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  For my friend Chris Barron,

  with much love and gratitude for traveling along part of this political journey with me.


  INTRODUCTION

  After spending most of my life and professional career as a conservative activist and openly gay Republican strategist, working in the trenches of the culture wars, I decided to leave the Republican Party. I made a public statement when I made that decision in 2014, and my announcement received a lot of media attention. Many of my friends from all those years in politics reached out to me when they saw those news stories on MSNBC, The Daily Beast, Politico, Time.com, ABC News–Yahoo News, and others to tell me that they didn’t blame me for leaving the party. They knew all that I had been through in my efforts to help the GOP. Some of them even told me that they were considering leaving the Republican Party too.

  This book is for them, and for all of the Republicans across the country who are thinking about leaving the GOP. It’s also for all of those Americans who are tired of compromising themselves to conform to one side or the other in our broken two-party political system. I know that many people will relate to my story, and many more will be surprised at the lengths I was willing to go to help my political party of choice. They will come to realize, as I have, that there is just no hope that things will ever get better in the Republican Party. It’s better to leave it rather than to participate in an untenable coalition or to prop up a broken institution. In real-estate terms, the GOP is a teardown. I came to realize that my efforts to help make our country better would be more effective working outside of the two-party system.

  My story takes place at the intersection of culture and politics. My experiences deal with the most prominent cultural issues in politics in recent history: the issues relating to our innate human trait of sexual orientation. Issues affecting those of us who happen to be gay have been at the forefront of our national and worldwide political dialogue for the last forty years, especially in more recent years. Many in the conservative movement and the Republican Party have sought to use the force of government to halt cultural evolution in this area. I was at the center of the debate on those issues within the Republican Party for more than a decade, and I eventually determined that the GOP is culturally out of touch.

  Culture is much bigger than politics. It’s the essence of who we are and how we live our lives. Political issues that result when culture and politics intersect are different than other issues that we deal with in politics. Cultural issues are very, very different from things such as tax policy, or banking regulations, or trade, which are analytical in nature. Cultural issues deal with who we are and how we live, so they are very personal and carry a heavy emotional component with them. I often say that all politics is personal, but that’s especially true with some issues more than others.

  Culture changes and evolves over time. Those changes and that evolution result from experiences that we all share. Culture is also influenced by those different experiences unique to people who are like us, whether it’s because of our national origin, race, gender, religion, sexual orientation, age, or other characteristics that make up who we are. Those unique experiences give us a point of view that may be different from others. Modern life in America today includes people with many different points of view from many cultural backgrounds. Today in America, our shared cultural evolution recognizes our modern multicultural world and embraces it.

  There is, however, a portion of America, mostly conservative Republicans, who resist participating in that shared cultural evolution. That’s evident when issues relating to things such as race, gender, and sexual orientation are debated. This group wants to bring America back to a time when straight, white, Christian men dominated our culture, instead of modernizing and embracing new multicultural realities. These new realities include the fact that white people will be a minority in America by 2040.

  I have a right-of-center perspective, but I’ve never thought that holding conservative principles and values meant that I had to live in the past. I’ve always tried to apply my principles and values to modern problems, while recognizing the reality that culture changes and evolves. I spent my career trying to help the Republican Party to evolve and become a modern party that is in touch with real life in America today, because I thought it was important to have a competitive right-of-center party in our closed two-party system. Real life in America today includes gay people, living their lives openly and honestly. America today also includes more diverse points of view than ever before, and all of those viewpoints should be represented in the political arena.

  While my experiences dealt most directly with the issues relating to gay people in the Republican Party, I saw firsthand the way many other positions based in the past are holding the party back, too. Frankly, the party’s handling of homosexuality alone renders it unacceptable in today’s America, but the issue of sexual orientation is just the biggest example of a much broader problem. There are many examples on a variety of topics that show that the cultural disconnect on the right is just too severe to overcome.

