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From “Gay is Good” to the Scourge of AIDS:
The Evolution of Gay Liberation Rhetoric, 1977-1990

QP
JAMES DARSEY

The capacity to get free is nothing; the capacity to be free, that is the task.

, ANDRE GIDE, THE IMMORALIST

These words of Gide are given voice by Michel, who is beginning a narrative
describing his awakening to his homoerotic desires and, more generally, to the joys
of life and sensuality. Though the statement evinces a universal wisdom that places it
beyond the claim of any single group, it is very nearly prophetic-as a description of
the course of gay liberation efforts in the United States over the last two decades.
What began in the early 1970s in the giddy rush by a newly radicalized movement to
get free is now absorbed in the unglamorous and often disheartening struggle to be
Jreein a hostile environment. The rhetoric of gay liberation in the United States from
1977, the beginning of Anita Bryant’s Save Our Children campaign, to its current
concerns over AIDS is an important source of data in our efforts to understand
thetorical movements dealing with sociopolitical and rhetorical constraints. It forms
a critical and as yet unchronicled chapter in the rhetorical history of a significant -
American social movement.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE STUDY

As Suzanne Riches and Malcolm Sillars suggest, students of rhetoric and related
studies widely agree that the longitudinal, comprehensive study of a social move-
ment is the paradigmatic ideal.' Such studies have the potential to provide funda-
menta] insights into relationships between rhetoric and history, between rhetoric and
its antecedents, among competing rhetorics within a movement, and among
opposing rhetorics. The perspective is evolutionary; it emphasizes rhetorical change,
an element that is essential to the very definition of movement, '

For all these advantages, though, and for all our commitment to such a model,
we have few studies of the kind described.” They are, as Judson Crandell noted in
proposing them more than forty years ago, “cumbersome.” The undertaking of the
comprehensive study of a rhetorical movement may be the scholarly equivalent of
triathletic training, an act of overall stamina as much as skill in any particular event.
The critic must sift through discourses that may span years or even decades, that
may emanate from a staggering array of organizations and individual rhetors,
resulting in a polyglot that somehow must be represented adequately and typified.
For historical movements, those that have run their course, the critic must decide
when they began and when they ended. To what extent must the antislavery rhetdric

" of the American Revolution be comprehended in a study of abolitionism or

abolitionism in a study of the modern black civil rights movement? Does women’s
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liberation begin in the 1960s, or is it continuous with the suffrage movement of the
nineteenth century? Which, if any, among these movements might be said to have
ended? Ongoing movements demand the critic’s continuing attentions, -at least -peri-
odically; they refuse to be fossilized and retired to the display case.

And for all this effort, the rewards may be unsatisfying, especially if we
take the view represented by those such as Hart who believe the primary goal of
our scholarship should be theory building. Many of these studies will ‘be part
of the slow, steady accretion of confirming evidence for some large hypothesis, a
journeyman’s labors.* Yet while the emphasis may be on those who create the
hypotheses and those who fail to find confirmation, meaningful generalization in this
decidedly social-scientific model is not the product of any single study, no matter
how competent or careful. The researcher’s effort is interpretable only as part of
the aggregate. ,

Removed from the requirements of theory building, the energy required merely
to characterize the data for these studies may force their authors to ¢ontent them-
selves with achieving accurate and precise description, a kind of rhetorical chapter to
a book someone else will edit. '

This case study-is offered as a kind of second chapter in a continuing rhetorical
chronicle of the gay liberation movement in the United States. This chapter, which
examines gay liberation rhetoric from 1977 to 1990, is an addition to an earlier study
that examined the rhetoric of this movemerit from its 1948 inception as a sustained
movement for social reform in the United States to 1977 when the study was
completed.” This ongoing effort might be justified by the uniqueness and inherent
worthiness of the body of discourse,® and I have argued elsewhere that the rhetoric
of gay liberation is unique in being perhaps the most thoroughly postmodern of
reform discourses.” '

Conversely, this effort might be justified, as suggested above, by its potential
contribution to our understanding of the rhetorical behavior of social movements
and of rhetoric in general: The gay liberation movement in the United States may be
especially useful for theory-building studies. It has no confusing antecedents; it has a
well-defined point of origin; it is of short enough duration that we can make a rela-
tively complete inventory of its organizations, publications, and spokespeople; and
there are significant archives containing rich rhetorical records. It is, in short, like
Sprague-Dawley or Whistar rats, possessed of a kind of purity that allows researchers
to discount confounding variables in explaining observed interactions and effects.

On the basis of the characteristics of the movement and of data that represent
coverage of more than forty years of rhetorical history (a combination of this study
with the earlier study that ended in 1977), the final section of this essay presents
some tentative conclusions with respect to what Andrews has identified 'as the “real
questions” confronting the student of rhetorical movements: “What circumstances
stimulate rthetorical behaviors? And what rhetorical behaviors are choser within the
range of behavioral possibilities?”® Even tentative answers to these questions may
seem to argue against the uniqueness of any one movement. Still, definitive conclu-
sions about what might be extrapolated from the discourse to social movements in
general and conclusions regarding the unique features of this rhetoric depend
equally on an accumulation of studies “examining in detail the rbetorical progression
of particular historical movements.” For the moment, we must content ourselves
with a modest contribution to rhetorical history, a necessary building block in the
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“foundation for mature, empirically grounded theory,”® an investment whose
theoretical dividend awaits the accumulation of case studies such as this one."

