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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

What is Lesbian-Gay History?

Lesbian-gay history is the most recent area of study

undertaken in an effort to understand the totality of

human history. For most of recorded time, history «has

been written from the perspective of straight white men.

Towards the end of the twentieth century, we are

witnessing a change in the writing of history as we break

down the barriers of intolerance in such areas as racism,

sexism and homophobia. For the first time in modern

world history, minority populations are writing their own

histories. In doing so, they are reshaping the accepted

view of what the past means to all of us.

For the most part, at least in the United States,

minority history has been a twentieth century phenomenon.

Beginning with a flowering of African-American culture in

the 1920s, blacks began to write their own history from

their unique point of view. At first cautious and non-

confrontational, black historians began forming and

reforming their history: "forming" in the sense that

much of what they were exploring was uncharted territory
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and "reforming" in the sense that what history was

available had been written by white men with varying

degrees of racial bias. By the 1930s, this movement,

born and bred in black universities and a few tolerant

white-dominated universities, created the need for a

means of communication and created the Journal of Negro

History.

This academic stirring marked a growing self- —

confidence that soon bloomed in the Civil Rights

movements of the 1950s and 1960s. The studying and

writing of history played a vital role in the growth of

the collective confidence of African-Americans. Prior to

the 1920s, most of this proud history had been passed

down in the oral tradition. With the advent of

professional historians, blacks could convey their

history to many more people, including some of the ruling

class whites, whose opinions needed to be changed in

order to begin the search for equality between the races.

Black historians both began and continued historical

trends. They continued the trend of history as political

tool; the very fact that they wrote history from a black

point of view flew in the face of a genetically-based

racism that depicted blacks as intellectually inadequate.

But in using this political tool, black historians were

the first to question the viability of history written by



ruling class, straight, white males. This was a dramatic

development in historiography. White academia, needless

to say, was slow to accommodate the new view. By the

1950s and 1960s, however, black history gained the

respect it deserved, and, within ten years of the

assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., black academics

had carved a small but influential niche into

predominantly white academia. «-

This, of course, is not to say that all is well with

African-Americans in academia. But their success over

the last seventy-five years has inspired other minorities

to demand that their own history be acknowledged along

with that of ruling class whites.

In the 1960s women began successfully agitating for

their rights. Politically, socially and economically,

women had historically been considered the "weaker sex."

After the positive experience of working in World War II,

the negative experience of being redomesticized in the

1950s, and the example of the Civil Rights movement,

however, many women decided that their "inferiority" was

a sham. In the youth-dominated culture of the 1960s

women explored a new sexuality, a new independence and a

new role in an affluent society that required less manly

brawn and more human creativity. They entered the

workforce in great numbers, challenging male dominance,
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and flexed their political muscle to demand changes in

the laws and customs that oppressed them.

In the 1970s women joined African-Americans in

infiltrating the white male bastions of academia. They

began an intensive study of the history of women, which

had been neglected since the beginning of written

records. Women historians also formed and reformed their

history and began to challenge white male notions that

women, like blacks, were intellectually inadequate.

School girls learned of prominent and important women in

American history such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton and

Harriet Beecher Stowe the same as black children were

learning of George Washington Carver, Bessie Smith and

A. Philip Randolph.

In the 1970s and 1980s other minority groups pushed

for recognition of their own history. Native Americans,

East Asians, latinos, and lesbians and gays realized that

history serves a vital function in the creation of group

identity, uniqueness and pride. It is in this context

that I write this thesis on lesbian-gay history.

Of the politically active minorities in the United

States, lesbians and gays have the least researched

history, and perhaps the greatest need for an

understanding that history can help bring about. The

oppression of lesbians and gays in America in myriad* ways
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points up the shortcomings of our society. Excluded from

the military and denied equal rights across the country

in housing, marriage and insurance, lesbians and gays

today are the most obviously legally oppressed minority.

Institutional response to the AIDS catastrophe has been

shamelessly slow, often because of intensely homophobic

notions that to help a person with AIDS would mean

actually recognizing that homosexuals do exist. «.

