


[image: ]






The Lesbian and Gay Movements




Dilemmas in American Politics


Series Editor: Craig A. Rimmerman, Hobart and William Smith Colleges


If the answers to the problems facing U.S. democracy were easy, politicians would solve them, accept credit, and move on. But certain dilemmas have confronted the American political system continuously. They defy solution; they are endemic to the system. Some can best be described as institutional dilemmas: How can the Congress be both a representative body and a national decision-maker? How can the president communicate with more than 250 million citizens effectively? Why do we have a two-party system when many voters are disappointed with the choices presented to them? Others are policy dilemmas: How do we find compromises on issues that defy compromise, such as abortion policy? How do we incorporate racial and ethnic minorities or immigrant groups into American society, allowing them to reap the benefits of this land without losing their identity? How do we fund health care for our poorest or oldest citizens?


Dilemmas such as these are what propel students toward an interest in the study of U.S. government. Each book in the Dilemmas in American Politics Series addresses a “real world” problem, raising the issues that are of most concern to students. Each is structured to cover the historical and theoretical aspects of the dilemma but also to explore the dilemma from a practical point of view and to speculate about the future. The books are designed as supplements to introductory courses in American politics or as case studies to be used in upper-level courses. The link among them is the desire to make the real issues confronting the political world come alive in students’ eyes.


[image: ]


EDITORIAL BOARD


Amy Black


Wheaton College


MaryAnne Borrelli


Connecticut College


Diana Evans


Trinity College


William Hudson


Providence College


Josiah Lambert


St. Bonaventure University


Ruth Jones


Arizona State University


Jay McCann


Purdue University


Barbara Norrander


University of Arizona


Karen O’Connor


American University


Richard Pacelle


Georgia Southern University


Ellen Riggle


University of Kentucky


BOOKS IN THIS SERIES


The Lesbian and Gay Movements: Assimilation or Liberation?, Second Edition


Craig A. Rimmerman


Inequality in America


Stephen Caliendo


“Can We All Get Along?”: Racial and Ethnic Minorities in American Politics, Sixth Edition


Paula D. McClain and Joseph Stewart Jr.


The Democratic Dilemma of American Education: Out of Many, One?


Arnold Shober


Onward Christian Soldiers? The Religious Right in American Politics, Fourth Edition


Clyde Wilcox and Carin Larson


The New Citizenship: Unconventional Politics, Activism, and Service, Fourth Edition


Craig A. Rimmerman


Claiming the Mantle: How Presidential Nominations Are Won and Lost Before the Votes Are Cast


R. Lawrence Butler


Voting for Women: How the Public Evaluates Women Candidates


Kathleen A. Dolan


Two Parties—or More? The American Party System, Second Edition


John F. Bibby and L. Sandy Maisel


The Role of the Supreme Court in American Politics: The Least Dangerous Branch?


Richard L. Pacelle Jr.


Money Rules: Financing Elections in America


Anthony Gierzynski


The Accidental System: Health Care Policy in America


Michael D. Reagan


The Image-Is-Everything Presidency: Dilemma in American Leadership


Richard W. Waterman, Robert Wright, and Gilbert St. Clair


The Angry American: How Voter Rage Is Changing the Nation, Second Edition


Susan J. Tolchin


Remote and Controlled: Media Politics in a Cynical Age, Second Edition


Matthew Robert Kerbel


Making Americans, Remaking America: Immigration and Immigrant Policy


Louis DeSipio and Rodolfo de la Garza


From Rhetoric to Reform? Welfare Policy in American Politics


Anne Marie Cammisa


No Neutral Ground? Abortion Politics in an Age of Absolutes


Karen O’Connor


Payment Due: A Nation in Debt, a Generation in Trouble


Timothy J. Penny and Steven E. Schier


Bucking the Deficit: Economic Policymaking in the United States


G. Calvin Mackenzie and Saranna Thornton




[image: ][image: ]




To those teachers, scholars, and activists who paved the way.


[image: ]


Westview Press was founded in 1975 in Boulder, Colorado, by notable publisher and intellectual Fred Praeger. Westview Press continues to publish scholarly titles and high-quality undergraduate-and graduate-level textbooks in core social science disciplines. With books developed, written, and edited with the needs of serious nonfiction readers, professors, and students in mind, Westview Press honors its long history of publishing books that matter.


Copyright © 2015 by Westview Press


Published by Westview Press,


A Member of the Perseus Books Group


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information, address Westview Press, 2465 Central Avenue, Boulder, CO 80301.


Find us on the World Wide Web at www.westviewpress.com.


Every effort has been made to secure required permissions for all text, images, maps, and other art reprinted in this volume.


Westview Press books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the United States by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 2300 Chestnut Street, Suite 200, Philadelphia, PA 19103, or call (800) 810-4145, ext. 5000, or e-mail special.markets@perseusbooks.com.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Rimmerman, Craig A.


The lesbian and gay movements : assimilation or liberation? / Craig A Rimmerman. -- Second Edition.


        pages cm. — (Dilemmas in American politics)


ISBN 978-0-8133-4850-6 (e-book)  1. Gay liberation movement—United States.  2. Gay rights—United States.  3. Homosexuality—Political aspects—United States.  4. Assimilation (Sociology)  5. United States—Social conditions.  6. United States—Politics and government.  I. Title.


HQ76.8.U5R58 2014


323.3’2640973--dc23


2014011428


10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1




Contents


List of Illustrations


Preface


1    Introduction to the Core Dilemma


[image: ]


2    The Assimilationist and Liberationist Strategies in Historical Context


[image: ]


        The Birth of the Homophile Movement and the Foundations of Contemporary Politics


        The Stonewall Rebellion and Beyond


        The 1970s and the Challenge of the Christian Right


        Conclusion


3    The Conflict over HIV/AIDS Policy


[image: ]


        The Early History of AIDS in the United States


        AIDS Policy in the Reagan/Bush Years


        Response of the Lesbian and Gay Movements to the Reagan/Bush Years


        AIDS Policy in the Clinton/Bush/Obama Years


        Response of the Lesbian and Gay Movements to the Clinton/Bush/Obama Years


        Conclusion


4    Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell: Policy Perspectives on the Military Ban


[image: ]


        Military Integration in Historical Context


        The Early Days of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell: Debates and Policy


        Implementation of the Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell Policy


        The Repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell


        The Case for the Military Ban


        The Case Against the Military Ban


        Conclusion


5    Jilted at the Altar: The Debate over Same-Sex Marriage


[image: ]


