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Some Place to Lean On
     In Becky Albertalli’s novel, Simon vs. the Homo Sapiens Agenda, the main character, “not-so-openly gay” Simon Spier, writes in an e-mail to his unknown pen pal, asking the questions,”…don’t you think everyone should have to come out? Why is straight the default?” Through e-mails with his pen pal and experiences with his close group of friends, Simon explores what it is like to be a gay teenager in high school.  The writing and publishing of this book, however, would not have been possible without the countless LGBTQ+ activists that dedicate their lives to ending the oppression of queer people that is all too common in our society.  Although there were many gay rights demonstrations prior to the 1960’s, the modern LGBTQ+ civil rights movement can trace its origin to a single place.  On June 28, 1969, New York City police raided the Stonewall Inn, a known safe space for queer individuals, and instead of backing down, the people of the Inn chose to fight.  This event inspires me to influence the world and stand up for the oppressed.
     The importance of the Stonewall Inn itself originates from the fact that queer people were erased from society.  The Stonewall Inn was one of the many places where anyone whose sexuality or gender identity did not conform to what society wanted could feel safe.  The oppression of queer people in society includes, but is not limited to, being disowned by family members, undergoing conversion therapy, not being able to marry who they love, being call offensive slurs, and even being killed in places where being gay is illegal.  Simply, queer people are shamed for expressing who they are, and they are denied the privilege of loving who they want, an important, significant, and captivating facet of the human experience.
     In the 1950s and 1960s the LGBTQ+ civil rights movement gained momentum, mainly with gay rights with the Mattachine Society and lesbians rights with Daughters of Bilitis.  As queer people gained more prevalence in society, so did the lawful mistreatment of those people.  Police raids of queer businesses were not uncommon, so the raid of the Stonewall Inn on June 28, 1969, should have been a normal operation, at least from the perspective of the police.  However, the patrons and neighbors of the Inn have had enough doing nothing.  The reaction the patrons had was nothing the police had ever seen before during other raids.  Instead of dispersing, people began to fight back against the police as they arrested people in the Inn.  This demonstration of courage and conflict dragged on for six days, attracting large crowds.  However, the patrons of the Stonewall Inn sent a simple message, they, and all other queer people, were tired of all the hate and discrimination they face every day.  This event, often termed as the Stonewall Riots, is often credited as being the birth place of the modern LGBTQ+ civil rights movement.  These actions on June 28, 1969, illustrates a pivotal moment when many people of the LGBTQ+ community decided to stand up for who they are.
     The Stonewall Riots are nothing short of inspirational.  Without these important acts of protest, the oppression of the LGBTQ+ community would have continued to get worse, not better.  Anyone involved in this demonstration was experiencing what it was like to be an upstander.  They all took the stand to help the victims of oppression.  This event inspires me because everyone who participated to stand up against the police were all very different.  One of the most beautiful aspects of the LGBTQ+ community is how diverse the members are, not just in sexuality and gender orientation, but also in race and religion. Yet, they all stool united to fight oppression.  Furthermore, despite how many labels and categories society puts these people in, they are, in the end, just people.  Normal people that want to make the world a better place.  This reminds me that positive change starts with everyone, including myself.  Making the world a better place can simply mean checking problematic language when it is used, as to not use it again, or protesting in a larger demonstration, like the events at the Stonewall Inn.  It also means being persistent in your action and yearning for more until true equality is achieved.
     The importance of learning about the struggle against oppression throughout history should not be understated.  However, much of the history of the queer fight for equality is not well known.  People generally know about events like the Montgomery Bus Boycott, the Seneca Falls Convention, and the genocide of the Jewish during the Holocaust.  Names such as Martin Luther King, Jr. and Susan B. Anthony can be considered household names.  However, people hardly know about events that illustrate the LGBQT+ civil rights movement, such as the Stonewall Inn Riots and the earlier event, The Lavender Scare.  Essentially society is comfortable enough to openly discuss the struggle for racial and cisgender quality, yet society is willing to not give a voice to those who are fighting for the LGBTQ+ community.  It is everyone’s job today to speak up and give this group the rights it deserves.  Not to diminish the importance of the fight for racial and gender equality, the fight for queer equality needs to be taught equally among the civil rights movement to truly tell young people that it is okay to be gay.
     In response to Simon’s question his pen pal writes, “It is definitely annoying that straight (and white, for that matter) is the default and that the only people who have to think about their identity are the ones that don’t fit that mold.”  This can be expressed even farther by asking, “Why is Christian the default?”  Especially in our western culture, and concerning the Jewish people during the Holocaust, other religions often take a back seat in our Christian dominated society.  Simon’s pen pal is perfectly expressing how many people automatically make assumptions about others.  This creates a society where humans erase other individuals and makes them seem like they are less than the majority, leading to further internalized discrimination.  We all must be inspired by past events and people to make a stand and ensure that there is no default.

