“To say that we miss uninhibited and unprotected
sex as we miss our lovers and friends will hardly
solicit solidarity, even tolerance. But tolerance is, as
Pasolini said, always and purely nominal,’ merely
a more refined form of condemnation.” AIDS has
further proved his point. Our pleasures were never
tolerated anyway; we took them. And now we must
mourn them too.”

In this classic essay, AIDS activist, theorist, and cultural critic Douglas
Crimp explores the connections between mourning in political militancy.
Writing from his experiences within the AIDS Coalition To Unleash Power
(ACT UP), Crimp argues for a form of militancy that can include space for
the mourning of not only lost friends and comrades, but also lost ideals,
pleasures, and desires.
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largely confined to specific risk groups,” the writer went on to say, cheerily, “Once all sus-
ceptible members [of these groups] are infected, the numbers of new victims will decline”
The newspaper’s simple writing off of the lives of gay men, IV drug users, their sex partners
and children—a mere 200,000-400,000 people already estimated to be HIV infected in New
York City alone—triggered oft an ACT UP demonstration, which was in turn thwarted by
perhaps the largest police presence at any AIDS activist demonstration to date. ACT UP
stickers saying “Buy Your Lies Here. The New York Times Reports Half the Truth about
AIDS?” still adorn newsstands in New York City, while the coin slots of Times vending ma-
chines are covered with stickers that read “The New York Times AIDS Reporting is OUT OF
ORDER? The Times editorial is reproduced as part of a Gran Fury project titled “Control”
in Artforum, vol. xxvii, no. 2 (October 1989), p. 167.

[17] Freud, pp. 136-137.

[18] The decision not to share the fate of the lost object, as well as guilt at having sur-
vived, are certainly problems of mourning for everyone. Clearly insofar as any death brings
us face to face with our own mortality, identification with the lost object is something we
all feel. Thus, this difficulty of mourning is certainly not gay men’s alone. I only wish to
emphasize its exacerbation for gay men to the extent that we are directly and immediately
implicated in the particular cause of these deaths, and implicated, as well, through the spe-
cific nature of our deepest pleasures in life—our gay sexuality. Simon Watney has urged that
this very implication be taken as the reason for forming consensus among gay men about
AIDS activism: “I believe that the single, central factor of greatest significance for all gay
men should be the recognition that the current HIV antibody status of everyone who had
unprotected sex in the long years before the virus was discovered is a matter of sheer coin-
cidence. . . Every gay man who had the good fortune to remain uninfected in the decade or
so before the emergence of safer sex should meditate most profoundly on the whim of fate
that spared him, but not others. Those of us who chance to be seronegative have an absolute
and unconditional responsibility for the welfare of seropositive gay men” (Simon Watney;,
“The Possibilities of Permutation’: Pleasure, Proliferation, and the Politics of Gay Identity
in the Age of AIDS,” in James Miller, ed., AIDS: Crisis and Criticism, Toronto, University of
Toronto Press, forthcoming 1990.

[19]  Ibid., p. 125.

[20] Pier Paolo Pasolini, “Gennariello,” in Lutheran Letters, trans. Stuart Hood,
Manchester, Carcanet New Press, 1983, pp. 21-22.

[21] Freud, p. 132.

[22]  Ibid., p. 125.

(23] Ibid., p. 127.

[24]  Ibid., p. 128.

[25]  Ibid., p. 129.

[26]  Ibid., p. 127.

[27]  Ibid., p. 128.

[28]  Ibid., pp. 127-128.

[29] Douglas Crimp, “How to Have Promiscuity in an Epidemic,” October, no. 43
(Winter 1987) (reissued as Douglas Crimp, ed., AIDS: Cultural Analysis/Cultural Activism,
Cambridge, Massachusetts, MIT Press, 1988), esp. pp. 238-246.

[30] Marshall Kirk and Hunter Madsen, After the Ball: How America Will Conquer Its
Fear and Hatred of Gays in the ‘90s, New York, Doubleday, 1989, p. 154.

[31] “Cleaning Up Our Act” is actually a subheading of the booK’s final chapter, which
concludes with “A Self-Policing Code”

altogether different problems for the community of AIDS activists. Taking
our symbol literally holds for us a danger that goes unnoticed in Edelman’s
textual analysis: we ourselves are silent precisely on the subject of death, on
how deeply it affects us.

