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A Union of Two Movements for Civil Rights
Introduction
[bookmark: _GoBack]What are commonly looked back upon as two completely separate fights actually have much more in common than one may think. The 1970’s were a roaring time for liberty and change. Many were fighting for freedom of rights and included in this were the disabled community and those who identify as LGBTQ+. The Bay Area in Northern California was an oasis of freedom-seeking young people who were fired up and ready to take action. Berkeley and San Francisco are homes to some of the most progressive movements in history. What began in the late 1970’s as the gay rights movement gave non-heteronormative folks a concentrated space to openly express their sexuality. These highly populated areas, like the gay bars and bath houses of the Castro neighborhood in San Francisco, allowed for the rapid spread of what became the deadliest STI and one of the world’s worst pandemics. People were quickly contracting HIV, with the leading group being gay or bisexual men. These same men who were in the midst of a battle for their legitimacy in society were then dying left and right due to a disease that no one knew how to solve. My goal is to try to understand the forced incorporation of the LGBT community into its neighboring disability culture, and to figure how these groups used each other for support in their respective fights.  

[image: ]
AIDS Activism and the Disability Rights Movement: An Order of Events
	To put into context the ways in which these two groups could have influenced each other, it only makes sense to chronologically organized the most historically significant events. Above, a timeline illustrates highlighted advancements of the two movements. In 1976 and ’77 the Bay Area sees a mass migration of all types of people seeking a safe haven and home for their revolution. As depicted in the movie Crip Camp (2020), important leading figures in the disability rights movement were found moving to Berkeley and bringing many of their friends and followers with them. At the same time, Harvey Milk was the spokesperson of a booming gay community in the Castro neighborhood of San Francisco. He was the first openly gay elected official in the history of California and raised his voice for gay men around the country in need of refuge.
In 1977, led by Judy Heumann, a group of disabled activists perform a sit-in at the Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) building of San Francisco. Their goal was to occupy the building until President Jimmy Carter signed Section 504 of the 1973 Rehabilitation Act. The group succeeded. After 28 days the president signed the anti-discrimination law, protecting disabled people from the “separate but equal” defense. Mayor Moscone of San Francisco was a huge support during these 4 weeks by supplying mattresses and access to water for showering. In fact, the mayor is well known for his allyship with Harvey Milk and is remembered by San Franciscans as an advocate for its historically oppressed communities. When Milk and Moscone were assassinated in 1978, there was a shock to the LGBT community of San Francisco and the legacy of these martyrs just strengthened their tactics of action.
When AIDS manifested its first death in 1981, people all over the country were already becoming disabled by this disease that, at the time, was called Gay-Related Immune Deficiency (GRID). The men were judged because of their sexual preferences and because the intravenous transmission was suspected to be from excessive drug use to enhance sex. The overall prejudice towards people with AIDS left young people with nowhere to find care. Private institutions would not take them, so they were all redirected towards the limited resources of the San Francisco Health Department’s STD clinics.
With the help of the CDC finding the pathology and naming AIDS in 1982, as well as HIV being isolated in labs for drug testing in 1983, the condition the becoming widely recognized. However, due to the prejudices that people associated the AIDS still had to fight through, care was very limited. The FDA notoriously withheld drugs that could have been used to save lives and held back testing. This created a flourish of illegal buyer’s clubs all over the country for patients to find non-FDA approved drugs that were working better and more affordable than what doctors had at the time, like AZT. Groups like these did not originate with AIDS patients though. Discrete Revolutionary groups like these have been a part of disability culture since long before. Camp Jened allowed people with disabilities to live their lives as they see fit. HIV patients, newly introduced into disability culture, had to learn that the only way to survive at this time was by fighting those in control.
In the 1990s SF AIDS Foundations were still continuing this fight. Even over a decade later programs and services were still so overwhelmed with the increasing client caseload that they did not have resources to care for those who survived the pandemic. SF AIDS Foundations realized that local and state administrations would not address their needs, so they advocated instead for critical federal funds, which lead to the passing of legislation for the American Disabilities Act (ADA) to include HIV. Additionally, the Ryan White Comprehensive AIDS Resources Emergency Act (C.A.R.E.) was passed. This legal union of HIV patients and the disability community took years and years of passion from both groups of people. Both cultures were fighting their own battles, which could not have been won without the simultaneous pressure of the other. 

Who’s Talking Now? How AIDS Activists Adopted Rhetoric from San Francisco’s Disabled
	The demand for accessibility and crusade for anti-homophobic health care not only occurred during the same era of San Francisco’s history, but the two social outbreaks used each other for support. Similarities in social status allowed these two minority groups to work off of each other’s past experiences of overcoming stereotypes. For people who were discovering that they were HIV-positive, it was impossible to find employment in the food industry because they were thought to contaminate the food just by handling. Disabled people for years have been dealing with similar myths that block them from finding employment and housing. Then, in the ‘80s and ‘90s when medicine began to advance rapidly and the ADA was passed, people were living longer and confronted with more discrimination as they advanced further in life.
	As we look back on history today, it is easy to see how these two communities were able to work off of each other. They were both seeking advocacy for people who were objectified due to their disability. They strove to be seen through the perspective of the person living with the disability. AIDS activism took on resisting the concept of social death, in which people were denied roles in societal life and considered to be “as good as dead”. The notion resembles the very infamous LPC clause, or “likely to become a public charge” that the disabled community had been subjected to for almost a century. However, by reintroducing the frightening ability to not accept someone as fully human, the AIDS movement raised the voice of injustice. 
	Because the spread of AIDS began to widely dominate just after the disability movement was really gaining speed, the LGBT community was able to take strategies and principles that they were observing around them. For example, disability activism helped to generally normalize those who were disabled, which opened a window for AIDS patients to gain traction. They were able to work with the idea laid before them that a disease is about the culture and the people, not the pathology. The disability community wanted to establish a more complicated notion of life trajectory than the idealized able-bodied norm. The belief was presented that everyone will become disable if they live long enough. And then, suddenly, this became true for a large portion of the world. AIDS activists built off of this idea of life with disability and stressed that people were living with AIDS. They reinforced “positive living” and the values of not conflating disability with death. They even utilized the practice of lying in the streets to infiltrate public space by physically putting their ignored and marginalized bodies on display.
	The strength in “positive living” is most clearly seen with the AIDS quilt. The AIDS quilt, conceptualized by Cleve Jones in 1985, was a massive decoration of those that had fallen as victims of AIDS. It acted to name and call out the dead, but to more importantly celebrate the lives of those who had suffered through the pandemic. The quilt is argued to be considered a piece of disability history because it was made in a time where disability was becoming more normalized and some AIDS activism was beginning to understand and take on the disability identity.
	Today, we still see the power of the late 20th century’s civil rights movements ringing throughout the country. Action for these freedoms are not over yet. Most clearly, we celebrate Pride Month every year with parades and parties and protests. The disability community has also used this inspiration to employ their own annual commemorations. For example, “Mad Pride” started in 1992 and continues each year to remember the users of mental health services and reclaim the word “mad” in order to normalize their identity. The outcomes of historical groups effecting change on our society are everywhere to be seen today. It is impossible to describe any given event in the past without providing context. However, these two cultures specifically were able to rise up off of each other in a very unique way. They took identities that had previously been marginalized, belittled, and ignored by society and turned them into something powerful and great. 
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A sample of “Acting Out”: a digital collage created by me.
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A general overview of the fight for equality by
both the disabled and the LGBTQ+ community.
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