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In Los Angeles, one October evening in 1975, an African American man named
Ron Grayson addressed a crowd of 600 people in front of Hollywood High
School.1 Grayson, a local activist who was regarded as the “dean of the black
gay community in Los Angeles,” was selected to speak at the gathering that
preceded a march to the Los Angeles Police Department’s (LAPD) Wilcox Av-
enue station where attendees demanded the removal of racist police chief Ed-
ward M. Davis.2 Organized by leaders in L.A.’s gay community such as Troy
Perry, founder of the Metropolitan Community Church, the rally was planned
as a demonstration of silent rage against Davis’s recent statements in the local
press that supported a ban on gay people from joining the police force.3
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Activists disagreed about how to respond. Conservative elite community
leaders believed that submitting a report to the police would convince them
to discontinue their discriminatory hiring practices. More rank-and-file and
militant activists believed Davis’s removal from the police force would bring
an end to the harassment of gay individuals. Representing the newly formed
Association of Black Gays (ABG), Grayson abandoned the initial call for si-
lence during the rally by encouraging the crowd to chant “Dump Davis Now!”
while they marched from the school to the police station. The crowd continued
to chant slogans such as “Ed Davis, hear our voice, you are not the people’s
choice” for over two miles as they carried lit candles.4 Grayson’s fervor un-
muted the crowd until they reached the police station. Conservative leaders of
L.A.’s gay community suppressed the crowd by urging them to reinstate the
mute procession. Once the crowd acquiesced, Grayson and other militant orga-
nizers dispersed in defeat.5 These events revealed fundamental political divi-
sions in L.A.’s gay community over the issue of police harassment. Over the
next several years, clashes between the city’s gay elite and rank-and-file activists
exposed tensions over other issues such as the political direction of the gay
movement, incarceration, and most notably racial discrimination at the city’s
gay bars and clubs. As a pioneer activist, Grayson became a central figure in
the struggle to improve conditions for African American gays and lesbians in
L.A.

This essay examines the political life and activism of Grayson and the ABG
as an example of African American gay and lesbian organizing in L.A. during
the period of gay liberation.6 Grayson’s disruption at the rally represented a
militant strain of gay and lesbian activists of color in L.A. during the 1970s.
From 1975 to 1979, Grayson founded the ABG and led the group’s fight against
racial discrimination in L.A.’s gay community. Investigation into Grayson and
the ABG continues the work of historians who have conducted research on the
meaning of race in the gay past.7 Moreover, examining the ABG’s activist leg-
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acy illuminates how racial issues figure prominently in histories of the LGBT
experience in L.A.8 Grayson and other members of the ABG understood the
implications of making themselves and their struggles visible as African Amer-
ican gay men and women. Historian Kevin Mumford has noted that despite
scholarly claims that champion the political efficacy of closeted gays and les-
bians, there remains a set of actors who illustrate the need for African Amer-
ican gay men and women to come out and speak up against injustice in an
effort to “remake black gay history.”9 Grayson’s status as an out African Amer-
ican gay man allowed him to publicly denounce racial discrimination in L.A.’s
gay community and advocate on behalf of black gays and lesbians through a
combination of direct-action protests and engagement with formal politics. In
addition, archivists have called for research on understudied groups such as
the ABG in order to expand the knowledge of key figures who strove for po-
litical and social change in black queer history.10

Grayson’s activism not only brought racial dimensions to the foreground of
gay politics in L.A. but simultaneously opened up contestation between elite-
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conservative elements of the Gay Liberation Movement and militant constitu-
encies at a more grassroots level. As African Americans and self-described Third
World gays and lesbians, Grayson and other members of the ABG challenged
police harassment of gay individuals, overturned racist entry politics at local
gay bars and clubs, and advocated for sexual diversity in the African American
and African diasporic community. Through the ABG’s journal Rafiki, members
questioned the efforts of L.A.’s white gay community leaders to adequately ad-
dress the often overlooked concerns of the city’s African American gay and les-
bian population. As one of the earliest African American gay activist groups in
L.A., the ABG’s activism drew upon existing strategies of resistance in black
nationalist and gay liberationist circles to grapple with issues of race and sex-
uality simultaneously.11

Despite limited resources, the ABG overturned racist policies at gay clubs
that routinely denied entry to people of color. The ABG also fought against the
wrongful incarceration of black gay and poor individuals by establishing legal
defense funds in order to ensure adequate legal representation. The intellectual
production evidenced in Rafiki ’s editorial and visual content established the
ideological blueprint for the next generation of black gay and lesbian activists.
Examining the ABG’s Pan-Africanist approach to black gay identity illuminates
their efforts to accomplish the dual task of building a black gay diasporic con-
sciousness while improving the conditions for African American gays and les-
bians through grassroots activism. Despite the group’s brief existence, the ABG’s
collective of militant African American gays and lesbians reveals how Grayson’s
conceptual and practical vision for the association served as a viable avenue
for black gays and lesbians to claim their fair share of the advances of L.A.’s
burgeoning gay community since the Stonewall Riots.
ron grayson

Ron Lloyd Grayson was born in Brooklyn in September 1946, the youngest of
nine siblings. As a teenager, Grayson gained an understanding of his gay iden-
tity by reading James Baldwin.12 During the late 1960s, Grayson moved to L.A.
and enrolled in courses at Los Angeles City College while working as an in-
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states that the ABG was founded in 1975; Association of Black Gays, “A History of the ABG,”

Rafiki, August 1976, 7. However, in an interview Grayson stated that the group was formed in

1974; see Christopher Jones and Nick Bucci, “A Struggle within a Struggle,” TenPercent: The News-

paper of the Gay and Lesbian Community Services Center 5, no. 4 (March 1984): 6; and Ron Grayson,

“Unbridled Deceptions: Black Gay and Lesbian Leadership Conference,” The Real Read, no. 1

(April 1989): 33, ONE National Gay & Lesbian Archives.

