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A t  a  p r e s s  c o n f e r e n c e  i n  L o s  A n g e l e s  in September 1978, John 
Briggs, a California state senator from Orange County and self-proclaimed 
born-again Christian, roared: “If you’d put a second-grade child with a 
homosexual you’re off your gourd. . . . We don’t let necrophiliacs be morti-
cians,” he persisted. “We’ve got to be crazy to allow homosexuals who have 
an affinity for young boys to teach our children.”1 The “homosexual” in 
question at the press conference was Larry Berner, a thirty-eight-year-old 
second-grade teacher at Fitch Mountain Elementary School in Healdsburg, 
California, a quiet town on the Russian River sixty-five miles north of San 
Francisco.2 Briggs directed his animosity at Berner because Briggs was in 
the midst of a campaign to pass Proposition 6, an initiative planned for the 
California ballot of 7 November 1978 that, if approved by voters, would 
have barred gays, lesbians, and advocates of gay rights from teaching or 
working in California’s public schools. Berner, out as gay in his personal 
life but not at work, came out of the closet at his elementary school to join 
the campaign to defeat Proposition 6. In defense of his activism Berner 
proclaimed: “I’ve already been hit once, by guilt, fear, and ignorance, which 
filled me with self-hate and controlled my social and personal behavior for 30 
years. . . . I’m determined to stand and fight, determined to live and work 
as a member of this society with rights equal to those of everybody else.”3

	 Larry Berner was one among many gay and lesbian teachers who cam-
paigned to defeat the Briggs Initiative, a sweeping proposition that would 

1 Penelope McMillan, “Briggs Points to Gay Teacher in North as Example,” Los Angeles 
Times, September 29, 1978.

2 Doyle McManus, “Healdsburg’s ‘Weirdest Event’: Briggs Debates Gay Teacher,” Los 
Angeles Times, October 26, 1978.

3 “Briggs Special, Larry Berner,” audiotape, KNBC Channel 4 News Broadcast, AC0664, 
ONE National Gay and Lesbian Archives (hereafter ONE Archives), USC Libraries, Univer-
sity of Southern California, Los Angeles.
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have had devastating consequences for the gay and lesbian community. The 
initiative read, in part:

One of the most fundamental interests of the State is the establishment 
and preservation of the family unit. Consistent with this interest is the 
State’s duty to protect its impressionable youth from influences which 
are antithetical to this vital interest. . . . The State finds a compelling 
interest in refusing to employ and in terminating the employment of 
a schoolteacher, a teacher’s aide, a school administrator or a counselor 
. . . who engages in public homosexual activity and/or public 
homosexual conduct directed at, or likely to come to the attention of, 
school children or other school employees.4

Had it passed, the Briggs Initiative would have superseded union contracts 
and set up hearings controlled by school boards to determine whether or 
not the teacher in question should be fired. Any protections negotiated in 
union contracts, such as the right not to be discriminated against based on 
sexual orientation, would have been made irrelevant by the Briggs Initiative.
	 Polls taken just a few months prior to the November election showed 
majority support for the Briggs Initiative; as late as August 1978, 61 percent 
of voters favored Proposition 6, while 31 percent opposed it, with 8 percent 
undecided.5 However, the initiative ultimately failed by a wide margin, with 
59 percent voting no and 41 percent voting yes.6 The Briggs Initiative was 
defeated in large part due to a substantial grassroots campaign spanning 
the state and led by gays and lesbians, including gay and lesbian teachers.
	 This article examines how gay and lesbian teachers organized to defeat 
the Briggs Initiative in 1977 and 1978. Rank-and-file teachers in California 
influenced the American Federation of Teachers (AFT)—the California 
statewide affiliate and its local unions—to actively oppose the initiative. 
The 1970s marked a turning point in the relationship between the labor 
movement and the gay and lesbian movement. Though queer workers had 
previously influenced their unions to advocate for queer rights, queer labor 
activism had its national “coming-out moment” when unions—most promi-
nently the Teamsters—joined with gay and lesbian activists in the mid-1970s 
to boycott the antiunion and homophobic Coors Brewing Company.7 The 

4 “California Voters Pamphlet, General Election, November 7, 1978,” UC Hastings 
Scholarship Repository, https://repository.uchastings.edu/ca_ballot_pamphlets/, accessed 
September 7, 2019.