CATALYTIC EVENTS AND RHETORICAL MOVEMENTS

The rhetorician who studies social movements diachronically must find grounds for
talking about rhetorical periods or eras, that is, eras in which discourses exhibit both
significant distinctiveness from others occurring in adjacent periods and some central
defining concerns within. In a too-little-appreciated essay, Joe Munshaw offers a
helpful starting point for articulating relationships between time and discourse. “To
succeed in adopting a process viewpoint for structuring his studies,” writes
Munshaw, “the rhetorical historian must develop a clear conceptualization of the
relationship of time to history and rhetoric.”> Munshaw’s enterprise involves looking
at history as change in public discourse instead of as a series of events punctuated
by wars, changes of government, and technological innovations.

The rhetorical historian’s unique contribution lies in the development of
structures that treat history as rhetoric. Sometimes structures borrowed from
other types of historians adequately serve his purposes of analysis and
explanation. Often, however, the rhetorical historian will need to develop his
own structures because the questions he hopes to ask are different from
those of other historians.”

The Cold War era, for example, would be a useful designator for a large-scale
thetorical analysis of the evolution of U.S. foreign policy. Its usefulness would be
determined not by its conformity to divisions that historians have used to divide
time, but by its ability to define a distinct era in the history of American foreign
policy discourse. Again citing Munshaw: “Events belong in a period because of their
similarity. When events change drastically, usually the historian perceives that a new
period different from the older period is created.” In many, perhaps most, cases,
there will be no predetermined categories for the rhetorical scholar, and the problern
becomes one of isolating natural divisions in the unfolding of discourse over time.”

Clearly, one key to identifying natural divisions in discourse is when situations
and exigencies change dramatically. Toward that end, I have developed a method-
ology around catalytic events as useful markers of rhetorical eras and partitions for
thetorical sampling. Catalytic events are moments in the life of a movement that
provide the appropriate conditions for discourse. As such, they are events that (1)
are historical rather than rhetorical, (2) are nontactical (either extraneous to the
movement in origin, spontaneous in origin, or both), (3) achieve tremendous signifi-
cance - for the movement, and (4) precede rhetorical responses that constitute
demonstrably discrete, internally homogeneous rhetorical eras.’ There can be little
doubt, for example, that colonial rhetoric changed substantially after the Boston
mdssacre. Similarly, abolmorust thetoric changed after the passage of the Kansas-
Nebraska act, labor rhetoric after the outbreak of the two world wars, black rights
thetoric after Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on a Montgomery bus, women’s
liberation rhetoric after the publication of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique,
and gay liberation rhetoric as a result of AIDS. Each of these is only one example
within its respective movement.
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The complete rhetorical study of a movement would chart its entire history
with respect to such events. Even when considering social movement as meaning
rather than a phenomenon, there must be some sense of stages in the progression of
meaning, and those stages must be marked by some conceptual device.

CGATALYTIC EVENTS AND THE RHETORIC OF GAY LIBERATION, 1977-1990

The identification of catalytic events is a problem in criticism in the same way
that the identification of relevant features of discourse is a problem in criticism.
The critic must bring all he or she knows about rhetoric, social movements, and the
movement being considered to the problem of identifying catalytic events. In this
case, and in its antecedent, the hypothesis was forwarded that particular events
provided meaningful divisions in the discourse. That hypothesis was tested statisti-
cally, and the results were supportive. ’

As a conceptual device, catalytic events (in this case the ones isolated) provide
meaningful divisions that aid the critical task. As Lucien Goldmann puts it, though
structures are realities, they also are concepts of research; structure “originates from
the solution of practical problems encountered by living beings.”” In the final anal-
ysis, the evaluation of any particular structure and of all criticism must be pragmatic.
“Is this understanding helpful and useful?” That is the proper question. As Goldmann
goes on to remark, with each problem we solve through the imposition of structure,
the structures themselves are adapted a little, and we thus renounce the possibility of
an ideal solution.”