12. Jones and Bucci, “Struggle within a Struggle,” 9.



“To Stamp Out the Oppression of All Black People” 231
surance underwriter at the Automobile Association of America.13 Grayson’s so-
cialist political orientation was informed by his memberships in the New Al-
liance Party and the California chapter of the Peace and Freedom Party.14 After
relocating to L.A., Grayson established his reputation as an activist in the city’s
gay community by volunteering at centers that provided gay social services. In
the 1970s, amid national concerns over the institutional mistreatment of gays
and lesbians, LGBT activists in major cities fought to establish themselves as
serious political constituencies by founding institutions where a distinct gay
culture could thrive.

In L.A., groups such as the Municipal Elections Committee of Los Angeles
(MECLA) used their financial power as leverage to influence local politicians
to address the needs of the city’s gay community. Composed of mostly white
upper-class gays and lesbians, MECLA helped to transform neighborhoods
such as West Hollywood into urban enclaves with gay-friendly businesses.
Through MECLA’s political connections, leaders of the gay community gar-
nered municipal support for the establishment of the Gay and Lesbian Com-
munity Services Center where Grayson volunteered part-time as a phone op-
erator for the center’s crisis hotline.15 Grayson’s experience working at the
center exposed him to the limitations of the social services for gays and lesbi-
ans that were created by the center’s board of directors. Despite the center’s
affirmative action policy, Grayson observed that its mostly white staff lacked
the cultural competency to adequately address the racism experienced by black
gays and lesbians in L.A.’s gay community. Grayson also noticed that the ser-
vices offered to the center’s largelywhite clientele failed to reach the city’s black
gay and lesbian residents who needed additional counseling and housing.16

When the center resisted changing their protocols, Grayson decided to tackle
the issue of racial inequality in L.A.’s gay community through more grassroots
measures.

Grayson experienced firsthand the practice of racial discrimination in
L.A.’s gay community. Gay discos in West Hollywood often denied entry to
people of color by enforcing discriminatory policies that required them to show
multiple forms of identification while white patrons were required to show
none. One evening in 1974, Grayson went out with a group of white gay men
to a popular gay bar called After Dark in an attempt to showhis friends how fre-
quently gay-friendly establishments denied entry to patrons based on race. Af-
ter Grayson watched his friends enter the bar, he complied with the bouncer’s
13. “Pioneer Activist Grayson Ends 5-Year AIDS Battle,” BLK 2, no. 9 (September 1990): 35.
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request of him to show multiple forms of identification. Despite showing his
driver’s license and credit card, Grayson was denied entry. As Grayson refused
to be turned away, the bar staff physically removed him and brought out Ger-
man shepherds to keep him and his friends away.17 The following week, Gray-
son returned to After Dark accompanied by rank-and-file gays and lesbians
and started a picket line that upset conservative leaders from the Metropolitan
Community Church. Members of the church reacted by denouncing Grayson
and his fellow picketers’ actions as divisive to L.A.’s larger gay community.18

Grayson’s experience of racial discrimination at After Dark propelled him
to found the Gay Consumer Protection Committee (GCPC) shortly after. The
committee’s goal was to document specific cases of racial discrimination at
L.A.’s gay establishments and report them to California’s Alcohol Beverage
Control board.19 Grayson and his associates had previously requested that
the state board investigate consumer complaints from gays about discrimina-
tion at L.A.’s gay bars. In response, the board conducted their investigation
into the complaints but found no evidence of racial discrimination at L.A.’s gay
establishments. Through the GCPC, Grayson sought to help disgruntled gay
consumers file formal complaints with the board. Grayson’s strategy was to
compile a significant number of consumer complaints to pressure the beverage
control board to revoke the liquor licenses at gay bars accused of enforcing rac-
ist entry policies. To this end, Grayson solicited complaints of racial discrimi-
nation from gays and lesbians by placing GCPC ads in gay newspapers in
L.A. and New York.20 Despite Grayson’s efforts, the GCPC dissolved because
many gay consumers hesitated to file formal accusations out of fear of testify-
ing in front of the board. Although the GCPC’s existence was brief, Grayson’s
picket line at After Dark attracted the interest of militant gays and lesbians who
were determined to expose community injustices. Grayson’s activism through
the GCPC generated the initial momentum for other radical gay activist groups
to join in the fight against racial discrimination in L.A.’s gay community.

By 1975, Grayson expanded his activist network by joining some of L.A.’s
militant gay and lesbian organizations such as the Gay Community Mobiliza-
tion Committee (GCMC) and the Lavender and Red Union (L&RU).21 Com-
posed of radical gays and lesbian feminists, Grayson’s involvement with the
17. Jones and Bucci, “Struggle within a Struggle,” 6.
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L&RU exposed him to classic Marxist works as he attended their communist
study groups. If Grayson’s disruption at the LAPD protest and picket line at Af-
ter Dark increased the tension between the city’s radical activists and conser-
vative leaders, the sixth annual Christopher Street West Parade served as yet
another battleground for their ongoing political clashes.

