ongoing 
energy. Difference is “a fund of necessary polarities between which our 
creativity can spark like a dialectic.”28 For Lorde, effective collective action 
depends on “the interdependence of mutual (nondominant) differences.”29 
Interdependence sustains community, and Lorde writes, “Without com-
munity there is no liberation, only the most vulnerable and temporary 
armistice between an individual and her oppression. But community must 
not mean a shedding of our differences, nor the pathetic pretense that 
these differences do not exist.”30 Shared oppression and vulnerability are 
not enough to sustain political and social movements. Interdependence, 
affinity, and community emerged from working across, and not ignoring, 
difference.

By mapping the relations between interdependence and (nondominant) 
differences, Moraga, Anzaldúa, and Lorde provided rich conceptual tools 
for the emergence of queer organizing and cultural production. This early 
work was deliberately international from the start: US third-world femi-
nism critiqued US imperialism as it manifested itself domestically and 
internationally, seeking common cause with other freedom-seeking move-
ments willing to work across (nondominant) differences. Within this 
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particular trajectory of queer organizing and cultural production anchored 
in working across (nondominant) difference, political affinities with the 
wretched of Earth were taken as a foundational element. Although their 
work is too often left out of histories of early queer organizing, black and 
lesbian women of color were at the heart of imagining this trajectory.

Tongues Untied

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, black gay culture assumed new forms, 
inspired by black feminist and women of color organizing and collec-
tives.31 Poet Adrian Stanford published Black and Queer (1977) and Sidney 
Brinkley published the first issue of Blacklight (1979), the first periodi-
cal dedicated to black gay and lesbian lives and concerns in Washington, 
DC.32 In 1978, a coalition that included Billy Jones, Gil Gerald, Darlene 
Garner, and Renee McCoy created the National Coalition for Black 
Gays (NCBG)33; in 1979, NCBG helped to organize the first National 
Conference of Third World Lesbians and Gays, where Lorde was the key-
note speaker, and organizations in attendance included “the Combahee 
River Collective, a black feminist group from Boston; Salsa Soul Sisters 
from New York City; the Bay Area Gay Alliance of Latin Americans; 
and Lambda of Mexico City, which includes members of the Mexican 
Trotskyist party, the PRT”34; in 1980, Fred Carl, Anthony Q. Crusor, and 
Isaac Jackson formed the Blackheart Collective, which edited a short-lived 
journal; in 1982, Essex Hemphill and Larry Duckett founded Cinqué, a 
group that performed choral poetry35; in 1986, Joseph Beam edited and 
published In the Life, the first anthology of black gay men’s writing; in 
1986, the Other Countries Collective, dedicated to workshopping and 
publishing work by black gay men, was created in New York, and in 1988, 
it published its first anthology, Other Countries: Black Gay Voices; and in 
1986, poet Essex Hemphill published Conditions, his first full-length col-
lection of poetry. I offer this incomplete list of organizations, collectives, 
events, and publications to indicate the rich terrain from which Marlon 
Riggs’s groundbreaking film Tongues Untied (1989) emerged and to which 
it contributed. It was also within these networks that relations of care and 
obligation circulated.

Tongues Untied opens with a repeated invocation – “brother to brother, 
brother to brother” – and works through the politics and aesthetics of dif-
ference as it moves through collective and individual stories of black gay 
life.36 Reflecting on the film, Riggs notes that it was “motivated by a sin-
gular imperative: to shatter America’s brutalizing silence around matters 
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of sexual and racial difference.”37 Much like This Bridge Called My Back, 
Tongues Untied foregrounds the role of difference. In one brief scene, two 
participants note that different black gay geographies organize and prac-
tice collectivity in different ways. Some spaces have houses led by moth-
ers and organize balls, whereas others do not.38 The documentary moves 
between individual and collective stories, using autobiography, individual 
and group poetry, and dance to map black gay life and death. Toward the 
end of the documentary, a collage of obituaries is featured, showing the 
ongoing devastation of the AIDS crisis. By 1996, the documentary’s most 
famous participants, Marlon Riggs and Essex Hemphill, had died from 
AIDS-related complications. From one perspective, Tongues Untied is a 
love letter that documents forms of black gay world imagining and world 
making amid devastation.