In the forerunner of this study, seven catalytic events and five significant
rhetorical periods were identified in the gay liberation movement in the United
States.” The first period in the life of the movement, which followed the publication
by Alfred Kinsey and his colleagues of Sexual Bebavior in the Human Male in 1948,
was primarily organizational. Whatever discourses may have been produced were
likely for in-group consumption, were primarily social in content, and had few
vehicles for preservation. Consequently, there is little evidence of rhetorical activity
in this earliest period of the movement’s history. The first significant rhetorical period
for the US. gay liberation movement, characterized as establishing groundwork,
corresponded roughly to the time of Joe McCarthy’s political prominence from 1950
to 1954. This was followed by a period characterized as educating and encouraging
in the aftermath of the censure and decline of McCarthy and the near simultaneous
publication of a model penal code in which, among other reforms, homosexual
acts between consenting adults were decriminalized. In 1961, Illinois became the
first state in the United States to adopt, essentially unchanged, the American Law
Institute’s Model Penal Code and Franklin Kameny, after losing a discrimination case
that went to the Supreme Court, was inspired to create the Mattachine Society of
Washington, D.C. In the wake of these catalytic events, the gay liberation movement
achieved a period characterized as a move toward strength and independence. This
third rhetorical era lasted until 1969 when a New York City riot now known as the
Stonewall rebellion ushered in a period of ‘aggressive self-identity, a rhetorical stance
characterized by offensive strategies and activism that, in about 1973, gave way to a
period characterized as uncertain maturity. The original study ended at the point
at which discourse began in response to a 1977 Dade County, Florida, referendum.
In that referendum, voters rescinded an ordinance passed by the county board
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prohibiting discrimination against gay people in housing, employment, and public
accommodations. Anita Bryant was the key opposition figure, and in retrospect, it
seems clear that for several years thereafter the gay rights movement was put in a
defensive position as it focused on referendum battles over similar ordinances across
the country.®

The current study, then, begins with the era catalyzed by Anita. Bryant and
posits two additional catalytic events and corresponding rhetorical eras. The refer-
endum campaigns inspired by Bryant held public attention and were the primary
preoccupation of the gay rights movement from 1977 to 1980. By 1980 and the inau-
guration of Ronald Reagan, the intensity of combat had lessened, and the move-
ment’s devil figures became more diverse and amorphous. Anita Bryant was
replaced by Jerry Falwell, the Moral Majority, neoconservatism, and right-wing evan-
gelicalism in general. Many of the concerns remained the same, but the style
changed considerably. Finally, by 1983, two years after the New York Times reported
the original story on a rare form of cancer being found in homosexual men, AIDS
and the medical, political, and social threats it poses had come to color all gay
discourse. Indeed, the underlying thesis of more than one text (including the recent
and acclaimed film “Longtime Companion”) has been that AIDS, in essential ways,
has changed the meaning of what it is to be gay in the United States. As one figure
in Rosa von Praunheim’s film trilogy “AIDS Update” says when asked about the
impact of AIDS on gay life, “Everything has changed.”

As in the original study, discussion is focused by the findings of a value anal-
ysis of selected samples of discourse with attention usually limited to the five most
frequently coded value appeals in each period.”

Period VI: Defending Fragile Achievements

By 1977, homaphile liberation had been a presence in America for thirty years, the
visible and activist post-Stonewall wing of the movement for nearly a decade. In the
congenially liberal afterglow of an era in which popular political action had ended
American involvement in an unpopular war and brought down two U.S. presidents,
gay liberationists began to talk with pride of their achievements and of the increasing
social and legal acceptance of homosexuality. Everything seemed positive for the
movement, but then Dade County, Florida, passed an ordinance prohibiting discrimi-
nation against homosexuals in housing, employment, and public accommodations.
In this environment of sunny tolerance, the surprise was the vocal, religiously fueled
popular reaction against the ordinance led by singer Anita Bryant, a reaction that
resulted in a referendum battle that reached far beyond Dade County.

Bryant's successful campaign against the Dade County ordinance and its
expansion into the nationwide Save Our Children movement-served notice on the
gay community that history did not have an immutable, liberal-progressive direction,
that it could not be trusted simply to run its course. From 1973 until Bryant’s emer-
gence, the gay liberation movement had been in a stage characterized as uncertain
maturity. The dramatic gains of the early seventies had given way to quiet lobbying
such as letter writing, the mundane processes of conventional political influence
carried out by groups like the National Gay Task Force. Many gay people had lost
interest; organizations atrophied; no credible devils existed to threaten the peace;
and the movement was threatened with dissolution. Then a.series of events begin-
ning with the battle in Dade County served as a sobering antidote to complacency.
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Unity is the most prominent value appeal in this period. Gay rights supporters
had to regroup and regather those who had wandered away from the party when it
had begun to get dull. Beyond this most general and perennial sense, unity is as
difficult for the gay rights movement as it is for any movement where the constitu-
ency is a national rather than a regional or local community. Issues that may be
defined geographically, a local ordinance for instance, must be ideologically trans-
formed into a common cause. It is a problem that has plagued social movements in
America from the Revolution onward. Gay liberation in the United States has an
advantage here in that it historically has been the political facet of a subcultural
‘milieu, and that subculture has been defined nationally. It is a largely urban sub-
culture in which there are certain centers widely recognized as the province of gay
people wherever they may live. Gays in Idaho and gays in Kentucky may share, as a
part of their common cultural currency, a knowledge of bars in Greenwich Village or
a repertoire of experiences from “the Castro.” Newspapers in the gay community
encourage this identification. In the papers surveyed for this study, the best example
was a lengthy feature in the New York Native on California’s Russian River resort
area, a favorite vacationing spot for gays. Gay publications, though identified with
their places of origin, often have a national circulation and provide national and
international coverage® This kind of transgeographical consciousness encourages
references to the gay community as a national phenomenon and a corresponding
mentality in which any threat is a threat to the whole.”

