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In the night of June 27 to 28, 1969, queer peo-
ple militantly resisted a police raid on the Sto-
newall Inn bar. For many LGBTQIA communities 
around the world, the days of the uprising 
around Christopher Street in New York mark 
the beginning of the queer revolt. As a joint 
project of the Goethe-Institut, Schwules 
Museum 
Berlin, and the Federal Agency for Civic Edu-
cation, this exhibition takes the 50th anniver-
sary of the Stonewall Riots as an opportunity 
to offer an insight into the history of the queer 
movements in the Federal Republic of Ger-
many, the German Democratic Republic, and 
reunited 
Germany since the 1960s. Particular 
emphasis is placed on the manifold 
relations with US movements. 

The exhibition highlights moments of the queer 
movement’s history without 
claiming to tell the only possible story. In doing 
so, it questions the power dynamic that is at work in the queer poli-
tics of memory, too, as the debate about the legacy of the 
Stonewall Riots shows. What is under fire today is the appropriation 
of the riots by those parts of the movement that, in their struggle for 
social acceptance, lost sight of the radical goals of the riots and of 
the cause of many of its heroes: dykes, drag queens, trans people, 
sex workers, and young people living in precarious conditions, 
among them many queer people of color. Perhaps above all else, this 
debate shows that civil society resistance is still necessary in the 
21st century but must be reinvented again and again. On this note: 
remember Stonewall and happy Pride!

LOVE AT  
FIRST FIGHT!

Queer Movements in 
Germany since Stonewall

Lesbian feminists vigo-rously supported the feminist cause and 
pushed against the 
abortion ban – here at a demonstration in West Berlin.

In the summer of 2019, the exhibition 

will tour the Goethe-Instituts in Canada, 

the United States, and Mexico, and 

will also be presented at Schwules 

Museum Berlin; beginning in 2020, it 

will travel to other cities worldwide.
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With paragraphs 175 and 175a, both German states incorpo-rated the criminalization of male homosexuality into their postwar criminal law. The Federal Republic (FRG) adopted the restrictive version introduced by the Nazis in 1935, the German Democratic Republic (GDR) the one from the Weimar Republic. In the FRG about 50,000 people were sentenced before the liberalization in 1969, in the GDR about 4,300 by the time the law was abolished in 1968. Female homo-sexuality was not directly criminalized but, like gay men who had never been in conflict with the law, lesbian women’s life choices were condemned by society and the state. In both German states, the nuclear family based on heterosexual marriage was propagated as the only legitimate arrangement of private life. To live a self-determined life outside this framework was particularly difficult for women. In the GDR 

since 1976 and in the FRG since 1980 laws were in place 

that made it possible to change marital status as well as 

to carry out sex reassignment surgery in the case of 

trans people, but with discriminatory conditions.

Before LawThe
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Ellis Bierbar

Founded in the Berlin district of Kreuzberg in 1912, the dodgy pub remained open during the Nazi period and became one of the most popular venues for queer people in postwar Berlin. Though it bothered the authorities and was constantly subject to police raids, the legendary beer bar and its hostess Elisabeth Hartung, called Elli, held their ground until 1986. Famous artists and actors were seen in this unglamorous bar as were members of the leftist Kommune 1, sex workers, and the “normalos” from the block. Soon another clientele joined the motley crew: from 1966 to 1969 the bar was home to the probably first gay leather club of the FRG.

Home of sex workers, homosexuals, transvestites, 

and trans persons, as early as the 1920s the 

Mulackritze in Berlin-Mitte became a meeting place 

for those deemed outsiders by society. When the war 

ended in 1945, the old crowd returned until the GDR 

authorities closed the bar in 1951. At the end of the 

1960s, the Mulackritze found a new home: Charlotte 

von Mahlsdorf saved the entire inventory and faith-

fully recreated the bar in her Gründerzeitmuseum in 

the East Berlin district of Mahlsdorf, where it again 

became a hangout for East German queers.