Held annually on June 29, the Christopher Street West Parade brought to-
gether L.A.’s gay community to commemorate the anniversary of the Stone-
wall Riots. Prior to the 1975 parade, local gay newspapers reported that the
Christopher Street West Association (CSWA), an elite group of gays and les-
bians, had uninvited leaders from militant gaygroups, includingGrayson, from
the parade.22 In response, the GCMC published a press release detailing the
CSWA committee’s decision to uninvite Grayson and representatives of other
radical gay groups from speaking at the parade. The L&RU’s members also cre-
ated a Liberation Contingent composed of leftist gay organizations in L.A. in
response to their exclusion. The L&RU’s members presented petitions to the
CSWA’s parade planning committee requesting that a diverse group of leaders,
including Grayson, be allowed to speak at the parade. The press release caught
the attention of the CSWA committee, who agreed to meet with representatives
from theLiberationContingent tofinalize the list of speakers. Among the chosen
leaders was Grayson, who was to speak on behalf of the GCMC.23

A few days before the parade, the Liberation Contingent received notice
that the chosen speakers had been formally uninvited once more and banned
from all future Christopher Street West events.24 The committee claimed that
militant groups within the Liberation Contingent posed the threat of violence
that would disrupt the commemoration.25 The conservatism of the CSWA’s pa-
rade committee members was reflected in their statement that claimed organi-
zations such as the L&RU had no role in the parade, since “Communist nations
had oppressed gay people” in the past.26 The Liberation Contingent would re-
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spond to their removal from the parade by hosting a separate rally at a nearby
park away from the festival grounds.

On the afternoon of the parade, thousands of gays and lesbians congregated
in West Hollywood despite rumored threats of police harassment and in-
tracommunal rioting.27 The Liberation Contingent marched separately with
militant organizers along the parade route on Hollywood Boulevard.28 The
Liberation Contingent’s counterrally offered Grayson the opportunity to address
the militant organizers. Grayson spoke on several issues such as racial discrim-
ination, police harassment, and the overwhelming political influence that elite
white gays held over L.A.’s gay community. Appropriating the theme of the pa-
rade, “It’s a Gay, Gay World,” Grayson alerted the crowd to the fact that “it’s
not a gay, gay world when gay people are still being tortured and thrown in
prison for being gay . . . when 50 to 60 gay people are busted and beaten up
every weekend by the police . . . when the media persists in portraying gays
as white, socially upwardly mobile, middle-class males.”29

Grayson’s protest speech at the Christopher Street West parade reflected
his sustained antiracist and anticapitalist critiques of the political and eco-
nomic gains of gay liberation.30 He used the opportunity to speak at the parade
to draw attention to community injustices that affected gays and lesbians of
color. Elite groups such as MECLA and the CSWA denounced the actions
of militant protesters in the interest of preserving their newly won political
clout. Like other militant activists, Grayson believed that direct-action protests
were the most viable way to achieve racial progress in L.A.’s gay community.
Grayson’s grassroots activism in the GCPC and ideological training from
L&RU study groups informed his racial and economic critique of L.A.’s gay
elite. Although L.A.’s militant strain of gay activists were sensitive to racial is-
sues, Grayson felt it necessary to form a group that would devote more atten-
tion to fighting racial discrimination in the city’s gay community. The ABG be-
came the outlet through which he foregrounded race in his critique of social
inequality in L.A.’s gay community and beyond. Far from being a racially sep-
aratist group, the ABG was a manifestation of Grayson’s repertoire as a black
gay activist and became a pioneering space where he directed attention toward
27. Dave Johnson, “Christopher Street Liberation Day: Local Groups Hold Peaceful Parade,
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challenging the specific issues that affected L.A.’s African American gays and
lesbians.
the association of black gays

Grayson and his African American lesbian comrade Gloria Brown founded the
ABG in July 1975.31 The new organization drew upon Grayson’s previous or-
ganizing experiences in order to implement his practical vision to mobilize re-
sources for black gays and lesbians in L.A.32 Other members of the ABG in-
cluded Maxwell Royce Harris, a gay African American art student who also
volunteered at the Gay and Lesbian Community Services Center with Gray-
son.33 Steven Corbin, black gay novelist and ABG member, described the
group as a “promising political outlet essential for Blacks to survive in a gay
community where third world people are overlooked and consequently ig-
nored.”34 Grayson envisioned the ABG as a space where African American gays
and lesbians could speak openly about their lives. The ABG operated out of
Grayson’s apartment in Silverlake, where the group held men’s, women’s,
and mixed-gender rap sessions to discuss racism and sexism in the gay move-
ment.35 Conceptually, the ABG operated as a collective similar to other radical
gay activist groups that emerged during the gay liberation movement. Rather
than appointing a formal leader, the ABG took measures to ensure that each
member’s viewpoint was considered in decisions affecting the group’s political
direction.36 The ABG resisted sexism by appointing both men and women to
cochair positions on various committees. The ABG also addressed issues such
as internalized racism and homophobia in the black community during group
meetings.37

Members of the ABG shared Grayson’s antiracist and anticapitalist critique
of the larger gay movement. In addition to the discriminatory carding of people
of color at gay bars, the ABG critiqued the lack of racial representation in main-
stream gay periodicals such as The Advocate.38 The ABG’s members discussed
not feeling fully included in mainstream gay organizations that overlooked the
31. Association of Black Gays, “A History of the ABG,” Rafiki, August 1976, 7. ABG cofounder
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political agenda of L.A.’s black gays and lesbians. The ABG’s exclusion led
members of the group to reject the single-issue politics held by L.A.’s white-led
organizations that privileged their sexual identity over racial and class-based
affiliations. As a result, Grayson and the ABG’s other members carved their
own space and began envisioning practical ways to implement strategies that
would meet the needs of L.A.’s African American gays and lesbians.

