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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Homosexuality as a topic for research has been chosen by a number 

of social scientists in the past. However, social scientific research 

of homosexuality has been almost solely concerned with the phenomenon 

of male homosexuality. The literature on homosexuality has dealt with 

such topics as the etiology of male homosexual preferences (Ellis, 1965; 

Bene, 1969); the homosexual subculture (Hooker, 1967; Hoffman, 1968); 

and impersonal homosexual activities in public places (Humphreys, 1970). 

In addition, there have been comments on the nature of male homosexuality 

within the prison setting (Clemmer, 1958; Goffman, 1961; Sykes, 1972). 

Much of the literature, both scientific and non-scientific, has focused 

on the deviant nature of homosexuality. 

The lifestyles, attitudes, and social characteristics of lesbians, 

although relatively ignored by researchers and other non-fiction writers 

in the past, have begun to draw the attention of psychiatrists, psychol

ogists, and sociologists. The gay liberation movement, originating in 

the 1960's, has produced a more open and vocal group of female homosex

uals; consequently, literature has begun to appear which seeks to describe 

the experience of living as a lesbian in America. A large portion of 

this literature has been written by lesbians who are participants in the 

gay liberation movement (Abbott and Love, 1972; Aldrich, 1972; Martin 

and Lyon, 1972). These accounts generally discuss the problems the les

bian experiences because of the negative attitudes society fosters re

garding homosexuality. In addition, some accounts trace the history of 
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lesbian involvement within the gay liberation movement, the women's 

liberation movement, or in totally lesbian liberation groups. Although 

the writers of this literature generally attempt to present their 

material in a factual way, their information tends to be obtained in a 

non-scientific manner, and it lacks a sociological interpretation. 

Specifically, in spite of the broad national implications, no systematic 

attempt has been made to view lesbianism as a social movement. 

There has been some mention of female homosexuality in sociological 

literature (Giallombardo, 1966; Simon and Gagnon, 1967; McGaghy and 

Skipper, 1969); however, studies of lesbianism are so few that it would 

not be inaccurate to say that sociologists have not systematically ob

tained a body of knowledge concerning the female homosexual. Howard 

Becker (1963:167) has stated the need for sociological studies of "the 

way of life of homosexuals of various kinds." Laud Humphreys, who has 

investigated the male segment of the gay liberation movement, has also 

expressed the need for extensive research, particularly into the areas 

related to lesbianism. In regard to his book. Out of Closets: The 

Sociology of Homosexual Liberation, Humphreys (1972: xi) comments: 

There are....unavoidable biases for which I can only 
apologize: As a male, I have neglected the role of women 
in the movement. My experience is that lesbians are not 
particularly cooperative with male researchers. Hopefully, 
some woman will tell the story of their fight against op
pression. 

Clearly, then, there is a need for sociological research into the activ

ities of female homosexual groups. 

There is also a need for more extensive study into the area of 

social movements. Although social movement theory and research have been 



frequently discussed In sociological literature, the field of sociology 

appears to be particularly lacking in research regarding this important 

aspect of human social behavior. "The Meaning of the Social Movement" 

by Albion Small (1897:340-354) appeared in the American Journal of 

Sociology as early as 1897. However, since that time, sociologists have 

devoted relatively little effort to systematically describing and analy

zing social movements. As Klllian (1964:427) has observed, the lengthy 

and complex nature of the social movement does not readily lend itself 

to quantification, and this alone may have discouraged present-day social 

scientists who are generally interested in quantifiable data. 

A portion of the existing sociological and social psychological 

literature on collective behavior and social movements was published 

thirty or forty years ago (Cantril, 1941; Burgess, 1944). Some material 

has appeared in the last two decades (Blumer, 1951; King, 1956; Smelser, 

1963; Cameron, 1966; McLaughlin, 1969; Turner and Klllian, 1972; Ash, 

1972), with interest in these topics increasing due to the emergence of 

such modern social movements as the civil rights and student anti-war 

movements. 

In the 1950's, Herbert Blumer (1957:150) wrote that he knew of no 

one who had "ever sought to develop a systematic typology of movements." 

He stated the need for "an effective scheme for handling the material" 

collected about revolutionary and non-revolutionary social movements. 

Since Blumer's statement, there have been attempts at such schemes (King, 

1956;-Cameron, 1966). 

This study will utilize a schema (see Chart 3, p. 32 ) which the 

researcher has derived from the social movement theories presented in 



the works of C. Wendell King (1956), Neil J. Smelser (1963), William 

Bruce Cameron (1966) and others who have attempted to provide frameworks 

for the definition, description, and sociological analysis of social 

movement s. 

The need for empirical investigation through field work — the actual 

study of the processes involved in the development of an ongoing social 

movement — has been emphasized by Cameron (1966: 5), who, when discussing 

his own outline, states: 

The test of this or any other system of description and 
analysis, and the best source of knowledge and under
standing, is to be sought in the field, directly observ
ing and talking with the people who make up active social 
movement s. 

The purpose of the present investigation is to analyze lesbian 

activism utilyzing the perspectives of social movement theory. To ac

complish this goal, this research will include a discussion of the 

"natural history" of lesbian activism in an attempt to trace the origins 

and development of the collectivity. Additionally, this research will 

attempt to classify and describe various aspects of the lesbian "move

ment" according to the aforementioned theoretical schema. 

To accomplish these objectives, this researcher has relied mostly 

upon secondary information which has been gathered from published 

sources, such as the literature which has emanated from within the ranks 

of the gay liberation movement. Such accounts, while non-scientifically 

derived, present the perspectives of those who are, or who have been, 

actively involved in the formation of lesbian activism in the United 

States. Thus, the literature of the movement is valuable to the re

searcher, who must examine the various accounts and attempt to merge 



the different perspectives into a larger, more complete statement 

regarding lesbian activism. 

In addition to such secondary sources, this researcher has con

ducted a field study, as suggested by Cameron, which has involved the 

gathering of data through selected interviews with lesbians who were 

holding, or who had held, key positions in their respective gay activist 

groups. These interviews were conducted with women in certain mid-

western and southern cities during 1973-1974. The interview data, 

along with information obtained by attending group meetings and social 

functions with lesbians, will be used to augment the data from secondary 

sources. 



CHAPTER II 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 

In the early stages of the development of sociology, Albion Small 

(1897:340) made the following comment: "So long as men have lived, 

they have at times showed two opposite dispositions; first, to calmly 

take life as they found it; second, to try to better themselves." The 

study of social movements is concerned with the desire of human beings 

to improve the situations in which they find themselves. The following 

discussion of the existing literature within the area of social move

ment theory will, first, seek to clearly define the terra "social move

ment" by outlining the salient characteristics which are attributed to 

the concept. Secondly, discussion will focus on theories regarding the 

prerequisites for the emergence of social movements. 

A third goal will be to deal with the idea of "careers" of move

ments in order to explore the "natural history" approach as an effective 

framework for studying social movements. Finally, a more detailed 

sketch of the elements of social movements will be presented as a useful 

tool for the examination of human actors' attempts to change their social 

worlds. 

Definitions and Characteristics of Social Movements 

Before entering into a more detailed account of the characteristics 

of social movements, it will be useful to examine some of the definitions 

which have been applied to the concept. Since most of the definitions 

to be found are similar in content, only a few examples will be necessary 

for purposes of illustration. 



Herbert Blumer (1957:145) has stated that "...a social movement 

signifies either a collective effort to transform some given area of 

established social relations, or else a large unguided change in social 

relations involving, however unwittingly, large numbers of participants." 

Similarly, William Bruce Cameron (1966:7) considers a social movement to 

occur "when a fairly large number of people band together in order to 

alter or supplant some portion of the existing culture or social order." 

These two definitions contain two of the important properties of social 

movements: collective human action, and conscious direction toward 

change in the social order. 

A definition put forth by Turner and Klllian (1972:246) seems to 

be more comprehensive than the aforementioned. These writers interpret 

a social movement to be "a collectivity acting with some continuity to 

promote or resist a change in the society or group of which it is a 

part." In this statement, the authors are emphasizing a temporal pro

perty which is not readily apparent in Blumer*s and Cameron's definitions 

and which differentiates social movement behavior from that of crowds 

and mobs — a social movement is somewhat continuous, persisting over 

time. Turner and Klllian also stress that, within a movement, the social 

actors' attempts are not always to promote change but may be to resist 

changes which may appear to be forthcoming within the social system. 

Thus, a social movement may be an effort to cause a change, a reaction 

against a change, or a combination of the two. 

Individuals within a movement share a common goal and, to some 

extent, common values. The common goal or purpose of the movement is 

supported by the ideology, a collection of beliefs about the social 
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world which includes statements regarding right and wrong social con

ditions, and actions to be taken with respect to those conditions 

(Wilson, 1973:91). 

As a type of collectivity, a social movement possesses other 

characteristics. The individuals involved in a social movement inter

act with each other and have a sense of the group, a "we-feeling," or, 

as Blumer (1951:203) termed it, "esprit de corps." These properties 

distinguish the social movement from the "mass," which, like a social 

movement, is composed of individuals who may share the same values and 

who may be aware of the existence of others in their group. The members 

of a mass are anonymous to each other and are physically separated from 

each other, and, therefore, interaction is avoided and "esprit de corps" 

does not develop as in a social movement (Blumer, 1951:185-186). The 

group consciousness within a social movement manifests itself in typical 

attempts by members to assess the opinions and expectations of the rest 

of the group. Characteristically, group norms begin to emerge. A 

social movement, especially at its outset, is relatively unorganized 

when compared to established organizations and institutions. There are 

few rules of procedure; there is no tradition (Turner and Klllian, 1972: 

5). Thus, the creation of norms becomes essential. 

In summary, a social movement can be said to possess these basic 

attributes: 

1) collective human action 

2) efforts to promote or resist change in the social system 

3) persistence through time 



4) interaction 

5) "we-feeling" 

6) shared goals and values 

7) emergent norms 

8) relative lack of organization. 

Prerequisites for the Emergence of Social Movements 

A number of authors (King, 1956; Smelser, 1963; Geschwender, 1968; 

Turner and Klllian, 1972; Wilson, 1973; Mauss, 1975) have contributed 

or discussed theories regarding the preconditions for the development 

of collective behavior and social movements. It is generally agreed 

that the seeds of a social movement are to be found in the social system 

from which the movement springs. Ralph H. Turner (1969:390-405) has 

compared theories of social movements to a theory of earthquakes which 

takes into account that long before an earthquake occurs, there is a 

slow, barely detectable motion beneath the earth's static surface. 

After a time, during which the tension mounts beneath the surface, an 

earthquake occurs as the earth's crust "gives" along a fault line. 

Turner (1969:397) impresses upon us that the "important feature of the 

theory is that the underlying change has already occurred unnoticed and 

that the earthquake is merely a corrective adjustment. This is an apt 

model to describe what happens in our major social movements." 

To take Turner's analogy a bit further, it is possible to think of 

the earth's core (and of the social system) as being in a constant state 

of flux. And, although the earth's crust (and the social order) may 

maintain a certain stability for a time, change is inevitable and natural 

Along this line, Lewis Klllian (1964:427-428) has been prone to argue 
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that the explanation of social movements needs no specialized theory, 

but that it can fit into the general study of social change. Accord

ing to Killian, social change is as normal as is social order, and 

social movements are manifestations of the social change. 

Killian advocates viewing the social actor as capable of indepen

dent, purposive action instead of focusing solely on broad cultural 

forces in deterministic explanations of change. He states (Killian, 

1964:427-428): 

The study of social movements is primarily a study of 
social change as well as cultural change, of a changing 
social order as well as of changing values and norms . . . . 
Social change is not simply a consequence of the intrusion 
of discordant elements into an otherwise stable system, 
nor are the efforts of men to bring about change mere 
symptoms of "cultural lag," "disequilibrium," or "social 
disorganization." Rather, change is a normal aspect of 
culture, and the social movement is one of the most im
portant ways through which social change is manifest and 
cultural change produced. 

While some writers fail to see a necessity for specialized theories 

to explain social movements, others do see a need. One of the most 

well-known theories of this type has been advanced by Neil J. Smelser 

(1963:15-18), who has outlined six basic determinants of collective 

behavior (including social movements): 

1) Structural Conduciveness - the social structure must contri
bute to the tendency for collective behavior to exist; it 
must be permissive of collective behavior. 

2) Structural Strain - the social order may not function adequately; 
i.e., the normative system may exhibit great discrepancies, or 
there may be other ambiguities, deprivations, or conflicts. 

3) Growth and Spread of a Generalized Belief - "potential actors" 
must come to share the same definition of the situation before 
collective action will occur. 



11 

4) Precipitating Factors - (may not always apply in instances of 
social movements) there may be a specific incident which ignites 
collective action. 

5) Mobilization of Participants for Action - the affected group 
begins to act, guided by the generalized belief. 

6) Operation of Social Control - such controls can run counter to 
the collective behavior's (movement's) existence. Some social 
control acts to inhibit or prevent movements; other controls 
come into play to interrupt, guide, or stop a movement after 
Its inception. 

Smelser's determinants are part of his "value-added" approach, and 

it is basic to this model that the six determinants build upon and inter

act with one another. One or two preconditions, by themselves, would be 

necessary - but not sufficient - causes of social movements. 

A varied but related set of preconditions has been put forth by C. 

Wendell King (1956:12-24), who argues that the heterogeneous, impersonal 

mass society is particularly conducive to the proliferation of movements. 

The conditions which King emphasizes are: cultural confusion, social ( 

heterogeneity, individual discontent, and mass communication. 

King's first condition, cultural confusion, corresponds to Smelser's 

"structural strain." In mass, urbanized societies, there are few 

cultural universals, and even seemingly fundamental values and norms are 

subject to challenges by other, often inconsistent, values. As basic 

values make way for relatively rapid change, the inconsistency and in

stability, which accompany this process cause a strain upon the social 

system and thus contribute to the nurturing of social movements. 

The condition of social heterogeneity partially overlaps Smelser's 

"structural conduciveness." The organization of mass society is more 

permissive of movements because of the existence of multiple and varied 

\ 

¥. 
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interest groups; in short, because of its heterogeneity. Aside from 

such American cultural universals as beliefs in monogamy, monotheism, 

democracy, and so forth, there are many sharply contrasting standards 

for behavior. Additionally, because of the vastness and complexity of 

mass society, any group which desires to advance its own standards into 

the realm of public opinion must organize itself. 

Individual discontent refers to anxiety and frustration regarding 

the present and future which faces members of a mass society. The dis

content of a great many individuals may give way to "social unrest." 

As King (1956:17) expresses it, "To say that social unrest is conducive 

to the appearance of social movements is to say, in a sense, that large 

numbers of people are seeking answers they do not have, reassurance 

that the answers they do have are right, or ways of implementing the 

answers of whose rightness they are convinced." 

King outlines four conditions which foster individual discontent: 

1) The individual, engaged in a search for "meaning" in life, may 
find that his basic values are opposed by subgroups within 
society. 

2) The individual's status in society may not be recognized or 
valued by others. 