Mulackritze
BeFore



88 9

In 1974, a trial against a lesbian couple took place in the northern German town of Itzehoe. Judy Andersen and Marion Ihns were sentenced to life in prison for hiring the murder of Ihns’ violent husband. Throughout the Federal Republic, lesbian and feminist activists protested against the defamatory coverage by the tabloid press and the discriminatory legal proceeding. On September 16, 1974, a group broke into the trial chanting “Haut der geilen Männerpresse eine in die Fresse!” (“Slap the male tabloid press in the face!”). With their protests on the “witch trial of Itzehoe,” lesbian activists for the first time reached a broad public in the FRG.

Witch Trial

The Street

System, Criticism
& Sunday Club

Coming Out

Due to the strong US influence on the 

emancipation movement after the 

Stonewall Riots, coming out as a 

“commitment” to one’s queer identity 

became a dominant moment in the 

self-narrations of many LGBTQIA. It is 

also the title of the first GDR film to 

portray gay life in East Germany. 

Directed by Heiner Carow (1929-1997), 

Coming Out celebrated its premiere on 

November 9, 1989. Because the Berlin 

Wall fell on the same night, the film 

received no attention at first but later 

toured festivals around the world and 

won a Teddy Award and a Silver Bear at 

the 1990 Berlin International Film 

Festival, also known as Berlinale.

Out To
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In 1973, the Homosexual Action Group 

West Berlin (HAW) organized an inter-

national meeting of homosexual 

activist groups. Some participants 

who had travelled all the way from 

Italy and France appeared in drag at 

the final demonstration, with “eye 

shadow and blue fingernails,” as the tabloid press 

reported. Their appearance triggered a major strategy debate 

within the West German gay movement, which went down in 

history as the “drag queens’ dispute” (“Tuntenstreit”). While some 

saw drag as an un-

necessary and apolitical provocation that stood in the way of an 

alliance with the working class, others saw it as the most 

effective way to make one’s gay identity “public.” The latter wing 

of the HAW became henceforth known as Feminists and soli-

darized with the feminist women’s movement. Their position did 

not prevail: the feminist critique of gender roles was not to play 

an important role in the political project of the gay movement.

Socialists?
Be

Drag 
Can

In the face of (sexualized) violence against women 

and girls perpetuated by men, martial arts became 

an instrument of body politics. The idea was to 

unlearn passivity and fear, and to develop fierce 

self-confidence. Entire generations of feminists 

were socialized in the “dojo,” i.e. the Japanese 

martial arts training hall. The West Berlin 

supporters of the East Berlin group Lesbians in 

the Church not only provided them with feminist 

literature but also with self-defense workshops.

Fight Back!

Feminists?
 Be

Lesbians

The group Lesbians in the 

Church at a private self-

defense evening in East 

Berlin in 1986.

Must

10

Queens
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Key catalyzers of the West German debate included American 

figures such as, on the one hand, Gayle Rubin, Susie Bright, Pat 

Califia, Camille Paglia, and Samois, a group of lesbian BDSM 

enthusiasts, and, on the other, Catharine MacKinnon, Andrea 

Dworkin, Robin Morgan and the organization Women Against 

Violence in Pornography and Media. In German-speaking 

countries, the controversy focused primarily on the PorNO 

campaign launched by Alice Schwarzer and her magazine 

EMMA.

Sex

Love

Boycott
Marlboro!

aids
Riot

Forerunners

The article “The Cold Heart“ by lawyer Catharine A. MacKinnon, which appeared in the magazine EMMA in 1987. In the 1980s, MacKinnon worked with Andrea Dworkin to ban pornography.

Sex wars
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ADEFRA (Black Women in Germany) is a network of 

black women and women of color. Founded in 1986 

as a non-profit organization, it was one of the first 

associations of black people in Germany. The work 

of black activists inspired by Audre Lorde (1934-

1992) led to a debate about racism, anti-Semitism, 

and classism in the women’s and lesbian movement 

and beyond. From 1984 until her death in 1992, the 

African-American writer taught several times as a 

visiting professor at Freie Universität Berlin. 