About forty minutes into the fifty-five-minute documentary, the focus 
changes from demonstrating how black gay individuals build individual 
and community resources to showing black gay engagement with other 
communities. Footage shows a public march, though the date and exact 
location of the march are not specified. Three banners are shown. The 
first reads, “Black Men Loving Black Men is a Revolutionary Act,” a quo-
tation taken from an essay by Beam. The second banner names the orga-
nization Gay Men of African Descent (GMAD), an organization founded 
in 1986 by pentecostal minister Rev. Charles Angel. And the third ban-
ner reads “Other Countries,” the literary collective. The juxtaposition of 
these three banners within the same public space indicates the connec-
tions among the cultural, the social, and the political. The public march 
and the forms of cultural production that preceded and followed it were 
not simply assertions of pride or identity. Instead of simply occupying 
public space, these artists and activists were generating geographies they 
could inhabit.39

The AIDS crisis is not absent from Tongues Untied: in addition to a col-
lage of obituaries, Riggs, looking directly into the camera, states that he 
has a “time bomb” in his blood. However, this time bomb is juxtaposed 
against multiple other vulnerabilities in the documentary, including 
antiblack racism, black nationalist homophobia, religious homophobia, 
antiblackness within white gay communities, and economic precarity. As 
Hemphill writes:

Some of the T cells I am without are not here through my own fault. I 
didn’t lose all of them foolishly, and I didn’t lose all of them erotically. 
Some of the missing T cells were lost to racism, a well-known transmit-
table disease. Some were lost to poverty because there was no money to 
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do something about the plumbing before the pipes burst and the room 
flooded. Homophobia killed quite a few, but so did my rage and my 
pointed furies, so did the wars at home and the wars within, so did the 
drugs I took to remain calm, cool, collected.40

If, as I have suggested, Tongues Untied was a love letter, it was a love letter 
written within and to an uncertain future, a letter that imagined the forms 
of collectivity it documented might survive in some form, but also, a letter 
written in the midst of an epidemic that was ravaging already vulnerable 
populations.

Even though Moraga and Anzaldúa’s phrase “U.S. Third World 
Feminism” does not appear in Tongues Untied, and, indeed, women of 
color and lesbians are not highlighted in the documentary, the forms 
of world making and world imagining in Tongues Untied, attentive to 
vulnerability and difference, are clearly inspired by and indebted to previ-
ous cultural and intellectual production by lesbians and women of color.

Queers Read This

According to historian Martin Duberman, by the end of the 1970s, the 
radical ambitions of gay liberation in the United States had been muted, 
and “most gay people remained closeted and apolitical.”41 As Duberman 
notes, in the early seventies, prominent gay movements sought to ally 
themselves with antiracist and anticapitalist groups, including the Black 
Panthers and the Puerto Rican Young Lords.42 Yet, as with the mainstream 
feminist movement, the most prominent gay organizations and social ven-
ues remained overwhelmingly white and indifferent to critiques of their 
racist biases. Rather crudely, although the Stonewall rebellion of 1969 had 
been started by drag queens and trans* individuals, many of whom were 
people of color, organizing after Stonewall bifurcated along class, gender, 
and racial lines. Let me be careful here. It is not that women of color and 
black gays and lesbians were not involved in ongoing organizing. Instead, 
their work was obscured by “racism and elitism within the movement.”43 
The (first) AIDS crisis reshaped existing organizing.

In June 1981, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
published a report that described five cases of a “rare lung infection, 
Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia (PCP), in five young, previously healthy, 
gay men in Los Angeles.”44 The men had additional conditions that 
indicated their immune systems were not working. This story was covered 
by the Associated Press, the Los Angeles Times, and the San  Francisco 
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Chronicle, and soon after, doctors from across the United States reported 
similar cases to the CDC. By the end of 1981, there had been a total of 
270 reported cases of severe immune deficiency among gay men, and 121 
of those affected had died. In May 1982, an article in the New York Times 
referred to the condition as “gay-related immunodeficiency” (GRID). 
Even though that name was never official and was used only for a few 
months, a lasting association had been established between gayness and 
disease, as seen in two other designations that circulated: “gay cancer” 
and  “gay plague.” The New York Times article forged a connection 
between GRID and lifestyle choices. It noted, for instance, that “the 
median number of lifetime male sexual partners for affected homosexual 
men was 1,160, compared to 524 for male homosexual men who did not 
have the syndrome” and that there was “more use of sexual stimulants and 
illicit drugs among the GRID patients.”45 By the time the CDC named the 
condition acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS) in September 
1982, a firm association had been established between something known 
vaguely as “the homosexual lifestyle,” a blend of promiscuity and illicit 
drugs, and AIDS. In 1986, Cindy Patton wrote that “mainstream press 
reports sounded as if AIDS was something you got for being gay.”46