  There are big things, such as the way Republicans have talked about and dealt with the immigration crisis, birth control, and other big issues that easily demonstrate that there is a segment of the GOP who refuse to accept modern American life. My unique, behind-the-scenes perspective on some of the most prominent examples of the GOP’s cultural disconnect has helped to amplify those small examples to me when I see them. As the cofounder of the prominent national organization for gay conservatives and their allies, GOProud, I worked with some of the biggest players in the conservative movement and Republican Party to help to build a coalition that included everybody, including gay people. I learned, firsthand, what they think and why they make the decisions they make.

  I decided to write this book about my experiences and observations inside the conservative movement and Republican Party to demonstrate to all of those good people who think that the GOP is a viable option for them, that it’s not. For all of those culturally modern people who think that they can change the party and help it to be more connected to our modern multicultural reality: there’s no hope. Take it from me.

  This story chronicles the lengths I went to in order to help the party, all while enduring attacks from forces across the political spectrum, from both the extreme right and the extreme left. I had hope, time and time again, that the GOP would change and evolve, but I was disappointed every time. The reality is that there is a segment of the GOP that is going to hold the party back and keep it from winning national elections again.

  I used to think that the only way I could make an impact was to join one of the two parties and work within the system. I don’t think that anymore, and I have decided to focus my efforts going forward on bringing reforms to the closed two-party system, so that everyone’s point of view can be represented in American politics without having to be a part of one of the two major political parties.

  I hope that after you read my story you will decide to take the bold first step, the one that I took, and reject partisan politics. I hope that you’ll decide, as I have, that you can make a difference without compromising yourself to fit one political party or the other. Let us join together to work outside of the hopeless GOP and the broken two-party system to make our country better.


  1

  INDEPENDENCE

  It was the evening before a conservative media conference, and a lot of the attendees were sitting and visiting in the hotel bar. A group of us decided to venture out of the hotel to get some dinner. We were trying to decide where to eat, and I suggested that we find some Indian food, or maybe a Thai restaurant. My suggestions were roundly rejected by the half-dozen or so in our group. “No, let’s find some American food,” one of them countered. “I don’t eat any of that weird stuff.” They weren’t even willing to do something as simple as trying foods from other cultures. We ended up getting burgers and fries at a chain restaurant in a suburban shopping center, because that’s what they were used to and comfortable eating.

  A story about us debating which restaurant to eat at may seem petty and silly, but it was telling to me. Many on the right are so closed-minded and resistant to different people that they can’t even bring themselves to try the food from different cultures! Honestly, it was the little things like that that put everything into context for me. Many people on the right really aren’t comfortable outside of their own cultural experience, and they don’t want to evolve, and in many cases they advocate for the government to pass laws to help them to keep the country from changing culturally.

  The majority of Americans think that they are wrong, so many on the right spend a lot of time and energy defending conservative positions that are culturally out of touch. They defend to the extreme everyone’s right to have an unpopular opinion on culture-related topics, even when those opinions cross the line into what is morally unacceptable. The reality is that popular opinions are most often popular because they are right. It’s not that the majority of Americans are just pushing a radical politically correct agenda, as some conservatives would claim; it’s that the majority has evolved to an opinion that is morally correct. That morally correct majority opinion is based on the cultural realities of the times. Many of those correct opinions evolved based on the question of harm. If someone is harmed by one position on an issue, then it’s usually determined to be wrong. To formulate a morally correct position based on the question of harm requires the ability to empathize with others who aren’t like you, to determine if they are harmed by your position. Evolution to a morally correct position that society accepts as right doesn’t happen with every issue in politics, but it’s important to recognize it when it does.

  One recent example has been the public debate over popular sports teams’ mascots. Many of those mascots were adopted a long time ago at a different point in our cultural evolution. Today, some of them are simply tacky and ignore modern realities, such as the continued use of the term “Redskins” as the mascot for Washington, DC’s National Football League franchise. Culture has evolved to a point where we recognize that word as a derogatory term referring to Native Americans, now that the settlers aren’t at war with them. Many on the right have defended the team’s owners’ “right to free speech” regarding their team’s mascot, even though the term is disrespectful to others.