An editorial from the Philadelphia Gay News is illustrative. “Bryant Threatens
All GAYS!” read the headline. Referring to the anti-Bryant forces in Dade County, the
editorial admonished the reader: “Florida gays are doing all they can, but that is not
enough. We must all help. Otherwise, Anita Bryant and friends might show up in
your town.”*

Unity also became a concern in the crisis posed by the Save Our Children
movement as the debate over proper strategies of response intensified. The period
preceding the uproar over Bryant and her following had been a period of quiet
respectability, gay lesbian lobbyists in suits carrying leather attachés. Indeed, this
presentation has been much more typical of the gay rights movement throughout its
history than the colorful glimpses of gay counterculture provided each June as
evening news programs cover Pride Day marches.” Many in the gay community
encouraged continuation of moderate and reasoned tactics in 1977. David Goodstein
of the generally conservative Advocate couched his preferred strategies in the mantle
of professionalism, and he praised this virtue at every opportunity. Peter Goodman,
then newly appointed director of the Human Rights Foundation, led a “most profes-
sional” organization, and the successful fight against a referendum to overturn gay
rights protections in Seattle was “a tribute to professionalism.”

Bryant’s national tours, though, also were met with angry scenes of near
violence and at least one pie-throwing incident, suggesting that not everyone in the
gay community was of the same mind as Goodstein. As “Angry as Hell” put it in
the Gay Community News: “Let’'s not feel awful about bustin’ Anita’s chops . . . We
can try to be cheap Christ imitators or we can be real.”” Gay Community News later
found itself part of “A House Divided” over its role in organizing a rally against
Bryant in Boston. In the face of threats and recriminations from within the gay
community, the editors at GCN responded: “Instead of a much needed coming
together and a necessary supportive effort, many politicians and gay businesses
retreated to a stance of fear and non-activism masquerading as ‘respectability.”
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Again, the problem itself is not unique to the gay movement. The battle over
tactics, especially violence and civil disobedience, has been an important feature of
almost every significant social movement in U.S. history.

A combination of appeals to work, determination, and strength constitute
the second most prominent value cluster in Period VI. The dominant member of this
cluster is determination (26 appeals compared to 16 for work and 4 for strength).
The ratio suggests the defensive state of a movement working against the odds. So
many appeals to determination give the discourse the tone of things spoken through
clenched teeth. “Strong people, led by the indomitable Nancy Roth . . . were deter-
mined to make SOHR a viable organization,” editorialized the Advocate? Gays
talked of themselves as living in a climate where simple viability required the
combined forces of strength, indomitability, and determination. The Gay Community .
News began to sound melodramatic when the editors proclaimed the strength of
their determination:

In the face of economic blackmail from within the community, lack of
commitment from political allies, and violent homophobic terrorism, we must
reiterate our mandate and the principles by which we abide. Gay Community
News is committed to providing a forum for all of the diverse and opposed
elements and perspectives within the gay community, and to maintaining
open lines of communication between us all.®

Achievement is the third most prominent appeal in this period, and there is a
sense in which it is at the center of this discourse. If it can be characterized by any
one thing, the rhetoric of gay liberation in the period spawned by the Dade County
campaign can be characterized as defending fragile achievements; it was about the
recognition that gains, once made, are not guaranteed for permanence, a painful
iteration of the hoary saw “The price of liberty is eternal vigilance.” In some of the
referendum campaigns that followed Dade County, gays saw rights taken away. At
the same time, a demoralized constituency made for an ineffective movement, and
the gay community wrestled with maintaining an awareness of what good had been
wrought in the years since Stonewall. An editorial in the Philadelphia Gay News
presented one formula in its title, “One step back, two steps forward.”!

It became important to the movement to stress what achievements it could find
in this period. One editorial from Boston’s Gay Community News congratulating the
National Gay Task Force for its role in the historic White House meeting with Carter
staffer Midge Costanza, heavy on achievement appeals, was reprinted in an issue of
the Philadelphia Gay News that also happened to be in the current sample.* If there
were not enough achievements to go around, we obviously would have to share.

Combined appeals to safety and security constitute the fourth group in Period
VL. What gay rhetoric was acknowledging was that the times were turbulent and
uncertain, that what had been achieved could become unachieved quickly, that the
climate was changing from one in which liberalism had a certain presumption to one
in which conservatism did. These developments threatened not just the social and
legal security of gays, but also their physical safety. “Kill a Queer for Christ” bumper
stickers were no joke. The sampled editorials contain reports of fire-bombed auto-
mobiles, threats to life, vandalization of property, and physical attacks on gay men.”
Editorial cartoons, though not coded, were obsessed with the theme of violence
being done to gays by Anita Bryant and right-wing and religious extremists. The




308 Ill e CrrricaL ToUGHSTONES

most ominous editorial in this sample probably is the one that features a reproduc-
tion of a Ku Klux Klan calling card that reportedly had been left at the newspaper
office. “You have been paid a Friendly Visit by the Ku Klux Klan,” it said. “Should
Wwe pay you A REAL VISIT?”* Compared to earlier periods, there is a high number of
aggression appeals in Periods VI and VII. Most of these are contained in descriptions
of aggression against gay people rather than acts of aggression by gay people. The
influence of this hostile climate was pervasive, and it manifests itself in a preponder-
ance of metaphors of war and violence in gay rhetoric. The radical right was accused
of “murdering” the ERA, for example, and all political actions became “battles.”*
Finally, tolerance, which had been a major concern in each of the first four
rhetorical periods of the gay liberation movement but which had received only inci-
dental attention in Period V (1973-1977)[,) reemerges here as a predominant appeal.

