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16 From Anita Bryant to California Proposition 8

opposing federal statutes on child abuse, and prohibiting the promotion
or support of homosexuality by the government.59The bifi was “designed
to strengthen the American family.. . to preserve [its] integrity to foster
and protect [its] viability by emphasizing family responsibilities in educa
tion, tax assistance, religion and other areas related to the family and to
promote the virtues of the family.”6°After••ted success on the federal
level for its “moral issues agenda,” the Right moved “from an exclusive
focus on making policy change at the federal level and, instead, dug their
heels in for along, multi-faceted struggle” that included direct action pro
tests and local electoral politics.6’

To develop strength for this struggle, growing Right organizations
drew on emerging technologies, such as direct-mail fund-raising.62Mil
lionaire Richard A. Viguerie helped develop computer lists of New Right
voters to use in innovative direct-mail fund-raising by diverse Right
organizations such as the Conservative Caucus and the Committee for
Survival of Free Congress, often coordinating fund-raising for local cam
paigns through letter-writing campaigns.63Toward the end of the 1980s,
Falwell and the Moral Majority sent direct mail that used AIDS and anti-
gay sentiments to raise money. For example, in a 1987 fund-raising letter,
Falweil asserted that gay men donate blood because “they know they are
going to die—and they are going to take as many people with them as
they can.”64

Using fear of AIDS to raise funds was indicative of the growing use
of public-health (and eventually legal) messaging during referendum and
initiative campaigns. Embedding public-health concerns within a grow
ing pro-family and family values message, the anti-gay Right steere&away
from explicitly religious justifications for their activism. Paul Cameron, a
psychologist who resigned from membership in the American Psychologi
cal Association in 1983 while under an ethics investigation, pioneered this
public-health approach. Cameron conducted questionable survey research
on gay men and their sex habits, generating bogus statistics, including one
that reported the average life expectancy of a gay man as thirty-nine years.
Cameron made his debut during a 1981 debate over the Lincoln, Nebraska,
gay rights ordinance, where he introduced these statistics, along with in
vented stories about child victims of homosexual pedophiles.65After the
Lincoln ordinance was rescinded in a referendum, Cameron assisted other
referendum campaigns, including the Committee for Public Awareness,
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which was formed to repeal two gay rights laws in Houston in 1984. Some
local activists also experimented with legal messages that claimed gay men
and lesbians were trying to usurp civil rights laws. For example, in 1980, a
San Jose, California, Religious Right group asserted that two local referen
dums on gay rights “are not civil rights issues at alt Instead they give gay
people special privileges, opportunities, and job considerations because of
their sexual lifestyle. Gays feel their sexual choice makes them a special mi
nority deserving of special treatment and protection.”67

With a new arsenal of language opposing LGBT rights, local anti-gay
activists used referendums liberally, and successfully placed nine referen
dums on the ballot during this time period while attempting four others.
Local activists also innovated with initiative language that would prevent
gay rights ordinances in the future and restrict support for LGBT rights
by public officials. An initiative developed in 1982 in Austin, Texas, would
have allowed discrimination based on sexual orientation in housing by
using convoluted, confusing language: it stated that “it shall not be unlaw
ful to deny housing on the basis of sexual orientation:’ thereby preempting
a local fair-housing ordinance.68 The Austin initiative was not passed by
voters, and lost 65—35 in the most dramatic defeat of the 1980s. In 1986, a
Washington State group attempted both a statewide and a local initiative
in King County that would eliminate “special rights” for gay men and les
bians. The statewide initiative was a response to failed legislation spon
sored by State Representative Glenn Dobbs that would have overturned
state and local gay rights ordinances and prevented both the government
and schools from hiring gays. This failed legislation was likely inspired by
the failed Family Protection Act.69 The Washington Religious Right was
unable to get either of these initiatives on the ballot owing to legal chal
lenges and insufficient petitions.7°Consistent with the Briggs initiative,
these initiatives were responsive to either successful LGBT legislation or
to failed Religious Right legislation.