        Same-Sex Marriage in Historical Context


        The Implications of the Marriage Debate for the Lesbian and Gay Movements


        The Case for Same-Sex Marriage


        The Case Against Same-Sex Marriage


        Conclusion


6    The Movements’ Futures


[image: ]


        The Assimilationist and Liberationist Strategies Revisited


        Coalition Politics


        Barriers to Building Coalitions


        Conclusion


Appendix 1: AIDS Timeline


Appendix 2: The Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell Law


Appendix 3: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Christian Right Organizations


Discussion Questions


Glossary


Notes


References


Index




Illustrations


1.1    Social and Political Movements Compared


4.1    Total Military Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Discharges Under “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell”


5.1    The State of the States


5.2    Ways to Recognize Same-Sex Relationships: A Comparison




Preface


This book owes its existence to the wonderful 1992–1993 sabbatical year that I spent in Washington, DC, as an American Political Science Association Congressional Fellow. I lived at Dupont Circle, the heart of Washington’s vibrant gay community, and I witnessed firsthand the excitement, hope, and anticipation of the Democrats’ return to power in the 1992 presidential election. And then like so many people in DC’s lesbian and gay community (and in the country writ large), I experienced immediate disappointment with President Clinton’s handling of the gays-in-the-military fiasco. By day, I worked as a congressional fellow in the offices of Senator Tom Daschle (D-SD) and Representative Barbara Kennelly (DCT), and I observed the early months of the Clinton presidency unfolding from the inside of Congress. And I met and socialized with lesbian and gay activists who embraced both the assimilationist and the liberationist perspectives that are at the core of this book’s underlying dilemma.


Now some twenty years later, I revisit some of the important issues and questions that grew out of my time living and working in the nation’s capital. How much progress have the lesbian and gay movements made over the years in achieving larger movement goals? And what are those goals? How have they changed over time? Which political organizing strategies are the most effective, and which are the least effective? What are our criteria for effectiveness? Why is there such virulent opposition to public policies that would support and explicitly value lesbians, gays, bisexuals, and those who are transgendered? And what would our society look like if we broadened our conception of citizenship to include sexual minorities?


The policy issues that are at the core of this book—HIV/AIDS, the military ban, and same-sex marriage—have been among the most contentious public policy issues of our time, and as such they are an excellent set of issues for exploring the tensions between the assimilationist and liberationist political organizing strategies, which is our central dilemma. Much has changed within each of these policy areas since the first edition was published in 2008. Indeed, many of these changes represent significant progress, as we will see, and are the result of hard organizing work on the part of the lesbian and gay movements over the course of many years. But much work still needs to be done, as we will also see. With these issues in mind, this book will be of interest to students and teachers of American politics, public policy, social movements, and interest groups, as well as activists working for these causes.


I have had the support and encouragement of so many people while writing this book. I especially wish to thank Westview’s Dilemmas in American Politics editorial board, which encouraged me to “get this book done!” And a huge thanks to Ada Fung, Westview acquisitions editor, whose professionalism and gentle encouragement helped me complete this book in a timely way. Ada personifies the best qualities in an editor, especially the belief that an author has something of value to contribute to the world. I also acknowledge the excellent copyediting of Carrie Watterson and the work of Westview senior project editor, Amber Morris, who was instrumental in moving the manuscript toward publication.


I thank, as well, my students over many years (since 1986!) who have helped make Hobart and William Smith a wonderful place to teach. I won’t be able to recognize all of them here, but I especially wanted to mention those who have been especially supportive of and inspirational to me over the years: Brian Allyn, Phil Anderson, Martha Belz, Richie Bonney, Lauren Borislow, Dan Boysen, Daniel Budmen, Peter Budmen, Coty Burgess, Geneva Calder, Caleb Campbell, Nate Campbell, Patrick Carroll, Ben Chaplin, Rose Cherubin, Matt Chin, David Cooke, Emma Daley, Owen Dodge, Jane Erickson, Lily Farnham, Brian Franz, Hilary Gove, Ross Green, Lou Guard, Julie Hembeck, Anna Hertline, Ross Hicks, Nick Hindle, Lucy Hoagland, Holly Huffine, Graham Hughes, Matt Hursh, Will Inbusch, Austin Kana, Kate Kana, Patrick Kana, Stephanie Kenific, Alex Kent, Sean Kipperman, Jenna Klicker, John Paul Langevin, Erin Laskey, Mike Lucas, Maggie Markham, Sarah Marlow, Emily Miller, Ryan Mullaney, Kaylyn O’Brien, Zach Oberfield, Jinelle Park, Arthur Piantedesoi, Molly Doris-Pierce, Chris Pope, Mary Posman, Keegan Prue, Inty Ramirez, Tyson Reuter, Rachael Rich, Emma Richardson, Justin Ristau, James B. Robinson, Lela Rosen, Molly Rosenthal, Lauren Samuelson, Harrison Schutzer, Danielle Shaw, Tyler Shepard, Michael Shore, Ben Sio, Jamie Peter Smith, Ryan Sollenne, Max Swagler, Sean Walker, Patrick White, Sam Williams, the late Courtney Wilson, and Ashley Yang.


Thank you, as well, to an array of people who have been so supportive of my work and kind to me over the years: Lesley Adams, Stewart Auyash, Betty Bayer, Val Bunce, Lynne Cohen, Pat Cool, Bryce Corrigan, Tom Drennen, Zillah Eisenstein, Rhian Ellis, Shawn Fitzgibbons, Maureen Flynn, Ronny Frishman, Mark Gearan, Jack Goldman, Chris Gunn, Hazel Dayton-Gunn, Marianna Grigorov-Norberg, Gabe Heck, Susan Henking, Ron Herring, Liz Holmes, Mary Katzenstein, Dr. Adam Law, Steven Lee, Adam Levine, Derek Linton, Judith McKinney, Scott McKinney, Dunbar Moodie, Ilene Nicholas, David Ost, Eric Patterson, Don Spector, Laura Sposato, Kelly Switzer, Rich Szanyi, the late Deborah Tall, Ben Trumble, David Weiss, Clyde Wilcox, Stacia Zabusky, and Patty Zimmermann.