I, too, will have something to say about the distinction between self
and not-self, about the confusion of the inside and the outside, but I am
impelled to do this for us, for my community of AIDS activists. Writing about
mourning and militancy is for me both necessary and difficult, for I have
seen that mourning troubles us; by “us” I mean gay men confronting AIDS.
It should go without saying that it is not only gay men who confront AIDS,
but because we face specific and often unique difficulties, and because I have
some familiarity with them, I address them here exclusively. This paper is
written for my fellow activists and friends, who have also informed it with
their actions, their suggestions and encouragement—and in this I include
many women as well.’ The conflicts I address are also my own, which might
account for certain of the paper’s shortcomings.

I will begin then with an anecdote about my own ambivalent mourn-
ing, though not of an AIDS death. In 1977, while I was visiting my family
in Idaho, my father died unexpectedly. He and I had had a strained and
increasingly distant relationship, and I was unable to feel or express my grief
over his death. After the funeral I returned to New York for the opening
of an exhibition I'd organized and resumed my usual life. But within a few
weeks a symptom erupted which to this day leaves a scar near my nose: my
left tear duct became badly infected, and the resulting abscess grew to a golf-
ball sized swelling that closed my left eye and completely disfigured my face.
When the abscess finally burst, the foul-smelling pus oozed down my cheek
like poison tears. I have never since doubted the force of the unconscious.
Nor can I doubt that mourning is a psychic process that must be honored.
For many AIDS activists, however, mourning is not respected; it is suspect:

I look at faces at countless memorial services and cannot comprehend
why the connection isn’t made between these deaths and going out to fight
so that more of these deaths, including possibly one’s own, can be staved
off. Huge numbers regularly show up in cities for Candlelight Marches, all
duly recorded for the television cameras. Where are these same numbers
when it comes to joining political organizations . . . or plugging in to the

incipient civil disobedience movement represented in ACT UP?
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government’s abysmal failure to provide health care for its huge infected
population, and we know not only the advantages of early intervention but
also exactly what the treatment options are. But with all this secure knowl-
edge, we forget one thing: our own ambivalence about being tested, or, if
seropositive, about making difficult treatment decisions. For all the hours of
floor discussion about demanding wide availability of testing and treatment,
we do not always avail ourselves of them, and we seldom discuss our anxiety
and indecision.** Very shortly after Joseph’s announcement in Montreal and
our successful mobilization against his plan,* Mark Harrington, a member
of ACT UP’s Treatment and Data Committee, made an announcement at a
Monday-night meeting: “I personally know three people in this group who
recently came down with PCP;” he said. “We have to realize that activism is
not a prophylaxis against opportunistic infections; it may be synergistic with
aerosolized pentamidine, but it won't on its own prevent you from getting
AIDS”

By referring to Freud’s concept of the death drive, I am not saying
anything so simple as that a drive to death directly prevents us from protect-
ing ourselves against illness. Rather I am saying that by ignoring the death
drive, that is, by making all violence external, we fail to confront ourselves,
to acknowledge our ambivalence, to comprehend that our misery is also
self-inflicted. To return to my example: it is not only New York City’s collaps-
ing health care system and its sinister health commissioner that affect our
fate. Unconscious conflict can mean that we may make decisions—or fail
to make them—whose results may be deadly too. And the rage we direct
against Stephen Joseph, justified as it is, may function as the very mecha-
nism of our disavowal, whereby we convince ourselves that we are making
all the decisions we need to make.

Again I want to be very clear: The fact that our militancy may be a
means of dangerous denial in no way suggests that activism is unwarranted.
There is no question but that we must fight the unspeakable violence we
incur from the society in which we find ourselves. But if we understand
that violence is able to reap its horrible rewards through the very psychic
mechanisms that make us part of this society, then we may also be able
to recognize—along with our rageour terror, our guilt, and our profound
sadness. Militancy, of course, then, but mourning too: mourning and
militancy.
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or other interests.”® Although Freud’s account of this process is well-known,
I want to repeat it here in order to underscore its exclusive character:

The testing of reality, having shown that the loved object no longer exists,
requires forthwith that all the libido shall be withdrawn from its attach-
ments to this object. Against this demand a struggle of course arises
—it may be universally observed that man never willingly abandons a
libido-position, not even when a substitute is already beckoning to him.
This struggle can be so intense that a turning away from reality ensues, the
object being clung to through the medium of a hallucinatory wish-psy-
chosis. The normal outcome is that deference for reality gains the day.
Nevertheless its behest cannot be at once obeyed. The task is now carried
through bit by bit, under great expense of time and cathectic energy,
while all the time the existence of the lost object is continued in the mind.
Each single one of the memories and hopes which bound the libido to
the object is brought up and hyper-cathected, and the detachment of the
libido from it accomplished.’