Period VII: Fortifying against a Conservative Tide

Anita Bryant gradually faded from prominence, her contract with the Florida Citrus
Growers unrenewed, her marriage in disarray. But unlike McCarthy’s fall in 1955,
Bryant's decline did not remove what seemed to be the single stubborn barrier to
enlightenment. Bryant was the forward-running crest of a wave of conservatism that,
as it declined in intensity, also became more pernicious in its apparent ubiquity. In
1980, Ronald Reagan was elected President of the United States with the vocal and
much publicized support of the Moral Majority and other groups loosely allied under
that umbrella. Conservatives were in the White House and in the Congress; they
were in Lynchburg, Virginia; and they were in'a renascent Klan and an increasingly
visible Nazi party. If it had lost its poniard, the political right had gained in its ability
to conquer the opposition by division.

Talking out of both sides of his mouth, a talent normally reserved for politi-
cians, David Goodstein provided a perfect example of the confusion in the gay
community in an editorial in which he provided reasons, for every candidate
running for president in 1980, that gays should become involved in their campaigns.
Ronald Reagan, for example, was to be “rewarded” by the gay community for his
statement against California’s Proposition 6 in 1978. “Our best chance for success
after this next election,” wrote Goodstein, “is to be known to whoever [sic] [emphasis
Goodstein’s] wins, Republican or Democrat.”” The example admittedly is extreme,
but it exposes a movement without unifying principle or direction, a movement
simply hedging its bets.

' In this setting, it seems predictable that wnity would be a primary appeal in

Period. VII, this time sharing the number one spot with the combined appeals of
work, determination, and strength. Most movement leaders, unlike Goodstein,
recognized 'that gay power did not have sufficient reserves to survive diffusion.
Among the editorials sampled for this period, three dealt with specific political races.
Only Goodstein’s failed to urge unified gay support of specific candidates.®

In fairness to Goodstein’s position (or lack thereof), unity is a special problem
for a movement based on its own right to diverge from the norm. The gay rights
movement constantly courts the embarrassing charge that it does not really advocate
diversity, but only a wider circle of conformity. In asking for tolerance from the
surrounding straight culture, the movement is forced to exercise it within its own
ranks. The perennial debates over the place of leathermen and drag queens in Pride
Day parades is one example of this tension between the value of tolerance and that
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of practicality. Responding to an article by novelist John:Rechy in which he argued,
in the editor’s words, that “sadomasochism is a blight on our community and an
impediment to the political action we so desperately need,” the editors of Gay News
came down on the side of tolerance and diversity: “We applaud the differences
in our community because that diversity is our basic strength.”” Similarly, the
Christopher Street Liberation Day Committee of New York City seemed almost proud
of its “turbulent, often tumultuous, 13 year history characterized by much internecine
strife” as it noted of its endeavors: “Unanimity was never expected as a goal but a
diverse representation of many individuals and groups from the New York gay and
lesbian community who would work together to ensure a successful March and Rally
was hoped for.”® ‘

Throughout the gay movement’s history, and indeed throughout the history of
social movements in the United States, one debate that centers on the value of unity
is the question of coalition building. Virtually every major movement for social
change in this country, at some point in its career, has fought fierce internal battles
over the increase in strength and resources gained by coalition building versus the
dilution of identity, program, and purpose. Within the gay movement, the calls for
coalition building usually come from the left, Marxist groups whose vision of a union
of the oppressed stems from a unitary idea of the root of oppression. In the present
sample, the call to build coalitions was represented in two editorials, one dealing
with gay response to the Ku Klux Klan, the other with gay response to the Nazis.
Sara Bennett and Joan Gibbs argued for ‘.‘strong autonomous movements . . . which
take up the struggles of ail issues which affect women, lesbians and gay men
whether or not they affect only women, lesbians and gay men. This means not only
fighting sexism and heterosexism but also fighting racism and classism—all the insti-
tutions that maintain the patriarchy, capitalism and imperialism.” Writing for the
Spartacist League, Tom Dowling, a self-identified former member of the Red Flag
Union, dismissed as “suicidal” “a strategy for a narrowly gay-centered mobilization
against the Nazis, as put forward by the ‘Stonewall Committee,” a hodge-podge of
feminists, reformists, and liberals stage-managed by the Revolutionary Socialist
League.” Expressing his confidence in the basic decency of Chicago’s heavily
minority population (which obviously he had never had the practical experience of
trying to coordinate), Dowling claimed that what was needed was “the will to forge
a labor/minorities mobilization to bring out thousands of militant protestors to stop
the Nazis.”# ,