I thank, too, the entire Hobart and William Smith library staff, especially Jennifer Nace, who has ordered many materials pertaining to the second edition of this book and Vince Boisselle, Joseph Chmura, Maggie Gladden, Sara Greenleaf, Michael Hunter, and Dan Mulvey, for their continued support. I am appreciative that the Hobart and William Smith Faculty Research and Awards Committee provided ongoing support for this and related projects.


And I am so grateful to the lesbian and gay activists who very generously agreed to sit down with me to talk about many of the book’s core ideas. I conducted interviews beginning in 1992, and they spanned across the United States: from Boston, New York, Los Angeles, and Philadelphia to Portland, Oregon, and Washington, DC. I am inspired daily by the courage and commitment of the many teachers, scholars, and activists who paved the way. It is to them that I dedicate this book.


Ithaca, New York


February 2014
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Introduction to the Core Dilemma


   If we are to transform our state of virtual equality, evident in pervasive discrimination, ambivalent public opinion, and the persistence of the closet, we must begin with ourselves—both individually and as a movement. Coming out is the one step each gay, lesbian, or bisexual person can take to shatter virtual equality and move closer to the genuine equality with heterosexuals that is our birthright as moral human beings. Our challenge as a movement requires an examination of the strategies that have brought us to this troubling juncture.


—Urvashi Vaid, Virtual Equality:


The Mainstreaming of Gay and Lesbian Liberation


   Trying to find common ground for political mobilization among all these identities has become one of the most difficult tasks of what has come to be called the gay rights movement.


—Robert Bailey, Gay Politics, Urban Politics:


Identity and Economics in the Urban Setting
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URVASHI VAID’S AND ROBERT BAILEY’S OBSERVATIONS CAPTURE THE challenges facing the contemporary lesbian and gay rights movements.1 Vaid and Bailey point to the reality that all social movements, including the lesbian and gay movements, must constantly examine their broader political, social, and cultural approaches to change. The goal is to assess the difficulties and possibilities that have faced the movements over time with an eye toward what might be done in the future to expand the traditional notions of democracy and citizenship.


This is a particularly auspicious time to engage in this kind of critical examination, given the increasing cultural visibility of lesbians, gays, bisexuals, and those who are transgendered, reflected in an array of popular television shows, including Glee, Shameless, Mad Men, Downton Abbey, Modern Family, The L Word, Queer as Folk, Six Feet Under, Will and Grace, The Sopranos, Rescue Me, Nip/Tuck, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Oz, NYPD Blue, and The Shield, to name a few. And when a moving, mainstream Hollywood film, Brokeback Mountain, receives considerable critical praise from reviewers and enthusiastic attention by the moviegoing public, one recognizes the sea change that has taken place since even the mid-1990s. But what does this visibility really mean for people’s daily lives? In recent years we have seen increased public tolerance and support for people coming out of the closet. Indeed, Margaret Talbot has written in the New Yorker that “the more gay friends, family members, and co-workers straight people know they have, and the more gay celebrities they are aware of, the harder it is for society to deny rights on the basis of some specious presumption of otherness” (Talbot 2013, 21). The students I teach now are more likely to be supportive of their “out” peers than others were even ten years ago. And courses related to the lesbian and gay movements across academic disciplines are often among the most popular offerings on college campuses. This undoubtedly reflects the political organizing and education of earlier eras and the salience of these complicated and challenging issues to young people’s lives.


At the same time, the lesbian and gay movements have achieved tangible accomplishments establishing open communities of lesbians and gay men in urban areas throughout the United States. In addition, openly gay men and lesbians have been successful in the electoral arena, from city councils to state legislatures to the US Congress. Indeed, Tammy Baldwin (D-WI) is the first openly lesbian or gay member of the United States Senate, elected in 2012. Community organizations and businesses target the interests of the lesbian and gay movements. And some progress has been made through the legal system, most notably in the Supreme Court’s 2003 Lawrence v. Texas decision that ruled state sodomy laws unconstitutional. As the constitutional historian Michael Klarman has accurately pointed out, “fifty years ago, every state criminalized same-sex sodomy; today it is a constitutional right.” And Klarman correctly celebrates progress that the movements have made in fighting employment discrimination as well: “Thirty years ago, not a single state barred discrimination based on sexual orientation in employment or public accommodations; today more than twenty states have enacted such laws” (Klarman 2013, 218).


College and professional sports are beginning to mirror changes in society writ large. In 2013, Robbie Rogers, an outstanding professional soccer player, publicly identified himself as gay and, within several months, signed a professional contract with the LA Galaxy, as an out, proud gay man. Brittney Griner, a women’s college basketball star at Baylor University, came out of the closet to little fanfare and signed a professional contract to play with the Phoenix Mercury of the WNBA. Jason Collins, a journeyman center who had played for five NBA teams and was still an active player, came out on Sports Illustrated’s website on April 29, 2013, followed by a cover story in the May 6, 2013, issue of the magazine. Collins’s coming out story was greeted with considerable fanfare as he became the first male athlete from one of the four major professional sports (baseball, basketball, football, hockey) to do so. On Sunday, February 23, 2014, Collins became the first openly gay professional player, after signing a ten-day contract with the NBA’s New Jersey Nets earlier in the day. He debuted that evening when the Nets played the Lakers in Los Angeles. Neither the NFL, MLB, or NHL had ever had an openly gay athlete prior to Collins’s debut. Collins’s groundbreaking act and the New Jersey Nets’ willingness to afford Collins the opportunity, will undoubtedly inspire other professional athletes to come out while active participants in their respective sports.


Indeed, in February 2014, in an act of tremendous courage, University of Missouri defensive lineman and graduating senior, Michael Sam, announced that he is gay in interviews with ESPN and the New York Times. Sam had previously come out to his entire college football team in August 2013 and received tremendous support from his coaches and teammates. His announcement came roughly two months before the NFL draft and led to widespread speculation that it would continue to pave the way for other gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender athletes in professional sports.


But for all of the so-called progress, lesbians and gay men remain second-class citizens in vital ways. For example, though in May 2013 the Boy Scouts of America ended its long-term policy of preventing openly gay youths from participating in any of its organizational activities, this major policy change, effective in January 2014, was passed only after considerable acrimony and internal organizational debate. Although this development was viewed as evidence of progress by some in the lesbian and gay movements, the policy was undercut by the inability of the organization to address “the even more divisive question of whether to allow openly gay adults and leaders” (Eckholm 2013, A1). In doing so, the Boy Scouts of America reinforced the worst assumptions of out adults who are in organizational leadership positions.