3) The individual's goals may be opposed by members of other groups, 
especially if his goals are viewed as inconsistent with the 
values of such groups or the society in general. 

4) The individual may be caught in between the real and ideal life
style. The society may put goals for success before individuals, 
and yet many people may not have the means to achieve such 
success. 

The idea behind individual discontent, the human "search for mean

ing," has also been discussed by Ralph Turner (1969:390-405), who has 
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asserted that a unique situation occurs in modem society. He (Turner, 

1969:395) writes that although human beings have always considered 

themselves to be victims of injustice, it is only recently that "it is 

common to see violent indignation expressed over the fact that people 

lack a sense of personal worth — that they lack an inner peace of mind 

which comes from a sense of personal dignity or a clear sense of identity." 

In other words, people are now viewing the lack of meaning in life as a 

public injustice, not as a personal misfortune. 

King's fourth factor contributing to the inception and growth of 

social movements is mass communication. Let it suffice to say that the 

media increase the sense of cultural confusion in many individuals by 

bombarding them with ideas, alternative lifestyles, and inconsistent 

values. Individuals become aware of the immensity and variety of alter

natives, and may begin to feel adrift and powerless among the many forces 

displayed through the media. 

At the same time, the media may give the confused and suggestible 

individual something to latch onto. As experts, authorities, and leaders 

emerge in the media, those who are dissatisfied are often able to find 

the solutions they seek to remedy their particular situations. Thus, in 

two major ways the mass media play important roles in contributing to 

the existence and growth of social movements. 

"Careers" of Social Movements 

The histories of various social movements can usually be conceived 

of as a series of stages through which young movements pass as they 

develop into full-fledged movements. The "natural history" approach 

provides a model which can be used in discussing the progression of 
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movements. Although many social movements are dissimilar in terms of 

their particular situations and activities, as these movements develop, 

recurring patterns of evolution can usually be identified. 

Various writers (Dawson and Gettys, 1935; Blumer, 1951; Heberle, 

1951; King, 1956; Lang and Lang, 1961; Turner and Killian, 1972; Mauss, 

1975) have utilized the concept of careers in their discussions of 

social movements. While at least one recent author, William Bruce 

Cameron (1966:27) would disagree with the existence of a "characteristic 

life cycle" of movements, and Turner and Killian (1972:255) suggest that 

the approach is most useful in examining parts of movements rather than 

entire movements, the number of writers who seem to explicitly and im

plicitly accept the use of the concept is much greater than the number 

of those who doubt its usefulness. 

An originator of the natural history approach is Herbert Blumer 

(1951:203), who, expanding on the work of Dawson and Gettys, outlined a 

life cycle for social movements which contained four stages: 1) social 

unrest, 2) popular excitement, 3) formalization, 4) institutionaliza

tion. While this framework indicates that movements undergo changes, 

usually in a certain direction, more recent frameworks are somewhat more 

complex than the one which Blumer presents. 

One such framework is provided by C. Wendell King (1956:39-57), who 

has divided processes related to social movements into the dimensions of 

internal and external development. Both types of development occur 

simultaneously and are dynamic and interrelated in actual cases of social 

movements. Charts 1 and 2, respectively, summarize the stages within 

the internal and external developments. 
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Internal development consists of the relationships, activities, 

and structures which develop within the social movement. Here, King 

stresses such aspects as types of leadership, types of relationships, 

goals, tactics, and the structure of the organization. The first stage, 

the incipient phase, begins at the movement's genesis, continuing while 

followers form a core around the movement's leader-originator. The 

second, organizational, phase involves increasing growth and organization 

of the movement; however, many aspects of the movement are still in a 

state of flux. King's last stage, the stable phase, is required if a 

movement is to continue; otherwise, the members' energies will dissipate. 

At the completion of the stable phase, the movement has become full-

fledged. 

Innovation 

Demise 

Selection 

Demise 

Integration 

Chart 2 

EXTERNAL DEVELOPMENT OF SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 
Derived from King (1956:49-57) 
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King defines "external development" as the unfolding relationship 

between a social movement and the society of which it is a part. King 

is specifically concerned with what happens to the movement itself-not 

to society- as a result of the movement's activities. The first phase 

of external development is innovation. An innovation is an idea, action, 

or object which is qualitatively new or different to a society. As such, 

it is a source of social change. King considers a new social movement 

to be an innovation, and during this first stage the idea behind the 

new movement is introduced into society. As the mortality rate for in

novations is high, most new movements are likely to die at this stage. 

If they do not, they progress to phase two. 

During this second phase, selection, the innovation is examined, 

tested, and considered for acceptance by members of the society other 

than the originator of the movement. If the movement proves to be highly 

acceptable, its chances for survival and for obtaining greater social 

significance are high. If, on the other hand, the innovation is selected 

out, opposed by most members of society, it is not likely to survive. 

An example of a group which has met such opposition is the Symbionese 

Liberation Army. 

A movement which has not faced so much opposition as to be fatal, 

will likely continue to the integration phase. Similar to Blumer's 

stage of institutionalization, this phase completes the movement's his

tory, as the movement-innovation has now become a part of the society's 

norms and customs. King (1956:55-56) qualifies the term "integration" 

in this statement: 
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Integration does not, however, imply absolute permanence of 
the item involved; taking the long-range view, truly per
manent elements in any society are as scarce as the pro
verbial hen's teeth. Neither does integration imply uni
versality. Rarely accepted by an entire society, a novelty 
usually diffuses to only certain segments within the 
society. Its popularity may be limited to a single community, 
to an occupational category, or to a particular social class 
.... an integrated item is one which is tied in closely with 
other cultural elements and contributes to the existence or 
operation of the society. It is a working part of the social 
machinery and operates in conjunction with some of the other 
parts. 

King is arguing that a social movement may succeed, even though the 

society as a whole does not adopt the practices or beliefs of the move

ment. Examples of such movements are the Mormons, the Quakers, and 

labor unionists. 

A movement's internal and external developments, as previously men

tioned, are interrelated. Lauer (1972:315-328), advocating an inter

act ionist analysis of social movements, has noted that many attempts to 

derive stages of social movements have dealt with static sequences -

not interactive ones. It is useful, he has argued, to view a movement's 

structure from a temporal perspective (i.e., natural history approach) 

while considering the changes which occur to be results of the inter

action process. Specifically, Lauer (1972:316) stresses the "necessity 

of viewing the movement as an interaction phenomenon vis-a-vis the larger 

society." King's framework of external development, while quite general, 

is centered around this type of interaction between the movement and 

society. The internal development, which is progressing concurrently 

with the external development, is dynamically interrelated and dependent 

upon the direction which the external development takes. 
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Another important contribution to the natural history approach to 

social movements has been put forth by Armand Mauss (1975:57-71), who 

has outlined a normal pattern for the growth of movements which goes 

further than most other schemes. Mauss discusses five stages in the 

normal lifecycle of movements (see Figure 1): 1) Inciplency, 2) 

Coalescence, 3) Institutionalization, A) Fragmentation, and 5) Demise. 

A<:a3fa'<« 

Ocdin* 

Normal Patfern for the Natural Hijtory of a Social Movement 

Figure 1 

(Mauss, 1975:66) 

The first three phases in this pattern have been included in most 

discussions of movements' life histories; in particular, C. Wendell 

King's three stages are almost exactly parallel to Mauss' initial stages. 

Also similar to, but more detailed, than King, Mauss presents the 

life history to be a result of the movement's interaction with society, 

with successive stages occurring as consequences of society's reactions 

to the movement. During the unorganized "incipient stage", society is 

likely to greet the immature movement with a mixture of indulgence and 

"co-optation," or with efforts to neutralize the movement, unless the 

movement is seen to be subversive or counter to society's basic values, 

in which case the movement will meet with quick "repression." Normally, 

a social movement is co-opted by society, and the compromises and forms 
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of tokenism" which accompany such co-optation can hold the movement in 

the Incipient stage indefinitely. If, however, some members of the 

movement begin to ask for or demand reforms that the society is not 

prepared to grant, a degree of repression will result. In response to 

this repression, the movement will begin to mobilize, organize, and 

progress to the stage of "coalescence." 

Similar to King's "organizational phase," the stage of coalescence 

is one characterized by increasing structure, formalization, formation 

of a more permanent organization. The movement will probably not have 

spread throughout society, but it will be solidified enough so that 

only severe repression or almost total yielding to the movement's goals 

can stop it. Reaching the next stage, "institutionalization," means 

that the movement is "full-blown," has been accepted as somewhat legi

timate and respectable by the government and other societal institutions, 

and that it is highly active throughout society. During this stage, 

the movement is powerful, and laws begin to appear in support of its 

goals. However, as in King's scheme, institutionalization of the move

ment does not also mean institutionalization of the movement's entire 

program. Many social movements which people are generally aware of 

today are in the phase of "institutionalization." Some examples are 

the women's liberation movement, the ecology and environment movement, 

and the Right to Life (anti-abortion) movement. 

The final two stages of Mauss' pattern are the most interesting 

because they are relatively new to social movement literature. After 

a movement meets with some success, it normally begins to split. Dur

ing this phase of "fragmentation," members move apart from each other 
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for various reasons: 1) some members drop out because they feel they 

are no longer needed since the movement is doing well; 2) other members 

within the movement begin to disagree about strategy and tactics for 

the movement's future; and 3) varying leaders may emerge to serve 

different functions and to lead different groups; some leaders will be 

co-opted by society, and some will lead part of the movement in new 

directions. An instance in which a movement underwent fragmentation 

occurred in the 1920's with the early Feminist movement. For some time, 

the Feminists were united in their efforts to achieve women's suffrage. 

However, after the vote was gained in 1920, many women left the move

ment altogether, figuring that the entire battle had been won. Other 

members of the Feminist movement formed organizations which turned 

their attentions to other issues. Examples of such organizations are 

the National League of Women Voters, the Women's Trade Union League, 

and the Young Women's Christian Association (Mauss, 1975:430). 

A movement's "demise" usually occurs very quietly. In this stage, 

either most of the movement's goals have been accepted by society, or 

the members' interests in the movement have died (perhaps only tempor

arily) . 

Mauss emphasizes that his scheme represents an "ideal-type" which, 

in real life, is subject to variation. The normal curve (Figure 1) may 

be more peaked or flatter in the cases of actual social movements. Or, 

if repression occurs, the life of the movement can be cut off at any 

point (see Figure 2). Mauss calls this type of demise "abortive." 



Figure 2 

(Mauss, 1975:67) 

Alternatively, an active movement can go through a quiescent phase, 

almost a complete demise', and then experience a "revival" (see Figure 

3). Generally, the "revived" movement will have somewhat different 

'i 

Figure 3 

(Mauss, 1975:67) 

objectives than it had before it went through the quiescent phase. An 

example of such a "revived" movement is the feminist movement, which 

originated in the last half of the 19th century but which fragmented 

after women won the right to vote in 1920. The movement then under

went a quiescent period until the 1950's and 1960's, when feminist 

sentiments were again stirred, and the Women's Liberation Movement 

emerged. 

A third variation is that of an "overlapping pattern" (see Figure 

4), an example of which can be found in the occurrence of the Old Left 
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Overlapping Pattern 

Figure 4 

(Mauss, 1975:68) 

and the New Left. In such cases, an early movement may be experiencing 

its demise, and, before it has died, a successor movement comes along 

to carry on for the early one. It is clear, then, from these three 

variations, that all characterizations of movements are meant only as 

tools, as guidelines for analysis from which there is much room for 

deviation in real life. 

To conclude this discussion of the "natural history" approach to 

the study of social movements, it must be said that of the many writers 

who have discussed and utilized the approach, the scheme presented by 

Mauss seems to be the most comprehensive and the most useful. Mauss 

not only includes stages of a movement's life history which writers in 

the past have virtually ignored, but he also nearly forces the analysis 

of a movement's natural history to be conducted in terms of the move

ment's highly dynamic interaction with society. 

Additionally, it is necessary to emphasize that the natural history 

approach is only one among several ways of studying social movements 

(see Lang and Lang, 1961:505-506). Much can be gained by supplementing 

a single approach whenever possible by examining a phenomenon from 

various viewpoints. 
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Ej^ements of Social Movements 

Some of the most salient characteristics of social movements have 

been mentioned in the previous discussion of the definition of movements 

However, there are numerous features which can be examined during the 

description and analysis of any social movement. William Bruce Cameron 

(1966) presents a detailed outline of these outstanding properties. 

General Characteristics 

Numbers, Diversity and Social Control. Certainly a social move

ment involves a number of people, but beyond this obvious statement 

rests a greater significance. The size of a movement, first, affects 

the relationships among its members. A smaller group will tend to 

share basic values; thus, a more general consensus will result. 

This common agreement is valuable to the group because it serves 

to unite and strengthen it, thus contributing to the stability and 

continuity of the collectivity. If the movement is non-political and 

is not aiming to institute basic changes in the broader society, a 

relatively small number of members may function adequately. However, 

many movements must expand in order to further their causes. This will 

usually lead to a much greater diversity of membership. Cameron (1966: 

17) has asserted that ". . .a social movement which seeks to become 

large must include people with diverse interests, and include them on 

a segmental basis, so that each finds something within it, although few 

will be in total agreement with all policies and practices." 

The size of the movement also affects the types of social control 

which are needed within the movement. Informal controls tend to be 

efficient while a movement is small; indeed, few external controls may 
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need to operate since consensus is strong. The growth of a movement, 

on the other hand, usually requires more formal rules for behavior and 

more careful supervision by leaders and core members of the movement. 

Purposes, Goals. Movements may vary according to the purposes of 

their group. The scope of the movement presents a major distinction. 

While some movements, on one end of the continuum, are only interested 

in affecting a few particular aspects of society, movements at the other 

extreme may seek to completely alter the structure of society. An 

example of a relatively limited movement is the Right to Life (anti-

abortion) campaign. The proponents of this movement are basically 

seeking to change a relatively small aspect of culture, a law. In 

contrast to this is the underground political organization, the Weather 

Underground, which has as its goal the ultimate demolition and re

structuring of societal institutions. 

Thus, the goals of a movement can also be classified according to 

their relationship to society. Cameron (1966:22-24) discusses four 

such ideal-typical classifications: 

1. Reactionary movements - focus on "the good old days," and 
aim to further goals which were once held generally by 
society but which are no longer so popular. 

2. Conservative movements - may see changes occurring in 
society and organize in order to maintain the status 
quo, to prevent change. 

3. Revisionary movements - seek to make reforms in society 
but do not intend to revamp the basic societal institutions. 

4. Revolutionary movements - pursue the goal of restructuring 
society, of doing away with the old social structure and 
replacing it with a "better" one. 
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Some of a movement's goals may be more immediately attainable than 

others (King, 1956:31). Although the abstract ideals of the movement 

may be the basis for the collectivity's existence and their attainment 

may be the group's ultimate goal, in the everyday life of the movement, 

it is more practical to emphasize those goals which are most readily 

attainable. 