5 “Opposition to Proposition 6 Growing, California Poll Finds,” Los Angeles Times, Oc-
tober 6, 1978.

6 “Edition-Time Ballot Returns in Statewide Voting: Prop. 6: 2,222,784 41% Yes; 
3,203,076 59% No,” Los Angeles Times, November 8, 1978.

7 Historian Allan Bérubé, for instance, shows how the Marine Cooks and Stewards Union 
advocated for the rights of its queer members between the 1930s and 1940s. See Bérubé, 
“No Race-Baiting, Red-Baiting, or Queer-Baiting! The Marine Cooks and Stewards Union 
from the Depression to the Cold War,” in My Desire for History: Essays in Gay, Community, 
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campaign against the Briggs Initiative is less well known, but it represents 
another key moment in queer labor activism in the 1970s because the 
campaign against the Briggs Initiative made the AFT in California one of 
the first unions to merge queer rights with the union movement.
	 My examination of the Briggs Initiative begins by asking why John 
Briggs targeted gay and lesbian teachers and why the response of gay and 
lesbian teachers put them at the helm of emergent queer labor activism. 
The answer to these questions will partly rest on my proposal that the long 
historical association between teaching and queerness means that teach-
ing can be defined as “queer work,” a concept first developed by historian 
Allan Bérubé. According to Bérubé, queer work is, in essence, any kind of 
labor that has attracted a disproportionate concentration of gay men and 
lesbians, usually one that developed a queer reputation in some way, most 
prominently through the development of queer work cultures.8 In the fol-
lowing section, I elaborate on the definition of queer work, explaining how 
other scholars have expanded the definition to be more inclusive of other 
queer identities and kinds of labor, before making my case that teaching 
could historically be considered a kind of queer work as well. As I explain 
below, teaching became increasingly queer beginning in the late nineteenth 
century and continuing through the late 1970s.
	 By arguing that teaching is queer work, I highlight how the Christian 
Right’s attacks on teachers played on stereotypes about the danger of queer 
work and also how the association between queerness and teaching made 
gay and lesbian teachers poised to wage a campaign around sexual identity 
that pushed the labor movement to promote gay rights as never before. 
I examine how John Briggs was influenced by Anita Bryant’s successful 
messaging about the supposed dangers posed by gay teachers to children 
in her broader antigay campaign to bring an initiative to California specifi-
cally targeting gay and lesbian teachers. My focus here is on the activism 
of gay and lesbian teachers in California in the late 1970s to defeat the 
Briggs Initiative, describing how they formed their own organizations—the 
Lesbian School Workers and the Gay Teachers and School Workers in the 
Bay Area and the Gay Teachers of Los Angeles—and how they influenced 
the teachers’ unions to oppose the Briggs Initiative.
	 Overall, this article demonstrates that it was necessary for gay and lesbian 
teachers and school workers to organize around their own identities and 
personal experiences in order to pressure the leadership of the teachers’ 
unions to oppose this blatantly discriminatory ballot initiative. Rank-and-file 
gay and lesbian teachers in California in the late 1970s placed the teachers’ 

and Labor History, ed. John D’Emilio and Estelle Freedman (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2011). See also Miriam Frank, Out in the Union: A Labor History of 
Queer America (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2014), 77–82.

8 Allan Bérubé, “‘Queer Work’ and Labor History,” in D’Emilio and Freedman, My 
Desire for History, 260–61, 263.
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unions at the vanguard of queer labor activism. By forming groups meant 
for gay and lesbian teachers and school workers and proclaiming their identi-
ties proudly and very publicly, gay and lesbian teachers formed new queer 
work cultures rooted in activism. This, I argue, began to shift the defini-
tion of teaching as queer work toward a kind of labor that was now more 
empowering for gay and lesbian teachers. By their example, they generated 
hope for gays and lesbians that they could marshal the support of the labor 
movement to defend their rights in a deeply homophobic society, and they 
did so at a time when the Christian Right was putting gays and lesbians 
on the defensive and when there appeared to be very little likelihood of 
progressive change on gay rights.

