“Keeping Queer Animal Liberation History Alive”

The following is the transcript of a talk presented by Mirha-Soleil Ross on November 22, 2000 as part of a panel entitled GREENING A QUEER PLANET: Where Pink Is Green.  The panel was organized by Supporting Our Youth's Eco-Queer Committee.  Other panelists included Sierra Club's Legal Defense Fund Lawyer Elizabeth Christie, Mark Haslam, founder of Planet in Focus: Toronto Environmental Film and Video Festival, and environmental justice activist Florence Heung. 

"The pharmaceutical and animal research industries have attempted in a very concerted way to pit animal rights activists against AIDS activists.  So I began building a very strong coalition of AIDS activists who support animal rights including an end to animal research in AIDS.  It's really absurd this attempt to paint animal rights activists as misanthropic, anti-human, mean-spirited people.  What we're promoting is an ethic of compassion for all living beings.  We're saying it's time for us to end this hierarchy of who has the right to live, who deserves not to suffer, who should be respected... that there is a limit on the amount of compassion that we can have for our fellow creatures.  People are so ingrained in this mentality that some have to be sacrificed for others.  I've met thousands of animal rights’ activists over the last ten years and I can tell you that they are the most compassionate people.  They're generally people who have experienced first hand the suffering of life.  I myself am living with the disease yet I'm spending all of my time fighting for animal rights because I believe that that will ultimately help us in the AIDS crisis because what we need to focus on is compassion...  We need to move away from this old paradigm that costs people and animals their lives."

Steven Simmons interviewed on ANIMAL VOICES radio, August 8/ 1996.
These words were spoken by Steven Simmons, a dedicated animal rights activist and one of the first few gay men living with AIDS who courageously and continuously spoke out against the use of animals, particularly primates, for AIDS research. He provided an enlightening analysis of the scientific fallacy underlying such research, an account of the negative impact it is having on the health and lives of people living with AIDS, and an exposé of the animal cruelty and financial motivations that hide behind it. 

It was extremely threatening for the animal research industry and queer people supporting animal-based AIDS research to see him stand up the way he did. He definitely complicated their political agenda, gave a few gay and AIDS movement leaders a headache since up until then, things had been quite simple: Take any of these wacky - and presumably heterosexual - animal rights activists criticizing the animal model involved in AIDS research and destroy them publicly by charging them with being responsible for all the suffering and deaths of people living with AIDS throughout the world.  Or as one pretty obnoxious white gay man once pathetically tried to snap it to me: "Show the world where your monkey lovers' priorities really are! How you'd rather loose your time turning a rat into the president of the United States rather than try to find a cure for our dying brothers and sisters."

I was so impressed and inspired by Steven Simmons' talk because it was the first time in 10 years of activism that I had actually heard an out, articulate, and wise gay man living with AIDS make links between the torture of animals and the exploitation of people living with AIDS by the pharmaceutical industry.  I also shared his experience and opinion of animal liberation activists as deeply compassionate people, people with a broader political perspective, people who were so because they often had themselves experienced first-hand suffering, harassment, and violence.

My own animal liberation dedication stems from this deep feeling of empathy I have for other humans, the earth, and all animals; animals as a collectivity - not as a renewable and manageable resource - and even more importantly animals as individuals, regardless of whether they are orangutan, mice, cats, dogs, whales, or lobsters.  This is my own form of environmentalism, one that is about caring for the survival and individual well being of the so-called "others" with whom I share this environmental space called the earth.  It contrasts with some masculinist forms of animal rights or environmental thinking where some people, for example, need to read some fancy philosophical dissertation for the light to finally come on and realize there is something gross about the way in western culture, we have commodified animals to the point where we can produce, kill, and consume billions of them everyday.  

So why is it that I feel so sick in the stomach or in my heart when I see animals stuck in fur traps for hours or caged on fur farms to be ultimately anally raped, electrocuted, gassed, or have their necks broken?  Why do I feel nauseated about the hundreds of thousands of seals who are massacred every year, thanks to our government's subsidizing of an otherwise dying industry? 

Why am I so horrified by the way millions of so-called food animals are raised, transported, and slaughtered every day?  

Why do I care about the 1,765,973 animals, including the 5,047 cats and dogs obtained from municipal pounds that were "voluntarily" reported as used for research, teaching, and testing in Canada in 1998?  Why do I especially loose sleep over 55,121 of these animals who were subjected to category "E" experiments, "which cause severe pain near, at, or above the pain tolerance threshold of un-anaesthetized conscious animals"?

And why do I spend hours every week, crying in the middle of the night, unable to stand the fact that, for example, people who think they are my friends are taking the children in their lives to circuses such as the Ringling Brothers to applaud like a bunch of fucking goofs at beaten Asian and African elephants?  Elephants who had their mothers massacred, who were then brutally kidnapped, trafficked to the "new world" and who subsequently had their personalities, bodies, and spirits broken.   