Duration and Stability. As previously mentioned, a movement must 

persist through time. The natural history approach is concerned with 

this aspect of movement existence. Cameron (1966:25) has stated that: 

. . . the behavior we are studying must appear more than 
once. It must be repeated in some organized fashion if 
we are to feel justified in linking together observations 
which we have made on several successive occasions and 
calling them a social movement. 

In examining duration and stability of the movement, one must be 

concerned with such matters as how long the movement has been in exist

ence, whether the movement has maintained continuous or sporadic 

activity, and what the movement is doing presently. 

Categories of Membership 

Commitment of members. Discussions regarding the membership of 

social movements are easily found in the existing literature (Hoffer, 

1951; King, 1956; Lang and Lang, 1961; Killian, 1964; Cameron, 1966; 

Wilson, 1973; Mauss, 1975). Some writers, notably Mauss (1975:49-51) 

and Wilson (1973:306-309), discuss a movement's following according to 

members' commitment to the group and acceptance of the movement's 

values. Both view the movement's members as being distributed in 

concentric circles, with the leaders and most committed members at 

the center, or core of the movement (see Figure 5). 
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Figure 5 

Derived from Mauss (1975:47-48) 

Next to the core rests the active membership, those who are definitely 

interested in furthering the movement, but who are not exclusively devoted 

to the movement. The outer ring, the sympathetic public, is comprised of 

people who tend to support the movement's goals but who are not enthus

iastically or critically involved. Although this public cannot be con

sistently counted by the movement, it can provide financial support, 

some work, and sheer numbers to add to the movement's political strength. 

This "centifugal" model of movement membership and growth is only 

one frequently existing pattern. Lang and Lang (1961:505) suggest that 

"centripetal" growth may occur when no single core group exists but in

stead many independent groups arise. In the latter type of movement, 

the various groups will most probably grow according to the concentric 

circle model; the difference will lie in multiple cores rather than a 

singular one. 

Demographic Variables. Lang and Lang (1961:530-531) advance another 

Important way of examining the membership of movements: studying the 

demographic base from which members are recruited. Similarly, Cameron 

(1966:38-46) extensively discusses membership in terms of such demo

graphic variables as age, sex, race, occupation and religion, among others. 
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Attitudes Toward New Members 

Cameron (1966:47) also distinguishes four t3rpes of policies which 

are operative in regard to recruiting new members. The exclusive move

ment (e.g., the Weather people underground organization) restricts the 

admission of outsiders, while the receptive movement neither recruits 

nor limits "converts" but merely allows those who wish to join to do 

so. The Hippie movement presents a case of such a receptive movement. 

The proselytizing movement actively seeks new members (e.g.. Women's 

Liberation), and the coercive movement forces others to join the ranks. 

This last type of recruitment is most likely to occur in totalitarian 

societies. 

Bases of Authority and Appeal 

C. Wendell King (1966:32) considers a movement's ideology to be 

"essentially its culture." The ideology functions to justify a move

ment's existence, values, goals, norms, and tactics. In addition, it 

includes a statement of disapproval or condemnation of whatever the 

movement seeks to change or prevent from happening. Lang and Lang 

(1961:537) summarize the elements of ideologies as follows: 

1) A statement of purpose defining the general objective 
of the movement and giving the premise on which it is 
based. 

2) A doctrine of defense — that is, the body of beliefs 
that serves as a justification for the movement and 
its activities. 

3) An indictment, a criticism, and a condemnation of existing 
social arrangements. 

4) A general design for action as to how the objective is 
to be achieved. 



29 

5) Certain myths that embody the emotional appeals, a 
promise of success (based on a revolution or an 
"objective" law of history), its heroes, and the 
many folk arguments that are taken seriously. 

Sociologically, it is vital to examine a specific movement's ideo

logy, especially regarding its connection with broader ideological 

trends. 

Features of Organization 

Aside from major organizational features such as membership roles, 

group strategy and tactics, there are some important aspects of move

ment organization which can be examined (Cameron, 1966:82-95): 

1) Visibility. Are the movement's composition and activities 
open to public view? 

2) Formality. Are relationships within the movement largely 
instrumental or expressive? 

3) Type of meetings. Are meetings formal business meetings or 
sorlal mpetlnps? social meetings? 

4) Leadership determination. How are leaders selected? Do 
leaders tend to be selected mostly on charismatic, traditional 
or rational-legal grounds? 

5) Policy formation. Does the leader make the major decisions 
for the group? Or does the whole group take part in policy 
and planning? 

Unity and Continuity 

As previously mentioned, social movements are noted for their 

"esprit de corps," or positive group attachments, which develop among 

the followers of the movements. It is essential for the life of a move

ment that the membership can identify with the group and can feel proud 

of its achievements and ideals. Certain symbols and practices serve 

to nurture this sense of loyalty and identification with the movement. 
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Lang and Lang (1961:540) point to such practices as initiation 

rites, ceremonial behavior, informal group fellowships, and expressive 

behavior (e.g., movement songs) as types of unifying forces. Similarly, 

Cameron (1966:96-100) notes that identifying symbols (e.g., badges, 

uniforms, handshakes, bumper stickers), along with oaths and creeds, 

serve as techniques which hold a movement together. 

Sentiment against an enemy (Lang and Lang, 1961:540-541), hatred, 

is also an effective unifying factor which can mobilize the movement to 

action. Such hostility, however, must be combined with positive feelings 

about the movement in order for the group to persist. Hatred alone will 

not sustain a social movement over time. 

Other factors which are essential to the unity and continuity of 

movements include (Cameron, 1966:101-109): movement fiscal policy 

(e.g., dues, contributions); education and propaganda within the move

ment; and discipline of members. 

Methods of Social Action 

Techniques for carrying out social action can be classified into 

three categories (Cameron, 1966:122-148). Non-violent methods involve 

employing such procedures as influencing or constituting a voting 

majority within a society or city, obstructionism (e.g., strikes) or 

persuasion through the mass media or personal contact. Quasiviolent 

methods contain the implication of violence, and it is this implication 

which underlies their effectiveness. Examples of such methods are 

threats and ultimatums. Violent methods include riots, mass demonstra

tion, revolutions, civil wars, assassination, and terrorism. A specific 

movement may rely chiefly on one type of method or may utilize a combina

tion of these types during its history. 
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Relationship to Other Movements 

Often it is possible to view a social movement as part of a more 

general social current. Ralph H. Turner (1969:390-405), in particular, 

has argued that major eras in history can be identified which differ 

according to popular interpretations of injustice. He asserts that 

major movements (e.g., liberal humanitarian, socialist, existentialist) 

have been based on the differing ways in which people have defined 

injustice. Within a major era, there may occur many specific movements 

which may differ in specific goals or subject-matter, but all of which 

are related due to the popular orientation toward injustice and toward 

what people have a right to expect from the social structure. 

Thus, a movement may be part of a larger trend. If so, this trend 

may be identified, along with the movement's relationship to the other t 

specific movements which may be occurring simultaneously. Only then •! 

can a movement truly be viewed in proper perspective. 

Discussion 

Taking into account the deficiencies which may be present in any 

one approach to the analysis of social movements, it is necessary to 

synthesize the contributions of many authors in order to deal effect

ively with the subject. 

For the purposes of the present study, a schema (see Chart 3, 

p. 32 ) has been devised which draws heavily on William Bruce Cameron's 

work but which supplements it by using the natural history approach. 

This researcher also utilizes concepts contributed by various other 

writers (e.g., Lang and Lang, King, Wilson) who may provide concepts 
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or perspectives which differ from, or add to, the framework provided 

by Cameron. 

a 



CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

As previously stated, systematic sociological study of the lesbian 

movement Is almost non-existent. Allowing for this situation, this re

searcher has undertaken a qualitative, exploratory study which is general 

in scope and which is not rigidly structured in nature. 

Dean, et ah (1969:19-27), Denzin (1970:119-120), and Riley (1964: 

978-1026) have discussed the use of the qualitative approach in social 

research. Among other reasons, these writers have stated that the qual

itative and relatively unstructured approach is especially useful when 

a study or problem is basically in the exploratory stage. As Denzin 

(1970:120) has remarked, "Many field circumstances will not permit quan- ¥ 

titative measurements, and frequently theories are so imprecise that ;. 

quantitative data cannot be specified. Under adverse conditions, the 

researcher must collect what he can." 

Initially, this researcher considered conducting a mail question

naire survey of a representative sample of lesbian group leaders. This 

approach was discarded as impractical after the researcher discussed the 

matter with several lesbian activists and was told that gay women are 

extremely mistrustful of such surveys. The response, therefore, would 

probably be minimal, and any information on questionnaires which would 

be returned would be questionable since there would be no control over 

who had completed the form. 

Thus, due to the fact that gay female social movement activity has 

yet to be explored sociologically, and due to the sensitive nature of 

34 
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the subject matter, the researcher chose to use a combination of methods 

to gain information. 

The present investigation is somewhat similar to a study of the 

Jesus people, conducted by Mauss and Peterson (1973:261-279) which was 

based partly on some journalistic and descriptive literature, partly 

on observation and informal unstructured interviews with commune members 

in Washington and Idaho, and partly upon the content of issues of a 

movement publication. 

Similar to other studies of social movements (VanderZanden, 1960: 

456-462; Gusfield, 1963; Blake, 1969:15-25; Lauer, 1972:315-328), the 

basic source of data for the present study was secondary, consisting of 

materials previously published about the movement. Some of these 

materials have originated in the gay movement, the lesbian movement, and P 
k 

the women's liberation movement. Other materials have been obtained • 

from newspapers, magazines and from other sociological attempts to ex

plain similar or divergent types of movements. 

In an attempt to supplement this secondary data, the researcher also 

carried out a field inquiry in order to gain primary data on the subject 

and to benefit from personal contact with those being studied. In this 

part of the study, the investigator made use of both observation and 

interviewing, as suggested by Dean, et al.(1969:20), in their discussion 

of unstructured methods: 

A major characteristic of observation and interviewing in the 
field is its non-standardization. In fact, it aims to make 
a virtue of non-standardation by frequently redirecting the 
areas of investigation. Changes in the research direction 
are made in order to chase down more critical data for the 
emerging hypotheses. Informants are not treated uniformly 
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but are interviewed about things they can illuminate most. 
Each field situation is exploited to yield the most helpful 
data without unduly worrying about their comparability for 
statistical purposes. The aim is usually a flexible and 
skillful guiding of field work to make the most of the in
dividual peculiarities of the situation in which you find 
yourself. (emphasis theirs) 

The present study, while utilyzing a relatively structured interview 

schedule (see Appendix) during the field inquiry, was unstructured in 

terms of observational techniques. 

Specifically, this researcher interviewed sixteen different women, 

thirteen of whom were at that time (1973-1974) in leadership positions 

of gay or lesbian organizations. The remaining three had been in lead

ership positions in the past but had either left their group or the 

group had become defunct. One interview was conducted with Barbara 

Gittings, a nationally recognized lesbian activist, speaker, and writer 

who has published an article regarding the gay movement (Gittings, 1969), 

has helped to issue a gay bibliography (Gittings, 1974), and who has a 

chapter devoted to her in a book on gay activists (Tobin and Wicker, 

1972:205-224). The remaining fifteen women who were interviewed re

presented nine different groups in eight cities: Athens, Georgia; Kent, 

Ohio; Akron, Ohio; Cleveland, Ohio; Columbus, Ohio; Dallas, Texas; 

Austin, Texas; Houston, Texas. Three of the nine groups contained both 

gay men and gay women; the other six were totally lesbian groups. 

Interviews were usually administered at the homes or offices of 

the interviewees and were taped on cassettes. At times, joint inter-

Ms. Gittings has given permission for her name to be used in this 
paper and for the researcher to quote her. 
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views were conducted with two lesbian group leaders contributing to the 

same interview. In one instance where a gay liberation group consisted 

of several factions, the leaders within these divisions were interviewed. 

In addition to these interviews, which took from 1-2 hours each, 

the researcher attended group meetings, education sessions, lesbian 

women s raps," speaking engagements by gay men and gay women, and went 

to gay bars with some of the interviewees. Also, the researcher spent 

many hours in informal discussions with lesbians in several of the 

communities. At least fifty hours were spent in these activities in 

addition to the interview time. 

Another source of data consists of group documents which the re

searcher obtained whenever possible. Examples of such document are 
•-

pamphlets, constitutions, and statements of purpose which had been is- C 

sued by some of the gay groups. S 
i 

Most of the lesbians with whom the researcher requested interviews 

were extremely cooperative. This can probably be attributed to four 

factors: 1) the researcher was female, 2) the women were mostly 

actvists who were interested in contributing to factual public knowledge 

about their cause, 3) the research did not involve inquiring about per

sonal sexual behavior, and 4) most of the women were present or former 

university students who would most likely consider research to be legi

timate and of some value. 

Although most of the women were cooperative, the researcher was 

refused two different interviews. One lesbian refused to be interviewed 

by a heterosexual woman because she felt that gay women could best re-
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present their own cause. Another politically active gay woman who was 

referred to the researcher as the leading gay activist female of an 

entire city denied an interview because she felt that gay women should 

openly state that they are gay, but that they should not identify 

primarily with gay liberationist causes. Rather, she felt that gay 

women should work through women's liberation, labor unions, and so 

forth, to further their interests. 

In summary, a variety of techniques and sources has been utilized 

in order to gain information regarding lesbianism as a social movement: 

secondary publications, interviews, observations, movement documents, 

and movement magazines, books, and pamphlets. In using this approach, 

this researcher feels that this study will both add to knowledge about 

lesbianism as a social movement and will help to generate hypotheses 

for a more stringent treatment of this specific movement. ^ 



CHAPTER IV 

ANALYSIS OF THE LESBIAN MOVEMENT: 

PRE-CONDITIONS AND NATURAL HISTORY 

Sociocultural Background 

The lesbian movement and the conditions which contributed to its 

genesis and development must be viewed within a broad perspective 

which takes into account a general trend toward political activism in 

the United States during the 1960's. In the last half of that decade, 

the proliferation of social movements occurred in a dramatic fashion. 

The black Civil Rights movement can be viewed as the forerunner and 

catalyst for the emergence of other contemporary movements which fol-

» 

lowed: the student-youth movement, the women's liberation movement, ¥ 

the male and female homosexual movements, and other racial minority j, 

i 

movements, especially the Chicano movement. In attempting to under

stand the emergence of these contemporary movements, it is necessary to 

examine the socio-cultural conditions of the system from which they 

arose. 

In a previous chapter, this writer discussed the contention of 

some authors that a mass society is particularly conducive to the emer

gence of social movements. C. Wendell King (1956:13) has stated that 

"except for the modern nations where authoritarian governments exer

cise maximum supervision and suppression, a correlation exists between 

mass societies and social movements." The conditions which King stresses 

as conducive to the rise of movements are cultural confusion, social 

heterogeneity. Individual discontent, and mass communication. 