This minority has suffered from a lack of a positive

identity and has struggled in America for more than

sixty-five years to correct it. This paper continues

this tradition and is in its very essence a political

tract. I am a member of the lesbian-gay community and I

believe that we have suffered for too long in silence.

This silence has contributed to our oppression by

validating it. We have given power and language to a

dominant oppressive "straight" majority that has and will

exercise any and all power that we cede to it. The lack

of an elucidated history is part of this silence. Our

lack of history makes individual lesbians and gays feel

cut off from time as well as culture. Society has

divided and conquered us. For all that our total

experience has contributed to the worlds of art,

literature, drama, politics, teaching, truck driving, and

hair dressing, we as a group have received little or no
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credit. For the twenty-two years that I existed in fear

of myself and my homosexuality, I was never taught that

lesbians and gays had ever contributed anything to

society except filth and disgust. This has got to

change.

Academia has conspired in this silence. Twenty-one

years ago the Stonewall Rebellion burst forth onto

Christopher Street in New York City, bringing a nascent

homosexual rights movement to unprecedented highs of

confidence and pride. But in 1990, there is still only

one full-time professor of Lesbian-Gay History in the

entire U.S.,1 and only a spattering of other academics

devoting it part-time attention. This is not enough.

The word is not getting out. The average lesbian or gay

is, for the most part, wholly ignorant of his or her

history. The pantheon of lesbian-gay heroes such as

Harvey Milk, Harry Hay, Del Martin, Phyllis Lyon, Frank

Kameny, Randy Wicker, Rita Mae Brown etc. goes largely

unknown in our own circles let alone the rest of society.

I am writing to help, to soothe, to inspire in my

own small way those who continue to suffer in silence and

those who are discovering new beginnings. I hope that

the stories of strength and conviction given by my

1 John D'Emilio is Professor of Lesbian-Gay History
at the University of North Carolina - Greensboro. r



interviewees will encourage others as surely as they have

encouraged me. The lesbian-gay historians who have

inspired me are themselves part of a long tradition of

political historiography that has continually pushed for

the inclusion of all people in American society. This

spirit was started in this country during the American

Revolution, was passed to blacks, latinos and women and

now, finally, has been passed to lesbians and gays.-^

A Note on Language

This paper attempts to be sensitive to the terms

currently used to describe minorities in the United

States. It is of primary importance that one pay

attention to individual characteristics when discussing

groups of people, for no matter how similar two people

are they will never be exactly alike. There is

unfortunately a monolithic quality to many terms used to

describe minorities in America. This leads to sweeping

and often inaccurate generalizations, such as "all

lesbians are. . ."or "all latinos act ..." in some

ways these terms, which were originally designed to

liberate people, have ended by imprisoning them in

circumscribed identities. However, monolithic

terminology is used by contemporary society to describe

itself, especially its minorities. Language has been a

7



power of straight white men over the rest of society. In

recent decades those not belonging to this elite group

have fought for the power to name themselves. On one

level this struggle seems to be merely aesthetic; but in

reality it means much more than that. Until the 1960s

the dominant white establishment referred to African-

Americans alternatively as "negroes" or "coloreds" in

polite conversation and to "niggers" or "coons" in common

conversation. These terms were invented by the dominant

white culture and were used by both whites and blacks to

describe a supposedly inferior race. In the last thirty

years black self-confidence has replaced these derogatory

terms with the new terras: blacks, Afro-Americans,

African- Americans and People of Color. They have also

successfully demanded that the dominant society adopt the

new language. The power to change language is the power

to change minds.

The same redefinition of terms has been true for

other minorities struggling for equal recognization in

American society. One does not speak of orientals but

Asian-Americans or East Asians, not of Indians but of

Native Americans, not of Hispanics but of Mexican-

Americans, Cuban-Americans or latinos etc. Each

alteration of language represents the urge for a

multicultural sensitivity in opposition to Eurocentric
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insensitivity. At the same time these labels are tenuous

partly because of the continued use of older terms by the

straight white majority and because of resistance from

the minority itself. In some ways this may be a result

of internalized oppression; in other ways it represents a

healthy distrust by those who could identify as

minorities of stereotypes and labelling that channel

their identity. ^-

The same is true for the evolution of lesbian-gay

terminology. Before the late nineteenth century persons

engaging in same-gender sexual activity were labelled

with the most derogatory language. Terms like

"sodomite," "perverts," or "buggers" reflected the

intolerance of a society based on judeo-christian values.