For all the talk about a common cause, even for the far left, as reflected in the
titles of their essays, what truly is. common is the enemy. It is an old rhetorical
dictum that it is easier to get people to agree on what they are against than on what
they are for, and it is confirmed in these examples. John Rowberry recognized it
when he noted, “there are no differences between leatherman and the clone that
matter when both are threatened by the same enemy, [sic] there are no differences
between gay men and gay women that matter when both face annihilation.” It is
not that there are no differences; it is that there are none that matter in the face of a
grave and common threat. The qualifying phrases are critical.

As mentioned already, the combined appeals of work, strength, and determina-
tion became entwined with appeals to unity as the primary concern of Period
VIL The profile would appear to look little different from Period VI, but a difference
in distribution does reflect a difference in tone. While the .combined work-

- determination-strength appeals in Period VI were dominated by determination,
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suggesting a sharply defensive rhetoric, work and determination are almost equal in
Period VII, with work barely edging out determination.

Social movement theory implies that groups struggling against oppression tend
to assume the character of the oppressor. The revelation began to emerge that life
would not continue to improve as a natural operation of history, that there were
competing interests in the world (not all of which shared the same vision of the ideal
future), and that the vision of the future that we, in fact, would institute would have
much to do with the concerted efforts of self-interested groups. This revelation,
stemming from the successes of Bryant’s followers, inspired an almost neo-Puritan
ethic among gay rights activists. One of the features of White’s value-coding scheme
is the ability to code certain equations of value, and one of the most prominent

. equations of this period is some variant of D-A or “determination leads to achieve-
ment.” Some of the variations include “lack of determination (work) leads to lack of
achievement (failure).” And “work (determination) has in the past led to achieve-
ment.” In many cases the debt to the religious right for this lesson is explicit.

John Rowberry revealed an awareness of the difference between battling Anita
Bryant and battling the New Right when he wrote:

We have recently seen our greatest enemy, the religious fundamentalists, rise
to unprecidented [sic] levels of power. The seemingly overwhelming imme-
diacy of an Anita Bryant pales by comparison to a grassroots movement that
is as well organized and financed as these new harbingers of social temper-
ance. They have brought into their self-proclaimed moral battle not only their
hatred for all things gay, but their equal dislike for the liberal and progressive
politics and policies that were our allies during the past decades.

This paragraph captures most of the rhetorical characteristics of this period: the
insecurity, the understanding of the fragility of achievement, the realization that
the New Right may be less dramatic than Anita Bryant but more insidious. There is a
lesson here for organizing as Rowberry makes clear later in his article:

Part of the problem that we face today is that we have never done enough
for our own good. We greeted each local law-change as a major political
victory, while the new right collected another million signatures and another
million dollars for their war chest. We celebrated each political endorsement
as the crown that would guarantee the kings [sic] reign, and the new right
gathered another million names and got another million pledges.®

For several paragraphs, Rowberry continues-in this vein, a long series of anaphora
and epistrophe. To defeat the right, he is saying, gays must become more like them.
That requires hard work, persistence, stamina, doggedness—all the dull, Protestant
qualities that seem so antithetical to gay culture.

Rowberry was not alone in preaching this minatory tale. When Philadelphia
was the only major American city that did not have a Pride Day celebration in 1980,
the Philadelphia Gay News blamed it on the fact that “people in our community just
didn’t want to put in the time and effort, or figured that others would do it.” David
Goodstein’s ever-avuncular voice counseled that continued progress “depends on all
of you: if all of you sit out the 1980 campaign, those who have mobilized against
gays could cause Congress to pass antigay- legislation, could prompt the next
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president to rescind the minimal federal gains we've made, and could encourage
state legisiatures to pass civil and criminal sanctions.”*

As it had in Period VI, achievement follows unity and work- determination-
strength as a frequently invoked value in Period VII. The period from 1980 to 1982
consolidated a change in the way gay people looked at the achievements that began
with the Dade County battle. Achievements had been looked upon as permanent
fixtures, as monuments to be housed in the gay pride museum and celebrated each
Pride Day, as the irrevocable work of history. As Rowberry admonished: “We treated
the defeat of the Briggs Initiative as proof that justice would always prevail,” but
now we had even the indomitably melioristic Goodstein writing about the possibility
of rescission. Others, including Rowberry, were less charitable still. “We can start
over, because we are, in 1981, at ground zero,” Rowberry wrote, making twenty to
thirty years of movement activity a surreal joke.”

Of course, it was as erroneous to say that nothing had been ach1eved as it was
to think about what had been achieved as being in a class with the Roman viaducts.
Peter Frisch, David Goodstein’s colleague at the Advocate, put a materialistic, decid-
edly eighties yuppie twist on gay achievement when he wrote of the skyrocketing
number of gay-owned or gay-identified. businesses around the country and the
consequent increase in gay economic muscle.® Frisch, in keeping with the commer-
cial concerns of his publication (a BMW ad appears. on the same page as Frisch’s
editorial) and the values of his time, saw money as the route to influence and
thought gay men had achieved recognition as an economic force larger than their
numbers would suggest.