39 
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American society, specifically, can be considered in terras of King's 

conditions because it has developed into such a heterogeneous, urbanized, 

industrialized mass society. Robin Williams (1970:624) has asserted 

that American society, in particular, has a composition which is com

paratively favorable to social change. Williams (1970:626) also out

lines some of the important changes which have transformed American 

society in the last fifty years: 

1. Urbanization. 
2. Continuing and increasing geographic mobility of the 

population. 
3. Industrialization, and decline in agriculture as 

proportion of work force. 
4. Mechanization, automation, cybernation. 
5. Rising real per capita product. 
6. Increase in life expectancy; control of communicable 

diseases. 
7. Rising levels of education; growth in scientific and « 

technical knowledge. K 
8. Occupational specialization. t 
9. Increase in occupations dealing with services and in j 

clerical, technical, and professional pursuits. I 
10. Spread of mass communication. 
11. Specialization of family activities ("functions"); 

decreased importance of kinship in total social 
structure. 

12. Specialization and secularization in religious organi
zation. 

13. Decrease in ethnic nationality and religious cleavages; 
greater salience of ethnic-racial claims and conflicts. 

14. Increase in universalism and equality in national econ
omic and political sectors. 

15. Growth in scope and activity of central policy. 
16. Growth in scale and centralized direction of economic 

enterprises and related organizations. 
17. Interpretation of economic and governmental norms, ex

changes, relationships. 

The changes which are listed above have spurred the American social 

system in the direction of depersonalization: interdependence, combined 

with impersonality, centralization, and formalization of relationships. 
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Such a trend can leave individuals with feelings of powerlessness and 

feelings that individuals are not very important. 

The spread of mass communication brings with it the cultural con

fusion which King mentions. The American public, bombarded by the 

media, has been made aware of the existence of the multiplicity of 

value systems, norms, and lifestyles within society. Further, the 

media have aided in stimulating the growth of alternate lifestyles 

simply by spreading the word and image faster to a wide public that 

such lifestyles exist. 

Cultural confusion and the awareness of a diversity of conflicting 

and inconsistent norms and values have led to conflict, alienation, and 

anomie (Williams, 1970:637). King (1956:21) argues that the "search 

for meaning" seems to be inevitable for many members of mass society 

and that individuals who are engaged in this search are highly sug

gestible and are, therefore, ripe for membership in a social movement. 

The decade of the 1960's brought with it an American public which 

contained a large, well-educated, relatively affluent generation of 

youth. Ralph Turner (1969:390-405) has argued that these young people 

were placed in the status of "non-persons" who were not recognized or 

given meaningful roles in society. Alienated youth, therefore, seized 

upon a new sense of injustice that was developing at that time. The 

pervasive theme among the young, the racial minorities, the elderly, 

homosexuals, and women, became the assertion that society owes all in

dividuals a sense of personal dignity, self-worth, and meaning in life. 

Turner calls this the "new sense of injustice." 
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Thus, we can view the activism of the 1960's and 1970's, including 

that of female homosexuals, as a culmination of a variety of sotial 

forces. American mass society in the 1960's was structured in such a 

way that it was conducive to the rise of social movements in general. 

Additionally, the social structure contained cultural inconsistencies 

and confusions which contributed to strain upon the social order. 

Such structural strain occurred in relationship to the Civil Rights 

movement, women's liberation, and the homosexual liberation movements, 

with the traditional American value of "equality." For while Americans 

paid lip-service to "equality for all," these minorities and other groups 

protested that they were being systematically excluded from equal oppor

tunities for work, pay, status, and responsibility. Thus, they were ex

posing and protesting what they felt to be a gross inconsistency between 

American values and American actions. t 
> 

While certain conditions of American mass society seem to have 

fostered the emergence of a number of recent social movements. Including 

the lesbian movement, and account of these conditions alone is not 

enough to explain the birth of a particular social movement. It is 

necessary, therefore, to shift this discussion from these general condi

tions to the more specific social situations which affect lesbians in 

the United States. The lesbian's situation is viewed by this researcher 

as similar to that of gay men in some respects. However, female homo

sexuals cannot be lumped together with gay men in all discussions of 

homosexuality because lesbians, being female, generally view themselves 

and are viewed by others in terms of American society's female sex role 

definitions. As Martin and Lyon (1970:99) have expressed it, "The 
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Lesbian has two strikes on her from the start: she is a woman and she 

is a homosexual, a minority scorned by the vast majority of people in 

our country." Thus, this account will be divided into two parts: one 

focusing on the changing roles of women and one centering on societal 

conditions facing homosexuals generally. 

Preconditions; The Changing Roles of Women 

While not all lesbian activists support the views of the women's 

liberation movement, there appears to be a large number of lesbian-

feminists within the movement for homosexual liberation (Bell, 1971: 

304; Martin and Lyon, 1972:280-310). The explicit relationship between 

the feminist and lesbian liberation movements will be discussed in 

detail in a later section of this chapter. At this point, however, 

clarity may best be served by discussing the major societal changes f 

which gave rise to the feminist movement and to the changing roles of j 

women which accompanied it. It is the position of this researcher that 

these societal changes are causing modifications in the definition of 

the female role and that these changes are affecting most women in 

American society to some degree—whether the women consciously adopt 

feminism or not. 

The women's liberation movement which arose in the mid-1960's was 

a revival of the older Feminist movement which essentially died after 

women's suffrage was attained in 1920. The societal conditions which 

contributed to the re-emergence of feminism in the United States are 

numerous; however, there are several major sources of structural strain 

that are relevant to this account. 
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ftodernization of society has increased woman's freedom of move

ment in several ways. First, expanding industrialization has increased 

the number of jobs so that more women have been able to enter the labor 

force, and secondly, technology has brought with it modern transporta

tion, birth control, and labor-saving appliances. Each of these has 

played a part in getting women out of the home. 

Education is another factor which has affected the role of women. 

While in the 1960's American women were receiving as many bachelor's 

degrees as men, women generally were not getting permanent full-time 

jobs or entering professional careers (Mauss, 1975:431). Educational 

achievement has been less rewarded for women than for men; in recent 

years, the median income of women with bachelor's degrees has been com

parable to the income of men with eighth-grade educations. This can 

be partially accounted for by the fact that women who have college de

grees and who enter professional or technical occupations are concen

trated in the lower status, lower paying ranks (Killian and Rice, 1973: 

487). 

Generally, women in the 1960's were overqualifled and underpaid 

for the jobs they held, thus creating a situation of "status inconsis

tency" and accompanying dissatisfactions among women. The dilemma has 

been summarized in the following manner (Killian and Rice, 1973:488): 

Women who had come, during the process of achieving college 
degrees, to see themselves as intelligent and socially 
valuable were assigned boring tasks, were denied authority, 
and frequently expected to be office servants—to make the 
coffee, tidy up the office, run personal errands for the 
boss and massage his ego. Worse yet, they often had to 
accept significantly lower pay than men, and sometimes 
lower job titles, for identical jobs. The proportion of 
women attending college continued to increase, and there
fore, so did the number of women in inconsistent statuses. 
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The grievances of women solidified as women began to collectively 

see a need for social change. Women began to confront such issues as 

equal pay for equal work. Perhaps more important, however, the feminist 

movement challenged the traditional definition of the female as weak, 

illogical, submissive, and not-too-intelligent. 

There are several reasons why lesbians may be more likely than 

"straight" women to be feminists. Lesbians are often in the work force 

throughout their lives, since they have no male source of economic sup

port. Equal opportunity in occupational, educational, and financial 

areas are very real issues for lesbians as breadwinners. In addition, 

lesbians are forced to lead more self-sufficient lives than many heter

osexual women because they do not rely on men to handle such tasks as 

buying a home, repairing the car, and so forth. Finally, lesbians are 

less likely than heterosexual women to have children; thus, lesbians 

are not as easily side-tracked in their competition with men while 

pursuing educational and professional goals. Therefore, the ideology 

of the feminist movement is likely to appeal to many lesbians. 

In summary, the social movement for women's liberation arose due 

to such conditions as modernization, female education, occupations, 

and, in turn, status inconsistency. Many lesbians, because of their 

somewhat independent lifestyles, are drawn toward feminist ideals. Al

though not all women actively support women's liberation, it must be 

emphasized that the societal conditions which have ignited the feminist 

movement exist for non-activists as well as activists. Therefore, role 

changes are occurring slowly across the ranks of women regardless of 

their conscious acceptance of feminism. While not all lesbians are 
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feminists, as women, lesbians share many problems with their hetero

sexual "sisters" which they do not haye in common with gay men. Thus, 

when they do become gay activists, lesbians tend to form groups that 

are somewhat different from those of gay men. However, gay women do 

share many problems with gay men, and it is to the situation of gay 

people in America that this discussion will now turn. 

Preconditions: Societal Reaction to Homosexuality 

Until the late 1960's and early 1970's, male and female homo

sexuals generally feared to speak out regarding their homosexuality. 

Although other societies, particularly in European countries, seem to 

be relatively permissive toward homosexual acts between consenting 

adults, the United States is notably restrictive of such acts (Bell, 

1971:249). Not only can the performance of a homosexual act be legally 

sanctioned in many states, but the mere act of identifying oneself as 

a gay person can cause a multitude of problems which follow an individual 

throughout his or her lifetime. 

Laud Humphreys (1972:14), considering homosexuals to be an oppressed 

group, states that "oppression obtains when those holding authority 

systematically Impose burdens and penalties upon relatively powerless 

segments of a society." He (Humphreys, 1972:9) also identifies three 

basic forms of oppression of gay people: 1) ego-destructive, 2) legal-

physical, and 3) occupational-financial. These forms, which are highly 

interrelated, will be considered in this account. 

The first basic form of homosexual oppression, the ego-destructive 

form, has to do with social and attitudinal processes which cause gay 

people to view themselves as immoral, and unworthy. In general, the 
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homosexual in America must face a variety of negative responses to 

his/her existence which involve both stigmatization by others and the 

tendency of homosexuals toward self-hatred. A national study conducted 

by Levitt and Klassen (Human Behavior, 1973:44-45) at the Indiana 

University Institute for Sex Research indicates that the general 

American public views homosexuality very negatively: 

Two thirds of a nationwide probability sample of 3,000 
adults regarded homosexuality as "very obscene and vulgar." 
Thirty-four percent would put homosexuals in jail or on 
probation. Sixty-five percent pontificated that gays are 
sick and "need a treatment program." 

The vast majority endorsed job discrimination against 
homosexuals. Seventy-six percent would deny them the 
right to be teachers or judges. . . . About two-thirds 
said they had never liked homosexuals, 80 percent didn't 
want to associate with them and over half denied they had 
a right to be treated as any other group. . . . Nearly 
half the sample were willing to brand homosexuality "a 
corruption that can cause the downfall of a civilization." 
Nearly 60 percent frowned on laws that recognize the legal 
right of consenting adult homosexuals to the basic freedom 
of sexual expression in the privacy of their bedrooms. 

In addition to this attitude of the "general public," homosexuals have 

traditionally been considered to be "sinners" by institutionalized re-

2 
ligion and to be mentally ill by the psychiatric profession. 

Until recently, most gay people accepted the negative views which 

society imposes regarding homosexuality. They lived in fear of exposure 

and in self-degradation, often denying themselves homosexual contacts, 

all the while wondering why they, personally, had been chosen to be 

2 
Psychiatry seems to be changing its position on this issue. In 

1974, the American Psychiatric Association removed homosexuality from 
its official manual of psychiatric pathology, no longer considering it 
a disease category (March and Alvarez, 1974:45). 
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"cursed" in this way. In addition, they often had to contend with the 

fear that their families would disown them if their real sexual orienta

tion was discovered. Also, in accepting the doctrines of the church and 

the "science" of psychiatry, gay people had to worry about both their 

immortal souls and their mental stability. 

The social stigma attached to homosexuality has, in short, forced 

gay men and women to live extremely restricted lives. The main choices 

for the homosexual have been to lead a life of secrecy and endure the 

anxiety of being discovered, to shamefully "admit" to the homosexual 

orientation and try to change, or to proudly "come out" and face a 

variety of social, legal, and occupational problems. 

The legal-physical form of oppression, as Humphreys (1972:9) de

scribes it, occurs when "certain behavior common to the stigmatized 

group is proscribed under threat of physical abuse or containment." 

Such proscriptions have been frequently enumerated and discussed in 

literature on homosexuality (Hoffman, 1968:79-99; Cantor, 1969:83-94; 

Bell, 1971:250-255, 288-290; Humphreys, 1972:17-28; Boggan, et al., 

1975; Mauss, 1975:364-392). Although it is not illegal to be a homo

sexual in any state, all states except for Hawaii, Illinois, and Ohio, 

have statutes which carry penalties for acts of sodomy (Boggan, et al., 

1975). 

Edwin Schur (1965:79) has argued that because sexual acts between 

consenting adults are of a private nature, the homosexual is unlikely 

to face "harsh punishment at the hands of the law." This might be true, 

except for the fact that sodomy laws form a base of support for other 

laws which are frequently enforced against gay people. These laws, often 
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enforced at gay bars where many homosexuals congregate, or in public 

restrooms (Hoffman, 1968:87), include proscriptions of disorderly 

conduct, vagrancy, solicitation, loitering, and public indecency. 

Possible penalties for such acts range from fines to imprisonment, 

and, under some circumstances, persons can be committed to mental 

institutions (Boggan, et al., 1975). In addition, all but eight states 

deny state occupational licenses to, or revoke licenses of, "known" 

homosexuals (Simpson, 1976:171-172). Therefore, persons who are pub

lic about their homosexuality, or who are convicted for "homosexual 

acts," can be barred from a long list of licensed professions which 

includes such occupations as architect, cosmetologist, dentist, 

electronics technician, lawyer, teacher, and veterinarian. Other legal 

difficulties are encountered by gay couples who wish to marry (Boggan, t 

et al., 1975), At present, gay marriages are not recognized by any > 
i 

state. Gay couples are, therefore, excluded from many of the advan- • 
ti 

tages and privileges which American society accords to married people, • 

For example, married people have advantages in gift and estate tax 

rates, may inherit from each other without a will, may operate businesses 

at lower tax rates, and may recover damages for the wrongful death of 

a spouse. 

Traditionally, the lesbian has maintained a lower social profile 

than her male counterpart. Generally, lesbians do not engage in homo

sexual activity in public restrooms, as men do, and prior to the 1960's, 

^Exceptions are Connecticut, Illinois, Ohio, Colorado, Delaware, 
Hawaii, North Dakota, and Oregon, 

T«xas Tech Library 
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lesbians were not seen as frequently in gay bars as men. Therefore, 

lesbians were not likely to clash with the police or the vice squads 

which have troubled homosexual males all along the way. Indeed, 

Kinsey and his associates (1953:458) stated that in 250 years no 

female had been arrested for homosexual acts. However, because 

lesbians have been frequenting gay bars and have become more visible 

since the mid-1960's, the arrests of gay women for "loitering" and 

"solicitation"^ seems to be increasing (Bell, 1971:288-289). 

Lesbians face another legal problem which has caused a great deal 

of political and legal activity in recent years (Simpson, 1976:178). 

A number of lesbians have children, and during divorce or custody cases, 

the fact that a mother is homosexual-and is therefore viewed as an "un

fit mother"-is sufficient to cause her to lose her child. In such 

cases, the burden is on the mother to disprove that she is an unfit 

mother; therefore, she must provide, as the American Civil Liberties 

Union (Simpson, 1976:178) has phrased it, "extreme amounts of evidence, 

including a psychiatrist who will testify that she is not 'crazy.'" 