  Now, I don’t think that team owners should be forced by the government to change their mascots, or anything like that, but they should recognize that their mascot’s name is unacceptable in the modern world. It’s just wrong, and most Americans agree on that. Too many on the right spend too much time defending others’ right to be wrong, eventually appearing to be wrong themselves, whether they actually hold the wrong opinion themselves or not. That’s part of being a team player on our “us versus them” political landscape. Defend your team even when they are wrong.

  I couldn’t defend the Republican Party’s right to be wrong anymore, because it was damaging to me. The cultural disconnect is just too severe. Compromising my integrity by staying on the team wasn’t worth it for me. I could still hold on to my principles and my vision of government that included a strong national defense, support of the free market, and the other good positions of the team without being part of them.

  The day I decided to leave the GOP, I was swimming in the city pool next to Eastern Market in the Capitol Hill neighborhood of Washington, DC, where I lived. It was the middle of the afternoon and I had the whole pool to myself. I felt like I was swimming in a great abyss. My experiences in politics over the last two decades were spinning in my head. My whole professional life was flashing before my eyes as if I were having a near-death experience.

  When you work in politics, they tell you to pick a team and stick with it, because the parties make the rules and playing by their rules is the only way you’ll get things done. I had done that for over twenty years as a Republican activist and political professional. I had stuck with a team that wasn’t always happy to have me on it, because I am a gay person.

  As I swam, I thought about the life I had lived as a team player in Republican politics. I remembered cheering Pat Buchanan’s infamous anti-gay culture-war speech at the 1992 Republican National Convention, even though I knew that it was wrong, because I knew deep down that I was a gay person myself. I thought about how difficult it had been coming to terms with my own sexual orientation and thinking that I would never work in politics again because of it. I was pounding the water with every stroke, harder and harder, and getting more and more emotional thinking about the end of a career that, until now, I had been very proud of.

  My goggles started to fill with tears as I relived the feeling of betrayal I felt when President George W. Bush used a divisive anti-gay strategy to drive anti-gay voters to the polls in his reelection effort in 2004. All politics is personal, and 2004 was as personal as it got for me. It motivated my decade-long work to try to change the Republican Party’s anti-gay culture, and to try to help modernize it to save it from extinction.

  The events of the last few years, when I led the national organization for gay conservatives that I cofounded, GOProud, were the memories that were most emotional for me during that swim. We had worked so hard to try to help the Republican Party and the conservative movement, but I had realized that despite all of the incredible victories we had in helping to build an inclusive coalition, we had ultimately failed because an ugly, intolerant segment of that coalition still wielded too much power. The most telling indicator had been a well-publicized three-year struggle to have our group be a sponsor of the annual Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC), ultimately ending in GOProud being banned from CPAC simply because we were gay. We had also confronted the reality of the power of the anti-gay folks during the 2012 presidential primary and, most significantly, during our time as the only national gay organization supporting the Republican nominee, Mitt Romney.

  I had seen it up close and personal. There is still a segment of the GOP who just don’t like people who aren’t like them, and no matter how much work I did to make the party more inclusive, no matter what my success in helping conservatives to appear culturally connected, that intolerant group would continue to bring the whole thing down.

  For too long, I tried to make that team better. While I tried not to compromise my principles, by aligning myself with people who exclude people who aren’t like them, I was compromising myself. I always thought that I was doing something good, and certainly my intentions were good, but at the end of the day, it’s not good to make bad people look good. That’s what happens as long as all the good people in the conservative movement allow the bad ones to stick around, because enabling bigotry makes you a bigot, too.

  Through lap after lap in the pool, I thought about all of the great victories I had had. I did things that had never before been done on the right to show that conservatives were modern, inclusive, and culturally connected. I was so proud of that, but it was frustrating to continue to see all that progress squashed by the fact that the bigots were still tolerated. I likened my work to that of a gardener who works hard to have the most beautiful rose garden. (I thought that I had done a lot to grow a lot of damn roses.) But no matter how many beautiful, sweet-smelling roses you grow, if you don’t clean up the dog shit in your yard, then it’s still going to stink.