This association between the homosexual lifestyle and AIDS directly 
shaped responses to the epidemic, especially from conservative politicians 
and commentators. Conservative US senator Jesse Helms said, “the logical 
outcome of testing is a quarantine of those infected.”47 Conservative 
columnist William F. Buckley wrote, “everyone detected with AIDS 
should be tattooed in the upper fore-arm to protect common needle users, 
and on the buttocks to prevent the victimization of other homosexuals.”48 
Conservative televangelist Jerry Falwell said, “AIDS is God’s judgement of 
a society that does not live by His rules.”49 In December 1983, a congressional 
committee released The Federal Response to AIDS, a report that noted 
the failure of the US government to invest “sufficient funding in AIDS 
surveillance and research.”50 It was not until September 1985, four years 
after the epidemic had started, that US President Ronald Reagan men-
tioned AIDS publicly. Feminist, cultural theorist Paula Treichler writes, 
“it was widely believed in the gay community that the connection of 
AIDS to homosexuality delayed and problematized virtually every aspect 
of the country’s responses to the crisis. That the response was delayed and 
problematic is the conclusion of various investigators.”51 There was, Sarah 
Schulman writes, “mass indifference” from “government, families, and 
society.”52
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It would be nice – even empowering – to claim that faced with “mass 
indifference” and active hostility from “government, families, and soci-
ety,” differences of gender, race, sexuality, sex, and class disappeared, and 
queer organizing named a postdifference way of interacting and being. 
And, in fact, this is the position adopted by the Queers Read This pam-
phlet, distributed during a 1990 Pride Parade: “Queer, unlike GAY, doesn’t 
mean MALE. And when spoken to other gays and lesbians, it’s a way of 
suggesting we close ranks and forget (temporarily) our individual differ-
ences because we face a more insidious common enemy.”53 Against the 
richness with which Lorde imbued the term “difference,” the pamphlet 
narrows the idea of difference: “we are most hated as queers for our sexu-
alness, that is, our physical contact with the same sex. … Our difference, 
our otherness, our uniqueness can either paralyze us or politicize us.”54 By 
the end of 1989, the number of reported AIDS cases in the United States 
had reached 100,000.55 “For the last decade,” the pamphlet reads, “they 
[the government, straight people] let us die in droves.”56 Queers Read This 
expressed the anger and frustration experienced by many who watched 
lovers, friends, and acquaintances suffer and die while an indifferent and 
hostile government did little. I address the pamphlet here because it artic-
ulates a clear break from a previous gay and lesbian strategy based on 
legislative gains and acceptance by a mainstream.

Distributed almost ten years into the AIDS crisis, the pamphlet named 
“straight people” as the “enemy,” arguing that alongside homophobia, 
heteronormativity endangered queer lives, as seen most dramatically by 
the many losses to AIDS.57 This queer politics was exciting, as political 
scientist Cathy Cohen notes: “For some of us … a challenge to traditional 
gay and lesbian politics was offered by the idea of queer politics. Here 
we had a potential movement of young antiassimilationist activists com-
mitted to challenging the very way people understand and respond to 
sexuality.”58 Yet, Cohen writes, “instead of destabilizing the assumed cat-
egories and binaries of sexual identity, queer politics has served to rein-
force simple dichotomies between heterosexual and everything ‘queer.’ 
An understanding of the ways in which power informs and constitutes 
privileged and marginalized subjects on both sides of this dichotomy has 
been left unexamined.”59 Contemporary queer politics, argued Cohen, 
had “deviated significantly” from the “radical intersectional left analysis” 
of “lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, and transgendered people of color dur-
ing the 1970s and 1980s.”60 Although distancing itself from mainstream 
gay and lesbian politics, which focused on assimilation, the queer politics 
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of the early 1990s had also distanced itself from the radical international-
ism advocated by women of color feminism. Simultaneously, the theo-
retical and political utility of concepts such as US third-world feminism 
and difference had become illegible within queer cultural production and 
activism.