She must also be able to display "a ridiculous number of character 

witnesses." 

The legal proscriptions which have been outlined here should be 

sufficient to illustrate the legal problems with which gay people must 

deal. The fact that society considers homosexual behavior so negatively 

that it makes such behavior illegal reinforces - as society intends -

the negative label and status of the homosexual. Legal sanctioning, 

therefore, has ramifications for the gay person's self-concept. As 

Schur (1965:5-6) has pointed out with regard to those engaged in deviant 
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behavior: "Sensing that he is different or is doing an unusual act is 

one thing, feeling that his act is strongly disapproved is another, and 

knowledge that he has become a lawbreaker yet another." In addition, 

conviction of a homosexual act can carry with it legal and occupational 

ramifications throughout the gay person's life. 

Humphreys' (1972:9) third form of oppression, the occupational-

financial, involves "limiting the options for employment and financial 

gain for those stigmatized, , , ," This type of discrimination has been 

touched on during the discussion of the gay couple's inability to legally 

marry and to gain the financial benefits of married people. In addition 

to this, gay people who are "found out" can be expelled from the armed 

services and can be excluded from government positions which require 

security clearances, on the grounds that homosexuals are security and 

reliability risks. 

Although limited in data, Humphreys (1972:28) posits that "occup

ational and financial success on the part of homosexuals is closely 

correlated with the ability of some to deny their gay identity." He 

argues that the gay person may, in most cases, only become rich and 

powerful by "passing as straight." The necessity of maintaining a 

covert lifestyle among gay people in order to survive financially 

fosters, in turn, more of the "ego-destructive" mechanisms mentioned 

previously. 

The gay woman's financial situation is a little more complicated 

than that of gay males. Because she is a woman, the lesbian must con

tend with two types of job discrimination. As women, lesbians are often 

relegated to less prestigious jobs with less pay than are men. And as 
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homosexuals, the situation is compounded for lesbians by the knowledge 

that they can lose their jobs if they are discovered (Humphreys; 1972: 

33), 

Summary and Discussion 

The lesbian social movement, along with a number of other liberation 

movements, has flourished in the late 1960's and early 1970's. The social 

structure of a mass society such as the United States would seem to en

courage the emergence of social movements. In addition, cultural con

fusions and status inconsistencies cause some strain upon social order. 

A number of social movements, including that of lesbians, probably 

emerged in part because of the Civil Rights movement. America became 

more sensitive to the existence of discrimination and more aware of 

how effective protest could be. For social movements to arise, groups 

of people must not only feel deprived; they must also see the real pos

sibility of improving their situation through collective social action 

(Killian and Rice, 1973:474). The activities of the Civil Rights move

ment enabled other groups to see more clearly how deprived they were in 

relation to the dominant society. The successes of the Civil Rights 

movement served as encouragement for later movements, and its tactics 

and structure provided models for later movements to follow. 

It seems likely that the lesbian movement has emerged because of 

general societal conditions which allowed the formation of many move

ments during the 1960's. In addition, lesbian activism has been directly 

encouraged by the specific social statuses which have been traditionally 

accorded to women and homosexuals in America. 
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Inciplency 

The first known American homosexual organization, the Society for 

Human Rights, was formed in Chicago in 1925. It was short-lived. 

Twenty years passed before the next group, the Quaker Emergency Commit

tee, organized in order to counsel homosexuals who were apprehended in 

public places. However, because of disagreements among members, this 

group also fragmented within a brief time (Howard, 1974:122). As may 

be readily apparent, these groups were basically male-oriented and were 

not comprised mostly of homosexuals. 

Homosexual organizations, both male and female, did not begin to 

arise in any number until after World War II. There were two major 

events which seemed to encourage or precipitate the emergence of gay 

groups which occurred during the 1950's. The first event, the publica

tion of the "Kinsey Report," Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, seemed 

to have a catalytic effect on gay political activity. The importance 

of this publication to the lesbian and homosexual liberation movements 

has been attested by a number of writers (Gunnison, 1969:115; Roberts, 

1970; Humphreys, 1972:59-60; Howard, 1974:124-125; Mauss, 1975:391). 

Although some researchers have charged that the Kinsey findings might 

be somewhat exaggerated (Henderson, 1975:51), many people in the 1950's 

accepted statistics from the "Kinsey Report," and indeed, the report is 

still quoted frequently today. The Kinsey findings greatly encouraged 

homosexuals because they indicated that homosexuality was much more 

prevalent than was previously believed. Among other things, the report 

asserted that at least "one-fourth of adult white males in the nation 

'(have) had or will have . . . distinct and continued homosexual exper-
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ience - and that one in ten of the males is 'more or less exclusively 

homosexual , . . for at least three years between the ages of 16 and 

55, , .»" (Humphreys, 1972:60), The researchers also discovered that 

a great many people who would not be classified as "pure homosexuals" 

had, nevertheless, had some type of homosexual experience. Thus, 

homosexuality could be viewed on a continuum from "pure homosexual" to 

"pure heterosexual" with the majority of the populace falling in be

tween these extremes. In addition, Kinsey and associates reported that 

"unusual" sexual practices were not the sole property of homosexuals 

but that "respectable" heterosexuals engaged in unorthodox sexual acti

vities, too (Gunnison, 1969:115). Thus, homosexuals discovered that 

they were not alone and were not as "queer" as they had been represented 

to be. The effect upon gay people was a "liberating" one. Sagarin 

(1970:79) comments, "Shortly after the Kinsey volume appeared, there 

arose in many cities a number of discussion groups of homosexuals. They 

came on the scene spontaneously, usually with no connection with each 

other." 

The second event which encouraged the emergence of homosexual 

organizations was the publication of The Homosexual in America in 1951, 

by Donald Webster Cory. This book presented one of the earliest com

prehensive accounts of the difficulties which face gay people. Its 

primary importance to lesbian and male homosexual activism rested in 

Cory's encouragement of homosexuals to join the gay community and to 

organize themselves to further their own concerns (Mauss, 1975:391). 

These events (the Kinsey Report and Cory's book), together with 

a variety of societal conditions which have been previously discussed. 
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set the stage for the introduction of the lesbian movement into American 

society. The first major lesbian organization, the Daughters of Bilitis^, 

appeared in San Francisco in October, 1955. This group began primarily 

as a social club for lesbians-as an alternative to socializing in gay 

bars-and at the first meeting four lesbian couples showed up. There 

were four blue-collar workers and four white-collar workers, one of them 

a Chicano and one a Filipino (Martin and Lyon, 1972:238). 

The lesbian founders of the DOB intended to maintain a secret social 

club which would allow gay women to freely socialize without the fear 

of police harrassment, tourist curiosity, and possible discovery of 

their homosexuality by their families and employers. Therefore, the 

founders named their group the Daughters of Bilitis, deriving the name 

from a book of verses, Songs of Bilitis, by Pierre Louys in which the 

central character was supposedly a lesbian contemporary of Sappho (Tobin 

and Wicker, 1972:50), The women reasoned that their name would have a 

meaning only to them and that it would sound "respectable" to outsiders, 

"like the Daughters of the Nile or the DAR" (Martin and Lyon, 1972:238). 

The originators of the DOB proceeded to elect officers and to 

devise an agenda which consisted of three different meetings per month: 

a business meeting, a social, and a discussion session. In comparison 

to many contemporary lesbian organizations, this group was moderate-to-

conservative in its goals, philosophies, and activities. The lesbians 

who belonged to the young DOB were generally terrified at the prospect 

of being discovered, anonymity of members had to be assured. Members 

^Hereafter referred to as the DOB, 
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even adopted pseudonyms in order to protect their fellow members. 

Therefore, DOB's early activities, similar to those of male gay organi

zations which were also emerging, served largely to provide fellowship 

and education for its members. As such, the group was not yet primarily 

directed toward changes in society; instead, the young, inexperienced 

organization oriented itself inward, concentrating on helping to meet 

the social and psychological needs of its members. 

The founders and first members of the DOB-San Francisco made up the 

core of the lesbian movement during its incipient period. Leadership 

of the DOB has been fairly consistently maintained from the beginning 

by Del Martin, the group's first president, and by Phyllis Lyon. Dur

ing the first year of the DOB's existence, the group's size ranged from 

six to fifteen members (Damon, 1970:298), most of whom insisted that the 

group be a secret one. At this point in time, although the group had 

elected officers, its structure was relatively informal. 

The early DOB was basically an exclusive group with regard to 

accepting or seeking new members. Although those in the DOB were urged 

to invite prospective members to attend the meetings, it became clear 

at this early developmental stage that the Daughters were divided re

garding the inclusion of straight women and gay men into the group. 

The small group was factionalized due to a number of other issues, too, 

as Martin and Lyon (1972:240-241) discuss: 

(The argument over including straight women) marked the be
ginning of a long series of arguments about rules and re
gulations, about the degree of secrecy we had to maintain, 
about the mode of dress and behavior, about dealing with 
straights as well as gay men, about the possibility of pub
lishing pamphlets explaining our cause. The arguments 
eventually led to an ultimate rift. 
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Approximately half of the members left DOB because of these policy 

struggles. The remaining members regrouped and continued to work on 

building a viable organization. Martin and Lyon (1972:241) attribute 

this first organizational split to class differences among the members; 

that is to say, the blue-collar women wanted a secret, exclusively 

lesbian, social group while the white-collar lesbians had developed a 

perspective which began to include thoughts of public activities. 

When the split occurred, the blue-collar women left the DOB. 

At the time this in-fighting was occurring, the white-collar mem

bers of DOB were attempting to increase their connections within the 

San Francisco gay community order to recruit more lesbians into the 

group. These members soon developed ties with the male gay Mattachine 

Society and with One, Inc., which were also located on the west coast. 

The Mattachine Society, One, Inc., and the Daughters of Bilitis, which 

all arose during the 1950's, would eventually become known as the "big 

three" within the gay liberation movement. The association of the DOB 

members with the two other organizations fostered the "growth and spread 

of a generalized belief" among the small core of women that the public 

needed to be educated about lesbianism and that the DOB had to come "out 

of the closet" in order to effectively pursue this goal. The Mattachine 

Society, which had failed to interest many women in their group, was 

glad to help the DOB to grow and succeed, and Mattachine contributed 

greatly to DOB at that time by promoting the group in its newsletter 

(Tobin and Wicker, 1970:51). 

Thus, the DOB, after the split in membership, decided to become 

a more visible and vocal group. Although during the in-fighting, the 
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white-collar members argued that those who wished to remain anonymous 

and to participate only in social functions could restrict their acti

vities to parties, picnics, and so forth, the working-class lesbians 

left the group and started their own secret organizations which lasted 

for a while, then eventually sputtered out (Martin and Lyon, 1972:241-

242), 

After one year, DOB had fifteen members, three of whom were founders 

of the group. In October, 1956, the members gave their organization a 

terrific boost with the publication of The Ladder: A Lesbian Review, 

the first major lesbian magazine in the United States (Damon, 1970: 

298). Although there had been at least two lesbian publications prior 

to The Ladder, they were both short-lived, and one newsletter. Vice 

Versa, was edited, produced, and distributed solely by one woman and 

thus was not as significant to the lesbian movement as The Ladder 

(Martin and Lyon, 1972:244-245). Initially, The Ladder had seventeen 

paid subscribers, and DOB sent the publication free-of-charge to several 

hundred professional people (Damon, 1970:298). The Ladder, more than 

any other factor, helped to sustain the Daughters of Bilitis. Not only 

did it encourage gay people who lived relatively isolated from other 

homosexuals; it also increased membership and financial contributions 

to the DOB. The Ladder became a medium for educating gays and straights 

(mostly gays, however) about lesbianism and for encouraging gay women 

to collectively work to change their situation. Thus, it served to 

spread the generalized belief and to mobilize lesbians to join in the 

movement. 
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There is no evidence that organized opposition to the lesbian 

movement existed during this "incipient" stage. Paradoxically, how

ever, the same stigma and discrimination directed toward females and 

homosexuals which helped to set the stage for lesbian activism, at the 

same time discouraged a large number of lesbians from joining the DOB. 

In this respect, gay men were somewhat more successful than lesbians 

in overcoming these barriers in the incipient phase of gay liberation 

because male organizations emerged in greater numbers and with more 

members than did the DOB. 

Societal reaction to the DOB during its inciplency generally did 

not include mechanisms of "co-optation" in the form of compromises or 

tokenism. It would be more accurate to say that members of homophile 

organizations during the 1950's were more frequently met by repressive 

actions by society than by co-optive actions. Martin and Lyon (1972: 

253) report that the media had a "conspiracy of silence" toward gay 

activities which lasted until the late 1950's. Also, as Mauss (1975: 

392) states, homosexuals in the gay movement were "'on the run' in some 

respects as a result of the 'anti-subversive' sentiments of both the 

public and the government during much of the . . . 1950's." 

Therefore, gay groups, including the Daughters of Bilitis, had to 

struggle, but they held on despite the setbacks of the fifties. As the 

lesbian movement progressed toward "coalescence," in 1959 the DOB was 

chartered as a non-profit organization in the state of California and 

thus took a big step toward permanence (Martin and Lyon, 1972:247). 

The goals or purposes of the organization became more definite and 

formalized after the initial year of the group's existence. The pur-



60 

poses which the DOB members decided to consider their main priorities 

were printed on the inside front cover of issues of The Ladder C1970: 

2) in a four-point statement: 

A WOMEN'S ORGANIZATION FOR THE PURPOSE OF PROMOTING THE 
INTEGRATION OF THE HOMOSEXUAL INTO SOCIETY BY: 

1. Education of the Lesbian, enabling her to understand her
self and to make her adjustment to society in all its 
social, civic, and economic implications - by establish
ing and maintaining a library of both fiction and non-
fiction literature on the sex deviant theme; by spon
soring public meetings on pertinent subjects to be con
ducted by leading members of the legal, psychiatric, re
ligious and other professions; by providing the Lesbian 
a forum for the interchange of ideas within her own 
group. 

2. Education of the public, developing an understanding and 
acceptance of the Lesbian as an individual, leading to 
an eventual breakdown of erroneous taboos and prejudices 
- by public discussion meetings and by dissemination of 
educational literature on the Lesbian theme. 

3. Encouragement of and participation in responsible research 
dealing with homosexuality. 

4. Investigation of the penal code as it pertains to the 
homosexual, proposing and promoting changes to provide 
an equitable handling of cases involving this minority 
group through due process of law in the state legisla
tures. 

These goals were the stated purposes of DOB, and the group was 

basically true to its plan. During the early stages, however, some 

objectives were pursued more diligently than others. The group em

phasized introspection, counseling, and some public education through 

discussion groups (unfortunately for DOB most of those who attended 

these "public" discussion groups were gay). Societal changes through 

political demonstrations or legal actions were not often actively 

pursued at this point (Gunnison, 1969:118). 
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The lesbian movement moved even closer to coalescence in 1958 

when DOB chapters opened in Los Angeles, Rhode Island, and in New 

York City. The New York DOB was headed by Barbara Gittings. who later 

became the editor of The Ladder (Martin and Lyon, 1972:247). 