Reflecting the growing trend of legislative candidates to use the initia
tive process to garner public attention and advance their own causes, radi
cal activist Lyndon LaRouche sponsored a statewide HIV/AIDS initiative
in California in 1986. Proposition 64, commonly known as the LaRouche
Initiative, mandated state reporting of individuals with AIDS, the inclu
sion of AIDS in quarantine and isolation statutes, and a limitation on the
occupations open to individuals with AIDS. LaRouche was a campaign
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spokesman, and he asserted during a radio interview that “A person with
AIDS running around is like a person with a machine gun running around
shooting up a neighborhood”7’Even after the initiative failed at the ballot
box, 29 percent to 71 percent, LaRouche asserted that “what I represent
is a growing movement.. . the movement is coming strong all the time.”72

Although the LaRouche Initiative mimicked the Briggs Initiative in
both its radical departure from state policy and its vitriolic language, this
wave of anti-gay organizing was stronger than the earlier Briggs and Bry
ant wave. Even with little coordination of campaigns by national organi
zations, campaigns shared resources; for example, many campaigns used
psychologist Paul Cameron or Judi Wilson, a consultant who had worked
on the 1977 and 1980 Miami Dade campaigns.73 Toward the end of this
time period, anti-gay activism became more concentrated in a few states,
often in response to growing LGBT activism. Some of this organizing in
battleground states was coordinated by growing regional organizations,
such as the Traditional Values Coalition (TVC) in California. There were
also signs of increasing anti-gay tactical innovation in the use of direct
mail and development of political messaging.

1988—92 Innovative Initiatives

In 1988, as Ronald Reagan finished his second presidential term, the New
Right was left with a void in presidential leadership. The New Right was
both growing exponentially and experiencing a decline of such major
anti-gay organizations as the Moral Majority and Christian Voice.74 In this
contradictory period, the New Right became more focused on opposing
LGBT rights, particularly through proactive opposition. Through a series
of tactical innovations, anti-gay activists developed the legal-restrictive
initiative, which would curb government recognition of LGBT rights. This
period culminated in two statewide legal-restrictive initiatives in Oregon
and Colorado in 1992. Of the forty-one attempted ballot measures dur
ing this time period, most were either referendums on nondiscrimination
legislation (48.8 percent) or legal-restrictive initiatives (24.4 percent), al
though the Right also sponsored initiatives to restrict the rights of people
with AIDS (14 percent) and to eliminate newly passed domestic partner
ship laws (9.7 percent). Slightly more than half of the ballot measures
made it to the ballot box and 57 percent ended in a victory for the Right.
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This activism was led by a new national organization, the Christian
Coalition, and a growing anti-gay industry. After Pat Robertson briefly
ran for the Republican nomination for president, he used his list of evan
gelical supporters to start the most important national Right organization
of the late 1980s, the Christian Coalition.75To complement the Christian
Coalition, a whole industry of anti-gay Religious Right leaders, organi
zations, and literature arose to address both HIV/AIDS and the growing
strength of the LGBT movement. These anti-gay organizations increased
their involvement in grassroots politics as part of a shift in focus within
the New Right from national to local politics. This local focus included
“stealth” campaigns to get Right-supportive city council and school-board
members elected.76 According to scholar Sara Diamond, “For the Chris
tian Right, the strategic lesson of the 1980s was to keep one figurative foot
inside formal Republican Party circles and another planted firmly within
evangelical churches.”77

With the increasing attention to AIDS and growing strength of anti-
gay organizations, opposition to LGBT rights became more central to the
mainstream Christian agenda, expressed through both anti-gay ballot
initiatives and public efforts to curtail any federal funding that was sup
portive of LGBT rights or individuals. Two examples of the latter trend are
opposition to federally funded safer sex materials that express approval of
homosexuality and the defunding of the NEA Four, four artists whose Na
tional Endowment for the Arts funding was revoked owing to the contro
versial nature of their art, which in many cases focused on gay or lesbian
themes. These activities brought anti-gay politics firmly into mainstream
Christianity, demonstrated by the increased space given to anti-gay rheto
ric in the early 1990s in mainstream Christian journals.78 This anti-gay
activism culminated in the 1992 Republican National Convention, where
anti-gay rhetoric was subsumed under a focus on “family values.”79 The
Republican convention was a rallying call on the Right to fight LGBT ad
vances supported by the Democratic Party:

The anti-gay Right increasingly sponsored referendums to rescind
existing LGBT rights legislation, including domestic partnership rights in
San Francisco. In 1988, the LGBT community in Oregon faced the Oregon
Citizens Alliance (OCA) for the first time, as the OCA sponsored the first
successful statewide initiative to rescind the governor’s executive order
prohibiting discrimination based on sexual orientation.80 The growth of

[
[



42 An Uphill Battle in the 70s and 80s

This early campaign marked the beginning of almost two decades
of struggle, as LGBT activists fought anti-gay ballot measures across the
country; and frequently lost. In the late 1980s, several AIDS initiatives
were on the ballot in California that tested the fund-raising, energy, and
strength of LGBT organizing. Several cities faced multiple initiatives in
the same city or a spate of direct legislation concentrated in one part of
the state. For example, between 1978 and 1991, voters in St. Paul voted
on two referendums sponsored by the Religious Right and one initiative
sponsored by the LGBT movement, along with witnessing petition col
lecting for an initiative by the Right in 1991 that would have required all
gay rights issues to go before the voters. And in Oregon, LGBT residents
faced down the OCA for the first time in 1988 in a statewide initiative.

As the Religious Right experimented with referendums and differ
ent types of initiatives, local LGBT groups scrambled to respond. With
underfunded national organizations, pressing concerns like HIV/AIDS,
and few good models to follow, the movement’s initial response to Reli
gious Right—sponsored ballot measures was weak. Part of this weakness
resulted from the absence of a real social movement infrastructure, espe
cially strong national and statewide organizations, to support local cam
paigns. In addition, fighting ballot measures was not high on the agenda
of movement leaders, because, during the late 1970s to early 1990s, ballot
measures were sporadic and infrequent; other issues, such as the repeal
of sodomy laws and addressing HIV/AIDS, took precedence. Despite this
lack of infrastructure, as the epigraph at the beginning of this chapter sug
gests, these ballot measures did help draw activists together into a national
movement, encouraging connections between LGBT individuals in cities
across the country who were facing ballot measures.

As the relationship between social movements and campaigns was de
veloping during this time period, activists struggled to develop a set of
winning tactics and fought one anti-gay ballot measure after another. This
was a time of tactical innovation and experimentation in which activists
tried direct-action protests, new forms of political messaging about pri
vacy, LGBT-sponsored initiatives, and professional polling. They sought
to develop tactics, such as political messaging about LGBT rights, that were
in accordance with movement goals. They learned by trial and error. Some
tactics that were considered important during this time period were later

dismissed as ineffective. An examination of failed tactics is important given
[ the lack of scholarly literature on tactical failure.3 Such an examination

reveals much about how activists make decisions about which tactics are
F “winning” tactics and which are not.

This chapter analyzes what these early campaigns tell us about tactical
innovation, and about how we can understand why activists select from
within a set of tactics to determine which are the winning ones. I suggest
that the development of movement infrastructure plays a strong role in
the development of dominant tactics, and analyzing activists’ interpreta
tion of victories and defeats is critical to understanding why some tactics
are used over and over again. This innovation took place at a time when
the realities of ballot measure campaigns were becoming clearly evident,
teaching the LGBT movement a series of painful lessons about the nature
of the ballot box.

Ear’y Lessons

The wake-up call for the LGBT movement came shortly after early cam
paigns in Miami—Dade County in 1977 and the spate of referendums in
St. Paul, Wichita, and Eugene in the spring of 1978. It quickly became clear
that the Religious Right had discovered a number of effective tactics in
its fight against LGBT rights. It also became clear that local politics was
national politics, as local victories and defeats had consequences for the
national movement. For example, before the LaRouche Initiative, Tom
Stoddard, the executive director of Lambda Legal, suggested that “Because
of California’s size, and because it is one of the two states most heavily
affected by AIDS, the initiative wifi be to some degree a barometer of pub
lic opinion on the issue. . . A bad result will haunt us all.”4