Indeed, many thought the activity so terrible that it was

referred to as "the unspeakable act," depriving lesbians

and gays of any definition or power.

With the rise of a professional medical community in

the late nineteenth century, new scientific terras

described same- gender sexuality in less prejudiced ways.

The most important of these new terms was "homosexual," a

word with a Latin root and a Greek prefix that defined

people according to their sexuality. By World War II,

the term "homosexuality" was sufficiently known for the

American Armed Forces to stamp an "H" on the dishonorable



discharges of all of those so unfortunate enough to be

caught practicing it. "Homosexual," while less

psychologically damaging to its bearer than "pervert,"

"sodomite" or "bugger," still carried a very negative

stigma that associated it with sickness and moral

weakness.

Thus, at an early stage, perhaps as early as the

1920s, those with same-gender sexual attraction used the

term "gay" to refer to themselves and to others of the

same orientation. This word was used privately between

homosexuals and not publicly until the 1970s, when it

gained a new political meaning and replaced "homophile,"

an innocuous apolitical term from the 1950s and 1960s.

The term "gay" represented a new confidence. It was

self-applied, had positive connotations, a historical

background, and was applicable, supposedly, to men and

women. During the 1970s, however, gay women began to

define themselves away from the term "gay" in order to

show their new identities as feminists. Many, therefore,

chose to publicly identify as "lesbians" (from the isle

of Lesbos in Greek myth). Accordingly, I refer to openly

homosexual women as "lesbians" and openly homosexual men

as "gays." When sources use the term "gay" as inclusive

of both genders, I use the terms "gay women" and "gay

men" to differentiate. r

10
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For the purposes of this paper, "homosexual" is a

term that signifies sexual orientation and nothing more.

Homosexuals, or those tending to same gender sexuality,

technically comprise anywhere from one-tenth to one-third

of the American population. Many homosexuals, perhaps

even a majority, do not accept their sexual orientation

due to social intolerance. Lesbians and gays on the

other hand, accept their homo- or bisexuality and choose

to pursue their relationships in a relatively open way.

Lesbians and gays are, therefore, subsets of the larger

group, homosexuals. Thus there are degrees of

lesbianness and gayness which depend on how open the

individual is with his or her sexuality. The minimum

standard for definition as lesbian or gay is the attempt

to form an amorous relationship with someone of the same

gender. This requires an acknowledgment and to a certain

degree an acceptance of the self as different from the

social expectation.

On the other side of the coin is the minority label

for the majority. For racial minorities the term most

often applied to the majority is "white" or "anglo," for

lesbians and gays it is "straight." Due to the reaction

of some lesbians and gays to social oppression, the term

"straight" often has a somewhat negative connotation.

"Straight," in addition to heterosexual, occasionally
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means tepid, conformist and boring. "Straight"

represents a choice of cultural lifestyle and therefore

includes more than those who are actually heterosexually

oriented. Some homo- and bisexually-oriented people

choose to act "straight" because of its social

respectability. It is for this reason that many self-

identified lesbians and gays often resent and distrust

those who identify as "straight." ~

Another term requiring clarification is

"homophobia," which is defined as the fear of

homosexuality and is manifested externally in the form of

anti-lesbian-gay laws, police harassment, beatings etc.

Internally, homophobia causes the greatest difficulty

within those who have homosexual feelings but due to

social oppression and repression of homosexuality have

internalized that hatred and hate themselves. This

repression of desire can be so strong as to prevent a

person from acknowledging his or her sexuality entirely.

This is known as "being in the closet."