Coalescence 

When a movement begins to increase in complexity, to formalize 

its goals, activities, and organization, and to form a more stable and 

permanent structure, the movement is said to have entered the stage of 

coalescence." For the lesbian movement, coalescence began during the 

late 1950's and early 1960's. The emergence of DOB chapters in Los 

Angeles and New York in 1958, plus the chartering of DOB as a non-pro

fit organization in California, strengthened DOB and began the trans

formation of Daughters of Bilitis into a national organization. Na

tional DOB headquarters remained in San Francisco throughout the decade 

of the sixties. The first national lesbian convention was held in that 

city in 1960 (Tobin and Wicker, 1972:52); thereafter, national meetings 

were held every two years. In 1960, the convention received a moderate 

amount of press coverage, and at succeeding meetings which were held in 

Los Angeles (1962), New York (1964), and again in San Francisco (1966), 

the DOB gained both increasing newspaper treatment and nationwide tele

vision coverage (Martin and Lyon, 1972:253-254). 

The Daughters of Bilitis remained as the center of the lesbian 

movement throughout the 1960's. Although other lesbian groups existed, 

they were basically social clubs, local in their appeal and reach. 

Only the DOB pushed on as the vanguard of the lesbian movement. During 

this decade, the DOB's goals became wider in scope as the organization 
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attempted not only to educate lesbians and the public but to also affect 

the elections of political candidates, to remove the laws which discri

minated against homosexuals, and to change the attitudes of the clergy 

and mental health professionals. 

At this point, DOB was still very status quo in its tactics and 

goals. The DOB, among other things, was attempting to "win over" the 

heterosexual population by exploding the myths about lesbians. There

fore, members of the Daughters were urged to project a "positive" image 

to the straight world. Members who spoke at public meetings were care

ful to dress and act in such a way as to refute the stereotyped notion 

that all lesbians were "butch" or "femme." In short, they tried to 

underscore that lesbians, in most ways, were just like "normal" people. 

DOB in the sixties also aimed to enable the lesbian to integrate into 

and adjust to society (Martin and Lyon, 1972:244). 

Despite the somewhat mild goals of the DOB, it did meet with some 

public opposition during the initial years of "coalescence." As DOB 

became increasingly visible to outsiders, it prompted a reaction. DOB 

received some of its earliest publicity due to an article regarding an 

election which was run by the San Francisco Progress in 1959. This 

coverage prompted an anonjrmous citizen, or group of citizens, to dis

tribute a pamphlet door-to-door which was highlighted by the following 

excerpt (Martin and Lyon, 1972:250-252): 

And you parents of daughters-do not sit back complacently 
feeling that because you have no boys in your family, 
everything is all right as far as you are concerned. To 
enlighten you as to the existence of a Lesbian organiza
tion composed of homosexual women, whose purposes are 
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the same as the Mattachine Society, the male counterpart, 
make yourselves acquainted with the name "Daughters of 
Bilitis!" 

The effect of this repressive effort directed against the DOB 

was, ironically, exactly the opposite of what the repressors had in

tended; that is, instead of squelching the Daughters, the attempt 

served to anger many lesbians so that even "closet" homosexuals were 

drawn into the DOB in response to the negative publicity. The DOB 

swelled in membership and became much stronger and more unified, even 

though the group went "underground" for a while as a precautionary 

measure (Martin and Lyon, 1972:252). 

The DOB, generally receptive to new female members, retained its 

basically lesbian composition through the sixties. During this decade, 

DOB chapters sprang up in Chicago, Boston, New Orleans, Reno, Portland, 

San Diego, Cleveland, Denver, Detroit, and Philadelphia (Martin and 

Lyon, 1972:247). Although DOB would probably have welcomed "straight" 

females into their group, the stigma and fear were still too great, so 

heterosexual members were few. As John Howard (1974:124) has observed, 

gay liberation groups had more to overcome than other minorities be

cause, unlike blacks, for example, homosexuals did not have help from 

higher status groups during their movements' inception and organizational 

phases. He adds (Howard, 1974:124): 

Homosexuality is what might be termed a "contagious stigma," 
a form of stigma in which the advocate of tolerance is seen 
as speaking from self-interested motives. . . .Until recently, 
to have championed the rights of homosexuals would have raised 
suspicions in the public mind that the advocate himself was 
gay. 
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During the period of coalescence, lesbian activists also began to 

reassess their relationship with male homosexual groups. Daughters of 

Bilitis had been in contact with male organizations for several years. 

DOB even established an auxiliary called the Sons of Bilitis (SOB's) 

with honorary memberships for men who had significantly contributed to 

the DOB and the homophile movement. However, the females within the 

DOB began to associate less frequently with male groups. Not only were 

the men too publicly flamboyant for the women's tastes, but as Martin 

and Lyon (1972:248) express it, "Despite their generosity and help, for 

which we are forever grateful, there has always been the private (and 

sometimes not so private) resentment against the separatist and segre

gationist policies of DOB, which restricted its membership to women 

only," 

Thus, during the coalescence phase, which occurred during the 

1960's, lesbian activism was still almost totally represented by DOB 

which was growing, organizing, and slowly shifting its priorities. 

However, no major transformation occurred until 1969, when the entire 

gay movement underwent a tremendous amount of change. It was around 

this time, 1969 and the early 1970's, when the homophile movement 

entered the phase of "institutionalization" (Mauss, 1975:394-396). 

Institutionalization 

Labeling a movement as "institutionalized" implies that it has be

come full-blown. In other words, its branches have become relatively 

widespread throughout society, the movement has gained strong support in 

terms of members and financial backing, and its organization has become 

complex. A movement which is institutionalized is also frequently 
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involved, in important ways, in the political processes of society 

(e.g., lobbying, campaigning in elections). Finally, such a movement 

slowly gains a certain amount of respect from society and is taken 

more seriously than in earlier stages (Mauss, 1975:63). 

As the Daughters of Bilitis increased in strength, membership, 

and visibility in the late 1960's, it gradually moved toward the stage 

of institutionalization. Had the DOB not been influenced by a number 

of new forces in 1969, it might have eventually passed into the stage 

of institutionalization and remained the sole voice of the lesbian 

movement. However, both the male and female organizations within the 

gay movement were powerfully influenced by the spirit of militancy 

which seemed to ignite the country in 1969. The contagion of other 

liberation movements (e.g.. Civil Rights, feminists) and of the youth

ful anti-war movement spread to homosexuals. In response, the homo

sexual movement rapidly shifted its approach. 

While homophile organizations were becoming increasingly polit

ical in their goals, one precipitating event which occurred on June 

27, 1969, seemed to be greatly Instrumental in ushering the movement 

into the stage of "institutionalization," The incident, which occurred 

at the Stonewall Inn, an after-hours gay bar in New York City, came as 

a surprise to many gays as well as straights. When the city police 

decided to conduct a "typical" raid on a gay bar, they got more than 

they had bargained for. Instead of the usual grudging, intimidated 

cooperation with the police, the response of the patrons was one of 

hostility. The victims of the raid began pelting the officers with 

bottles and bricks (Humphreys, 1972:5-6), This precipitated three 
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nights of rioting in Greenwich Village, where the Stonewall Inn is 

located. At one point, early in the disruptions, the police were bar

ricaded into the bar by the angry protesters. As one movement leader 

(Gittings, 1973) expressed it, this enabled the police themselves to 

"get a taste of oppression." 

Thus, the Stonewall Riots (also known as the Christopher Street 

Riots) marked a turning point for both males and females within the gay 

movement. This was the first time that non-movement people had spon

taneously objected en masse to what they defined as "police brutality." 

This inspired hundreds of gay people across the country to either join 

gay groups or to start their own. Prior to Stonewall, there had been 

approximately 30-35 active gay groups all across the United States; 

in less than a year, the movement had grown to nearly 150 homophile 

organizations (Gittings, 1973). A portion of these organizations were 

composed exclusively of lesbians, although it is difficult to define 

the exact number of such groups. 

Thus, after Stonewall, the entire gay movement shifted to a more 

militant position, suddenly taking the offensive after years of defend

ing themselves. Gittings (1973) has described the new outlook which 

homosexuals adopted after the Stonewall Riots: 

Now we saw that the problem of homosexuality is not our prob
lem; its society's problem. Finding out about the causes and 
the nature of homosexuality is not going to help us; if such 
information does ever come to light, it is going to be used 
against us. No longer do we ask politely for our rights. We 
demand them, or we take them. No longer do we make ourselves 
acceptable image-wise, so that people will like us. Now we 
insist that society accept us on our terms, as we are. No 
white-washing, no special images for your (heterosexuals') 
benefit. No longer do we sit politely and let the so-called 
"experts" tell us who we are and what our lives are like. 
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Now we make people realize that we are the authorities and 
the experts on homosexuality . . . . We believe that gay 
is good, gay is normal, gay is right, gay is moral, gay is 
positive, and gay is healthy. 

The general homophile movement, as differentiated from the lesbian 

movement, moved into the phase of "institutionalization" in 1969. Gay 

people became more vocal, received more positive publicity, managed to 

get some state and city laws changed, and established gay churches. 

The gay movement was strong, relatively unified, and possessed a na

tional network of communication (Mauss, 1975:394-397). This is not to 

say that the lesbian movement possessed these same characteristics. 

While many lesbians chose to participate in the male-dominated gay 

liberation movement, for the purposes of this analysis, the exclusively 

lesbian movement must be considered separately. 

In 1969, the lesbian movement, similar to the general gay libera

tion movement, was also increasing in numbers, strength, and aggres

siveness. The lesbian movement started into the phase of "institution

alization," but because of certain pressures the lesbian movement's 

full entrance into this phase was diverted. During 1969, the lesbian 

movement was radically affected not only by Stonewall but also by the 

convergence of lesbian activism with the ideologies of feminism and 

socialism. These philosophies brought pressures upon lesbian activists 

which eventually caused the movement to break apart. 

Many lesbians were ready converts to the philosophies of the wo

men's liberation movement. The Daughters of Bilitis and more recent 

lesbian groups developed a growing concern with "feminist" issues. It 

became increasingly clear to these women that the general homophile 
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movement, male-dominated as it was, would not concern itself with the 

problems which lesbians faced because they were women (Martin arid Lyon, 

1972:280-302), it also became apparent, over time, that gay men were 

frequently as "sexist" as heterosexual males. 

A proportion of lesbians chose to assign their personal priorities 

to feminism and, therefore, joined the women's liberation movement in

stead of the lesbian movement. Often, lesbians did this so they could 

enjoy the company of other women without having to publicly acknowledge 

their homosexuality. Thus, they were "safe" in women's liberation. 

Although some lesbians were readily accepted by the women's libera

tion movement (Martin and Lyon, 1972:286-290), it did not take long for 

other lesbians to learn that they were not as compatible with women's 

liberation as they had thought. Many gay women considered lesbianism 

to be the ultimate freedom from the oppression of men. Thus, they rea

soned, women's liberation should welcome lesbians with open arms. At 

last, they felt they had discovered a movement where they could feel 

comfortable. 

The clashes began when critics of women's liberation tried to dis

credit the movement by describing it as consisting of a bunch of "dykes." 

Straight women from within women's liberation recoiled in horror, 

emphatically denying the "accusation" and disassociating themselves 

from the lesbian issue (Searls, et al., 1970). Betty Friedan, speci

fically, made lesbianism a divisive topic within the National Organi

zation for Women in the late 1960's and early 1970's. Considering 

lesbianism to be the "Lavender Menace," she made certain that lesbian 

issues were not considered by N,0,W. (Martin and Lyon, 1972:291-292). 
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This caused a great deal of internal strife within the women's move

ment which has only recently begun to abate. 

Regardless of their relationship to women's liberation groups, 

many lesbian activists still accepted feminist philosophies. Many also 

were influenced by radical socialist philosophies which criticized the 

power structure of the male-dominated capitalist society which emphasized 

the gain of the individual at the cost of others. Thus, a common belief 

sprang up among many radical and liberal lesbians that the members of 

the lesbian and feminist movements should not be oriented toward per

sonal power. It was also adovcated that the movements should be "struc

tureless," that all organizations should be independent of each other. 

Because of such influences, the DOB, at its 1970 National Conven

tion in New York City, agreed to decentralize. Although DOB still con

sidered itself to be a national organization, each chapter became totally 

autonomous, and no longer would it be directed from San Francisco 

(Martin and Lyon, 1972:275). Decline followed this decentralization 

within what had been, to this point, the best established and most wide

spread lesbian organization. 

Fragmentation 

A movement's "fragmentation" often occurs when the movement has 

achieved at least partial success in achieving its goals. However, as 

Oberschall (1973:143) has noted, pressures can cause movements to frag

ment at any stage in their development. It is the position of the pre

sent study that the lesbian movement began to fragment in 1969 and con

tinued to break apart through the first half of the 1970's. This re

searcher views the movement's factionalization to be largely a result 
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of the interaction of the pressures and conflicts of feminist and radical 

socialist philosophies which were popularly advocated during the late 

1960's and early 1970's. There are also some contentions that "agents" 

systematically infiltrated and provoked the disintegration of some groups 

(Simpson, 1976:153-164). 

The concept of "structurelessness" and "decentralization" may have 

been one of the most powerful factors in causing the lesbian movement's 

factionalization. Jo Freeman (1972-73) has criticized the philosophy 

of structurelessness as organizationally impossible, and states that 

the only alternatives which a group has are to choose either a formal 

or informal structure. However, she notes, groups with almost no struc

ture tend to waste a great deal of time because decision-making is not 

performed efficiently. In addition, "unstructured" groups sometimes 

encourage the very situation they wish to avoid-the "star" system of 

leadership and a less democratic structure. Freeman further argues 

that "structurelessness" is a tyranny which forces many groups to be

come politically ineffective. In terms of a national movement, the de

centralization of the lesbian movement was accompanied by such a decrease 

in national effectiveness. 

The lesbian movement has not yet experienced its "demise," and it 

is difficult to predict with certainty in what direction the movement 

will evolve. It seems as though both the general homophile and lesbian 

movements, similar to various other protest movements, have become less 

prominent in American society in recent years. Although this researcher 

expects that a relatively small number of lesbian groups, probably in 

large cities, will survive as politically active entities, it seems 
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likely that most lesbian groups will either disintegrate or will main

tain their importance to lesbians locally with social-educational func

tions. In either case, the lesbian movement now seems to be headed for 

its demise. 



CHAPTER V 

THE LESBIAN MOVEMENT IN THE 1970's 

General Characteristics 

The 1970's brought with them a variety of basically autonomous 

groups throughout the nation, and although the organizations are rela

tively small and independent from each other, they still exist and 

are thriving in some areas. The groups possess such names as Gay Wo

man's Group, Radicalesbians, Lesbianfeminists, Gay Women's Liberation, 

Gay Nurses Alliance, Midwest Women's Legal Group, and Lesbian Mothers' 

National Defense Fund (Lafferty, 1976:101). 