Care Work

Sarah Schulman recalls massaging a friend’s feet in the hospital, and the 
friend explaining to his mother, “‘that’s what we do for the dying.’”61 She 
writes, “as each person died they would pass on their IV stands, shower 
chairs, bedpans so that others would not have to buy them new again 
each time.”62 But she notes that it is difficult to write about AIDS and 
care, and loss, especially because most of the stories from the first AIDS 
crisis are stories of loss, filled with “immeasurable” pain: “The impact of 
these losses requires a consciousness beyond most human ability. We grow 
weary, numb, alienated, and then begin to forget, to put it all away, just to 
be able to move on.”63 In these too-brief moments, Schulman describes the 
forms of interdependence and care work that emerged during the AIDS 
crisis. Care work is exhausting and unsexy: cooking and cleaning, visit-
ing hospitals, and planning funerals. Yet, it is this very work of radical 
interdependence among vulnerable and minoritized groups that multi-
plies opportunities for survival. Saidiya Hartman has recently said, “care 
is the antidote to violence,” and this was an ethic central to queer activism 
and cultural production.64

Care work has not been a key term for queer studies, but it is impos-
sible to discuss the period of the first AIDS crisis without mentioning 
the often invisible labor of care. The cancer and AIDS Dixon mentions 
meant that already vulnerable queer communities had to engage in care 
work. This care work had gendered implications, as an anonymous 
woman mentioned to Delany: “‘what really angers me about the AIDS 
business is that women, we, find ourselves again in the position of help-
ing men. Out of the goodness of our hearts. … Where were they when we 
were fighting the health-care system because of what it routinely did to 
women? Nowhere, that’s where. … It pisses me off to find myself in the 
Helpmeet Business again.’”65 Care work – the Helpmeet Business – rarely 
falls into the categories of political organizing or cultural production. 
Although groups such as the Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC) founded 
in 1982 and AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP) founded in 
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1987 foregrounded care work as part of their missions, most care work, 
especially by women, is invisible and unrecognized.66 This care work also 
had implications for cultural production and political activism. While it 
is impossible to be definitive about the forms of cultural production and 
political activism that would have been possible had the AIDS crisis not 
happened, it is worth speculating, briefly, about the effects of care work 
and mourning during this period. Certainly, women engaged in “the 
Helpmeet Business” were less visible during and after this period. Care 
work is physically and emotionally exhausting. And the effects of care 
work linger. I suspect that mourning, melancholia, and trauma became 
key terms in queer studies because that work was written by those deeply 
affected by the AIDS crisis.67 Care work was an essential element of queer 
survival and queer world making that deserves more attention.

More than twenty years after Samuel Delany wrote that AIDS was 
“the single largest slayer among my friends and acquaintances,” he 
published Through the Valley of the Nest of Spiders, a novel that imag-
ines a world where care was the central response to the AIDS crisis, 
especially care toward those populations deemed most disposable, the 
poor and black. The novel is set in an imagined community, the Dump, 
established by an eccentric billionaire to provide sanctuary to the most 
vulnerable. As the character nicknamed Shit explains, Mr. Kyle, the 
Dump’s benefactor, “got a’ office in Hemmings, where they interview 
you and everything. You just gotta be gay and homeless and not smoke. 
And black, pretty much mostly. … If you’re some serious alcoholic or 
drug addict, you gotta go into rehab for three months. They pay for 
that, too.”68 Those living in the Dump are required to have regular HIV 
tests and to share their test results with their sex partners. Given such 
care, the poor, the homeless, the drug addicts and alcoholics, those most 
vulnerable to AIDS, survive the crisis, with a character like Shit living 
well into his eighties. Against the truncated lives of the (first) AIDS 
crisis, Through the Valley plots rich models of interdependence, filled 
with sharing food and housing and erotic experiences, a world where, 
following Lorde, difference is experienced creatively, enabling mutual 
survival and, beyond survival, pleasure. Although Through the Valley 
reaches back to the 1980s to imagine a world that extends beyond that 
period, it also speaks to the multiple global AIDS crises represented by 
World AIDS Day, crises across different geohistories, crises that still 
require radical acts of world making, world imagining, and care to make 
queer lives more possible and livable.
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