In addition, there is considerable societal disagreement over an array of interrelated issues, including same-sex marriage, adoption of children by same-sex couples, and ordination of lesbian and gay people into the clergy (Olson, Djupe, and Cadge, 2011, 189). Out lesbians, gays, and bisexuals occupy less than one-tenth of 1 percent of all elected offices in this country (Sherrill 1996, 469); very few transgendered people have been elected to public office. In most states, lesbians and gay men are forbidden to marry, to teach in many public schools, to adopt children, and to provide foster care. If evicted from their homes, expelled from their schools, fired from their jobs, or refused public lodging, they usually are not able to seek legal redress. The topic of homosexuality is often deemed inappropriate for discussion in public schools, including in sex education courses. Many public school libraries refuse to carry some of the many books that address the issue in important ways. Lesbians and gays are often reviled by the church and barred from membership in the clergy. They are the victims of hate crimes and targets of verbal abuse, and the possibility still exists that they will be beaten, threatened, attacked, or killed for simply loving another human being. Their parents reject them, and many gay youth have either attempted or contemplated suicide. Indeed, political scientist Mark Hertzog concludes that “no other group of persons in American society today, having been convicted of no crime, is subject to the number and severity of legally imposed disabilities as are persons of same-sex orientation” (1996, 6).


What does all of this mean for how the contemporary lesbian and gay movements conceive of their political organizing strategies, especially given the determination by the Christian Right to use lesbian and gay issues, such as same-sex marriage, as wedge issues in elections at all levels of government? Should policy and cultural change reflect a top-down model, or should it be inspired by grassroots organizing in local communities throughout the United States? And should the goal be a more assimilationist, rights-based approach to political and social change, or should movement activists embrace a more liberationist, revolutionary model, one that might embrace a full range of progressive causes? This last question is the central dilemma of this book, given how the assimilationist and liberationist approaches have been integral to the lesbian and gay movements’ organizing over the past sixty years.


Throughout their relatively short history, the lesbian and gay movements in the United States have endured searing conflicts over which strategy to embrace. This book explores this dilemma in both contemporary and historical contexts within a broader social-movement theoretical setting. The assimilationist approach typically embraces a rights-based perspective, works within the broader framework of pluralist democracy—one situated within classical liberalism—and fights for a seat at the table. In doing so, the assimilationists celebrate the “work within the system,” or “let us in,” insider approach to political activism, rather than the “let us show you a new way of conceiving the world” strategy associated with lesbian and gay liberation. Assimilationists are more likely to accept that change will have to be incremental and to understand that slow, gradual progress is built into the very structure of the US framework of government.


A second approach, the liberationist perspective, favors more radical cultural change, change that is transformational in nature and often arises outside the formal structures of the US political system. Liberationists argue that there is a considerable gap between access and power and that it is not enough to simply have a seat at the table. For many liberationists, what is required is a shift in emphasis from a purely political strategy to one that embraces both structural political and cultural change, often through “outsider” political strategies. The notion of sexual citizenship embraced by liberationist activists and theorists is much more broadly conceived, as sociologist Steven Seidman describes: “buoyed by their gains, and pressured by liberationists, the gay movement is slowly, if unevenly, expanding its political scope to fighting for full social equality—in the state, in schools, health-care systems, businesses, churches, and families” (2002, 24). Political theorist Shane Phelan claims that liberationists often “attempt to subvert the hierarchies of the hegemonic order, pointing out the gaps and contradictions in that order, thus removing the privilege of innocence from the dominant group” (2001, 32). As I will demonstrate, the assimilationist and liberationist strategies are not mutually exclusive.


FIGURE 1.1 Social and Political Movements Compared


[image: FIGURE 1.1 Social and Political Movements Compared]


Source: Baer and Bositis 1993, 166. Reprinted by permission of Pearson Education, Inc., Upper Saddle River, New Jersey.


To better explicate the book’s central dilemma, I will couch my analysis within the broader context of social-movement theory. First, it is necessary to understand how social movements differ from political parties, interest groups, and protests. They have three distinguishing features: they grow out of “a mass base of individuals, groups, and organizations, linked by social interaction,” they “organize around a mix of political and cultural goals,” and they “rely on a shared collective identity that is the basis of mobilization and participation” (Wald 2000, 5). Political scientist Sidney Tarrow extends this definition, stating that social movements involve “mounting collective challenges, drawing on common purposes, building solidarity and sustaining collective action” (1994, 3). They are also decentralized and comprise an array of organizations. They are often confused with political movements, but there are key differences between them, as Figure 1.1 demonstrates.


Unlike political movements, which tend to represent middle-class interests, social movements tend to represent those at the margins of American society, as defined by class, race, gender, or sexual orientation. Political movements are often defined through a single leader and her or his organization, whereas social movements are generally much more decentralized and sometimes have no real leader per se. Finally, social movements develop a comprehensive ideology, whereas political movements most often focus on narrow objectives such as handgun control or the nuclear freeze. Often, social movements push for political change at the same time they seek structural change in the social, cultural, economic, and private spheres (Baer and Bositis 1993). At their core, social movements inspire participatory democracy.


[Social movements] raise expectations that people can and should be involved in the decision-making process in all aspects of public life. They convert festering social problems into social issues and put them on the political agenda. They provide a role for everyone who wants to participate in the public process of addressing critical social problems and engaging official power holders in a response to grassroots citizen demands for change. In addition, by encouraging widespread participation in the social change process, over time social movements tend to develop more creative, democratic, and appropriate solutions. (Moyer et al. 2001, 10)


The lesbian and gay movements certainly meet the criteria for an existing social movement. Lesbians, gays, bisexuals, and transgendered people have persistently occupied a place at the margins of society.


The vulnerability of groups at the margins of US society permits elites to create serious obstacles to political participation and control of the political agenda (Scott 1990, 72). In response to their structural and cultural marginalization, groups outside the mainstream identify strategies that they perceive will meet their needs while challenging structures that constrain their life choices. These strategies commonly include developing alternative resources, constructing different ideological frameworks, and creating oppositional organizations and institutions. Such structures are most often “grounded in the indigenous or communal relationships of marginal groups” (C. Cohen 1999, 48). This is especially true for the lesbian and gay movements.