Teaching as “Queer Work”

The term “queer work” was first defined by Allan Bérubé in his pioneering 
research on the queer and antiracist Marine Cooks and Stewards Union, a 
union active in the mid-twentieth century. Bérubé writes that queer work 
consists of professions for which gay men and lesbians “were supposed to 
be especially well suited,” such as when white gay men worked as stewards 
on luxury liners, performing feminized labor that involved serving others—
a kind of undervalued labor otherwise reserved for women and people of 
color and deemed unsuitable for straight white men.9 One of the things 
that made being a steward queer was the fact that employers actually hired 
them during a period when employment discrimination against queer work-
ers was perfectly legal and rampant across the United States, resulting in a 
disproportionate number of gay men working as stewards. This fact became 
known to the public to the extent that stewards developed a reputation for 
being queer. The labor of stewards also came to be defined as queer because 
gay stewards established queer work cultures aboard ship, as well as in their 
union. They called each other “queens,” for example, gave each other girls’ 
names, and sometimes performed in drag for each other aboard ship.10 They 
earned such a queer reputation that other seamen renamed their ships: 
the Lurline became the “Queerline” and the Matsonia the “Fruitsonia.”11 
Bérubé wondered what makes a certain kind of work queer, asking, “What 
are some of the stereotypes of queer work for women that you’ve heard of?” 
His list includes professions like gym teachers, police officers, auto mechan-
ics, carpenters, bus drivers, and work in the trades, all kinds of labor that 
involve women defying gender norms by performing the types of physical 
labor that were typically reserved for men. But he also includes professions 
as seemingly varied as teachers at girls’ boarding schools, nuns, nursing 
administrators, and African American blues singers. What might make these 

9 Bérubé, 260–61, 264–65.
10 Bérubé, “No Race-Baiting,” 299.
11 Bérubé, “‘Queer Work,’” 261.
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types of work queer is that they involve same-sex environments, which 
served to facilitate queer relationships, as well as queer identity formation. 
Or perhaps, as Bérubé argues, it was that these women were in positions of 
authority in historical contexts that dictated female subservience to men, a 
fact that helped to create the stereotype that women who had consciously 
removed themselves from this condition must be queer.12

	 How scholars have defined work as queer is evolving as the relatively 
young fields of queer labor history and queer labor studies mature. Bérubé 
acknowledges that his definition is by no means definitive. What makes each 
kind of work queer is distinct and is shaped by the type of work, the time 
period, and the race and ethnicity, gender identity, and gender expression 
of the particular group of queer people under study. Anne Balay’s 2018 
book Semi Queer emphasizes the evolving definition of queer work in her 
discussion of transgender women in the trucking industry in the present day. 
Trucking has become queer work because conditions in the industry have 
deteriorated in the last forty years, and employers have been more willing 
to hire people from marginalized backgrounds, whom they then pay less 
and treat worse than the cisgender white men who once almost exclusively 
dominated the labor force. This is one reason why there are increasing num-
bers of queer and transgender truckers, not to mention workers of color, 
immigrants, religious minorities, and cis women.13 But Balay’s interviews 
with transgender long-haul truckers reveal that structures of marginalization 
can also attract queer workers to certain jobs: working alone in their trucks 
protects them from transphobic complaints from customers, employers, or 
coworkers.14

	 In what follows I will draw on this previous scholarship to examine how 
teaching constituted a form of queer work. The teaching profession became 
primarily the domain of women beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, 
culminating in women occupying five of every six public school positions 
by 1920. Thousands of women defied older gender norms and left the 
domestic sphere to pursue a career in teaching, making the profession one 
of the few paths to economic independence for women. School districts 
justified hiring more female teachers in various ways, arguing, for instance, 
that teaching could be considered an extension of motherly duties.15 But 

12 Bérubé, 261–63.
13 Anne Balay, Semi Queer: Inside the World of Gay, Trans, and Black Truck Drivers (Cha-

pel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 5.
14 Balay, 46. Examples of influential scholarship in queer labor history include Frank, Out 

in the Union; and Phil Tiemeyer, Plane Queer: Labor, Sexuality, and AIDS in the History of 
Male Flight Attendants (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013). Margot Canaday’s 
current project, Queer Career: Precarious Labor, Law, and Sexuality in Postwar America, 
promises to make a significant contribution to the field. See the description on her website: 
https://history.princeton.edu/people/margot-canaday.