  Cultural evolution has always played a role in American politics. Slavery, women’s suffrage, African American civil rights, the sexual revolution, women’s liberation, and other cultural movements have all had an impact on policy and politics. Societal standards and norms change and evolve over time. When it comes to cultural issues in politics, it’s likely that today’s deeply held belief will become tomorrow’s untenable position. Eventually, “right versus left” becomes “right versus wrong” in voters’ minds.

  It doesn’t take long for some positions and views to make the politicians and political parties that hold them unacceptable to voters. We’ve seen it over and over again: political movements that fail to evolve will ultimately be left in the past. Remember the Dixiecrats? They were the political party that failed to evolve on issues relating to race, including racial segregation in the military and education, in the 1940s and ’50s. That party no longer exists.

  Most of my direct experience centered on the most recent prominent cultural shift, the societal acceptance of homosexuality. I spent over a decade working professionally as a gay Republican activist, first with the national staff of the organization for gay Republicans, Log Cabin Republicans, then leading the gay conservative organization I cofounded, GOProud. My activism took place on two fronts, both as a Republican Party activist, and also as part of the broader gay rights movement.

  The once-fringe issue of gay rights matured into a major political movement with the AIDS epidemic in the 1980s. Evangelist Pat Robertson’s presidential campaign in 1988 and the formation of the Christian Coalition and other organizations such as the Family Research Council marked the formalization of the national conservative effort to oppose the normalization of homosexuality. The culture war on that issue has raged ever since, and now, at its conclusion, the losing side has been greatly damaged. Their view has been rendered unacceptable by a majority of Americans.

  While the rest of the country was moving on, the once broad-based social conservative movement began its own transformation. Other issues and traditional values took a backseat to their opposition to homosexuality and gay people. The third leg of Ronald Reagan’s winning conservative coalition stool has become nearly exclusively an anti-gay industry. Their numbers are dwindling and it has ultimately become the GOP’s Achilles’ heel. In fact, a 2015 Gallup poll showed that the number of Americans who identify as socially conservative is at its lowest point in history, at only 31 percent. In other words, over two-thirds of America thinks that social conservatives are wrong.

  Of course, that issue is the most personal and emotional for me, because I am a gay person, but there were other areas in which I found myself increasingly culturally out of step with the base of the GOP. More and more, I found myself disagreeing with “my team” on issues. Whether it was basic things such as government shutdowns and kicking people off of unemployment during Christmastime, or more substantive issues, I found myself on the other side more often than ever before. This was especially true when it came to cultural issues and issues that affect people personally.

  One of the issues that disturbed me the most was immigration. After the 2012 election, the Republican National Committee conducted a review of their election loss, called The Autopsy, which had addressed Hispanic outreach and the political need for comprehensive immigration reform, but the GOP still refuses to seriously address the broken immigration system. For me, it’s not about the politics of the issue; it’s a crisis that has to be addressed. Being a free-market person, I see it as a simple supply-and-demand issue. There are more people desiring to immigrate to the United States than there are visas available for them to do it legally.

  Our border should absolutely be secure to prevent illegal activity and threats to our national security, but why are we keeping out good people who just want a better life for their families? Our immigration system today is so restrictive that many feel that they have no better option than to risk everything and immigrate here illegally. Why not just let them immigrate legally?

  Too many on the right have been very harsh in their rhetoric and actions toward undocumented immigrants, and also toward the economic refugees that come across our southern border. I was sickened in 2014 to see the news reports on FOX News and other television networks of conservatives standing on the border, banging on school buses full of desperate children, screaming at them to go home. Have they forgotten who we are as Americans? Or maybe they have never truly embraced the American Dream and what it means to be American. We are a nation of immigrants.

  The argument I usually hear against open immigration is that people will come from all over the world to take advantage of welfare and our government-provided social services. First, I don’t know of anyone who aspires to that. Nobody’s American Dream is welfare—it’s opportunity. If access to social services is your argument against immigration, then let’s put some rules in place regarding how long you have to have worked in this country before you can access them.