The DOB has only seven autonomous chapters scattered throughout 

the United States. These chapters are located in Lithia, Florida; 

Northwood, New Hampshire; Fanwood, New Jersey; Boston, Massachusetts; 

Dallas, Texas; Fort Worth, Texas; and San Francisco, California (Lafferty, 

1976:101), Various DOB chapters have dissolved, including the New York 

City group (Simpson, 1976:150), and The Ladder, which had been published 

for sixteen years became defunct in September, 1972. 

Some information regarding lesbian activism after 1970 is avail

able in the accounts of various writers (Teal, 1971; Aldrich, 1972; 

Tobin and Wicker, 1972; Birkby, et al., 1973; Simpson, 1976). This 

information, however, presents only part of the information on the ac

tivities of organized female homosexuals. Further data for the analysis 

of the recent developments within the lesbian movement has been obtained 

through this researcher's interviews and observations of groups in 

which lesbians were active. This data, which is somewhat limited in 
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scope, could not be the basis of a totally definitive portrayal of the 

lesbian movement today. Nevertheless, this primary information will 

serve to fill some of the gaps left by other writers and, thus, will 

enable this researcher to present a more complete representation of 

the movement's recent developments. 

At this point, it becomes necessary to remind the reader about the 

nine groups which were studied. All of the organizations had originated 

after 1969; a few had come into existence as late as 1973-1974. The 

groups had a variety of names: Daughters of Bilitis, Gay Women 

Sapphonsified, Gay Women's Liberation, Gay Liberation Front, Gay Ac

tivist Alliance, and the Lesbian Task Force of N.O.W. Some of these 

names reflect the orientations of the various groups. 

Gay Liberation Front and Gay Activist Alliance groups are chapters 

of the male-female gay liberation movement. This researcher studied 

three such groups and, of these, two organizations had regular meetings 

solely for lesbians in addition to their mixed gay meetings. Three 

groups had lesbian members who were in leadership positions. 

The other six groups were comprised totally of women, usually 

lesbians, although a few straight women were found among the members. 

Most of these groups were primarily oriented to lesbian issues-with 

feminism as a secondary, but important interest. One group, the Lesbian 

Task Force, was an arm of the National Organization for Women in one 

city. 

In recent years, many political activists have tended to be young, 

white, and middle class, with come college education. Because a fair 

number of mixed-sex and lesbian gay groups are located on, or nearby. 
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college campuses, lesbian activists have tended to possess the same 

characteristics as other recent activists. This researcher did find 

that the members of the groups which she studied were predominantly in 

their twenties, white, and had at least some college education (some 

had M.A. s, Ph.D.'s and Theology degrees). Most of the organizations 

which were studied did have some women in the age group of thirty to 

fifty, but these members were in a minority. Two of the groups which 

were located on university campuses had lesbian faculty advisors who 

were in their late thirties, and one DOB chapter which was studied had 

two main leaders, age 31 and 44. Thus, although these organizations 

had a large percentage of younger women, the 30-50 age group was re

presented in all organizations and often these older women held posi

tions of great signficance to the operation of their specific groups. 

Some of the groups which were studied discouraged teenagers from 

joining their ranks because of laws pertaining to minors. In addition, 

the national DOB, all during its life, had a policy of only accepting 

women over age 21, for the same reason. Group leaders who were inter

viewed realized that such a policy was counterproductive to their goals 

of helping gay women to accept themselves and of providing acceptable 

meeting places for lesbians. The teenage lesbian, who must live at home, 

often needs the emotional support of a gay group much more than older 

lesbians who do not have to contend with parental pressures to go out 

on dates or to stop "hanging around" with the "wrong" kind of people. 

Regardless of this situation, lesbian leaders felt that too much was at 

stake for them to allow minors to join them. 
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A number of members of the groups which were studied were college 

students. The majority of lesbians within these groups, whether they 

were presently attending college or not, were at least partially college-

educated and came from middle-class backgrounds. Group leaders indicated 

that regardless of their backgrounds and qualifications, a large pro

portion of their members were employed in jobs far below their abilities 

and training, and thus were forced into a lower social class as well. 

As one respondent, Joanne, stated, "Coming out means lowering your 

social status. You lose your professional job and are forced into 

factories, manual labor, secretarial, and gas station attendant's jobs," 

Although the organizations which were studied were comprised mostly 

of Caucasians, every leader mentioned the existence of at least one 

minority group member who attended their group's meetings. Regarding 

the movement's lack of appeal to minorities, one woman, Allison, specu

lated that blacks, in particular, seemed to look down on gay blacks 

even more than the general society looks down on homosexuals. She felr 

that blacks were strongly affected by this peer group pressure against 

overt homosexuality. She added that blacks also had to choose their 

priorites, and that the black movement usually had preference over the 

gay movement. 

Because of the philosophy of maintaining informal organizations, 

it would seem likely that most lesbian groups would be relatively small 

in membership. The researcher found that this is not necessarily the 

The names of those who were interviewed have been changed 
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case. Of the six exclusively lesbian groups which were studied, two 

had active memberships of over fifty people. 

This can be partially accounted for by the fact that these groups 

were located in Dallas and Houston, both of which provide a large popu

lation from which to draw members. The remaining four groups which were 

exclusively lesbian in composition did tend to be smaller, more informal, 

and unstructured in comparison to the first two. Finally, the three 

mixed-sex groups tended to be heavily dominated by men in terms of 

numbers. Compared to the women, there were usually three times as 

many men present at the general meetings, although lesbian attendance 

would usually increase at the groups' all-lesbian gatherings, such as 

"women's raps," 

All of the organizations which were studied sought to gain new 

members. Some groups were more exclusive than others. For example, 

some groups would accept men, women, gays and straights; on the other 

extreme was a group which was even somewhat selective about which les

bians could come to meetings. One woman, Janice, said, "Anyone can 

come to our meetings, as long as they don't come to criticize." Most 

of the groups used word-of-mouth, especially at gay bars, as their 

primary tool to recruit members. The university-based organizations 

tended to do more in terms of circulating leaflets and advertising in 

the school paper. One group, DOB, advertised in both gay and under

ground papers. Nationally, lesbian organizations (some of which were 

studied by this researcher) have been listed in Ms. magazine (Lafferty, 

1976), in the "Lavender Pages." 
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In relationship to degrees of commitment to the lesbian movement, 

gay female groups seem to have a core group of consistently active mem

bers just as other social movements do. The leaders of the groups 

which were studied reported that their groups had some members who con

sistently attended their activities, some who only attended meetings 

which did not involve public exposure, and others who only came to 

meetings occasionally. In addition, the lesbian movement has within 

its ranks women who can be identified as spokeswomen for the movement 

and who have essentially committed many years of their lives to the 

cause. Among these are Sidney Abbott, Rita Mae Brown, Barbara Gittings, 

Jill Johnston, Barbara Love, Phyllis Lyon, Del Martin, and Ruth Simpson, 

Turner and Killian (1972:340-341) discuss the coiranitment of members 

to their movement in terms of society's reaction to the members. They 

state that society frequently attempts to discourage, or break apart, 

movements which are viewed as threats to the basic values of society. 

Thus, according to Turner and Killian, society forces adherents to "bum 

their bridges" behind them by placing a stigma upon members of the move

ment. Because of homosexuality's negative image in the United States, 

this repressive process has affected the lesbian movement. This re

searcher found that in some groups which were studied, only a few of 

the lesbians were public activists who were willing to be identified as 

lesbians. Other lesbians preferred to remain as anonymous as possible, 

content to provide only "moral support" to the more active lesbians. 

Bases of Authority and Appeal 

The ideology of the lesbian movement in the 1970's is based upon 

the "sense of injustice" - the main tenet of which is that society owes 
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all people a sense of human dignity. In addition, since there seem to 

be many gay people who are no different from anyone else, except that 

they are homosexual, lesbians and gay men argue that they are just as 

valuable to society as the average heterosexual. Thus, they contend 

that they should not be oppressed and that gay people have talents 

and abilities which have remained useless because society has excluded 

them from the mainstream of American life. Also, as one lesbian, 

Margie, said, "What someone does in his own home is his own business." 

So, the argument goes, sex between consenting adults should not be so 

politicized. 

The lesbian movement's ideology has been further influenced in the 

1970's by the movement's link with feminism. This influence can be seen 

in this statement of purpose which was published in a 1972 issue of The 

Ladder (1972:2): 

Initially THE LADDER'S goal was limited to achieving the 
rights accorded heterosexual women, that is, full second-
class citizenship. In the 1950's women as a whole were as 
yet unaware of their oppression. The Lesbian knew. And 
she wondered silently when her sisters would realize that 
they too share many of the Lesbian's handicaps, those that 
pertained to being a woman. 

THE LADDER'S purpose today is to raise all women to full 
human status, with all of the rights and responsibilities 
this entails; to include ALL women, whether Lesbian or 
heterosexual, 

OCCUPATIONS have no sex and must be opened to all qualified 
persons for the benefit of all. 

LIFE STYLES must be as numerous as human beings require for 
their personal happiness and fulfillment, 

ABILITY, AMBITION, TALENT - THESE ARE HUMAN QUALITIES, 
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The activities which will ultimately achieve these goals are the 

subject of some dissension among and within lesbian groups. Th6 re

searcher was told by her interviewees that a large percentage of les

bians value their organizations for their social meetings, educational 

projects, counseling programs, and "consciousness raising sessions." 

These activities, as distinguished from overt political activities such 

as demonstrations, picketing, and campaigning, are directed more at the 

personal development of the lesbian and at strengthening the bonds 

among women. One respondent, Cynthia, who had previously been in the 

very political Radicalesbians and then started another organization, 

said of the newer group: 

The women decided. Lets find out who we are as a group, 
what our sensitivities are to each other, and how we can re
late to each other in non-oppressive, non-sexist ways, be
fore ws seek a big chunk of power. We all started out very 
political and then toned it down. Being in the homosexual 
movement made me realize that I had a lot of things to work 
on. We did not want to get the power and then abuse it. 

The lesbian leaders who were interviewed and lesbian literature 

indicate that a variety of other tactics are used to achieve lesbian 

goals: newsletters, legal funds, talks to community and campus organi

zations, letters to the editors of city newspapers. Activities which 

occur less frequently include regional lesbian conferences, parades or 

marches, television and radio interviews, public demonstrations against 

"police harrassment" at gay bars, and election of lesbians to public 

office. A number of lesbians have initiated court actions in order to 

regain custody of their children, and the lesbian mothers' situation 

has become an important issue among both lesbian and feminist groups 

(Martin and Lyon, 1972:140-176; Ms., 1974:100-101). 
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To summarize, the lesbian movement has justified to itself that 

lesbians should be accepted as they are by society. Their methods of 

achieving this goal at present often tend to be introspective first; 

with the promise of overt political action in the future. 

Relationship to Other Movements 

The movement which has had the most influence on the gay female 

movement in the 1970's is the women's liberation movement. While some 

lesbians do not identify to a great extent with feminism, a large number 

of women in the lesbian movement do espouse feminist viewpoints. As 

previously mentioned, lesbians and feminists began to clash in the early 

1970's as heterosexual feminists discovered that there were lesbians 

among their ranks and as lesbians found that they were far from welcome 

in the women's liberation movement. After these discoveries, there 

ensued a great debate over the subject within the feminist movement, 

and consequently, the relationship between lesbians and straight women 

in the seventies has been characterized by tension and bitterness. 

However, recently the women's movement has moved to support lesbian 

issues and encourage lesbian participation, as is shown in this state

ment issued by the National Women's Political Caucus (Lafferty, 1976: 

99): 

Resolution on Sexual Preference Legislation 

Be It Resolved, that the NWPC include as a major priority 
support of efforts at the local, state, and national level to 
repeal legislation regulating any private sexual behavior be
tween consenting adults; and similarly support enactment of 
laws prohibiting discrimination based on affectional or sexual 
preference. Specifically, the NWPC will endorse, support, and 
work for HR 5452 (sponsored by Representative Bella Abzug), an 
amendment to the federal Civil Rights Act which would prohibit 
such discrimination. 
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National Organization for Women Resolution (proposed by the 
Lesbian Caucus), October, 1975: 

Whereas, the National Organization for Women is com
mitted to the principle that all women have an absolute 
right to full equality under the law, and 

Whereas, lesbians in our society are not protected under 
existing laws, or against unequal access to employment, hous
ing, and public assembly, and 

Whereas, abridgement of the basic rights of any woman 
diminishes the freedom of all of us 

Therefore, Be It Resolved that the accomplishment of 
civil rights for lesbians be designated as a national 
priority of the National Organization for Women, and 

Further, that annual funding for the NOW National 
Task Force on Sexuality/Lesbianism shall be at a level 
appropriate for a NOW national priority, and this shall 
not be less than one percent of NOW's national annual 
dues. 

Further, that implementation will include coordination 
of legislative strategies for use on local, state, and 
national levels in order to secure the passage of HR 5452, 
and appropriate action on other relevant civil and criminal 
legislation. Under guidelines provided by the National Task 
Force on Sexuality/Lesbianism efforts to implement this re
solution will be undertaken at all levels. 

Further, that a full report on the national activities 
and accomplishments of the National Organization for Women 
on the implementation of this resolution shall be presented 
by the President of NOW during a regular plenary session of 
the next NOW National Conference. 

Lafferty (1976:100) reports that the strains between gay and 

straight women are relaxing as these groups recognize that they share 

a "common ground." 

Even though ttie tensions are easing, the past struggles have caused 

a number of lesbians to adopt separatist policies and to form their 

own lesbian-feminist organizations. As Lafferty (1976:99) states, "A 

period of personal and political separatism offered the Lesbian feminist 

an invaluable perspective on the ramifications of choosing to be a 

totally independent woman in a society that rejects women without men." 
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The relationship of the lesbian to both the women's liberation and 

the male-dominated gay liberation movements has been summarized by one 

lesbian leader, Beth, who when interviewed commented: 

The problem is that if you are a gay woman and you want 
to go head first into women's liberation, it'll pretty well 
have to be a lesbian feminist group. Because it's hard for 
an openly gay woman to be accepted in women's liberation, so 
no matter where you go you'll have to fight a discrimination 
battle. If you're a woman and you go into gay liberation, 
you re going to be discriminated against because you're a 
woman, and if you go into women's liberation, you're going 
to be discriminated against because you're gay, so it's a 
struggle on all sides. 

Characteristics of Organization ' 

Most of the groups studied in this research appeared to operate on 

a relatively informal basis, although the DOB, Gay Activist Alliance, 

and Gay Liberation Front organizations were structured in that they had 

formalized rules, elections, officers, and standard qualifications for 

membership (e,g,, members must attend three consecutive meetings). 

Other groups tended to have a loose body of unwritten rules and left 

leadership up to those who wished to lead. One group adopted a system 

which precluded the formalization of an established leader. Within 

this group, the active leader, at the end of each regular meeting, 

would ask for a volunteer to conduct the next session. Most of the 

groups which were studied held a regular business meeting which was 

usually followed by a social or educational function. Policies of the 

group were decided according to the consensus of the group; usually a 

show of hands was sufficient to support a position. 