From the vantage point of marginalized groups, then, social movements are vehicles for organization, education, and resistance. They are often galvanized when they perceive “changes in political opportunities that give rise to new waves of movements and shape their unfolding.” Successful social movements build on political opportunities by seizing and expanding them, thus turning them into collective action (Tarrow 1994, 7). I will examine how well the lesbian and gay movements have done so by studying the intersection between the assimilationist and liberationist strategies over time. We will see that social-movement politics are conflictual, messy, and complicated; they defy easy generalizations and their behavior often eludes simple explanations.


Chapter 2 places the development of the lesbian and gay movements within their proper historical context. Particular attention is devoted to the development of the assimilationist and liberationist approaches over the past sixty years by examining the creation and goals of the Mattachine Society and the Daughters of Bilitis in the 1950s, the rise of the homophile movement in the 1950s and 1960s, and the connections between that movement and the movements growing out of the Stonewall Rebellion of 1969.


The assimilationist-accommodationist strategy prevailed within the broader movements until Stonewall. Despite their accomplishments, Stonewall threw mainstream homophile organizations on the defensive, as newly energized lesbian and gay activists, many of them veterans of the various movements of the 1960s, demanded a new style of political organizing and leadership. This more confrontational liberationist approach embraced militancy and the unconventional politics associated with the antiwar, women’s liberation, and civil rights movements. The modern gay liberation movement was soon born, built on some of the same ideas that undergirded the original Mattachine Society envisioned by Harry Hay and his cofounders almost twenty years earlier. For those who embraced gay liberation, a rights-based strategy was far too limited. The goal should be to remake, not merely reform, society. Chapter 2 explores these conflicts within the broader movements throughout the 1970s and 1980s, which were dominated by the rise of a conservative insurgency in society at large. The response of the Christian Right to the movements’ gains in the 1970s and early 1980s is also examined in considerable detail.


Chapter 3 explores the tensions between those activists who embraced an insider assimilationist strategy and those who demanded an outsider liberationist strategy to political and social change, as reflected in broader movements’ responses to public AIDS policy. As we explore this tension, we will devote considerable attention to the way AIDS activism in the 1980s, 1990s, and the early twenty-first century altered the landscape of lesbian and gay politics, mobilizing an array of newly politicized activists in the midst of a devastating global epidemic. ACT UP, Queer Nation, and the Lesbian Avengers are all organizations that developed at the height of the AIDS crisis and demanded a liberationist organizing strategy. The role of the Treatment Action Group (TAG), which typically embraced insider assimilationist political strategies, will also be explained. As one would expect, the chapter discusses the responses of Presidents Reagan, Bush, and Clinton and Congress over time to HIV/AIDS policy and broader movements’ demands, as well as how the movements have intersected with the Christian Right. Finally, the chapter examines in considerable detail the debates over the “degaying” and “regaying” of AIDS in the 1990s, debates that provide a window to the contemporary landscape of lesbian and gay politics. This will all set a context for the discussion of the George W. Bush and Barack Obama presidencies and how those administrations have addressed HIV/AIDS policy. A major goal of Chapter 3 is to assess the circumstances under which the assimilationist and liberationist strategies were effective, as well as the Christian Right response of using the threat of AIDS as a part of its successful grassroots fund-raising.


At the heart of recent social-movement theory is the belief that expanding political opportunities help determine the overall strength of a social movement. With the election of President Clinton in November 1992, many members of the lesbian and gay movements perceived, after twelve long years of Republican control of the White House, the opportunity for forceful presidential leadership that would be much more supportive of sexual minorities’ interests. This is the broad context in which the military-ban issue appeared on the policy agenda soon after Clinton was elected. Chapter 4 assesses the original circumstances under which Clinton proposed to overturn the ban, how he attempted to do so once he became president, and why he fell short of his goal. It interrogates the role of the lesbian and gay movements in interacting with the Clinton administration, Congress, and the Christian Right during the 1993 debate. It explores broader movements’ strategies and the debates between those who argued vigorously for overturning the ban (the assimilationist perspective) and those who argued that the movements need to transcend narrow rights goals and instead pursue broader political, social, and economic change (the liberationist perspective). The implementation of the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy is also assessed in light of the lesbian and gay movements’ goals and political strategies. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the circumstances under which President Obama and Congress overturned the ban on lesbians and gays in the military and what the new policy means for lesbians, gays, bisexuals, and transgender people who are or will be serving in the military.


The campaign for same-sex marriage has depended on the courts for much of its success. It was inspired not through consensus among activists but by a relatively small coterie of lawyers. Today the campaign is rooted in litigation, though it has now garnered the support of most major national lesbian and gay organizations, including the Lambda Legal Defense and Education Fund, National Gay and Lesbian Task Force, and Human Rights Campaign. It has clearly become one of the leading issues of the mainstream assimilationist lesbian and gay movements. Chapter 5 will discuss how the issue has developed over time, with particular attention to the June 2013 Supreme Court decisions in United States v. Windsor and Hollingsworth v. Perry.


There are, however, vocal critics of same-sex marriage within the lesbian and gay movements. The arguments associated with the liberationist critique will be outlined in detail. These conflicts within the broader lesbian and gay movements are placed within a discussion of debates over the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA; codified into law in the fall of 1996). In addition, considerable attention will be devoted to same-sex-marriage policies and political organizing on the part of supporters and opponents at the state level, with specific attention devoted to Hawaii, Vermont, and Massachusetts. The goal is to see the conflicts and tensions between the assimilationist and liberationist perspectives as played out within the context of a contentious public policy issue.


Chapter 6 explores the movements’ futures. As the analysis presented in this book will reveal, the goal of equal rights is the centerpiece of the contemporary lesbian and gay rights movements’ strategies. This rights-based approach has dominated mainstream movement thinking from the early years of the homophile movement to the debate over AIDS, the military ban, and same-sex marriage today. As we will see, a narrow rights-based perspective, rooted in identity politics, is largely unquestioned and unchallenged by mainstream contemporary lesbian and gay movements, especially those that dominate politics and public policy at the national level. It has led to heightened cultural visibility but also to what Urvashi Vaid calls “virtual equality.”


This final chapter assesses the limitations of embracing either an assimilationist or a liberationist strategy exclusively. Instead, it argues that both approaches have worked in important and complementary ways throughout the movements’ histories and are not mutually exclusive. In addition, both the assimilationist and the liberationist strategies are necessary for the future, as the movements attempt to navigate the aftermath of the George W. Bush and Barack Obama presidencies and a still vigorous Christian Right movement at the national, state, and local levels. In the end, then, the dilemma presented throughout this book can be resolved by pursuing a dual organizing strategy, one that builds on the strengths of the assimilationist and liberationist strategies and one that recognizes the limitations of each approach to political and social change.
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The Assimilationist and Liberationist Strategies in Historical Context


   Harvey Milk, the first openly gay politician to be elected to public office in the previous decade, had said, “Coming-out is the most political thing you can do.” It turned out that he was right. And as more and more gay men and lesbians came out to their families and friends—not because they had to, but because they wanted to—Americans realized that they knew someone gay or lesbian. And our world irrevocably changed.