  The other argument is that immigrants will take jobs away from American citizens. Bullshit. Increased immigration will only increase our talent pool and increase the demand for housing, consumer goods, services, etc., which will in turn create more jobs. You see, more people means more jobs. Look back at history. It’s true. Immigration grows the economy.

  I suspect that the Republicans’ problem with immigration is that it’s another issue that just boils down to the fact that there is a segment of the conservative movement and the Republican Party who just don’t like people who aren’t like them. Different language, different color skin, and just general cultural diversity make them uncomfortable. I know, from my personal experience, that gay people make many of them uncomfortable.

  I’ve always considered myself to be staunchly pro-life when it comes to abortion, but my advocacy for public policy is based in reality. It’s important, whatever the issue, that our policy proposals recognize the cultural and political realities of our times. I have traditional values, but I also have a vision of government that gives it a limited role in our lives. We need to recognize the reality that abortion is legal in this country. While there should be regulations to make sure it’s safe, we should do most of the advocacy work outside of the purview of government if we want to reduce the number of abortions.

  Even I was appalled a couple of years ago when the nation’s eyes turned toward the Texas Legislature and the proposed extreme abortion regulations being offered as a way to close abortion clinics in that state. The regulations regarding abortion facilities, and the requirements that providers must meet, were so stringent that very few of the clinics in the state could comply with them. The whole episode gave a state legislator, Wendy Davis, national notoriety, and gave conservatives a bad name. It was an example of how it’s never enough for the social conservatives. They push for the most extreme until they get what they want, no matter how it affects people or how it’s perceived by the public. Perception is reality in politics.

  As I swam those laps, I realized that I had held onto the conservative Republican label longer than I should have, because I thought that I needed the credibility of it to be able to help the right evolve. I realized that it was hopeless. They weren’t going to evolve on gay rights or other cultural issues fast enough. America had moved much farther, much faster, and left the GOP behind. Now, coming to that realization, I could shed that label. I was free to shed the skin I wore in order to do a job I couldn’t bring myself to do anymore.

  It was snowing during my walk home from the pool that day. The snow was accumulating on the sidewalks, and I felt it crunch under my feet every time I took a step. With every crunch, I became more and more confident in my decision. This was a walk of resolution.

  As soon as I got home, I downloaded the voter registration form from the Board of Elections website and changed my party affiliation to “No Party.” Then I posted a photo of the form with a 294-word blog post on my website—a site that usually only attracted a couple of dozen visitors per day. This is what I said:

  
    A new Gallup poll came out last week showing that a record number of Americans, 42%, reject both major political parties and identify as independent. Republicans are at a historic low of only 27%.

    I’ve said for a long time that both John McCain and Mitt Romney won independents, but lost the election, because most independents used to be Republicans. They were Republicans, but now they are too embarrassed to formally affiliate with a party that’s lost its way.

    Today, I joined the ranks of unaffiliated voters. I am every bit as conservative as I’ve always been, but I just can’t bring myself to carry the Republican label any longer. You see, I just don’t agree with the big-government ‘conservatives’ who run the party now.

    The other reason I am leaving is the tolerance of bigotry in the GOP. The current leadership lacks the courage to stand up to it—I’m not sure they ever will.

    I have worked hard to help to create an atmosphere on the right where conservatives can openly support gay Americans and even support same-sex marriage. In that effort, we have won, but there is more work to do to root out the anti-gay and other forms of bigotry in the party.

    So I changed my voter registration today—“No Party.”

    Things are changing, and I’ve been writing a lot about a recalibration that is happening in the political sphere these days. I’ll share my thoughts on the changing political landscape over the coming months and year on this site, and in a book I hope to complete this year.

    So, now I feel a huge sense of freedom. I am an independent conservative. (That sounds much better than “gay Republican.”)

  

  That blog post attracted a ton of attention. When I woke up the next morning, I heard my decision to leave the GOP reported on MSNBC. That was just the tip of the iceberg of the media attention that would come my way.