The ABG combined grassroots activism, formal politics, resource mobiliza-
tion, and intellectual production to improve conditions for the city’s African
American gays and lesbians. The ABG’s members fought to end the double op-
pression of racism and homophobia by meeting with local politicians, orga-
nizing boycotts against gay bars that enforced racist entry policies, and estab-
lishing defense funds for incarcerated black gay individuals in need of adequate
legal representation. The ABG also hosted social gatherings that included
family-friendly picnics, potlucks, and breakfasts to raise money for their oper-
ating costs.39

Grayson’s belief that homophobia stemmed from a lack of information
about homosexuality guided the ABG’s community outreach. Members of the
ABG lectured at local high schools and facilitated consciousness-raising ses-
sions with gay students at nearby colleges.40 In September 1975, members
of the ABG delivered a presentation on racial oppression in the gay commu-
nity at Long Beach State College. At a conference at Compton Community
College, Grayson spoke again about the difficulties of being African American
in a largely white gay community.41 The success of the ABG’s consciousness-
raising sessions, which focused on racial and sexual identity development, led
the group to help design the curriculum of a graduate-level social science
course at California State University, Los Angeles.42 Members of the ABG also
lectured and made recommendations to the city’s Board of Education to com-
bat the bullying experienced by gay students in junior high and high schools.43

The ABG’s growing reputation as a militant collective of African American
gays and lesbians heightened after the group’s members made appearances
on local radio and television stations. As a volunteer at KPFK, a community-
sponsored radio station in Southern California, Grayson hosted a monthly af-
ternoon segment, “Ain’t No Stoppin’ Us Now,” that focused on the life of Afri-
39. Association of Black Gays, “Association of Black Gays Picnic,” 1976, and “After Hours
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can Americans in L.A.44 Listeners to Grayson’s show heard him speak about the
gay experience from an African American perspective and heard his inter-
views with local activists from organizations such as the Revolutionary Social-
ist League.45 Grayson and other members of the ABG spoke on racism in the
gay community during a segment called “Oppression in Double Time” on
IMRU, a local gay radio collective.46 Members of the ABG also discussed their
community outreach on KCOP-TV’s “The Wednesday Morning Show” with
Sally Fiske, a lesbian journalist and activist who campaigned for nondiscrim-
inatory ordinances in West Hollywood.47

The ABG’s increasing publicity helped establish the group’s presence as a
formidable activist group in L.A.48 As a recognizable activist group, the ABG
strengthened their aims to increase the representation of African American
gays and lesbians in the mainstream gay press and the city’s formal political
body. Although Grayson believed in the efficacy of direct-action protests, the
ABG’s other members drew upon more respectable strategies to increase the
presence of gay African Americans in L.A.’s municipal administration.
mayor tom bradley and the abg

The election of Tom Bradley, L.A.’s first African American mayor, occurred
amid local concerns over the city’s treatment of its African American and gay
population. Mayor Bradley was generally viewed favorably by L.A.’s gay com-
munity as he implemented several policies that responded to the demands of the
city’s gay elite.49 One such initiative was Mayor Bradley’s administration’s de-
cision to appoint a liaison to the gay community in order to address their calls
for an end to police harassment and discriminatory employment policies. The
ABG’smembers advocated that the liaison position befilled by an African Amer-
44. “The Volunteers,” Folio 22, no. 3 (March 1980): 3.
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ican person who would better understand the complexity of racial issues that
divided L.A.’s gay community. Through correspondence and a series of meet-
ings with Mayor Bradley, the ABG highlighted racial critiques of the unequal
power structure in L.A.’s gay community.

In September 1975, the ABG member Eric Spencer wrote a letter to Mayor
Bradley outlining the group’s demand to have an African American fill the li-
aison position. Spencer argued that an African American gay liaison, at the
intersections of racial and sexual oppression, would implement appropriate
strategies to combat the frequent instances of racial discrimination at gay es-
tablishments and bring an end to the neglect of racial issues from mainstream
gay political groups.50 Moreover, the ABG believed that the appointment of an
African American to the liaison position would signify the mayor’s commit-
ment to the advancement of African Americans in L.A. and inspire white gays
to reconsider their racist attitudes, which divided the city’s gay community.51

Spencer’s letter on behalf of the ABG resulted in a meeting with Mayor Brad-
ley that the group later described as unsuccessful. Despite this setback, the
ABG’s members resolved to reframe their approach to convince the mayor to
appoint an African American liaison to the gay community.52

In February 1976, the ABG member Maxwell Royce Harris wrote another
letter to Mayor Bradley after an earlier meeting with him. Written as a follow-
up to Spencer’s letter that was sent a few months prior, Harris’s letter more
clearly reflected the group’s sophisticated understanding of the implications
of electing an African American to fill the gay liaison position. Specifically,
the new letter highlighted that the demand for an African American gay liai-
son stemmed not just from the ABG, but a wide range of African American gay
and lesbian individuals including radicals, conservatives, unemployed people,
and union workers who desired more racial representation in the Mayor’s ad-
ministration.53