—Gene Robinson, God Believes in Love:


Straight Talk about Gay Marriage


   The emergence of gay liberation would not have been possible but for the long, lonely organizing efforts of the Mattachine Society and the Daughters of Bilitis and, indeed, of the pioneers to whom they looked for inspiration.


—Nicholas Edsall, Toward Stonewall:


Homosexuality and Society in the Western World
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HOW HAVE THE ASSIMILATIONIST AND LIBERATIONIST STRATEGIES developed over time? That is the prevailing question underlying this chapter, which places the development of the lesbian and gay movements within their necessary historical context. Like so many of the social movements that came of age during the 1960s and 1970s, the activism of lesbians and gays in this period was rooted in the events of previous eras. Popular lore has it that the contemporary lesbian and gay movements began with the Stonewall Rebellion of 1969. Historian George Chauncey (1994) has written of the extensive gay network that developed in the streets, apartments, saloons, and cafeterias of New York City in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. When, as a part of the virulent New York City crackdown of the 1930s, lesbians and gays were legally prohibited from gathering in any state-licensed public place, they fought for their rights in courageous ways—a precursor to the organized political resistance of the Daughters of Bilitis and Mattachine Society of the 1950s. Allan Berubé’s pathbreaking work (1990) on lesbians and gays in the military during World War II found that the discriminatory and unjust treatment afforded them did not lead to an organized resistance movement per se, but it did inspire many lesbians and gay men to develop an all-important group identity. David K. Johnson’s illuminating work (2004) on federal policies during the Cold War era in response to the so-called lavender menace provides concrete examples of individual and collective courage and resistance on the part of people who later organized for full citizen rights. John D’Emilio’s important historical work (1983) chronicles the early years of the Mattachine Society, and Marcia Gallo’s incisive work (2006) does the same for the Daughters of Bilitis, organizations that developed at the height of the McCarthy era, in the 1950s. And Barry Adam’s study (1995) of the lesbian and gay movements focuses considerable attention on the rise of the homophile movement in the United States during the 1950s and the connections between that movement and the movements growing out of the Stonewall Rebellion of 1969. Indeed, as Alex Ross has aptly pointed out, public exposure in the pre-Stonewall era “required considerable courage” (Ross 2012, 47). These themes will be explored throughout this chapter by making connections between the contemporary lesbian and gay movements and the organizing that preceded them.


The tensions between the assimilationist and liberationist perspectives are also developed in historical context. Much of the work of the contemporary national lesbian and gay organizations has relied on an insider assimilationist strategy, one that strives for access to those in power and is rooted in an interest-group and legislative-lobbying approach to political change. It is an approach centered on civil rights, legal reform, political access, visibility, and legitimation that reinforces the existing political and economic framework associated with classical liberalism. For those who embrace a liberationist approach, however, the assimilationist perspective is far too narrow. As Urvashi Vaid has argued, the assimilationist perspective is far too rooted in “virtual equality—a state of conditional equality based more on the appearance of acceptance of straight America than on genuine civic parity” (1995, xvi). Liberationists challenge “virtual equality” and emphasize the goals of cultural acceptance, social transformation, understanding, and liberation (106).


David Eisenbach, a scholar of the movements, believes that all of the organizing activity over the past fifty years or so “has had remarkable political effects” that resonate in the present. What is his evidence for this claim? Looking back to the 2004 presidential election, Eisenbach notes that “the news media focused on the gay marriage controversy and the debate over the Federal marriage amendment, but the presidential candidates themselves displayed a notable consensus in favor of gay rights” (Eisenbach 2006, vi). And this was true of the candidates for the Democratic Party nomination—Wesley Clark, Howard Dean, John Edwards, Dick Gephardt, Dennis Kucinich, and Joe Lieberman—who all supported key elements of the contemporary assimilationist gay-rights agenda, including an increase in funding for HIV/AIDS research and services, the recognition of domestic partnerships, and sexual-orientation nondiscrimination laws. Three of the candidates supported same-sex marriage, but four opposed it, including John Kerry. Assimilationists would argue that all of this represents considerable progress, but liberationists would likely expect more concrete accomplishments that challenge the prevailing order of heteronormativity. As we will see, there are reasons for these differences in approach to political and social change and in the way they have developed over time.


One of the central goals of the early lesbian and gay movements in the United States was to improve the media depiction of homosexuality. Indeed, before the development of the modern lesbian and gay rights movement that began in the 1950s, “the media commonly depicted homosexuals as insane deviants and sexual predators.” With that in mind, movement activists recognized the importance of altering the media’s portrayal of homosexuality to present a more positive image, which was especially important as more people began to come out of the closet. The hope was that positive press coverage would lead to the public recognizing that homosexuality was not a threat and that this, in turn, would lead to much greater “political and legal progress” (Eisenbach 2006, vii).


The Birth of the Homophile Movement and the Foundations of Contemporary Politics


The homophile movement arose within the context of a prevailing ideology that regarded lesbians and gays “as perverts, psychopaths, deviates, and the like.” Lesbians and gays internalized these negative labels, which ultimately became stereotypes. As John D’Emilio points out, “Whether seen from the vantage of religion, medicine, or the law, the homosexual or lesbian was a flawed individual, not a victim of injustice. For many, the gay world was reduced to a setting where they shared an affliction” (1983, 53).


In its early manifestations, the homophile movement embraced liberationist principles through the Mattachine Society. In 1951 Communist Party activist Harry Hay, then working at the Los Angeles People’s Education Center as a music teacher, along with his co-organizers Rudi Gernreich, Bob Hull, Dale Jennings, and Chuck Rowland, built the Mattachine Society on communist principles of organizing and social change (Adam 1995, 67–68), a model that would soon lead to considerable controversy within the organization. Mattachine’s founding statement of Missions and Purposes articulated the intended purposes of the new organization:


       •   “To unify” those homosexuals “isolated from their own kind”


       •   “To educate” homosexuals and heterosexuals toward “an ethical homosexual culture . . . paralleling the emerging cultures of our fellow-minorities—the Negro, Mexican, and Jewish Peoples”


       •   “To lead”; the “more . . . socially conscious homosexuals provide leadership to the whole mass of social deviates”


       •   To assist “our people who are victimized daily as a result of our oppression” (68)


As the above principles suggest, the organizers wished to galvanize a large gay constituency, one that was cohesive and capable of militant activity (D’Emilio 1983, 63).