  Honestly, I really wasn’t that surprised. I knew that my announcement would get a lot of press, because we had been so good at generating earned media with GOProud. What I didn’t expect was the outpouring of support from other conservatives and Republican insiders. I was overwhelmed with private messages and emails, from everyone from grassroots activists to famous leaders on the right, telling me that they agreed with me. It really blew me away that some really big names reached out to me, such as the executive producer of the highest rated right-wing radio show, a former Republican National Committee chairman, several FOX News and other conservative media personalities, and lots of conservative leaders with whom I had worked in coalition over the years. I don’t want to “out” all of those people here by name, because I want them to pay attention to the message of this book without drawing too much attention to them. Some said, “I’m right behind you.” They wanted to leave too. Of course, many of them had way too much to lose professionally to turn on the team the way I had. Many of them make their living working in conservative politics. The messages that meant the most came from people who knew the stories of what I went through in my work, such as what went on behind the scenes with the CPAC sponsorship controversy.

  Those 294 words in my blog post had an impact in the media, and they also had an impact with people. I had really struck a nerve. I heard over and over again about how people don’t feel like either major political party represents them anymore. The media storm I was in and the reaction I received showed me that I had made the right decision. I also confirmed my membership of a new majority—a majority of Americans who are ready to leave the old two-party system behind.

  Around that time, I was at a small dinner party. There were five of us at dinner: two women, their husbands, and me. All of us were about the same ages, in our early forties. Both women were working mothers in marketing and public relations, and their husbands had good jobs, one in IT consulting and the other in the defense industry. Both couples were white, educated, suburban-dwelling, middle- to upper middle-class families. They are all conservative, right of center in their political views.

  We were having a discussion about the state of American politics. They were all just as fed up as I was with the Republicans. None of us felt like the Democratic Party was an option for any of us, because the Democrats are out of touch economically and have a vision of government that gives the government too big a role in our lives. We couldn’t even decide what to call ourselves—Conservatives? Moderates? Liberals? Libertarians? Pragmatists? That’s a situation that more and more Americans are finding themselves in. Most Americans now identify as independent, because they don’t fit any of those traditional labels and neither major political party represents them.

  I asked the group, “What do you call people who believe that the government should live within its means and not tax us anymore, protect us from the bad guys, preserve America as a beacon of freedom in the world, allow for a competitive free market, and leave us the hell alone in our personal lives?”

  One of the women responded, “Normal people.”

  That’s it! Normal people! Obviously, that’s an oversimplified vision of the role of government, but we all had the sense, in broad terms, of what the government’s role should be. The reason there was such a positive reaction to my announcement that I was leaving the GOP is that there are just a whole lot of “normal people” in this country.

  I should have broken free and become politically independent a long time ago. Everyone has the natural desire to fit in and be a part of a group. We all have to work to overcome that desire to fit in, in order to see that being a freethinker is better.

  While I never said or did anything I didn’t believe in, I certainly kept many of my dissenting opinions to myself and cheered at the top of my lungs when I fell in line with the team’s groupthink. I’ve thought about all the times in my political messaging when I turned up the volume on some things, and turned down the volume on others, trying to make sure that my audience in the party was pleased, and that I fit in on the team. I certainly did that sometimes when it came to issues relating to gay people. I often downplayed my support for marriage equality, while trumpeting my position in favor of Second Amendment rights. That position was more accepted among the other conservative Republicans. I don’t really regret doing any of that because, as you’ll learn, I was doing it with a specific mission in mind, but I do wish that I had given myself permission to say exactly what I thought sooner.

  That feeling of independence and choice is something I had been searching for. That is what most new independents find joy in—an ability to make an intelligent decision rather than a biased one.

  When I left my job as the executive director of GOProud, I went to visit a friend, Rich Tafel, one of the only people I could think of who had been as deep into the belly of the beast as I had and had confronted the bigotry in the Republican Party in a revolutionary way. Rich had been head of Log Cabin Republicans, a gay Republican group, during the 1990s. He helped to establish that organization to give gay Republicans a voice in national politics in Washington. I needed someone to talk to, and I knew that Rich had been through his own type of journey as a theologian who had worked in the political arena.
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