Despite the ABG’s willingness to make recommendations for specific Afri-
can American gay candidates, Mayor Bradley’s administration ultimately ap-
pointed a white gay male to the fill the liaison position. The ABG’s correspon-
dence and meetings with Mayor Bradley reflected their engagement with
formal politics to increase the political legibility of African American gays and
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lesbians in L.A. The ABG believed that the appointment of an African American
gay liaison would set inmotion their subsequent plans to implement gay aware-
ness workshops for the mayor’s staff, appropriate state funds for LGBT social
services agencies, and increase nondiscriminatory housing and employment
opportunities for gays and lesbians.54 The ABG’s readiness to respectably en-
gage with L.A.’s political machine complemented their militant protest strate-
gies. The ABG’s mixed tactics demonstrated the degree of complexity and ver-
satility of their activism. As such, the ABG’s ability to persist despite limited
political and financial resources served the group well during their fight to ad-
dress African American gay individualswho fell victim to the institutional biases
of California’s criminal justice system.
the ernest marshall case

The ABG’s striking ability to pool together resources was demonstrated during
their activism around wrongful incarceration. The ABG sought to reverse
court decisions that incarcerated African American gay individuals convicted
on sodomy charges. Between 1975 and 1977, Grayson worked diligently for
the release of Ernest Marshall, an African American maintenanceworker con-
victedof sodomyandoral copulationwithawhitegayman.55Grayson argued that
Marshall’s charges were unjust because his conviction occurred only three
months prior to the passage of a bill that allowed all consenting adults to en-
gage in sexual activity.56 Grayson argued that Marshall’s conviction stemmed
from racist and classist attitudes held by the jury. Despite Marshall’s several
appeals in which he expressed not having proper legal representation, the jury
declared him guilty and sentenced him to San Quentin prison until 1988.57

Marshall’s incarceration stirred the ABG into action. Grayson, who was also
a member of the People’s College of Law, mobilized lawyers who specialized
in gay rights to assist with overturning Marshall’s case.58 Along with other vol-
unteers, Grayson prepared arguments to the appellate court that accused the
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judge of failing to instruct the jury on the question of consent.59 The judge dis-
missed Grayson and the volunteers’ rebuttals and denied their petition to ad-
vance the case to California’s Supreme Court.60

As a result, the ABG established a defense fund to provide Marshall with
adequate legal representation. As the fund coordinator, Grayson and the ABG’s
other members raised money to help cover Marshall’s legal fees by hosting so-
cial events and soliciting donations through newspaper ads.61 Collectively, the
ABG critiqued the outcome of Marshall’s case as an example of the infliction of
cruel and unusual punishment, infringement upon constitutionally guaranteed
protection, and failure of the judge to instruct the jury on the implied consent
of Marshall’s sex partner.62 Grayson understood that Marshall’s intersecting
identities as an African American, gay, and poor laborer worked to his disad-
vantage during the legal proceedings and hindered his ability to garner support
from L.A.’s gay elite, who had previously spoken out against legal injustices
for white lesbians.63 Despite not overturning the court’s decision, Grayson and
the ABG’s members used Ernest Marshall’s case to raise awareness of racial
and class biases in California’s criminal justice system.
studio one boycott

While campaigning for the release of Ernest Marshall during the summer of
1975, the ABG staged their first boycott against Studio One, a popular disco in
West Hollywood. In collaboration with the GCMC, the ABG’s members ob-
served that the club employed racially and sexually discriminatory entry pol-
icies.64 In response, members of the GCMC wrote an open letter to the club’s
owner, Scott Forbes, that warned him of their plans to execute a boycott if he
failed to remove the policies.65 One month later, after the ABG had received no
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response from Forbes, members of the GCMC and the ABG distributed leaflets
outside Studio One that informed patrons of the club’s racist practices and en-
couraged clubgoers to join their impending boycott.66 During a confrontation
outside Studio One, leaders from the Metropolitan Community Church again
denounced the ABG’s actions as divisive and denied support for their plans
to escalate the boycott into a picket line.67 Representatives from the church
claimed that they had found no evidence of racial or sexual discrimination at
Studio One after conducting their own investigation. Ministers from the
church also demanded more concrete evidence of racial discrimination from
the ABG and criticized their accusations of institutional racism as biased be-
cause of their affiliation with leftist organizations.68

Despite opposition from the gay community’s religious leaders, the GCMC
and the ABG viewed the initial boycott as a victory.69 After the boycott, Forbes
agreed to a meeting, during which he pledged to remove the policies.70 Shortly
after, rumors circulated that Forbes had put the racially discriminatory entry
policies back into effect. Members of the ABG and the GCMC presented Forbes
with another list of demands that requested he hire a door monitor and post a
sign with a number for patrons to call if they experienced racial discrimina-
tion.71 Once negotiations between the ABG and Forbes collapsed, the associa-
tion’s plan to picket went into action.72

Although the GCMC and the ABG had previously overturned racist and
sexist entry policies at other clubs, Forbes’s political and economic clout in
L.A.’s gay community proved to be a serious obstacle to the organizers. Forbes
threatened to have the protesters arrested during their first night of picket-
ing.73 Forbes made additional physical threats to the ABG’s members and
spoke to the local gay press regarding their accusations of racial discrimina-
tion at his club. Forbes claimed that the selective entry policy was to ensure
that the club’s mostly white clientele continued to have a positive experience.74
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When asked about the inferred quota of nonwhite clubgoers, Forbes attrib-
uted the presence of African Americans to an increase in sex trafficking and
drug usage that had previously led him to temporarily shut down the club.75