Encouraged by her, the groundbreaking book 

Showing Our Colors: Afro-German Women Speak 

Out, edited by May Ayim (Opitz), Katharina 

Oguntoye, and Dagmar Schultz, was published in 

1986. May Ayim (1960-1996) made a name as an 

activist and writer. In 2009 a street was named after 

her: the May-Ayim-Ufer (May Ayim Bank) in 

Berlin-Kreuzberg.

Showing

Our colors

„Certainly there are very real  differences between us of race, age, and sex. But it is not those diffe­rences between us that are separating us. It is rather our refusal to re cognize those diffe rences, and to examine the dis tortions which  result from our mis naming them  and their effects upon human behavior and expectation.“
Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider, 1984

14
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Hong Kong Migrants’ Pride
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Our own experience of discrimination does not prevent us from 

discriminating against others. Organizations of queer black people 

and people of color such as Gladt e.V. criticize discriminatory 

behavior and structural exclusion in queer communities whose 

actors often do not want to recognize that they, too, reproduce 

the racism of mainstream society. It is equally important for these 

organizations to create their own spaces and empowerment net-

decentralize perspectives of privilege and give space to 

marginalized experiences; demonstrations like behindert und 

verrückt feiern Pride Parade (Mad and Disability Pride Parade) 

address the queer scene’s ableism. Party series such as the 

communities.

The party Gayhane – House 
of Halay in the legendary 
club SO36 is an institution 
of the queer, post-migrant 
Berlin.

Queerruptions
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Pink

A pink triangle (Rosa Winkel) was used to mark prisoners sentenced under paragraphs 175/175a and sent to Nazi con-centration camps. In 1972, Johann Neumann published the book The Men with the Pink Triangle under the pseudonym 
-centration camp survivor, Josef Kohout, and contributed to a “rediscovery” of the persecution of homosexual men in Nazi Germany. In the mid-1970s, the pink triangle gained popularity as a symbol of the West German gay movement thanks to, among others, an appeal by the Homosexual Action Group West Berlin (HAW) in its magazine HAW Info in 1975. In the 

Triangle

GDR, too, the Homosexual Interest Group Berlin (HIB) called on 

its members to wear the triangle at the May Day demonstration 

in 1976. During the AIDS crisis, ACT UP’s iconic logo with a 

reversed pink triangle and the slogan “Silence=Death” gave the 

symbols and is even used in product marketing by mainstream 

companies.

“Denounce what happened to 

gay men during fascism! The 

discrimination continues! Wear the 

pink triangle!” 

(Appeal in HAW Info 18, 1975)

22
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Conservative, Christian-fundamentalist, and rightwing organi-

zations and parties that regard the heterosexual nuclear family as 

the “germ cell of the nation” and see it threatened are growing 

stronger. These groups resemble each other in their anti-feminism: 

parties like the Alternative for Germany (AfD) want to abolish 

gender studies programs in universities; allegedly “worried 

parents” protest against sexual and gender diversity education in 

school curricula; and the pro-life movement demands a ban on 

abortions and advocates traditional gender roles.

The What-the-Fuck!? alliance mobilizes against the most im-

portant rally of Christian-fundamentalist pro-life groups in 

Germany, the annual March for Life in Berlin. With the slogan “my 

body my choice,” the alliance advocates the right to sexual 

the abolition of paragraphs 218 (which criminalizes abortion, save 

in exceptional cases) and 219 (which complicates access to infor-

mation about abortion). The struggle of the feminist movements of 

the 1970s, for which the legalization of abortion was a central 

demand, continues.

The photographer Petra Gall 

captured the rallies against 

§218. She is also the great 

documentarian of the West 

Berlin women’s and lesbian 

scene and of the underground 

(women’s) music scene of the 

1980s.

WTF?
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