In this paper I prefer the terms "lesbians and

gays," which I define to include bisexuals, to the term

"homosexual," which technically excludes them. I also

prefer the term "straight," which includes closeted

homosexuals and closeted bisexuals, rather than

"heterosexual," which does not. This paper is r
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specifically about lesbians and gays and not about

homosexuals and bisexuals in general. For practical

purposes, I use the term "lesbian-gay" to describe

lesbians and gays when they are together: the "lesbian-

gay community," "lesbian-gay history" etc. "Lesbian-gay"

replaces what straights often refer to as "homosexual."

The term "lesbian and gay," on the other hand, focuses on

the two identities as distinct from one another: --

"lesbian and gay people," "lesbian and gay issues" etc.

"Lesbian and gay groups" is short for lesbian groups and

gay groups. While these divisions remain problematic,

they are necessary to an understanding of the difference

between the lesbian community and the gay community.

Local Studies

A local study of lesbian-gay history poses many

problems to the researcher. In many ways the lesbian-gay

community is a microcosm of society. Homosexuality

crosses race, gender, class and age lines and therefore

is susceptible to the same stresses as the society at

large but with the additional burden of homophobia. All

of these tensions are and have been visible in Austin's

lesbian-gay community for as long as homosexuality has

been here and form an essential part of the community's

character.
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In any study of lesbians and gays, the "closet

factor" must be taken into account. This is still a very

controversial issue. There are many, some say a

majority, of homosexually-oriented Austinites who have

not acknowledged their sexuality. The same is

undoubtedly true of the rest of the country. And while

the situation has improved dramatically in the last

thirty years, the growth of lesbian-gay identity has been

erratic and has depended on location, gender, race, age,

family situation and class, etc. Young and educated

white males have most readily embraced a new sexual

identity due, perhaps, to their participation in the

dominant white male power structure. Young white men

have traditionally received the most benefits from

American society. Their confidence and economic

independence undoubtedly have made their transition to a

gay identity much easier than all other groups. Women,

blacks, latinos, differently abled (formally handicapped)

persons, and older members of society have been less

fortunate largely because of their status as double or

triple minorities. Their inferior cultural status has

kept them from an equal share in the benefits of society.

Their low status position and economic dependence have

made their transition to the lesbian-gay lifestyle much

more difficult. In some ways, what some call
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internalized homophobia, and others the lack of lesbian-

gay consciousness, is in proportion to a particular

group's social success. A poor, inner-city homosexual

person of color is less likely to be able to identify as

lesbian or gay than will be his or her university-

educated white male counterpart.

To one who would understand the lesbian-gay

community, these marginalized or "closeted" people -•

provide the biggest challenge. Researchers can only

write about what they are able to uncover. In essence

this paper will treat the experiences of those who were

willing and able to participate openly in political and

social groups designed to increase the awareness of and

about the lesbian-gay community. Given the racism and

classism of American society, this has largely meant the

educated white middle class. They have left a trail that

is more or less visible. This is not to say that these

Austinites are free from internalized homophobia

themselves - perhaps no lesbian or gay is ever completely

free of the effects of homophobia. However, these

lesbian and gay Austinites recognized that they could

construct useful and fulfilling lives anyway.

Beginning in January of 1990 and continuing until

October, I interviewed roughly sixty people who had been

involved, to some degree, in Austin's pre 1982 lesbian-
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gay community. Originally I was concerned that there

would not be enough information to do an entire Master's

Thesis on the history of the local lesbian-gay community.

By the summer I realized that I was wrong. The

difficulty then became one of limiting the study's scope

rather than enlarging it. I went from doing a general

study of all aspects of the lesbian-gay community,

including its links with the broader society, to a 4nuch

more specific study of lesbian-gay politics. In the

process I had to discard some hard fought for

information. For example, I originally planned to

include the lesbian-gay links to organized religion. I

tracked down some people who were involved in the

foundation of a gay church in Austin in 1972 and heard

fascinating stories of ensuing events. When it came time

to write, however, I could not logistically include my

chapter on religion. It has become instead a footnote to

one of the other chapters. I apologize to the people

interviewed, who had hoped to see such a section. I can

only say in my defense that this is a Master's Thesis and

therefore limited in scope. There were many other

important aspects of the Austin lesbian-gay community

that I have not touched. There is, for example, little

analysis of the years before 1970. For this period I

have stuck to generalizations based on interviews wirth
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older members of the community. There is very little

information on the history of lesbian-gay bars, an

important part of the community. There is no analysis of

the social and psychological links between the general

and lesbian-gay communities, and I do not treat the

problem of racism very thoroughly. These are some of the

topics that are still wide-open to other lesbian-gay

researchers. _.

