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Introduction


From the moment I picked up the newspaper and recognized that my former student was the victim of an anti-LGBT murder, I struggled to connect all the dots. I had organized for a decade with one of the most effective grassroots networks for economic justice, and at the same time, as a gay man, had been an active supporter of LGBT organizations and student of the LGBT rights movement. Though these murders occurred in a low-income, immigrant neighborhood I had been organizing in, it wasn’t clear how the intersection of homophobia, economic segregation, race, and immigration status all were at play. Calls by local and national LGBT groups labeling this a hate crime, while necessary and true, were insufficient in my mind to identify and address all the underlying factors at work. My faith in writing this book has been that leaning into the particulars of the Hurtado murders could provide me with answers to these broader, more systemic questions I grappled with. 

I draw the first chapter from my already published narrative account of the Hurtado murders in 2011, based on my first-hand knowledge of the case, interviews, and media accounts of the murder and trial. 2011 saw a record twenty-seven anti-LGBT murders, and 2010 was marked by the high-profile “September Suicides,” a spate of high-profile LGBT youth deaths by suicide. I argue that this particularly tragic period woke the nation up to the horrific toll of continued anti-LGBT bias and created the space for the monumental shift in public opinion and historic victories in LGBT civil rights over the next five years. By pointing to the continued violence against the LGBT community, with murders of transgender individuals today rivaling the number of overall anti-LGBT murders in 2011, I argue that recent civil rights victories are insufficient to reduce the continued violence against members of our community like Norma Hurtado. 

Rather than simply blaming homophobia for the Hurtado murders, in the second chapter I explore models of intersectionality that dig deeper into potential underlying factors. Sociologist Doug Massey’s framework of categorical inequality, and how disparities along the lines of race, class, sex, and family structure multiply when they co-exist in neighborhoods like Dove Springs, provides a useful framework for understanding the compounded stratification many in the LGBT community face. Norma was from a low-income neighborhood, female, an immigrant, and gay. Drawing also from the hate crimes research of Rafaela Dancygier and others, I argue that although Norma was “out” and living in a progressive city like Austin, she was perceived as a threat to the perpetrator, who attended a conservative evangelical immigrant church and lived in a neighborhood that was socio-economically marginalized from the rest of the city. 

Since Massey’s framework doesn’t explicitly address the LGBT community, though, where do we look for examples of this more intersectional approach specifically focused on LGBT rights? The international LGBT rights movement, with its emphasis not just on legal rights, but economic, health, social, and cultural rights, provides the most useful example. Grown out of the international human rights movement with its broad focus on the full sweep of human rights, rather than the legal rights-based U.S. LGBT movement, the international LGBT rights struggle was initiated by organizations like Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, and international HIV/AIDS organizations starting in the 1990s. Though the U.S. movement has achieved monumental civil rights victories in the past decade on marriage equality, workplace non-discrimination, and anti-hate crimes legislation, in the third chapter I argue that the broader scope of rights of the international LGBT movement is the best lens through which to see the challenges for the LGBT community in the next phase of the movement. 

Which of these rights should be the most central to the LGBT community’s fight for equality and inclusion? Which is the most important? Lifting up what Hannah Arendt calls “the right to have rights”, in the fourth chapter I argue that the fight to maintain our seat at the table in the American polity, the political community, is our most important work. This requires building the type of enduring political institutions that form leaders, teach democratic engagement, and build power to enable the LGBT community to continue to fight for all other rights. Drawing from my fifteen years-experience of broad-based institutional organizing with the Industrial Areas Foundation, I argue that civic and religious institutions have a central role in developing the type of organizations and leadership necessary for this struggle. 

Historian Margot Canaday identifies the middle of the twentieth century as one of the most repressive periods in American LGBT history, yet this period also gives us some of our most heroic LGBT leaders, whose work exemplifies key fundamentals in political organizing. The fifth chapter explores key political organizing stra-tegies employed by several of these figures. José Sarria, a celebrated drag performer and activist in 1950s-60s San Francisco, cunningly organized gay bars and created new political organizations to push back on police repression. Craig Rodwell, an early activist in the New York City Homophile Movement, developed his leadership through direct action during the 1960s and leveraged the skills and relationships he built to bring national attention to the Stonewall Riots. Harvey Milk, the first openly LGBT person to hold elected office in the US understood the importance of broad-based coalitions to build the power necessary to counteract the business and government interests that marginalized the LGBT community and other disenfranchised groups. And key LGBT leaders like Bayard Rustin and Urvashi Vaid deployed these same principles in the fight for racial and economic justice more broadly. This look back in history can help prepare us for the fight ahead. 

In the final chapter, I argue that the historic shifts in acceptance and inclusion of the LGBT community in the past decade, culminating in the Supreme Court’s Obergefell ruling legalizing same-sex marriage, were our nation’s response to the tragic spate of LGBT deaths by suicide in 2010 and a record number of anti-LGBT murders of 2011, including the Hurtado murders. Though many LGBT organizations have embraced an intersectional lens, especially after marriage equality was realized, like the California-based statewide equality organization I worked at in 2015-16, fewer have adopted the grassroots leadership development and broad-based institutional organizing fundamentals necessary to undo systemic and structural inequities across race, class, gender, and geography. Hate crimes like the Hurtado murders continue today in record numbers, underscoring this reality. This book attempts to not only understand the full scope of factors contributing to such tragedies but to also propose concrete and bold strategies to prevent them from happening again. 