The first, and most painful, lesson was how easy it was to lose a bal
lot measure. Many early referendum baffles involved time-consuming cam
paigns, only to see voters overwhelmingly reject LGBT rights. Even in the
Miami—Dade County campaign, Task Force directors predicted a loss, de
spite polling to the contrary. “Discussions with civil rights leaders from
other organizations and movements, and with public opinion pollsters and
analysts, led us early in the Dade County campaign over a year ago to the
conclusion that we were not likely to win referenda at this early stage ofour
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movement and campaign to educate the public.”5 Even at this early stage,

a victory or defeat at the ballot box was taken as evidence of the growing

strength or weakness of the larger movement, as this analysis suggests.
The second (contradictory) lesson was that even when campaigns were

won, they did not result in a change to the status quo. They did not nec

essarily advance movement goals. LGBT residents of the city or state in

question retained a law that had already been passed or prevented a viru

lently anti-gay initiative from becoming law. But these residents were left

with few new rights once the battle was over. For the LGBT movement, di

rect legislation is typically both defensive and regressive, offering few gen

uine civil rights gains even when the campaign wins, just maintenance of

the status quo.6For example, when activists successfully defeat a virulently

homophobic initiative such as the Briggs Initiative in California, which

would have led to the firing of gay and lesbian teachers, the community is

left with no additional rights after election day.
Sometimes, however, winning a ballot measure was effective in cut

ting short tactical innovations of the Religious Right. Campaigns could

contribute to movement goals by preventing the advance of the Religious

Right. Movement leaders perceived these initiatives as test cases and feared

that, if successful, the Right would pursue such initiatives across the coun

try. There was general awareness that the Right was innovating with new

types of ballot measures, and sometimes retaining the status quo meant

preventing the Right from spawning a new wave of anti-gay ballot mea
sures. Before the Austin election, Task Force executive director Lucia Valeska

stated:

We have to win the Austin battle, since it is the first time any
where that voters have been asked to approve a law explicitly
permitting private, non-governmental discrimination against

gay people. A victory of this kind by our enemies would be a ter

rible, terrible precedent and example. It’s bad enough when they

succeed in repealing laws meant to give us equal protection,

but this one, like the “Family Protection Act:’ singles us out for

discrimination. It’s a license for bigotry.7

‘When campaigns did defeat these initiatives, the defeats were all inter

preted as setbacks for the Right. For example, after the defeat of the La

Rouche AIDS initiative, Bruce Decker, the chairman of the California State

AIDS Advisory Task Force, proclaimed it a victory over the advancing
Right: “We have thrown a very, very cold bucket ofwater on this witch:’ he
said, invoking the defeat of the Wicked Witch by Dorothy in The Wizard
ofOz.

An additional lesson was that local campaigns had national conse
quences. Dade County is the most obvious example. Social movement
scholar Tina Fetner has documented the ways in which Dade County’s de
feat shifted the way LGBT activists elsewhere framed the need for LGBT
rights to the greater public, permanently altering the growing movement.9
Other campaigns, hbwever, were also important. In St. Paul in 1991 a ref
erendum campaign member asserted that “The importance of this vote
cannot be overstated. Beyond its obvious ramifications for St. Paulites, the
veto has broader implications at the metro, state and national levels...
both our friends and our foes are watching this vote as a litmus test to see
if the gay community indeed has the political muscle it claims to have.”°
When Santa Clara County faced two referendums in 1980, local activists

• stressed the importance of the campaign “in a traditionally liberal area,
to the entire nation. All eyes wifi be on Santa Clara County, only 50 miles
from San Francisco, to provide direction”1’As the importance of local
battles became clear, activists across the country realized the need for clear,
decisive tactics to defeat anti-gay ballot measures.

Faced with these difficult lessons, campaign workers were creative in
• finding ways to fight ballot measures. As it became increasingly evident

how important victory was to the larger movement and to local commu
nities, activists sought to develop the most effective tactics to fight them.

Innovative Tactics

Between 1974 and 1991, activists across the country experimented with a
wide range of tactics, from ballot box avoidance techniques to professional
polls for messaging development to LGBT-sponsored initiatives. Innova
tion in the LGBT movement has come almost exclusively from local and
statewide campaigns, as activists across the country fought the anti-gay
Right. There was no consistent logic to these attempts. Indeed, many tac
tics contradicted one another; some activists developed tactics to avoid
the ballot box entirely, whereas others worked to propose their own LGBT
rights ballot measures. There was uncertainty about how ballot campaigns



58 An Uphill Battle in the 70s and 80s

victory of a well-organized, well-financed campaign over an inept one...
it cost $55,000 to convince the public to turn out and defeat it. Freedom is
not cheap.”61 Austin, Briggs, and the LaRouche AIDS initiative in California
were seen as important victories because of their precedent-setting nature.