What I believe I do accomplish is a study of the

formation of lesbian-gay identity in Austin, especially

in terms of political manifestations. My paper seeks to

answer a single question. How was lesbian and gay

identity formed and then translated into political power?

I answer this by looking at social and political

relationships between lesbians and gays, and between them

and the rest of society. I believe lesbian-gay identity

is a culturally bound choice. We do not choose to have

homosexual desires, but given them we do choose whether

to act on them or not. This choice, in turn, is limited

by a society that has historically disapproved of

homosexuality and has sought to stamp it out. In Austin

all of the major social institutions - the University,

the state government and the church - have tried to

"correct" nature by attempting to prevent homosexuality.

They have failed. What they have done, however, is to
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force lesbians and gays together. They have facilitated,

perhaps even determined, the rise of a lesbian-gay

identity. Lesbians and gays in Austin, and across

America, have built a strong identity on their social

oppression. They have built a community out of

necessity, and time and time again external homophobic

pressures have forced the lesbian-gay community into a

unity of purpose. Without the inherent homophobia .©f

American society, I do not believe that "lesbians and

gays" would exist. Furthermore, without organized,

specific attacks on homosexuals by members of a

homophobic society, I do not believe that the very

different communities of lesbians and gays would have had

cause to come together as they have. Ironically, I

believe that the virulent assaults on the freedoms of

lesbians and gays have led to an understanding and a

mutual respect between men and women that occurs nowhere

else in this society. This may seem meager in comparison

with the oppression, but it represents how lesbians and

gays can lead the rest of society to a higher level of

social justice and equality. I hope that the Austin

lesbian-gay community will not rest here but push forward

to realize that mutual respect can bind us to other

minorities. Hopefully, this combination will eventually

enlighten the rest of society.
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This alliance of oppression is anchored in years of

common struggle. In the Austin lesbian-gay community,

this struggle began in earnest in the Spring of 1970 at

the University of Texas. The first chapter details the

flowering of "gay consciousness" that led to the

formation of the Gay Liberation Front (GLF). The second

chapter analyzes the emergent lesbian lifestyle and the

battles over separatism in Austin especially after the

1975 founding of the Austin Lesbian Organization (ALO).

The third looks at changing political values and the

intensifying debates over sexism in Gay Community

Services (GCS) after 1975. The fourth and fifth chapters

address the maturing sense of the lesbian-gay community

that was able to effectively cooperate for the first time

in the formation of the gender-balanced Austin Lambda and

Austin Lesbian/Gay Political Caucus (ALGPC) in 1979. The

sixth chapter analyzes the Fair Housing Election of 1982

as the event that culminated twelve years of social and

political organizing and showed that the lesbian-gay

community had become an impressive political force.

Information for the chapters comes from the

interviews, from the newsletters that each group

published and from articles in the Austin American-

Statesman; the student paper, the Daily Texan; and the

alternative press, the Rag. The interviews gave me the



general picture of events as they happened. They also

provided me with opinions and behind-the-scenes

information not available in print. Most of the

interviewees gave me permission to print their names

(unthinkable twenty years ago), while some preferred

pseudonyms, which are noted by quotations marks such as

"Reverend Mother" or by a star for the surname like

"Margaret *."

The newsletters are the main source for raw data -

quotes, dates, numbers etc. I have been very fortunate

in that a number of community members have saved all of

their old copies of newsletters and other pertinent

information. Some of this was made available to me at

the Austin History Center while other printed material

was either lent or donated to me by members of the

community. I intend to place all donated material in the

Austin History Center. I hope that this will provide the

basis .for a lesbian-gay history archive accessible to all

lesbian and gay researchers.
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