Mattachine emerged as the first effective gay political organization in the United States, one that in its early years devoted itself to challenging and repealing repressive legislation and altering public opinion. Out of a Mattachine discussion group emerged One, the first publicly distributed American homophile magazine. According to historians Lillian Faderman and Stuart Timmons, “against heavy odds in the midst of the reactionary McCarthy era, ONE made a considerable impact nationally, appearing on newsstands in several US cities and selling about 5,000 copies a month, many of which passed through multiple hands” (2006, 116). The US Post Office placed a ban on One in 1954 but was overruled in 1958 by the Supreme Court, which stated that the ban violated free-speech protections guaranteed by the First Amendment (Adam 1995, 68). This incident serves as a sobering reminder of the repressive nature of the times.


But the Mattachine Society was not immune to serious criticism. In 1953 the organizational structure and militant ideology of the Mattachine Society was challenged by rank-and-file members. A Los Angeles Daily Mirror columnist had identified the lawyer for the organization as Frank Snyder, who had been an uncooperative witness before the House Un-American Activities Committee. Given the repressive political and cultural climate associated with the McCarthy era, it is no surprise that rank-and-file Mattachine members grew increasingly concerned with the organization’s possible association with communism (Hunt 1999, 129). The ultimate split between the organization’s founders and its newer members reflected serious disagreements over assimilation and liberation, conflicts that have plagued the movements over the years. The Mattachine founders envisioned a separate homosexual culture, whereas other members worried that such a strategy would only increase the hostile social climate. Instead, they called for integration into mainstream society (D’Emilio 1983, 81). In the end, Harry Hay was expelled from the Mattachine Society in 1953, at the height of the McCarthy era, because of his Communist Party background and his unwavering support for more radical principles.


Hay’s successors—Hal Call, Marilyn Reiger, and David Finn—and Phyllis Lyon and Del Martin, two lesbian activists who founded the Daughters of Bilitis in 1955, all embraced an assimilationist and accommodationist approach to political and social change. In practice, this meant the two groups sought to open a productive dialogue with an array of professionals or “experts” who had expressed views concerning homosexuality. Their strategy was to present themselves as reasonable, well-adjusted people, hoping that these heterosexual arbiters of public opinion would rethink their assumptions regarding homosexuality. This approach, rooted in dialogue, emphasized conformity and attempted to minimize any differences between heterosexuality and homosexuality. The activists hoped to de-emphasize sex, because the act of sex itself was the source of so much anger and fear directed at homosexuals. Ultimately, the architects of this assimilationist, accommodationist strategy hoped to reduce social hostility as a necessary precursor to the changes desired in both law and public policy (D’Emilio 1983, 109). They attempted to frame issues in ways that would accomplish this important goal.


The Daughters of Bilitis, San Francisco’s second homophile organization, was founded by Lyon, Martin, and others in 1955. The organizers had no previous knowledge of the Mattachine Society. Their goal was to provide women an alternative to the bars in the form of a social club (Armstrong 2002, 37). They organized a network of local chapters beginning in 1958. Just two years later, and continuing for ten years, “they sponsored public biennial conventions on issues of importance to lesbians and gay men.” Slowly, but surely, the organization began to lift “the veil of secrecy that surrounded lesbians’ daily lives in mid-twentieth century America.” Their newsletter played an integral role in this process. Indeed, “the first Daughters thought that their new group would provide a nice place for lesbians to meet; soon they added a newsletter that grew into an internationally known magazine” (Gallo 2006, xxi). From the outset, the organization supported women who were trying to raise children alone or with a partner. Although the Daughters of Bilitis (DOB) eschewed much of the Mattachine Society’s ideology and tactics, they agreed that publishing a newspaper was important and began distributing their own, the Ladder, in 1956. This paper came out regularly between 1956 and 1971 and garnered the DOB national attention. The Ladder addressed a number of issues over the years, but a major theme was “dealing with issues of housing, school, being out, and dealing with hostile relatives and neighbors” (Bronski 2013, ix). The Mattachine Society, the Daughters of Bilitis, and One and the Ladder were the central organized elements of the homophile movement until the 1969 Stonewall Riots. Both organizations, in their later stages, embraced public education as their primary assimilationist goal “because they believed that the source of prejudice is ignorance or a misinformed view of homosexuals as different and dangerous” (Seidman 2002, 175).


The assimilationist, accommodationist strategy prevailed within the broader movement until the 1969 Stonewall Rebellion. During that time the movement as a whole gained little ground and, in fact, experienced some significant setbacks. For example, a medical model of homosexuality gained currency in this period, one that equated homosexuality with mental illness. This made it even more difficult for lesbians and gays to come out of the closet and to enter mainstream American life. But there were challenges to the more mainstream homophile, assimilationist strategy by such activists as Barbara Gittings and Franklin Kameny. Gittings and Kameny began openly embracing unconventional politics and picketing for basic rights and human dignity. Kameny expressed the ideological foundations of the 1960s homophile movement by arguing that homosexuals did not suffer from mental illness, constituted 10 percent of the population at large, did not need medical experts to speak on their behalf, and had a right to live their lives free from discrimination (Clendinen and Nagourney 1999, 114). Several years later he commented on the appropriate use of various political tactics in light of the Stonewall Rebellion: “I don’t believe in picketing until you’ve tried negotiation and gotten nowhere and then tried picketing and gotten nowhere, then . . . I’m perfectly willing to go along to the next step—which is probably some sort of confrontation that possibly mildly oversteps the bounds of the law. If that doesn’t serve, I’m willing to draw the line further, although I do draw the line at violence” (Teal 1995, 73–74). Kameny’s endorsement of a more radical political strategy was inspired by the African American civil rights movement. And Kameny was not the only one inspired by a rise in civil rights militancy. Indeed, as early as 1966, lesbian and gay activists adopted a symbol of the civil rights movement—a black and white lapel button with an equals sign on a lavender background, signaling their desire for more daring avenues to effect change. Kameny’s endorsement of a more radical political strategy reflects some of the tensions that would soon be felt within the homophile movement as it came under increased criticism and scrutiny from more radically minded lesbian and gay activists who called for liberatory change in light of Stonewall. Such tensions have continued to pervade the movements.


