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Randy Burns
Rany Burns is a gay indigenous activist born of the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe in northwest
North America (located slightly north of what is today Reno, Nevada). In 1975, Burns
co-founded North America’s first LGBTQ+ indigenous organization, the Gay American Indians
(GAI), in San Francisco, California. GAI began as an inter-tribal LGBTQ+ social group whose
mission was to reclaim and restore the lost historical identities, traditions, and cultural and
spiritual roles of queer Native elders. GAI offered a range of social, economic, legal, and
cultural services specific to the needs of LGBTQ+ native peoples, first in the San Francisco Bay
Area and then elsewhere in North America. In 1987, for instance, Burns co-founded the Indian
AIDS Project to combat the drastic toll the virus was taking on their communities. Burns’ work
with GAI laid the foundations for what would become the “Two Spirit Movement.” In the 1990s,
queer indigenous communities coined the term, “Two Spirit,” chosen to reference the traditional
indigenous understanding of individuals possessing both “male” and “female” “spirits,” or
characteristics. Many precolonial tribal cultures had different variations of “two spirit”or third
gender people with a range of important cultural and religious roles.

Document A: “Gay Native Americans Find a Safe Harbor,” by Randy Burns,
San Francisco Examiner, Pride Edition, June 23, 2000, page 114.
https://www.newspapers.com/image/462622770/
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Document B: Gay American Indians information sheet, Date unknown,
Randy Burns Papers collection, Box 1, Folder 1, GLBT Historical Society, 989
Market St, San Francisco, CA.
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Document C: “Two Spirit Today: Drawing from the Past, Living in the
Present,” by Adam Armstrong (Nipmuc), Two Spirit Times, Volume 1, Issue 2,
Spring 2007, page 2.
https://web.archive.org/web/20071101001140/http://ne2ss.typepad.com/northeast_twospirit_so
cie/2007/03/spring_twospiri.html
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Reading & Reflection Questions (for Small Group Discussion)
Close Reading & Reflection Questions

Please reflect on the following questions based on your reading of this Case Study. Then, discuss
your findings with your group.

1. How did the Gay American Indians (GAI) come to be? Why did Burns find it necessary
to create this organization when gay and lesbians Natives were already safely gathering at
the American Indian Center?

2. Why did the GAI’s mission of restoring lost cultural heritage require inter-tribal
communication and cooperation?

3. Before colonization, “two spirit” peoples held positions of unique importance in their
respective tribal communities, often being entrusted with duties like teaching, healing,
prediction, childcare, and artistry. How did the services that GAI offered the LGBTQ+
Native community serve their mission of restoring those sacred roles? Give two
examples.
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