I always assumed that my ability to identify with and empathize so painfully with others and especially animals was partly due to my own situation as a transsexual child and teenager, that my experience with daily abuse of all sorts contributed to making me a more conscious human being.  What I'm going to say might sound a bit Jesus Christ-like so I want to first assure you I'm not the kind to present the other cheek when slapped but to rather reciprocate the favor 20 times harder. This bit said, if my own painful childhood and teenage experience contributed in any way to my animal liberation consciousness, I am ready to build an altar to thank my abusers and bullies because I see the sick way in which people are able to coldly turn their head away from the dreadful animal reality on this continent, in this country, in this Mega-City, in their neighborhoods, even in their own backyards.  

One of the reasons why Steven Simmons shook me so much is because I felt ashamed that for years I had avoided any animal-related issue within queer, transsexual, and other activist contexts.  Without knowing it, he helped me face my own complacency, my own cowardice, which I had until then considered appropriate as part of my strategy for effective political organizing. In other words: Let's avoid contentious issues and let's make sure I don’t talk about what I care the most viscerally about.  It could be politically divisive. 

But I do now have to question why I would not attend a misogynistic, transsexual phobic, homophobic, or racist animal liberation gathering or benefit if there was any.  Yet I have attended and supported hundreds of queer, transgender, anti-racist, anti-sexist, environmental, anti-fascist events where, for example, meat -meaning animals who were produced, murdered, and dismembered in a western-industrial fashion- was a cause for joyous celebration.  Events where I often had to smile while activist acquaintances and "friends" couldn't resist describing how delicious these dead birds' legs tasted to my face. 

I do have to ask how many more times I will be able to support campaigns or attend rallies where I and other animal liberation activists are expected to swallow this constant, stupid, and sinister metaphoric use of pigs to represent all that is politically evil in humans.  I now have to question these activists who design signs, write slogans and create ads like the one that currently circulates to promote BUY NOTHING DAY on November 24th and which represents North America - which consumes 80% of the world's resources - as a grotesque fat pig.  Don't these activists know anything about the treatment of pigs under capitalist North American systems?  That anyone would choose to use pigs, after seeing images of them in factory farms and slaughterhouses, as a symbol for capitalist power, police brutality, corrupted politics, and male chauvinism is baffling to me. 

How many times over the last 15 years have I heard and read activists working in various social justice movements attack anything animal liberation related as inherently sexist, homophobic, racist, and fascist since they profess: "Only white middle-class heterosexual males have the privilege to care about such trivial and ridiculous things as animal rights."  How many times a year does each one of us have to be compared to Hitler ‘cause we are told by activists who know nothing about the history of vegetarianism or animal rights under Nazi Germany, that Hitler was a vegetarian! 

Stunning to me is these activists' absolute ability to block out of their consciousness any support for animal liberation that we find in the politics and writings of past and present radical activists and artists.  Fascinating is the number of people who have read Alice Walker's book Living by the Word, but who somehow haven't noticed her entire chapter dedicated to supporting animal liberation.   I am shocked when I speak with people who have completely forgotten that civil rights' activist Dick Gregory is a long- time vegan and a self-described animal slavery abolitionist who made statements about his convictions in almost all of his books.  Many people conveniently forget that before they were targeted and murdered by the police, the revolutionary people from the Move organization, founded by John Africa, were demonstrating the imprisonment of life, of animal life, in front of zoos and circuses, confronting people involved in setting up pit bull fighting, and welcoming in their home dozens of stray dogs and cats.  Isn’t it interesting that feminist historians haven't been more curious about the popularity of vegetarianism amongst early women vote campaigners?   And how many of these anti-animal liberation social justice activists know that women are and have always been disproportionately represented in the animal rights movement? How many of them are familiar with the writings and activism of Rod Coronado, an indigenous Animal Liberation Front activist who speaks powerfully about the links between the mass murdering of animals in fur traps and on fur farms and the genocide perpetrated against indigenous people by Europeans in North America?  How many of them know about Steven Simmons and a growing number of gay men and AIDS activists who speak out against animal research and support the struggle for animal liberation? 

Right after I heard Steven speak, I sat at home, grabbed a pen and wrote him a letter telling him I deeply admired his courage, strength, and intelligence.  I also wanted to tell him that I was actually happy I hadn't met him a few years before because I would have most likely been so inspired by him that I would have probably put up with living as a queer boy a little longer.  And who knows, with those extra few years of testosterone, I would have probably end up bald, with a hairy chest, a man's Tofutti ice cream and organic wine's belly, and all of that would have for sure make it way more difficult for me to become the unbearably sexy BIMBO that I am today!  So I wrote him this letter but Toronto being this high-speed-let's-all-run-around-and-panic-at-the-same-time city that it is, I got busy with my emotional, sexual, professional, artistic, and activist life and the letter got lost in one of the multiple mountains of papers that inevitably accumulate around my desk at home.  I kept thinking about him though, hoping to run into him at a conference or at a demonstration, planning on one day taking the time to call him to chat him up.  I kept thinking until a few months later when I read about his death of AIDS related illnesses in an animal rights magazine.  

My inclusion of him today in this talk is one tiny effort on my part at making him and his work more known to people and at keeping alive a tiny bit of queer-animal liberation history. 