 

 




Chapter 1
Tragedy and Hope in Dove Springs: The Murders of Norma and Maria Hurtado


A look back at the 2011 Hurtado murders, a hate crime against the LGBT community, that examines how issues of race, religion, economic status, and homophobia are often intertwined.1

 

On April 18th, 2011, José Aviles approached the house of Maria and Norma Hurtado with an automatic pistol in his hand.2 Maria and her 24-year-old daughter Norma lived in the working-class, immigrant neighborhood of Dove Springs in Austin, Texas. When Norma came to the door that night, Jose Aviles emptied fifteen rounds into her and another round into her mother, who had stepped in front of Norma to protect her. Both women died instantly.

At the time of her death, Norma had been in a romantic relationship with Aviles’ daughter, Lidia, for over a year, and was open about her same-sex relationship. A manager at a Dove Springs Wendy’s, Norma helped support her own parents as well as Lidia’s daughter. José Aviles had been sending text messages to Norma over the preceding months, threatening to kill her. He wanted the relationship to end. 

I taught Norma at Johnston High School in East Austin ten years prior to her murder. I recognized her face and remembered her name when I picked up the newspaper the day after the killings. My mind shot back to my ninth-grade classroom, Norma standing in front of my desk with her athletic build, confident smile, and deep brown eyes.

Her murder was among the record-high thirty anti-LGBT murders in 2011 in the United States, the highest number since such records were kept.3 The majority of the victims were persons of color and transgender individuals, and like the Hurtado murders, many made local and national headlines. One example was Camila Guzman, a Latina transgender woman who was found stabbed to death and face down in her East Harlem, New York apartment.4 

The previous fall the nation had seen a rash of at least ten high-profile deaths by suicide amongst teen and young adult members of the LGBT community, mostly due to anti-gay bullying.5 “The September Suicides,” as they would come to be known in the fall of 2010, included Seth Walsh, who was relentlessly bullied for being gay in school in a small town near Bakersfield in California’s Central Valley. Seth hanged himself on September 19th, spent the next ten days on life support, and died on September 28th. 

The next several years saw a monumental shift in public opinion and acceptance of the LGBT community and a surge in support for LGBT rights, in large part due to increased advocacy and awareness on the part of the LGBT community and allies within the broader society. I believe this was largely our country’s reaction to this horde of high-profile suicides by LGBT youth and young adults and anti-gay hate crimes in 2010-2011. 

Despite the progress, the Hurtado murders remind us of the incredible cost of just two lives during this tragic time, and how issues of race, religion, economic status, and homophobia are not easily separated. The brutal murders also remind us of the ways in which families and communities respond to horrors in their community can help shape and catalyze a larger movement for equality and dignity. 

Life in Dove Springs

Dove Springs was originally a white working-class neighborhood with 1950s-60s era gray brick, small ranch-style houses. Today it is mostly older housing developments and apartments, with more recent prefab houses built around its edges. Because of its cheap and abundant rental housing, it is home to lower-income residents, the majority immigrants from Mexico like the Hurtado and Aviles families. Dove Springs has no town center, just a few roads with strips of fast-food restaurants, dollar stores, check-cashing establishments, and small churches. 

As a high school student, Norma was self-assured, athletic, and dressed sporty. She always looked you in the eye when you spoke with her. Though homophobic remarks could be fairly common at Johnston High, where I taught Norma in my ninth-grade geography class, Norma never seemed to hide her sexuality. 

Norma started working at Wendy’s when she was nineteen and continued for the next five years, eventually becoming a manager. She was popular with coworkers and her supervisors and had a wide circle of friends. 

As a young adult, Norma also played competitive soccer, which seemingly formed the core of her social network. Pictures online show Norma with her friends and family together at parties, with her mom often crying happily. Norma consistently looked like the leader of the pack.6 

It was at Wendy’s that Norma met Lidia Aviles. Norma was twenty-three and Lidia was seventeen and raising her daughter, whom she had given birth to a few years earlier. They began seeing each other romantically, and when Lidia was eighteen, she and her daughter moved in with Norma and her parents, posting on Facebook that she and Norma could now be together in peace. 

Mounting Pressure

The situation with Lidia’s family was far different than with Norma’s. Her father, José Aviles, didn’t approve of her relationship with Norma from the start, and increasingly pressured Lidia to break up with her. He would say it was because she was neglecting her motherly duties and her schoolwork when sneaking away to spend time with Norma. Lidia later said at her father’s trial that he had a special relationship with his granddaughter, almost acting as if he was the child’s father. 

Lidia and her daughter moved in with Norma once she had turned eighteen, relieved that she was finally able to live with her girlfriend. José Aviles began to threaten Norma’s life through text messages. He warned her to stay away from Lidia and felt that Lidia should focus on school and raising her daughter. Lidia felt the safest place for her and her daughter was at the Hurtado house. 
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