The appeals to truthfulness, justice, and safety-security, the three catego-
ries that tied for third place as concerns of Period VII, already are apparent in the
concerns over unity, achievement, and work-strength-determination. The three-way
tie perhaps was predictable since these groups of appeals often occur in various
combinations. In an equation straight from classical liberalism, truth is thought to be
the guarantor of justice and security, and when justice is threatened, security often is
threatened along with it.

That the appeal is to truthfulness rather than to knowledge is a manifestly
nonpositivistic, rhetorical stance and reflects some of those postmodern tendencies
in the gay rights movement alluded to earlier. Every oppressed group, in significant
ways, is alien to its oppressors, unknown, mysterious, exotic; that is a primary
vehicle to oppression. We find it difficult to oppress ourselves or those in whom we
recognize ourselves. It is in the. interstices abandoned to ignorance that fear and
loathing fester, and it is a concomitant burden of the alien group to make themselves
familiar. For gays and lesbians this is the significance of the banners and placards
reading “We are your children” that are staples at Pride Day marches. But as long.as
the alien is represented by an oppressive other or through the other’s media, the
truth is a political battleground. Gays, as others before them, have struggled against
damaging, sometimes incendiary misconceptions spread knowingly or unknowingly
on network television, in magazines, in films, and in newspapers. It was during
Period VII, in fact, that there was prolonged and often bitter debate within the gay
community on the proper response to the film “Cruisingl,]” starring Al Pacino.
Though no editorials on this subject were included in the coded sample, a number
of articles and letters to the editor were noticed in different publications. Notice also
was taken of a lot of media watch material in gay publications, including a regular

" column by that title in the New York Native.
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Of the materials included in this sample, the most poignant instance of the
struggle against unfair representation by major media concerned coverage of
the 1981 Atlanta murders in which the disappearance and murder of young children,
especially black boys, was rumored to have homosexual overtones. The coverage
was poignant because the movement has had to fight the same battle so many times
before, as the editorial acknowledges in its opening line: “It’s like so many similar
stories in the past.” The editorial cites several instances of conflicting evidence and
criticisms of coverage from nongay sources.

Related to the unity appeal, a major form of the truthfulness appeal in this
sample was the unattractive result of internecine squabbles, one group or faction
charging another with all manner of mendacities.®

Justice historically has been’ defined by.gay rights advocates in narrow legal
terms.”* This is one of the primary reasons the movement never has emerged as a
genuinely radical force in American politics; it never has challenged root assump-
tions underlying the law.** This tendency continues in Period VII, where the courts
are looked to as the last bastion “against conservative popular sentiment and
mounting legislative and physical attacks on gay people. “This year,” expostulated
the Gay News, “we’ll be voting for judges of the various courts in the city and
commonwealth. The winners will be the people who will preside over courts which
decide cases affecting lesbians and- gays, as well as non-gays.” The editorial went on
to counsel that votes should be decided based, first, on qualifications and, second,
on whether or not a candidate’s view of the law was “in our best interests.” John
Rowberry, basing his arguments largely on the Bill of Rights, warned that the “new
christian [sic] right” supports “racism . . . tax exemption for the church without
following the separation of church and state doctrines that are clearly in the constitu-
tion,” at the same time opposing “equal rights for racial and cultural minorities.” It
had expressed a willingness, Rowberry wrote, to violate “rights of privacy in one’s
home” and “the rights to lawful public assembly.” Other editorials expressed
concerns regarding either the judiciary or the police.”

The appeals to security and safety in Period VII represent a continuation of the
siege mentality developed in Period VI. Assaults continued on the precarious gains
made by gay people in the previous decade, a halt to further progress was a threat,
and antigay violence rose, part of the rise of what now has been federally recog-
nized as a special type of crime, the hate crime. Sara Bennett and Joan Gibbs
warned that “the current growing size and boldness of the Klan is a direct outgrowth
of a more widespread and visible rise in racism and other reactionary stances as
evidenced by the attacks on the limited gains of Third World people, women and
lesbians and gay men.”*® The editors of Gay News, finding a common root beneath
anti-Semitism and homophobia, found a lesson in Jewish history regarding the
fragile nature of “surface tolerance.”” In 1977, when the previous study ended and
this case study began, the polling firm of Yankelovich, Skelley, and White reported
that 56% of those polied said they would vote for legislation guaranteeing the civil
rights of homosexuals.® Half a decade later, gay rights advocates were fortifying the
fortress walls against the possibility of all-out attack.