15 Geraldine J. Clifford, Those Good Gertrudes: A Social History of Women Teachers in 
America (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014), 6.
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economic factors were also at play: before women teachers demanded pay 
equity with male teachers and before governments began to legislate equal 
pay for equal work, women could be paid less than men. But women were 
nonetheless attracted to teaching because it paid better than other employ-
ment available to them.16 Additionally, many school boards implemented 
rules preventing female teachers from continuing to teach after they were 
married. Using spurious logic, the intention was to ensure that female 
teachers would model appropriately gendered behavior for their students 
and that teaching did not replace marriage and motherhood for hundreds 
of thousands of new women teachers. The passage of these no-marriage 
policies ramped up during the Great Depression. In one study conducted 
in 1930 nearly one-third of large cities had laws prohibiting marriage for 
women teachers. Another survey conducted in 1938 indicated that of 
eighty-five cities, 60 percent had a policy, written or unwritten, against 
hiring and keeping married women.17 These rules, in combination with 
cultural norms dictating that middle-class women, especially white women, 
should quit their jobs after marriage and center their lives around the needs 
of their families, resulted in a concentration of single women in teaching.
	 By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries lesbians had begun 
to concentrate in teaching. As historian Jackie Blount argues, even the 
relatively low wages earned by female teachers allowed women to build 
their personal lives around romantic or sexual attraction to other women.18 
Though census data contain no information on sexual orientation, mak-
ing it impossible to provide a precise number of lesbians in the teaching 
profession, we can get a sense of the preponderance of queer teachers in 
early twentieth-century American schools from Katharine Bement Davis’s 
1929 survey of twelve hundred unmarried college-educated women about 
their sexual lives. Teachers and superintendents comprised 52 percent of the 
interview pool, and “nearly half reported having experienced either intense 
emotional relationships or sexual relationships with other women.” Of this 
number, 25 percent indicated that they had explicitly sexual relationships 
with other women, involving, in Davis’s words, “mutual masturbation, 
contact of genital organs, or other physical expressions recognized as sexual 
in character.”19 To offset the cost of housing, many unmarried women 
teachers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries lived with other 

16 Clifford, 49. Male teachers commonly made 40 percent more than women in the early 
twentieth century.

17 Marjorie Murphy, Blackboard Unions: The AFT & NEA, 1900–1980 (Ithaca, NY: Cor-
nell University Press, 1990), 177–78.

18 Jackie Blount, Fit to Teach: Same-Sex Desire, Gender, and School Work in the Twentieth 
Century (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2005), 5. Blount emphasizes that lo-
cating evidence about queer educators in US history is difficult, if not impossible, and when 
evidence is found, especially pertaining to the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there 
often are not explicit references to same-sex sexuality.

19 Blount, 70–71.
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women. As historian Geraldine Clifford stresses, these living arrangements 
were viewed as “unremarkable,” and they even “protected one’s reputa-
tion, and provided companionship and ‘help in doing one’s buttons.’”20 
These social expectations made it possible for lesbians to acquire and keep 
positions as teachers and live independently of men, shielded as they were 
from scrutiny by the presence of single women teachers around them. 
Additionally, though men never completely ceased working as teachers, 
communities increasingly regarded men who chose the profession with 
suspicion, regarding them as effete and lacking in manliness, coded language 
implying there was something queer about male teachers.21

	 By the mid-twentieth century, public concern had mounted that the 
preponderance of single women in teaching actually revealed something 
sinister. As Blount notes, “Unmarried women teachers were [increasingly] 
suspected of sexually desiring other women.”22 By midcentury, the United 
States witnessed rising divorce rates, declining rates of marriage, a drop in 
the birthrate, and increased workforce participation by women, all of which 
contributed to rising numbers of women living independently of men.23 At 
the same time, women were demanding political rights at work, activism that 
historian Dorothy Sue Cobble refers to as “the other women’s movement.” 
Beginning in the 1940s a new generation of women involved in the labor 
movement demanded “first-class economic citizenship” for wage-earning 
women, including the right to waged work for all women, as well as state 
support to sustain family life apart from the waged workforce.24 Teach-
ers joined this movement as they demanded equal pay for equal work in 
teaching. In Chicago, for example, in 1947 women teachers demanded and 
won the single salary schedule: equal pay for the mostly female elementary 
schoolteachers and the disproportionately male high schoolteachers, who 
previously made much more.25 In this context, conservatives started to argue 
that higher education disturbed traditional gender norms by encouraging 
women to remain single and to reject marriage and motherhood.
	 At the same time, public awareness of queerness increased. The flourish-
ing gay and lesbian bar scene of the war years also drew public attention 
to queerness, while on top of this, Alfred Kinsey’s research on sexuality in 
the 1940s and 1950s attracted widespread attention: in 1948 his and his 