In response, the ABG criticized Forbes’s racist comments and argued that their
lack of support from power players in L.A.’s gay community such as the Met-
ropolitan Community Church was because of Forbes’s generous financial do-
nations to the gay press and local gay institutions.76 Despite ongoing protests,
Studio One’s exclusionary entry policy remained intact for several years.77 The
ABG’s protests against Studio One revealed to the group’s members that the
real power to change exclusionary policies lay in the hands of L.A.’s financially
and politically empowered gays and lesbians. In addition to protests against ra-
cial discrimination in the gay community, the ABG also used print media to
raise awareness of community injustices facing the city’s African American gay
and lesbian population.
building a black gay conscience in rafiki

During the 1970s, as gays and lesbians advanced politically, a proliferation
of newspapers, magazines, and journals created by gay activists coalesced to
form a vibrant print culture. Print culture established networks of communi-
cation between gays and facilitated the exchange of knowledge about gay pol-
itics.78 The medium of the journal became an important outlet for militant gay
activists to publish in-depth analyses of community injustices. In addition to
grassroots activism and community outreach, one of the main goals of the ABG
was to build a “black gay conscience.”79 The ABG embarked on their project of
building a black gay conscience through the group’s official journal Rafiki.80

Although Rafiki was created to raise awareness of issues that affected African
American gays and lesbians in L.A., the journal also functioned as a site of in-
tellectual production through the ABG’s original research, editorials, and vi-
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sual content.81 Copies of Rafiki circulated locally and also reached readers in
Atlanta and Washington, DC. In addition to African American gays and lesbi-
ans in L.A., Rafiki garnered the interest of social service agencies and sociology
departments at universities across the United States. Despite Rafiki’s classifica-
tion as a race-themed publication, historically black colleges and universities
such as Howard University and Morehouse College responded unfavorably to
the journal’s homosexual content.82

For a suggested donation of fifty cents, readers of Rafiki could find articles
about local organizing events, poetry authored by African American gays and
lesbians, editorials about US foreign policy, recipes, and book features. Gray-
son’s Pan-Africanist sentiments were reflected throughout the journal, includ-
ing the title Rafiki, which is a Swahili word that means “friend.” In Rafiki,
members of the ABG reported on issues beyond L.A. in research articles on
same-sex practices in ancient Africa and editorials on the exploitation of black
miners under apartheid in South Africa. Although other publications featured
stories about gay people from different parts of the world, Rafiki stood out in
comparison with mainstream periodicals that contained few references to Af-
rica in their pages.83 The ABG omitted individual bylines for longer articles in
favor of establishing a collective voice. As a whole, Rafiki was an outlet for
ABG’s members to launch their sustained antiracist and anticapitalist critiques
of gay liberation and theorize about black gay identity through a Pan-Africanist
lens.84

Rafiki’s visual content reflected the ABG’s understanding of themselves as
situated at the intersection of the black nationalist and gay liberation struggles.
The pages of Rafiki elucidated how ABG members viewed themselves first
as black people with the goal of “one day joining the national black movement
to help stamp out the oppression of all black people.”85 The most striking visual
representation of the ABG’s desired solidarity between both the black and gay
communities was reflected in the group’s logo. Printed on ABG flyers and
on the cover of Rafiki, the logo combined the iconic lambda symbol that repre-
sented gay activist organizations and the image of the raised fist most commonly
associated with Black Power groups. The synthesis of iconography from both
movements reflected the ABG’s commitment to fighting racism and homopho-
81. Rafiki is considered to be among the first in a series of periodicals created by and for black
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bia. Moreover, the ABG’s logo signified their belief that unification despite ra-
cial and sexual difference between black and gay activists could be actualized.
the abg and pan-africanism

Much of the editorial content published in Rafiki helped the journal’s black
gay readers develop a Pan-African understanding of their racial and sexual
identity. The ABG’s references to Africa and African cultural practices was em-
blematic of a larger Pan-Africanist sentiment that fueled black activist groups
during the 1970s.86 To help black gays and lesbians feel fully included in the
larger black freedom struggle, Grayson led the ABG’s initiative to conduct re-
search on same-sex practices in ancient Africa.87 In the first issue of Rafiki,
which was published in 1976, an article titled “Homosexuality in Tribal Af-
rica” informed readers on the same-sex practices that took place on the Afri-
can continent prior to colonization. The ABG’s historicization of same-sex
practices in Africa affirmed Rafiki’s African American readers of their shared
sexual past with Africans and reflected the group’s goal of helping to “bridge
the gap between our brothers and sisters in Africa.”88 The ABG presented their
findings by listing the ethnic groups that engaged in various same-sex sexual
practices. The article’s text was visually complemented by a drawing of the
African continent with markers that designated each group’s geographic lo-
cation. The article detailed each ethnic group’s sexual practices and informed
Rafiki’s readers that many of the acts were part of a long tradition of ceremonial
rites of passage.