Period VIII: AIDS—Battling the Hydra

Just before the Independence Day holiday in 1981, the. New York Times announced
the occurrence of a rare cancer among gay men. The following week, the New York
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Native, on its cover and as its page eight headline, heralded “Cancer Hits the Gay
Community.” Though worrisome, the cancer could not be recognized in 1981 as the
devastating epidemic that we all would come to know as AIDS. Over the course of
the next two years, as death tolls rose and the multifarious forms of the disease were
identified as having a common provenance, AIDS became the obsessive concern of
gay rights activists, coloring all activity concerning the welfare of gay men and
lesbians in the United States. AIDS presented the gay community with not only a
public health crisis, but crises in the social, legal, and psychological spheres as well.
AIDS catalyzed a shift in the rhetoric of the gay movement.

The shift is reflected in the coverage by papers like the New York Native
whose readership included large numbers of those directly affected. Almost a year
after the breaking of the original story, the Natives coverage still was restricted
largely to newsbrief items like the one in the June 7-20, 1982, issue regarding the
establishment of a health hotline in New York City through which “Questions about
the year-old outbreak of diseases linked to a mysterious collapse of immune defense
among urban gay men will be referred to members of Glay] Mlen’s] Hlealth]

Clrisis].”” A year later, 15 of 40 news pages (ads, classifieds, and arts and entertain-
ment excluded) featured AIDS in a significant way.®

Combined appeals to work-strength-determination again share the top rank
for the most frequently appealed to values, though this time it is justice consuming
equal attention rather than unity. The form of many of the work-strength-determina-
tion appeals is familiar from earlier periods. Gays often urge each other to exercise
their influence in the political arena by voting, lobbying, and writing to elected
representatives. Period VIII provides continuing evidence of this approach. “I'm not
political.” Will this be heard while candidates for public office are being asked to
swear allegiance to the Bible (as interpreted by the fundamentalists), rather than to
the Constitution?” asked David Steward of California writing in Gay Community
News S Steward’s implicit faith in the power of the vote and the Constitution reflects
the same basic respect for the process of American politics that we have seen as a
recurrent characteristic of gay rights rhetoric.

At the same time, there is a healthy and well-earned suspicion of government.
There is little faith that government, left to its own devices, will look after the best
interests of gay people. A number of the work-strength-determination appeals in this
period reflect this cynicism in their assertion that the government is not working, is
not doing all it could and should, especially with respect to AIDS.% In fact, 1987 saw
gay men, lesbians, and their supporters march on Washington, D.C., in numbers that
some have estimated to be as high as 500,000, more than the number who gathered
to hear Martin Luther King, Jr., deliver the “I Have a Dream” speech in 1963. The
march was inspired largely by what the Windy City Times called “the Reagan govern-
ment's shameful and callous nonresponsiveness” to the AIDS crisis.®® Consequently,
many of the work-strength-determination appeals in this period reflect the gay
community’s determination to take care of its own in the face of AIDS.%

The government role in the AIDS crisis is one of the major foci of the justice
appeals in this period. Rep. Henry Waxman is quoted as saying, “It is clear that if this
disease were hitting members of the American Legion or Chamber of Commerce,
Ronald Reagan couldn't ask for money fast enough.”® Waxman was not the only one
suggesting that the government’s response to AIDS was shaped by the fact that gay
men and intravenous drug users were the population hardest hit. The editors of the
Windy City Times expressed their belief “firmly and unequivocally, that if AIDS were
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a disease that struck primarily white, heterosexual men, these and other solutions
would long ago have been implemented.”® -

Again connected with the work-strength-determination appeals, there also are
a number of warnings of the injustices that will occur if gays do not involve them-
selves in the political process.and elect candidates who will be sympathetic to gay
issues.” Even in the face of AIDS, justice continues to have a narrow legalistic
coloring for gay activists rather than the broader moral coloring given it by other
radical and reform movements in the United States.®

The reemergence of truthfulness as a major concern reflected in the rhetoric
of the movement in Periods VII and VIII is peculiar given the long hiatus since it had
last been a major factor. In Periods Il and III- (1955-1960 and 1961-1968), as gays
were becoming increasingly visible while still shrouded in misconception due to lack
of accurate knowledge, there was a great premium in the gay press on finding the
truth about homosexuality and on using the truth to combat senseless discrimination
and fear. Periods VII and VIII provide a parallel as gays were forced into the public
consciousness by AIDS, a mysterious and frightening disease for which it was diffi-
cult to find the cause, the cure for which eludes us still. There is a renewed
emphasis in the rhetoric of Period VIII on correcting general misconceptions about
gays perpetuated by the mainstream media, but most of the truthfulness appeals in
this period are connected to AIDS specifically.

That gays always have had the option of passing; that they, unlike women or
blacks, for example, do not wear their stigma on the surface has made the question
of gay identity itself a matter of truthfulness. One editorial in this sample called the
remonstrance to “come out” “the oldest message of the lesbian and gay movement”
and “the most basic.”™ The appeal is double-edged. It asks gays to be truthful with
themselves and in their relationships with others about who they really are, and it
rests its political agenda on the sanguine assumption that direct knowledge of gay
people effectively will combat harmful myths and misconceptions: To know us is to
love us. In Period VIII, an unusual but significant variation on this theme appeared
as presumably nongay political figures, including Roy Cohn and Te