As previously discussed, lesbian meetings are frequently social-

educational in type. Of the groups which this researcher studied, only 

two organizations seemed to have a majority of political activists 
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among their members. This is not to imply that most of the groups had 

no enthusiastic political activists; every organization had at least 

one or two women who advocated more extreme actions than her group 

usually practiced. These actions ranged from public speeches to demon

strations. One woman, Marta, occasionally precipitated her own arrest 

in order to attract attention to her group's Issues. 

Financial support for the lesbian movement in its early years came 

largely from sales of subscriptions to The Ladder and DOB national dues. 

Among the groups included in this study, the major fund-raising methods 

were "passing the hat" at meetings, charging admission at gay or les

bian dances, and receiving honorariums for talks made to local groups. 

Few of the lesbian or mixed-gay groups required that members pay dues. 

Contributions from outsiders were rare. 

The groups which were studied were uniform in the informality of 

their discipline or control over their members. All leaders indicated 

that informal group pressure was sufficient to inform members that they 

should change their ways. There were very few formal sanctions for mem

bers who failed to conform, although one of the more formalized groups 

did ask a co-chairperson to resign when some of the group's money dis

appeared. 

None of the groups chose to hide their existence from the local 

community, although some groups made more effort to be visible than 

others. Some organizations chose to use the "grapevine" to make them

selves known to the gay community only. Others were more public, using 

as many media resources as possible, including local television and radio 

coverage, and publishing their own newsletter. 
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When asked about their communication with other lesbian and gay 

groups, the interviewees gave two basic responses, some said they had 

no communication with other groups throughout the United States and 

others indicated that they mailed their newsletters to other organiza

tions and put articles in nationally distributed papers such as Chicago's 

"Lavender Woman," or Santa Monica's "Lesbian Tide," One DOB leader who 

was interviewed said that she maintained regular correspondence with 

groups in New Hampshire and New Jersey, but stated, "There's communica

tion, but no national organization." 

Some of the women in the groups which were studied had attended a 

West Coast Lesbian Conference which was held in 1973; however, the group 

leaders indicated that women were not too inclined to travel to national 

meetings. Some attended regional "Gay Pride Week" gatherings which are 

held annually throughout the nation to celebrate the anniversary of the 

Stonewall Riots. Generally, though, such regional and national meetings 

do not seem to be of primary importance to lesbians who are not in leader

ship positions. Lesbian leaders attend conventions in order to get ideas 

and "energy" from other lesbians and bring these back to their "home base." 

All but three of the leaders of the groups which were studied felt 

that their groups were fairly cohesive. In one case, they claimed that 

straight women tended to divide a group. Another organization, which 

was male-female, pointed to clashes over the issues of the men's "sexism" 

and their proneness to dress "in drag," A third group actually dis

solved because of tensions between the politically active feminists and 

lesbians who only wanted a quiet social group. 
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When the group leaders were asked what they projected for the 

future of their movement, several said that although the women were 

moving more slowly than the gay men, lesbians' goals would be achieved. 

None expected lesbian groups to develop as the male groups had, and 

several stated that feminism would definitely remain important to the 

movement. One woman's vision of the future was expressed in this 

statement: "Humanism, feminism, lesbianism shouldn't be separate. 

People liking themselves without labels - if we can achieve that, then 

it would be Utopia." 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSIONS 

The lesbian movement came into existence in the mid-1950's, grew 

into a somewhat viable movement in the 1960's, and as viewed by this 

researcher, it has fragmented during the 1970's. The life history of 

the movement and its crucial developments are represented in Figure 6. 

Now the question may be asked, "What has the lesbian movement 

accomplished in terms of changing society's attitudes and practices?" 

Since most movements, including that of lesbians, have unreasonably 

high expectations for their success, it is almost inevitable that there 

will be disappointments. At this point in time, the ultimate goal of 

erasing discrimination against lesbians as homosexuals and as women 

has not been realized; however, some intermediate accomplishments can 

now be cited. 

The general homophile movement, to which lesbians have contributed, 

has achieved a degree of societal change as a result of its efforts. 

As Mauss (1975:68-70) points out, even movements which experience little 

success are likely to leave behind some "residues." Mauss indicates 

that one can discover such residues on three levels which are progress

ively more integral to society. The first level, popular culture, has 

been affected by gay liberation as shown in the relatively common usage 

of the word "gay" in recent years. In addition, gay people are now 

occasionally portrayed on television programs, an indication that homo

sexuality is not quite the taboo subject that it has been in the past. 

To a greater extent, the topic of homosexuality has appeared frequently 
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in popular magazines, and books which represent gay people in a 

positive way have been published more often in recent years. 

The second societal level on which residues are found is the 

normative level. Gay liberation has affected society's norms and 

values to a limited degree. As previously discussed, the overwhelm

ing majority of Americans still consider homosexuality to be a sick

ness, but some metropolitan areas, such as San Francisco and New York, 

are more liberal toward gay people and provide havens for the homo

sexual community. Thus, although it could not be stated that general 

societal attitudes have changed drastically, a larger proportion of 

people, basically the educated segment of society, views "gay as good," 

or at least tolerable, as a result of the recent visibility and ac

tivity of gay people. 

The gay movement is proud of its further accomplishments in 

changing the attitudes of professionals. While many social scientists, 

clergy, and doctors still consider homosexuality to be abnormal, sinful, 

or sick, a growing number of professionals have agreed with the more 

positive definitions of gay people which the movement has thrust for

ward. There are now churches, such as the Metropolitan Community 

Church, which appeal largely to the homophile community (Mauss, 1975: 

394) and which whole-heartedly agree that "gay is moral." In addition, 

professional groups which have come out in support of the gay movement's 

viewpoint are the American Psychiatric Association (March and Alvarez, 

1974:45), the American Sociological Association, and the American Li

brary Association (Teal, 1971:61). 
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On the third level, that of laws and law enforcement, gay people 

have accomplished change in certain specific areas of the country. In 

addition to the decriminalization of homosexual acts in several states, 

a number of city ordinances have recently been passed which ban discrim

ination against persons on the basis of sexual orientation.^ Although 

it is still rare, lesbians have been legally married (Ms., 1975:19), 

and some lesbian mothers have gained custody of their children — with 

provisions that they limit contacts with their lovers (Ms., 1974:100-

101). Another event which caused lesbians to rejoice was the election 

of Elaine Noble, a lesbian and a DOB member, to the Massachusetts legis

lature in 1974 (Nies, 1975:59-61, 79, 108). Thus, there seems to be 

promise for more legal change. 

When compared to the general homophile movement, it appears that 

the exclusively lesbian movement has met with less success in terms of 

societal change. The lesbian movement has undoubtedly increased public 

awareness of lesbianism to a degree, but in general, it would seem 

that many Americans are hardly aware that a lesbian organization such 

as the Daughters of Bilitis ever existed and would know little about 

lesbian movement activities. Americans would be much more likely to 

know about the mixed gay liberation activities than about totally les

bian activities. 

These cities are East Lansing, Michigan (March, 1972); San Francisco, 
California (April, 1972); Ann Arbor, Michigan (July, 1972); Seattle, Wash
ington (October, 1973); Berkeley, California (November, 1973); Washington, 
D,C. (November, 1973); Detroit, Michigan (November, 1973); Columbus, Ohio 
(January, 1974); Alfred, New York (May, 1974) (Simpson, 1976:167). 
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It remains to be seen in which direction the lesbian movement will 

go, but perhaps one factor which has potential to stabilize the lesbian 

movement is its strengthening alliance with the feminist movement. The 

lesbian movement's association with women's liberation may allow it to 

gain an amount of respectability. In fact, the widely read feminist 

magazine, Ms., recently printed a petition which addressed itself fav

orably to lesbianism and which was signed by one hundred women (Simpson, 

1976:169). Thus, lesbianism does not seem to be the shocking subject 

that it once was; however, the lesbian movement's goals of full equal

ity for females as homosexuals and as women will have a period of time 

to wait before becoming realities. 

Hypotheses for Future Study 

As mentioned earlier, one valuable result of an exploratory study 

is its ability to generate hypotheses which may lead to further research 

and more refined sociological understanding of human phenomena. Within 

the area of lesbian activity, the following potentially testable hypo

theses are suggested: 

1, The higher the median age of the lesbian organization, 
the more it will tend to concentrate on social functions 
and lesbian education rather than on political activism. 

2. The number of years of education which a lesbian group 
member has achieved is positively related to her accep
tance of feminism as a lesbian issue. 

3, Age, education, and socioeconomic status are all posi
tively related to the lesbian activist's acceptance of 
feminist values and goals. 

4. Within male-female gay groups, the lesbians' amount of 
acceptance of the feminist orientation is negatively re
lated to the cohesiveness of the group. 
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5. The female homosexual's degree of involvement in lesbian 
groups is negatively related to her acceptance of 
society's traditional female roles. 

6. The amount of structure which an exclusively lesbian group 
possesses is positively related to the length of the group's 
existence, 

7. Education and socioeconomic status are negatively related 
to lesbians' political and social conservatism up to a 
point; after a lesbian becomes "successful," her educa
tion and socioeconomic status begin to relate positively 
to conservatism. 

8. Age is positively related to political and social conser
vatism among lesbians, whether they are activists or not. 

9. The degree of public acceptance of lesbianism is related 
to the amount of positive publicity reported by the media. 

10, The amount of positive publicity reported by the media 
is positively related to higher, and more formal, organi
zational structure within lesbian groups, 

11, The difficulties which a social movement encounters will 
be related to the degree to which its goals and activities 
are superseded by the goals and activities of rival move
ments appealed to the same potential members. 

12, When recruitment to a social movement is based upon aspects 
of people's private lives, to the extent that private needs 
may be met without interference from the surrounding 
society, the movement is likely to become expressive in 
nature, 

A conclusion reached by this observer centers around the difficulty 

which future researchers may face in pursuing further study on the sub

ject of lesbianism. Fragmentation, a lack of centralization or organi-

ing principles, and the reluctance of lesbian groups to respond to 

formalized surveys, especially those administered by "straights," will 

hamper future researchers. In spite of these problems, further socio

logical understanding is essential and may be guided by the hypotheses 

suggested in this study. 
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APPENDIX 

Interview Schedule 

Background of interviewee: 

What is your age? 

How much formal education have you completed? 

What is your occupation? 

In what capacity are you associated with a lesbian or homosexual group? 

How long have you been connected with this group? 

Have you ever been a member or a leader of any other lesbian or mixed 
homosexual group? 

Questions regarding organization: 

In what year did your organization begin operation? 

How many members did your organization have when it was first formed? 

How many lesbians are involved in your particular organization at this 
time? 

What percentage of your membership has belonged to your organization 
since its beginning? 

What were your main activities as a group at the time you first organized? 

When you first organized, what were your goals for the future? 

Did your goals change as your group became more established and/or grew 
in membership? 

How many heterosexual women and how many men are involved in your 
organization at this time? 

Who are the leaders of your organization? 

What jobs do your leaders or officers perform for the organization? 

What is your opinion of the national leaders of the lesbian movement? 

Are there outstanding leaders in the movement? 
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Should there be leaders? 

How do the leaders or officers of your organization communicate with 
your membership? 

Are your group activities intended to help your members directly in 
any way? 

What activities for social change (as distinguished from legal change) 
is your organization involved in? 

Do you as a group actively seek any change in the legal system? If 
so, what change? 

(If applicable) How does your organization intend to make changes 
(e.g., social, legal, educational, institutional) in society? 

What kinds of activities is your organization involved in at the pre
sent time? 

What percentage of your membership is actively involved in these 
activities? 

Which of the following types of activities seem to get the most support 
from your members? 

a, voting sessions 
b, social functions 
c, business meetings 
d, political activities 

Does your organization have any stated goals which you would consider 
to be "radical" or "revolutionary"? 

Do you have any members who are "radical" or "revolutionary" in social/ 
political philosophy? 

What percentage of your membership falls into these age categories? 

a. 15-21 
b. 21-35 
c. 35-45 
d. 45-65 
e. older 

What percentage of your membership belongs to the upper social class, 
middle class, lower class? 

What percentage of your members are: 

a. Caucasian 
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b. Black 
c. Chicano 
d. Other 

What percentage of your membership has achieved each of the following 
levels of education? 

a, high school degree only 
b, some college but not degree 
c, college degree 
d, Master's degree 
e, professional degrees (e.g., Ph.D., M.D., Ed.D,, Theology degree) 

What percentage of your membership is actively involved in these 
religious faiths? 

a. Protestant 
b. Catholic 
c. Jewish 
d. Other 
e. No religious affiliation 

What percentage of your membership is affiliated with the following 
political parties? 

a. Republican 
b. Democratic 
c. Other 

d. No preference 

Do you actively seek new members? 

If so, how do you do this? 

a. word of mouth 

b. public speakers 
c. your organization's own magazine or newspaper 
d. advertising 
e. only members can bring in outsiders 

Do prospective members have to fulfill any qualifications to become 

members of your organizations? If so, what are the qualifications? 

Can anyone attend your meetings? 

Do your members openly acknowledge their membership in your group? 

Is the general public aware of your activities? 
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Are there outside groups or individuals who cause problems for your 
group? If so, who are they? What do you as a group do in 
response? 

Does your organization have a written set of rules or a constitution? 

How are your leaders and/or officers selected? 

Is there a set term of office for leaders/officers? 

Do members wear badges or other articles to identify themselves to 
other members or outsiders? 

Does your organization have an oath or creed with which members must 
agree? 

Do your members pay regular dues? If so, how much do they pay and 
how often? 

Does your group get contributions from people outside the group? If 
so, from whom? 

Do you take up collections at your meetings? 

What do you use this money for? 

Do you have regular discussion groups to educate your members? 

Do you have any formal type of "classroom" education for your members? 

Is there movement literature available for your members to read (e.g., 
books, pamphlets, periodicals)? If so, do they take advantage of 
these materials? 

Does your organization ever gain media coverage (e.g., radio, television, 
or newspaper)? Is the coverage favorable? 

Do you have frequent contact with males who are involved in gay libera
tion organizations? 

Would you say that the lesbians in your group have a relationship with 
gay men that is basically characterized by: 

a, close association 
b, separatism 
c, other 

(If the organization is a mixed-sex group) Within your organization, 
do you feel that leadership and decision-making are: 

a, shared equally by gay men and women 
b, dominated by the women 
c, dominated by the men 
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How cohesive do you feel your,group is? Are there factions, especially 
between gay men and gay women? 

Is your organization involved in the feminist movement? If so, to 
what extent? 

What percentage of your membership is involved in the feminist movement? 

What percentage of your members were involved in the feminist movement 
before they became involved in a lesbian organization? 

Do you regularly communicate with other groups like your own? 

Do you communicate with national organizations? 

Do your members attend national or regional conventions or meetings? 
Which ones? 

What do you expect to become of your organization in the future? 

What do you expect to become of gay liberation in the future (both 
male and female groups)? 

Do you have anything to add regarding your group or the movement? 