In an important paper about mourning in the time of AIDS, which
turns on a reading of Whitman’s “Drum-Taps” poems, Michael Moon argues
that Freud’s view of mourning presents a difficulty for gay people, insofar as
it promises a return to a normalcy that we were never granted in the first

place: “As lesbian and gay men,” Moon writes,

most of us are familiar with the experience of having been categorically
excluded from “normalcy” at critical junctures in our lives. Having been
through as much as most of us have in both our personal and collec-
tive struggles to get our own needs recognized, acknowledged, accepted,
sometimes fulfilled, the Freudian model of mourning may well look
fundamentally normalizing and consequently privative, diminishing the
process and foreclosing its possible meaning rather than enriching it or
making it more accessible to understanding."

Probably no gay man or lesbian can have an untroubled response to
Freud, but we must nevertheless take care to maintain a crucial distinction:
the ambition to normalize, to adapt, belongs not to Freud but to his later
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Most people dying of AIDS are very young, and those of us coping
with these deaths, ourselves also young, have confronted great loss entirely
unprepared. The numbers of deaths are unthinkable: lovers, friends,
acquaintances, and community members have fallen ill and died. Many
have lost upwards of a hundred people. Apart from the deaths, we contend
with the gruesome illness itself, acting as caretakers, often for very extended
periods, making innumerable hospital visits, providing emotional support,
negotiating our wholly inadequate and inhuman health care and social
welfare systems, keeping abreast of experimental treatment therapies. Some
of us have learned as much or more than most doctors about the complex
medicine of AIDS. Added to the caretaking and loss of others is often the
need to monitor and make treatment decisions about our own HIV illness,
or face anxiety about our own health status.”

Through the turmoil imposed by illness and death, the rest of soci-
ety offers little support or even acknowledgment. On the contrary, we are
blamed, belittled, excluded, derided. We are discriminated against, lose our
housing and jobs, and are denied medical and life insurance. Every public
agency whose job it is to combat the epidemic has been slow to act, failed
entirely, or been deliberately counterproductive. We have therefore had to
provide our own centers for support, care, and education and even to fund
and conduct our own treatment research. We have had to rebuild our devas-
tated community and culture, reconstruct our sexual relationships, reinvent
our sexual pleasure. Despite great achievements in so short a time and under
such adversity, the dominant media still pictures us only as wasting death-
bed victims; we have therefore had to wage a war of representation, too.

Frustration, anger, rage, and outrage, anxiety, fear, and terror, shame
and guilt, sadness and despair—it is not surprising that we feel these things;
what is surprising is that we often don’t. For those who feel only a deaden-
ing numbness or constant depression, militant rage may well be unimag-
inable, as again it might be for those who are paralyzed with fear, filled with
remorse, or overcome with guilt. To decry these responses—our own form
of moralism—is to deny the extent of the violence we have all endured; even
more importantly, it is to deny a fundamental fact of psychic life: violence is
also self-inflicted.

The most contested theoretical concept in the later work of Freud
is the drive to death, the drive that competes with the life instincts and
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acceptability. The irony of the difference between the suffocating life of
the suburbs where we found ourselves, and the knowledge of the world in
which Bruno had actually lived, as a magnificently affirmative and life-en-
hancing gay man, was all but unbearable. "*

Because Watney’s anecdote is meant to explain his determination to
write a polemic, it also suggests what has happened to mourning. It is not
only that at this moment of society’s demand for hypocrisy the three gay
men had to conceal their grief, but also that their fond memories of Bruno
as a gay man are thereby associated with the social opprobrium that attaches
to them. When these memories are then recalled, hypercathexis may well
be met with a defense, a need to preserve Brunos world intact against the
contempt in which it is commonly held. “My friend was not called Bruno,”
Watney adds.

His father asked me not to use his real name. And so the anonymity is
complete. The garrulous babble of commentary on AIDS constructs yet
another “victim.” It is this babble which is my subject matter, he cacoph-
ony of voices which sounds through every institution of our society on
the subject of AIDS."