These victories — particularly, unexpected victories — fueled activists’ in
terpretations of certain tactics as being more effective than others. Although
there was no consensus as to which tactics were the most effective, with
each victory came a new discovery of potentially useful tactics.

Movement Infrastructure

Even with widespread agreement about the efficacy of campaign tactics,
they still may not spread across the country. Campaigns are by their nature
ephemeral organizations, typically formed for six months or less. With high
leadership turnover, particularly during the turbulent 1980s and the HIV/
AIDS crisis, it was difficult to spread information about these campaigns
beyond the immediate context. Although ballot measures can undermine
the progress of a social movement (see chapter 6), successful ballot mea
sure campaigns also depend on the development of a social movement
infrastructure. In his book on the civil rights movement, scholar Kenneth
Andrews examines social movement infrastructures to determine whether
or not the movement has long-term impact. He focuses on three parts of
a social movement infrastructure: resources, organizational infrastructure,
and leadership.62 For the LGBT movement, the development of campaign
leadership and resources was intimately connected to the development of
social movement organizations. Within these movement organizations,
resources and leadership were mobilized and trained to fight on ballot
measure campaigns. This social movement infrastructure includes, most
importantly, stable long-lasting national, regional, statewide, and local orga
nizations to support ballot measure campaigns and keep the momentum of
the movement going between campaigns. National organizations are social
movement organizations that attempt to operate on a national level, work
ing at the federal level and in several states or regions of the country simulta
neously. Regional organizations focus on one region of the country, such as
New England or the Pacific Northwest. Statewide organizations focus their
efforts on one state and organize throughout the state. And local organiza
tions include long-lasting organizations such as community centers, HIV/

r
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AIDS service organizations, chapters of national organizations like Parents
and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG), and local political groups. In
his work on LGBT campaigns, political scientist Donald Haider-Markel ar
gues that the process of institutionalization was a critical part of the growth
of the LGBT movement and often grew out of ballot measure campaigns.63
This institutionalization of political action includes the formalization of bu
reaucratic organizations.

When the first campaigns began in 1974, the few established orga
nizations were local in nature. Activists in cities and college towns across
the country had formed their own political and social organizations that
served the needs of their community. National organizations in the LGBT
movement were fledgling organizations, and no statewide organizations
existed yet. The movement was young and in the process of becoming a
national movement.

However, the four national organizations that played a critical role in
fighting anti-gay ballot measures were all formed during this time period.
Gay lawyer Bill Thom founded Lambda Legal Defense and Education Fund
in 1972 and conceived of the organization as the gay and lesbian equiva
lent of the NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People) or the ACLU. But Lambda Legal “became its own first client, suing
to establish its very right to exist” when New York courts denied the need
for a legal voluntary organization for homosexuals.64The National Gay and
Lesbian Task Force was founded as the National Gay Task Force in 1973
by New York activists Bruce Voeller, Nathalie Rockhill, Ron Gold, and
Howard Brown. Voeller, Rockhill, and Gold had worked within the post-
Stonewall gay liberationist organization Gay Activists Alliance (GAA). Al
though it is one of the oldest LGBT national organizations, the Task Force
has an organizational identity that gay historian John D’Emilio describes
as “elusive.” It has both worked with mainstream legislative issues and sup
ported grassroots direct action. Historically, it “exists to fill a void. . . its
purpose from its inception has been to do what needs to be done, but what
no one else is doing.”65

Two other national organizations important today were not yet cre
ated in 1974. The Human Rights Campaign (HRC) grew out of the efforts
of the Gay Rights National Lobby, an organization created in 1978 to lobby
Congress. Steve Endean founded the Human Rights Campaign Fund (HRCF)
in 1980. From the beginning, HRCF focused on federal politics and issues.
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