20 Clifford, The Good Gertrudes, 164.
21 Blount, Fit to Teach, 13, 15, 21.
22 Blount, 70.
23 The movement of women into paid work in the 1930s and 1940s marked a “seismic 

shift” in the US economy, according to historian Dorothy Sue Cobble. By 1950 nearly one-
third of all women were in the paid labor force. See The Other Women’s Movement: Workplace 
Justice and Social Rights in Modern America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2004), 12.

24 Cobble, 3–4.
25 John F. Lyons, Teachers and Reform: Chicago Public Education, 1929–1970 (Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 2008), 104–5.
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colleagues’ Sexual Behavior in the Human Male sold almost a quarter mil-
lion copies, putting it on the best-seller list for months.26 Kinsey’s study 
revealed that one-third of men had achieved orgasm from sexual contact 
with other men. Then in 1953 Kinsey published Sexual Behavior in the 
Human Female, which revealed that 19 percent of women had experienced 
deliberate sexual contact with other women by the age of forty.27 In this 
latter study, Kinsey and his research associates even speculated that women 
who “had homosexual experiences and who expected to continue with 
[them]” were widely represented across occupations but that “profession-
ally trained” women were overrepresented in this group because they had 
been “preoccupied with their education . . . and . . . in subsequent years 
had found homosexual contacts more readily available than heterosexual 
contacts.” The report highlighted teachers as among these women who 
not only had gay experiences but also expected to continue to have them.28 
This complex set of factors—from women’s increased workforce participa-
tion and involvement in activism for women’s rights to queer subcultures 
and the increase of public knowledge about homosexuality—led the public 
to denounce same-sex desire as psychologists and politicians increasingly 
pathologized homosexuality, and gay teachers felt the impact. After World 
War II California passed legislation, for example, requiring police to report 
any school workers arrested on a morals charge to school districts.29 The 
backlash against gay rights became particularly virulent in Florida in the 
1950s and 1960s, when the state legislature systematically identified and 
fired gay and lesbian teachers.30 As Blount asserts, this backlash “effectively 
changed the image of unmarried women teachers from that of virtuous 
individuals to that of menacing deviants who should be kept out of the 
classroom.”31 Whereas in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
teaching was queer because of a disproportionate concentration of lesbians 
in teaching, by the mid-twentieth century the reasons teaching could be 
considered queer evolved as the public started associating single women 
teachers with lesbianism and school boards embarked on a backlash to 
dequeer teaching. It was this context that led to the repeal of school dis-
trict policies prohibiting teachers from being married. As a result, between 
1940 and 1960 the proportion of single women in teaching in the United 

26 Marie-Amelie George, “The Harmless Psychopath: Legal Debates Promoting the De-
criminalization of Sodomy in the United States,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 24, no. 
2 (May 2015): 237.

27 Blount, Fit to Teach, 85–86.
28 Alfred C. Kinsey, Wardell B. Pomeroy, Clyde E. Martin, and Paul H. Gebhard, Sexual 

Behavior in the Human Female (Philadelphia: W. B. Saunders Company, 1953), 446–47.
29 Blount, Fit to Teach, 99.
30 Karen Graves, And They Were Wonderful Teachers: Florida’s Purge of Gay and Lesbian 