Thus one of our foremost international AIDS activists became
engaged in the struggle; no further memories of Bruno are invoked. It is
probably no exaggeration to say that each of us has a story like this, that
during the AIDS crisis there is an all but inevitable connection between the
memories and hopes associated with our lost friends and the daily assaults
on our consciousness. Seldom has a society so savaged people during their
hour of loss. “We look upon any interference with [mourning] as inadvis-
able or even harmful,” warns Freud."” But for anyone living daily with the
AIDS crisis, ruthless interference with our bereavement is as ordinary an
occurrence as reading the New York Times.'® The violence we encounter
is relentless, the violence of silence and omission almost as impossible to
endure as the violence of unleashed hatred and outright murder. Because
this violence also desecrates the memories of our dead, we rise in anger to
vindicate them. For many of us, mourning becomes militancy. Freud does
not say what might happen if mourning is interfered with, but insofar as
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nastiness we describe as are other gays,” the Harvard boys confess. “This
makes us not less qualified to inveigh against such evils but, if anything, even
more so.””* The authors’ indictments of gay men are utterly predictable: we
lie, deny reality, have no moral standards; we are narcissistic, self-indulgent,
self-destructive, unable to love or even form lasting friendships; we flaunt it
in public, abuse alcohol and drugs; and our community leaders and intellec-
tuals are fascists.”® Here are a few sample statements:

—When we first delved into the gay urban demimonde, we assumed
that they held, if not our values, at least some values. We were quickly
disabused of this notion.

—As the works of many students of sociopathic personality assert, a
surprisingly high percentage of pathological liars are, in fact, gay.

—The gay bar is the arena of sexual competition, and it brings out all that
is most loathsome in human nature. Here, stripped of the fagade of wit
and cheer, gays stand nakedly revealed as single-minded, selfish sexual
predators.”

Therefore, “straights hate gays not just for what their myths and lies
say we are, but also for what we really are”* This is the only line in the book
with which I agree; and it is a statement which, if taken seriously, means that
no sociological account of homophobia will explain or counteract it. Kirk
and Madsen’s reliance on homophobic myths to describe what we really are
demonstrates, in any case, not their understanding of homophobia, but their
complete identification with it.

Although melancholia, too, depends on the psychic process of iden-
tification and introjection, I will not press the point. No matter how extreme
the selthatred, I am loath for obvious reasons to accuse gay men of any
pathological condition. I only want to draw an analogy between pathological
mourning and the sorry need of some gay men to look upon our imperfectly
liberated past as immature and immoral. But I will not resist a final word
from Freud on melancholia, taken this time from “The Ego and the Id™:
“What is now holding sway in the super-ego is, as it were, a pure culture of
the death-instinct.”**
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our grief and our own antagonism to mourning. But I want to be clear:
It is because our impatience with mourning is burdensome for the move-
ment that I am seeking to understand it. I have no interest in proposing
a “psychogenesis” of AIDS activism. The social and political barbarism we
daily encounter requires no explanation whatsoever for our militancy. On
the contrary, what may require an explanation, as Larry Kramer’s plaint
suggested, is the quietism.

At the weekly ACT UP meetings in New York, regularly attended
by about 400 people, I am struck by the fact that only a handful are of my
generation, the Stonewall generation. The vast majority are post-Stonewall,
born hardly earlier than the gay liberation movement itself, and their losses
differ in one significant respect from ours. Last year one of these young men
said something to me that said it all. A group of us had seen an early ‘70s film
at the Gay and Lesbian Experimental Film Festival and went out for drinks
afterwards. The young man was very excited about what seemed to me a
pretty ordinary sex scene in the film; but then he said, “I'd give anything to
know what cum tastes like, somebody else’s that is.” That broke my heart, for
two different reasons: for him because he didn’t know, for me because I do.
Freud tells us that mourning is the reaction not only to the death of a loved
person, but also “to the loss of some abstraction which has taken the place of
one, such as fatherland, liberty, an ideal. . . ”** Can we be allowed to include,
in this “civilized” list, the ideal of perverse sexual pleasure itself rather than
one stemming from its sublimation? Alongside the dismal toll of death,
what many of us have lost is a culture of sexual possibility: back rooms, tea
rooms, bookstores, movie houses, and baths; the trucks, the pier, the ramble,
the dunes. Sex was everywhere for us, and everything we wanted to venture:
golden showers and water sports, cocksucking and rimming, fucking and
fist fucking. Now our untamed impulses are either proscribed once again
or shielded from us by latex. Even Crisco, the lube we used because it was
edible, is now forbidden because it breaks down the rubber. Sex toys are no
longer added enhancements; they’re safer substitutes.

For those who have obeyed civilization’s law of compulsory genital
heterosexuality, the options we've lost might seem abstract enough. Not
widely acknowledged until the advent of the AIDS crisis, our sex lives are
now publicly scrutinized with fascination and envy, only partially masked
by feigned incredulity (William Dannemeyer, for example, entered into the
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