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You're a big girl now

You’ve got no reason not to fight
You’ve got to know what they are
"Fore you can stand up for your rights
Rights, rights?

You do have rights'

In my role as the director of a grassroots legal services project whose mission
is to serve unhoused Queer and Trans youth, I thought I was spending a lot of
time thinking about how we advance the rights of LGBTQIA+ youth. Then a
new administration took charge of the White House this past January, and I found
myself, like so many others, in a new legal reality that is antithetical to everything
I’ve ever practiced in my career. My role has become less about advancing and
more about protecting, safeguarding, and shielding the clients who come through
our doors.

In the last few months, I’ve sat with countless young people who are navigat-
ing fear and uncertainty and are witnessing their dignity being stripped from
them, inch by inch. We find ourselves having conversations that seem to get more
absurd and granular as we assess whether a young person can cross a state line,
how they can apply for a work permit, and what types of speech, if any, they are
truly permitted to express in these uncertain times. We’re confronted with execu-
tive orders, gutted administrative agencies, and legislators refusing to stand for
the rights of those who put them in office. Amidst all of that is a judicial branch
that is almost groaning under the weight of its efforts to stem the tide of this
administration’s efforts to roll back civil rights for so many.

As I reflect on what protecting Queer and Trans youth looks like now, I con-
front two truths: the first is that my identity as an advocate, whether Queer or fem-
inist or something else, has never traveled in a straight line. The second is that
I’ve come to see that to move forward in advancing rights for the LGBTQIA+
community, we are going to have to use some old school strategies to succeed.
Those strategies harken back to my college days in the 1990s when I first
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discovered this part of my identity. And as we do that, I’ll be looking to the music
that sparked some of my first acts of resistance and revolution.

I attended a small liberal college in the Northwest, and it was there, like it was
for many activists, feminists, and the like that we connected with our own resist-
ance. I came of age at the height of the third wave of feminism as we found our
fight and political resistance in a time before social media, but one in which we
had to invent, and reinvent, our identity along the way.

Riot girl doing/reading/seeing/hearing cool things that validate and
challenge us can help us gain the strength and sense of community
that we need. .

The sounds and songs of Bikini Kill, Ani DiFranco, and Tori Amos are forever
intertwined with my reading Dorothy Roberts’ Killing the Black Body, poring
over Audre Lorde poems, researching the resistance tactics of British Suffragettes,
and learning the stories of the underground abortion movement in Chicago.’ The
music I listened to was part of the same space I was using to understand the intersec-
tionality of oppression and where I fit into that world as an activist. In hindsight,
some of those readings that seemed anachronistic when I first encountered them —
the hunger strikes, secret messages, back rooms, and covert strategies — now seem
prescient as we look to organize, mobilize, and advocate for LGBTQIA+ youth.

In the 1990s, as we were coming out of the AIDS crisis, we confronted “No
Promo Homo™®” laws that silenced discussions on sexuality and gender identity in
public schools. We had “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,”” which banned LGBTQIA+
individuals from participating in the military, and the Defense of Marriage Act’
(DOMA) that defined marriage as between a man and a woman and prohibited
states from recognizing same-sex marriages. As I reflect on it, I wonder whether
we all fell victim to our own naivety, based on the successes we garnered in the
intervening years. Those glimmers of hope that we had with Lawrence v. Texas'
(right to privacy), Obergfell v. Hodges® (same-sex marriage), and Bostock v.
Clayton® (employee protection against discrimination), now seem like they lulled
us into a sense of security that was never really there. Because we now find our-
selves, thirty-something years later, watching Florida assert “Don’t Say Gay”
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laws to ban classroom discussion on sexuality and gender identity,"” ITowa ban
books,'! a push for forced outing of queer youth, and the Supreme Court set to hear
Mahmoud v. Taylor,"* an attempt to circumvent a diverse education by allowing
parents to opt out of curriculum that involves LGBTQIA+ themed literature.”* And,
we once again find ourselves with an administration intent on declaring that there
are only two genders."

And now, as I did in the 1990s, I find myself looking at the music of resistance
that surrounds me, drawing joy and strength from the renewed interest in Bikini
Kill, but also from Chappell Roan and the Linda Lindas. While I firmly believe
that we could all benefit from a Femininomenon, I’'m more convinced than ever
that we must find ways to build out our collective strength as a community for the
challenges ahead.

We can take turns taking the reins

Lean on each other when we need some extra strength
We’ll never cave or we’ll never waver

And we’ll always become braver and braver'

Having spent years as a community lawyer, I’m less naive than I once was as I,
and so many others, strive to engage in legal acts of resistance. I find myself look-
ing at creative avenues of litigation, whether that means pulling from state consti-
tutions or city laws, or assessing the value of organizational plaintiffs. I’ve
become hyper-aware of each client’s particular circumstances and struggles in
securing identity documents, lawful immigration status, or the right to safe and
stable housing. I've struggled with the daily onslaught of administrative changes
that make protecting Trans, immigrant youth a Sisyphean struggle. All of this
highlights the urgent need for continued advocacy and systemic change to ensure
the safety, dignity, and rights of these vulnerable youth.

More than that, we must continue to operate in spaces with stories that don’t get
any easier to hear. A young person pulled off a plane because they had an “X” on
their driver’s license or passport,'® health agency websites focused on LGBTQIA+
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youth forced to scrub all mention of HIV/AIDS from their website,'” a young person
trying to find creative ways to stockpile HRT medication,'® and others avoiding
seeking legal support for their immigration needs for fear that they may encounter
ICE agents on the subway or in the community spaces that they frequent on their
way home from school.'” All of this, including the rise of Al looming in emails and
social media, systemically creates isolation, by disconnecting the means by which a
community connects with its members.

This is no resolution
This is a revolution
You and me, we’ re just playing the long game*™

In the last three months, I’ve seen firsthand how LGBTQIA+ groups like ours
are embracing strategies from the 1990s to mobilize and advocate for community
needs. Whether that means abandoning all electronic forms of communication
and relying on word of mouth, engaging in safe words to secure private spaces, or
other tactics, it’s readily apparent that we must be deliberate, thoughtful, and strate-
gic in the most minute of organizational strategies to safeguard our community’s
legal rights and to ensure that we can continue to provide critical legal services. This
revolution is the long game. We must be ready to adapt, organize, and engage on all
fronts if we are committed to continuing the work of protecting LGBTQIA+ rights.
This is the fight of our lives, and we can fight together.
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