
GAYS GAINING ACCmANCE
BY JAMES RICCI AND PATRICIA WARD BIEDERMAN

The writeriB are with the Los Angeles
Tfmea.

|HAT GAYS are morewidely ac
cepted in American society is
readily apparent in everything

— from television sitcoms to cor
porateanti-discrimination policies and
recent U.S.Supreme Court opinions.

Less app^ent is why and how the
shift in attitude occurred.

TheAmencw EnterpriseInstitute, a
conservative thinktankin>A^hington,
has compiled 30 years' worth ofmajor
public opinion poll results onAmeri
cans' attitudes toward homosexuals.
While the surveys consistently show
that about two-thirds ofAmericans op
pose gay marriage, they also demon
strate remarkable shifts on numerous
other fronte. Fpr example:

• Public acceptanceofgays serving
inthemmtaiygrewfrom 51percent ina
1977 Gallup Poll to 80percentin2003.

• Acceptanceofgays aselementaiy
schoolteachersgrewfrom 27percent in
1977to61percentoverthesame period.

• A1999 Gallupsurveyshowedthat
59percent would vote fora weU-quali-
fied homosexual presidential candi
date, up from26 percent in 1978.

"There's been an enormous increase
in tolerance —that's the bottom line,"
said Karlyn Bowman, who compOed the
poll results for the institute.

Some of the factors fueling the
changes have been related togays^own
efforts, some have not. Some factors
have opposed one another, some have
been mutually reinforcing. Two power
ful societal forces associated wth the
1960s •— the sexual revolution and the
civil rights movement —are credited
withdnvingthe changeinattitude.

Theemergence ofwidespread con
traception anda newinsistence onsex
ualprivacywerekeyelementsinAmer
icans' evolving view of sexuality, ac-
cordiiffi toGregoiy Herek, a Unwersity
ofCaliiomia-Davis psycholo^ profes
sor and anauthori^on sexual orienta
tionandprejudice. TTiat a person'ssex
ual behaviorwas his or her affair, and
not society's, becamean accepted pre
cept.

That philosophy ledlastyearto the
landmamU.S. SupremeCourtdecision
inLawrencev. Texas,which abolished
anti-sodomy laws. Just17years earlier,
inBowers v. Hqj^ickt thehigh court
hadupheld Geoi^'s anti-sodon^ law,
essentially agreemgthat homosexuali
ty was a crime.

"In the Bowers case, the Coiirt's
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opinion essentially trivialized theUvesw
ofgaypeople," said Herek, who helped
prepare abolitionistbriefs inboth high-
courtcases."IntheLcMn^nce opinion,
theCourt recognized the important roli
sexplays in pwple's Uves, and recog-^
nized gaypeople ashuman beings. The
tone was so diiferent. It was a tremen-^i
dous change."

Most histonans mark the so-called
Stonewall riote of 1969as the first flar
ing of gay militancy. When gaymen
tooktothestreetsafterpoliceraided the,,
Stonewall Inn barin NewYork'sGreen- •
wich Village, they showed other gayi"
that they need not be invisible or suentx*

In response to pressure from newW"
vocal gaygroups, tneAmerican PqrchP^
atric Association in 1973 removedc
honiorexuality from its Diagnostic andc
Statistical ManualofMentarDisorders;n

In Herek's view, that toppled one ofu
threepillarsonwhichprejudiceagainst"
gays traditionally rested. "Up to that'o
pomt, homosexuality could bea sin,a
crimeand a skkness, and that tookon& r
of tho% away," hesaid.

The 1970s dsosawearlyattempts ta ^
include gays in local anti-discrimina-.
tion laws.Acceptancebegantosurgeaf-".
ter large numbers of gays began td ^
come out of the closet.

"The actofcoming out has probably.
beenthe single most important deter-^**-
minant inthechange inpublic opinion
polls," said Brad Sears, who directs the
Williams ProjectonSexualOrientation
Law at the University ofCalifornia-Los»
Angeles Law School. "People learn that
this isn't some kind ofabstract, foreign,,,
exotic creature. This issomebody who"
Uves down the street." ''

Scholarsdescribe the(fynamicofso
cial acceptance asself-accelerating —
fee more gays come outof thecloset,^
the more heterosexuals come to know
gays and feel more tolerant toward
mem; inturn, thegreateratmosphereof
toleranceallows moregays tocomeout.

Nothing, however, galvanized gays
as much as theAIDS epidemic that.d^
scended with such devastating results
in the 1980s.

OLosAng^ limes "

NODOONESBURY

Gany Trudeau is on vacation.
His Doonesbury cartoon will re
turn next Monday.
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Gay soldiers
,fSd oSrSsjirs;
frnm°h- ^ in 1993 now is for personnel who can per-M ^ fronih s promise to form. It is even possible that the

to serve openly Pentagon has quietly had secondin the i^itary, about 10,000 mem- thoughts about the stupefVin«' dis
bersofthearmedforceshavebeen missal in 2002 of severaJArabic"
difsrharo'pH nn tho <yr/Mi«ric 4^Ur>*. i w-ocvcrdj /\raDic-

SSirYw- sssiarsquandenng of The bottom line is that the mil-
^ j u f ^ courage that itary is still discharging competent

Hofi honorable individuals based
fnl wtt ^ entirely on theirsexual orientationton was fond of saying, Amsnca —andontheirunwillin^npcqnrin

' -^u A statistics don't reflect at all the ha-Now, i.ov/sver, v«th Amencan n .ti nt and bullying to which
Shanlctfn gi".- i>oldiers are often subjeaed.gharustan, w interestingthing has The country's top militan- lead-

to the ers would do well to focus on two
Semcemembers Legal Defense developments. One is America'sNetwork agay rights group fo- rapidly evolving acceptaX ofgav
S^on°t"a?k that the la'-of don task, don ttell discharges lion s staunchest ally. Great Bri-

^ rescinded its ban on gavs in(The Penta- the military in 1999, and its forces
sligMy.) have performed superbly in Iraq.

That trend screams the obvious The anti-gay bias in thp militarv
quesfton: If the supposed threat to is increasingly out of step with the
mp^^n^uS?- nation and is unbecoming an insti-^d lesbians actually dimin- tution that otherwise richlv de-
It should serves the admiration it com-it be viewed as a problem at all mands from the American people

• u Itistime-itispl^ttof-for
f answer of course is that "don't ask, don't telf' to give way toneed trumps ideology and tradi- "don't know, don't care."