The ABG’s article on same-sex practices in ancient Africa reflected the
group’s goal for Rafiki’s readers to understand how homosexuality was not a
rupture in black sexual practices, but a form of desire with a rightful place in
the history of peoples of African descent. The ABG encouraged Rafiki’s black
gay and lesbian readers to view their sexual practices as part of a centuries-old
tradition that they were drawing upon. Grayson believed that understanding
the cultural roots of being black and gay would instill a sense of pride in African
American gays and lesbians, who were often excluded from black nationalist
86. Historian Manning Marable notes that African independence movements spurred Pan-
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circles because of their sexuality. The ABG understood their knowledge pro-
duction on same-sex practices in Africa as a way to “reconstruct the unique his-
tory” of black gays and lesbians and to strengthen their connection to their an-
cestral homeland.89

The ABG educated Rafiki’s readers on the history of same-sex practices in
Africa as a way of bridging a perceived cultural divide. The group also aimed
to raise awareness of current geopolitical issues that took place on the conti-
nent. Grayson’s decision to publish articles on Africa stemmed from his con-
cern that young gay African Americans were dangerously disconnected from
critical issues such as apartheid. In an article titled “South Africa,” the ABG
launched an anticapitalist critique of US involvement in the exploitation of
black miners. The ABG’s analysis underscored the links between the consump-
tion of South African goods by Americans and the harsh working conditions of
black miners, whose labor was exploited for the profit of corporations.90 The
article highlighted howAfrican Americans in the United States consciously and
unconsciously participated in the economic oppression of Africans and en-
couraged them to take responsibility for the miners’ suffering.91

By linking the fate between African Americans and Africans, the ABG un-
derstood themselves and Rafiki’s black gay readers as part of a global commu-
nity of black people in the struggle for racial, sexual, and economic liberation.
The ABG’s blend of Pan-Africanist and socialist politics were reflected in their
writings on Africa’s same-sex practices and South African apartheid. The ABG’s
intellectual production in Rafiki symbolized a more expansive political agenda
than white-led activist organizations in L.A.’s gay community. Rafiki served as
an outlet through which the ABG actualized the goal of building a black gay
conscience by educating their readers on the diverse history of black sexual
practices and laying the ideological plan for future activists to further discuss
black and gay identity.
the abg, black nationalism, and gay liberation

The ABG became inactive in 1979 after the association lent support to the Na-
tional March onWashington for Lesbian and Gay Rights.92 Grayson attributed
the ABG’s demise to an increase in the organizing and speaking requests made
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of the group’s members.93 Similar to many grassroots activist organizations
that relied on the unpaid labor of volunteers, the ABG’s members believed they
could no longer continue to hold protests, meet with local politicians, and pub-
lish Rafiki without additional support. Despite the ABG’s brief existence,
Grayson felt confident that, as a collective of militant African American gay
and lesbian activists, it was still “an organization ahead of its time.”94 Grayson
continued to build on themomentum of the ABG’s activist and intellectual pro-
duction by establishing other organizations dedicated to issues such as home-
lessness and HIV/AIDS prevention.95

Grayson’s experience as a working-class African American man in Left ac-
tivist circles influenced his economic understanding of the Gay Liberation
Movement. As an out gay man, Grayson observed how mainstream gay rights
organizations often failed to adequately address the concerns of African Amer-
ican gays and lesbians in L.A. Grayson was propelled into action by experienc-
ing firsthand the practices of racial discrimination at the city’s gay establish-
ments. Although Grayson’s prior affiliations with Left gay activist groups
informed his economic critique of gay politics, founding the ABG provided him
the space to further investigate how racism pervaded L.A.’s ostensibly inclu-
sive gay community.

As one of the earliest African American gay activist groups in L.A., the
ABG’s Pan-Africanist and socialist approaches to activism reflected their inno-
vative use of existing political ideologies in radical gay liberationist and black
nationalist circles. Moreover, the ABG’s theorizations on the intersections of
racism and homophobia resembled the intellectual work of black feminist or-
ganizations who understood their racial, sexual, and gender oppression as in-
terlocking.96
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The issues the ABG organized against, which included racial discrimination
at gay establishments and police harassment of gay individuals, represented
the wide range of oppressions facing black gay people during the 1970s. The
ABG staged direct-action protests, boycotts, and picket lines to counteract com-
munity injustices. The ABG’s efforts forced L.A.’s gay and lesbian elite to con-
front their racist practices. The ABG’s members refused to let issues facing Af-
rican American gays and lesbians go unnoticed for fear of being labeled divisive
by the city’s gay elite. Although the ABG understood the impact of protests, the
group also strategized ways to respectably engage with formal politics. The
ABG’s meetings with Mayor Bradley and their campaign to nominate an Afri-
can American to be the gay liaison for his administration demonstrated their
commitment to increasing racial representation in L.A.’s formal political body.

In their activism around wrongful incarceration, members of the ABG shed
light on how black sexuality was often criminalized by the state. The Ernest
Marshall case signified the ABG’s understanding of the biases in the criminal
justice system and how racial, sexual, and economic oppression overlapped in
the legal realm.97 Grayson’s decision to study law in addition to pooling re-
sources for Marshall’s defense fund reflected the group’s willingness to advo-
cate for the needs of African American gays and lesbians through grassroots
measures.

Rafiki’s visual and editorial content reflected the ABG’s commitment to
building a black gay conscience by offering a positive history of black homo-
sexuality. Whereas black nationalist organizations gained inspiration from
imagining Africa’s past as a racial utopia, the ABG utilized their knowledge
of same-sex practices in Africa’s past as a way to affirm their sexual identities.
Through Rafiki, the ABG celebrated the identities of their black gay and les-
bian readers by educating them on the diverse history of black sexual practices.
The ABG’s Pan-Africanist approach to understanding racial and sexual identity
aided in bridging the cultural divide between African Americans and Africans
by underscoring how people of African descent experienced similar racial, sex-
ual, and economic oppressions. The ABG’s multivocal approach to gay activism
differed frommainstream gay organizations that privileged their sexual identity
over racial and class-based affiliations.

