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LEARNING FROM ACT UP  TACTICS OF DIRECT ACTION

SO, YOU WANT TO PLAN AN ACTION.

 

We live in tumultuous times. There are culture wars the likes of which we haven’t seen since the 

1980s. Looming even larger is a pernicious anti-democratic turn—in both the US and abroad—that’s 

instilled a general sense of dread whenever elections approach. Unsurprisingly, there’s a strong desire 

to organize, act, and make positive change. To be the protagonist of an empowering 

counter-narrative. Learning from ACT UP: Tactics of Direct Action is a performative 

installation—comprised of film, graphics, and archival material—that demonstrate what dogged but 

peaceful civil disobedience might achieve. How, in fact, it might even change the world.

 

Our case-study protagonist is ACT UP, the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power. Founded in March 1987, 

ACT UP defined itself as “a diverse, nonpartisan group united in anger and committed to direct action 

to end the AIDS crisis.” Their first “act” was the adoption of the famed graphic emblem 

SILENCE=DEATH, printed in white Gill sanserif type underneath a pink triangle on a black 

background, which came to signify a global community set on confronting the engines of the AIDS 

crisis: homophobic ideologies, government inaction, and outmoded medical protocols. Learning from 

ACT UP, by focusing on the actions initiated by the founding New York chapter from 1987 to 1993, 

performatively shows how one might react to a social crisis, reach a broad audience, change the 

discourse of “business as usual,” and initiate systemic change.

 

The endgame of systemic change is no small feat. It entails collective organization—the building of a 

counter institution itself, albeit one that’s contingent with no given “leader.” Towards this end, ACT UP 

held regular Monday night meetings run with Robert’s Rules of Order. Agendas were set by the 

Coordinating Committee. Facilitators ran the meetings moving discussion towards various actions, in 

coordination with focus committees—Fundraising, Treatment and Data, Majority Action, People of 

Color, Media, key among them. Simultaneously, other people self-divided into affinity groups not 

accountable to the larger body. Sarah Schulman recounts in her book Let the Record Show, “When 

the Monday-night general meeting decided to do an action at the FDA, it was organized through the 

Actions Committee, sitting at the Coordinating Committee. But at the demonstration, individual affinity 

groups appeared with their own artistic creative expression that no one had approved.”  

 

If this all seems daunting, really, it’s not.

 

Alongside a timeline of other zaps and actions that forced the government and mainstream media to 

confront the AIDS crisis, Learning from ACT UP features United in Anger: A History of ACT UP, a 

documentary that reveals the group’s complex culture of meetings, affinity groups, and approaches to 

civil disobedience, on any given Monday night. Combining archival footage from activists, and 

interviews from the ACT UP Oral History Project, the film further explores ACT UP from a grassroots 

perspective and through the planning and execution of major actions including Seize Control of the 

FDA, Stop the Church, and Day of Desperation. Beating at the heart of United in Anger is the 

simultaneous grief, camp, and sexiness that defined ACT UP’s heterodoxical energy, a tenacious life 

drive intent on slaying the death drive from which the group originated. In these tumultuous times, this 

is a lesson we must learn from ACT UP.
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POSTER

SILENCE=DEATH Project

1987

Avram Finkelstein, Brian Howard, Oliver Johnston, 

Charles Kreloff, Chris Li, Jorge Socarrás
Offset lithograph, sheet 

16/15 21 × 16/9 33 inches

Courtesy of Jim Hubbard 

NEWSLETTERS

ACT UP - TITA (Tell It to ACT UP)

1990 to 1992

MS ACT UP: The AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power: 

Series X. Published and near Print Material Box 179, 

Folders 6 4. New York Public Library. Archives of 

Sexuality and Gender

Committees, Treatment and Data Digest

1989 to1994

MS ACT UP: The AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power: 

Series VII. Committees Box 62, Folder 5-1. New York 

Public Library. Archives of Sexuality and Gender

ARCHIVAL DOCUMENTS

ACT UP New York Records

Manuscripts and Archives Division, The New York 

Public Library.

Tony Davis ACT UP Records

Manuscripts and Archives Division, The New York 

Public Library.

James Wentzy papers

Manuscripts and Archives Division, The New York 

Public Library

PHOTOGRAPHS 

Selection of photos from Bob Daugherty, Clay 

Walker, Gran Fury, Lee Snider, Meg Handler, 

Tracey Litt

PRINTED EPHEMERA

Selection from Gran Fury and the ACT UP New 

York Records, Manuscripts and Archives Division, 

The New York Public Library.
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VIDEOS

United in Anger: A History of ACT UP

2012

A film by Jim Hubbard

Produced by Jim Hubbard and Sarah Schulman

Color, digital transfer, 88 minutes

Changing the Definition of AIDS

2008

Produced by Jim Hubbard

27 minutes 56 seconds

Day of Desperation Redux

AIDS Community Television series

Originally telecast January 1994 ,25

Produced by Alessandro Codagnone

29 minutes 7 seconds

Kissing Doesn’t Kill

1990

Gran Fury

Color, sound, 2 minutes 18 seconds

Readings by David Wojnarowicz

1992

Diva TV

37 minutes 7 seconds
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