At the time of Stonewall, the situation for lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, and transgender individuals was much different than it is today. For example, homosexual sex was illegal in all states except Illinois at the end of the 1960s. There were no laws on the book at any level of government that protected lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, or transgender individuals from being denied housing or being fired from their jobs. In addition, no openly lesbian or gay politicians participated in politics anywhere in the United States. No political party had a gay caucus at that time. And there were few role models for young people who were struggling with their sexual orientation, as there were no openly gay or lesbian public school teachers, lawyers, doctors, or police officers. Unlike today, there were no television shows that had any identifiable lesbian or gay characters. Hollywood painted a particularly ugly view of gay life; most often, gay characters in movies killed other people or killed themselves (Carter 2004, 1–2). Those activists who were growing increasingly uncomfortable with more traditional forms of political organizing pointed to the lack of progress as evidence that a more radical, liberationist vision needed to be articulated.


But, by the time of Stonewall, the lesbian and gay movements could also point to concrete accomplishments. The Supreme Court had affirmed the legality of lesbian and gay publications. A number of state court rulings afforded gay bars more security, and the homophile movement had won constraints on police harassment of lesbians and gays in New York and San Francisco. In employment discrimination cases, the federal court provided the first victories. A dialogue was established with members of the scientific community regarding whether homosexuality should be classified as a mental illness. The movements had begun to shift to occasional media visibility, largely as a result of the transition to public protest. At the time of the Stonewall Riots, there were perhaps some fifty lesbian and gay organizations nationwide. Finally, and perhaps most important, the notion that lesbians and gays were a persecuted minority had infiltrated not only the lesbian and gay subculture but also the larger society (D’Emilio 1992, 238–239).


Despite these accomplishments, the mainstream homophile organizations were thrown on the defensive in the wake of Stonewall. Lesbian and gay activists, newly energized by their work in the various social and political movements of the 1960s, demanded a new style of political organizing and leadership. This more confrontational, liberationist approach embraced the unconventional politics associated with the antiwar, women’s liberation, and civil rights movements. What was the connection between the latter and the lesbian and gay movements? Grant Gallup, a priest who was active in the African American civil rights movement, makes the connection well: “Many of us who went south to work with Dr. King in the sixties were gay. A lot of gay people who could not come out for their own liberation could invest the same energies in the liberation of black people” (Kaiser 1997, 136). And veteran civil rights activist John Lewis makes important connections between the Mississippi Freedom Summer of 1964 and the movements that followed:


The atmosphere of openness and breaking down barriers that we developed that summer extended far beyond issues of race. It extended into everything from sexuality to gender roles, from communal living to identification with working classes. And they live on today. I have no doubt that the Mississippi Freedom Summer Project, in the end, led to the liberating of America, the opening up of our society. The peace movement, the women’s movement, the gay movement—they all have roots that can be traced back to Mississippi in the summer of ’64. (Lewis and D’Orso 1998, 273)


Lewis’s observation reminds us of the important legacy that the African American civil rights movement left for other rights-based movements that developed throughout the decade of the 1960s.


Yet the rights-based strategy associated with the civil rights, women’s, and homophile movements came under increased scrutiny and criticism in light of Stonewall. The modern gay liberation movement was soon born, built on some of the same ideas that undergirded the original Mattachine Society almost twenty years earlier. For those who embraced gay liberation, a rights-based strategy was far too limited. In their view, the goal should be to remake society, not merely reform it (Loughery 1998, 323).


The Stonewall Rebellion and Beyond


One way of thinking about the larger meaning of the Stonewall Rebellion is that “political movements are not born fully formed; they require numerous acts of small-scale resistance.” As we have already seen, there were many small-scale acts of organizing, courage, and resistance in various forms prior to Stonewall. Scholar David Allyn believes that “without the prior activism, Stonewall might never have occurred, or rather, it might never have been turned into a symbolic event of major importance” (2000, 155). Michael Klarman points out that “Stonewall seemed to crystallize the incipient gay activism of the 1960s. . . . Within a year, gay liberation groups had formed on college campuses and in cities throughout the country” (2013, 17). The Stonewall Rebellion not only escalated the call for a more activist posture within the lesbian and gay civil rights movement but also fractured the movement into two distinct ideological strategic camps. On June 27–28, 1969, scores of gay men, lesbians, and transvestites who frequented a bar called the Stonewall Inn in New York City found themselves in a dramatic confrontation with the police, during a raid of the establishment. The raid itself was not newsworthy, as the police routinely harassed gay men, lesbians, and transvestites wherever they gathered, but the fact that they fought back this time was. The so-called Stonewall Riot, which lasted on and off for six days, quickly threw the more mainstream organizations associated with the homophile movement on the defensive and led to the widely accepted conclusion that “these riots are widely credited with being the motivating force in the transformation of the gay political movement” (Carter 2004, 1). And Stonewall eventually led to broad policy changes as well. As historian Phil Tiemeyer accurately points out, “The fights to abolish the sickness model of homosexuality, to eradicate sodomy laws, and to eliminate the exclusion of gays and lesbians from public life—including the workplace—had more momentum after Stonewall than ever before” (Tiemeyer 2013, 82).


It is in this broad context that the Gay Liberation Front (GLF) was founded in late 1969. Soon thereafter, similarly militant organizations were created in other countries, including Australia, Belgium, Britain, Canada, France, and the Netherlands, which is a testimony to the consequences of the Stonewall Rebellion for the international lesbian and gay rights movements. Toby Marotta captures the essence of the US organization in its first few weeks of existence: “radicals and revolutionaries shared the conviction that since every dimension of the existing system was bankrupt, a total transformation of society was desirable, and that to effect change, it was necessary to unite all oppressed minorities into a broad-based movement” (Loughery 1998, 324).


As it attempted to build the coalitions necessary for this movement, the GLF championed a broad New Left program. It attacked the consumer culture, militarism, racism, sexism, and homophobia. In challenging the latter, the GLF devoted considerable energy to how lesbians and gays were represented in the larger culture through language. With this in mind, the more widespread but clinical term homosexual was replaced by gay, pride became an important feature of liberation consciousness, and coming out was a crucial element of the liberatory experience (Loughery 1998, 321).
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