The ABG believed that there was “no limit to what we can do for the black
gays and the entire community.”98 Unlike other black gay activist groups that
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held integrationist politics, such as the National Association of Black and
White Men Together, the ABG built on black nationalist discourses of self-
determination to bring gay and lesbian issues to the forefront. The ABG’s
unique political perspective illuminated their exclusion from the mainstream
Gay Liberation Movement. Furthermore, the ABG’s political agenda went be-
yond simply critiquing Black Power homophobia in order to challenge white
understandings of the gay experience since the Stonewall Riots. To this end,
the ABG succeeded in melding black and gay liberation.

The ABG’s fusion of racial politics with gay politics enhanced their political
agenda. The ABG also expanded the focus of local campaigns for gay rights
to include the needs of L.A.’s black gays and lesbians. As a voice for L.A.’s
black gay community, the ABG advocated for an end to racist practices at
gay establishments and for adequate social services, including public housing
and counseling. The ABG also included the experiences of L.A.’s working-
class black gay residents in their fight to free Ernest Marshall from imprison-
ment on sodomy charges. The ABG’s consistent engagement with L.A.’s white
gay political establishment demonstrates how the group positioned race within
local discussions about gay rights. The ABG’s persistent meetings with Mayor
Bradley to appoint an African American gay liaison also reflects the group mem-
bers’ willingness to employ more respectable strategies for political advance-
ment together with direct-action protests, boycotts, and picket lines.

Composed of militant African American gay and lesbian activists, artists, and
intellectuals, the ABG built upon Grayson’s commitment to Pan-Africanism
and socialism to form a unique political perspective. The ABG’s innovative ap-
proach to politics and activism allowed the group to challenge the frequent
practices of racist discrimination at L.A.’s white-owned gay bars and clubs.
The ABG’s political standpoint also served as a foundation for the group to
challenge gay liberalism and integration, using the exclusion of black gays
and lesbians from L.A.’s political body as evidence that the city’s gay commu-
nity was not as inclusive as mainstream gay rights activists had proclaimed.
Through their activism, the ABG exemplified and merged important aspects
of black nationalist and gay liberationist ideologies on a local level.

Grayson’s disruptions at respectable rallies against the LAPD represented
his larger disdain for community injustices that affected the gay community.
Grayson rejected claims made by L.A.’s conservative leaders who suggested
that his protests and boycotts were dividing the city’s larger gay community.
Grayson’s commitment to racial and economic justice in L.A.’s gay commu-
nity stemmed from his own experience of having been denied entry into the
city’s gay clubs. In founding the GCPC, Grayson addressed the grievances of
gays and lesbians who experienced racial discrimination at local gay bars and
clubs. Grayson’s involvement with L.A.’s other radical gay and lesbian orga-
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nizations enhanced his economic critique of gay liberalism as he was exposed
to Marxist and communist literature. Grayson’s insurgent praxis included us-
ing major gay-themed events in L.A. as crucial platforms to unite and mobilize
disgruntled gays and lesbians of color who felt neglected by the city’s mostly
white political establishment. Grayson’s speeches at these events further ex-
posed the ways gays and lesbians of color were excluded from L.A.’s larger
gay community.

As the founder of the ABG, Grayson steered the group’s consistent engage-
ment with L.A.’s gay youth by leading identity development workshops at lo-
cal junior high, high school, and college campuses. The ABG’s members raised
awareness of racial inequality in L.A.’s gay community by appearing on local
gay radio and television stations. The ABG seized every moment in the public
eye to draw attention to the community injustices that largely effected L.A.’s
black and gay residents.

Grayson’s critique of racial inequality in L.A.’s gay community evolved to
include black gay and lesbians in the African diaspora. Additionally, the ABG’s
efforts at reconstructing the history of black sexual practices in the journal
Rafiki challenged narratives of racial struggle that obscured and marginalized
the history of same-sex practices in Africa. The ABG used Rafiki to empower
black gays and lesbians by publishing news articles, editorials, poetry, and art-
work that challenged racism, homophobia, sexism, and imperialism. Using a
Pan-Africanist framework, the ABG linked the struggles of its African Amer-
ican readership to political movements for sexual and economic liberation in
Africa in order to “cut the barriers that divide us as blacks and come to an un-
derstanding of each other that we have not had in the past.”99

Through grassroots organizing, community outreach, and the journal Ra-
fiki, the ABG’s activism and intellectual work around issues affecting black
gays and lesbians made the group’s members pioneers in the struggle to illumi-
nate the sexual dimensions of racial domination.100 Despite the group’s brief
existence, the ABG’s accomplishments under Grayson’s leadership would later
be honored by the next generation of black gay and lesbian activists in L.A.101

The ABG’s grassroots activism and intellectual efforts to build a black gay con-
sciousness highlighted the needs of African American gays and lesbians in L.A.
and stand as their most important contributions to understanding the African
American gay experience during the 1970s.
99. Ibid.

100. Robin D. G Kelley, Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination (Boston, 2002), 149.

101. The Black Men’s Xchange, a cultural organization dedicated to the identity development

of black LGBT people, presented the Ron Grayson Award to a number of young black gay activists
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