Teachers (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2009), xi–xii.
31 Blount, Fit to Teach, 65.
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States declined from 69 to less than 30 percent.32 Now women teachers 
were supposed to be married—to men—to model appropriate behavior 
for their students.
	 By the 1960s and 1970s the connection between teaching and queerness 
had become reinforced in new ways. Gay and lesbian teachers created new 
queer work subcultures rooted in activism to defend their rights on the 
job in the face of homophobic attacks by the political Right, and teaching 
became queerer when more men took up positions in K–12 education. Be-
cause of the women’s and gay liberation movements, occupations reserved 
for one gender began to open up. As Miriam Frank and Anne Balay have 
demonstrated in different contexts, beginning in the 1970s women began 
entering occupations previously reserved for men in larger numbers, such 
as construction and work in the steel mills. As Frank notes, these women 
were often “dyke baited”—they were viewed as a threat to the gendered 
order and automatically suspected of lesbianism.33 The men who moved 
into K–12 teaching in the 1970s including similarly disrupted norms around 
sexuality and gender in the workplace and helped to reinforce teaching 
as queer work.34 That teaching had become primarily a field for woman 
was justified, after all, with arguments about women’s alleged innate skills 
in caring for and guiding children. Men who worked in predominantly 
female professions were very often presumed to be gay, as Phil Tiemeyer 
has found for flight attendants. Because society deemed this work “servile 
‘women’s work’ or ‘colored work,’” male flight attendants were considered 
“gender misfits and suspected homosexuals.”35 Male schoolteachers faced 
similar prejudices. From the mid-twentieth century on they were expected 
to fill only specific niches associated with manliness in education: in K–12 
teaching, this meant coaching, vocational instruction, and administration. 
They were also expected to be married so as to ward off the stigma of 
homosexuality.36 Nevertheless, leaders of the Christian Right such as Anita 
Bryant and John Briggs started to suspect that many male teachers were 
gay, and in the late 1970s Bryant and Briggs led homophobic attacks on 
gay and lesbian teachers.

32 Blount, 78.
33 Frank, Out in the Union, 24–26. For an in-depth look at gays and lesbians in the steel 

industry, see Anne Balay, Steel Closets: Voices of Gay, Lesbian, and Transgender Steelworkers 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2016).

34 In 1960 men made up 16.6 percent of the K–12 workforce, whereas in 1970 they 
were 32.8 percent of teachers. Clifford, Those Good Gertrudes, 31. By 1980 29.2 percent of 
K–12 teachers were men. See Bruce Chapman, director, Bureau of the Census, Statistical 
Abstract of the United States (US Department of Commerce, 1981), https://www.census 
.gov/library/publications/1981/compendia/statab/102ed.html, accessed May 31, 2019.

35 Tiemeyer, Plane Queer, 2–3.
36 Blount, Fit to Teach, 21, 81, 84. On the history of men and the teaching profession, 

see Paul H. Mattingly, The Classless Profession: American Schoolmen in the Nineteenth Century 
(New York: New York University Press, 1975).
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The Christian Right and Queer Work: 
Targeting Gay and Lesbian Teachers

The newly galvanized public presence of the Christian Right in the late 
1970s provides crucial background for the emergence of policies like the 
Briggs Initiative in California. Anita Bryant’s crusade against gay rights 
in Dade County, Florida, in 1977 was a launching pad for campaigns 
against gay rights in cities and states across the United States. Bryant was 
a singer, a Christian fundamentalist, a runner-up for Miss America, and 
a spokesperson for the Florida Orange Juice Commission. In 1977 she 
led the backlash against the Dade County Metro Commission, which had 
passed an ordinance protecting residents against discrimination in hous-
ing, employment, and public accommodations based on “sexual prefer-
ence.” Bryant formed the group Save Our Children with the objective of 
gathering signatures to repeal the ordinance through a popular vote. She 
was successful, and on election day in Dade County, 7 June 1977, the gay 
rights ordinance was repealed by a vote of 69 to 31 percent.37 Bryant and 
her supporters placed heightened emphasis on the need to remove gay 
and lesbian teachers from the schools. This was, in part, a reflection of 
the historical intersection between queer identity and teaching. That some 
teachers were queer workers—lesbians and/or women who were nonnor-
mative participants in family structures, and men who were working in 
what had been for decades a feminized profession—was part of what made 
them vulnerable to attacks based on the supposed dangers they posed to 
children. In Dade County, activists on the Christian Right decided to name 
their organization Save Our Children out of concern that the county’s gay 
rights ordinance would force local schools to hire gay teachers.38 Bryant 
pronounced, “I don’t hate homosexuals! But as a mother, I must protect 
my children from their evil influence.”39 Bryant insisted, “Homosexuals 
cannot reproduce—so they must recruit. And to freshen their ranks, they 
must recruit the youth of America.”40 Although Dade County’s gay rights 
ordinance outlawed discrimination against gays and lesbian in general, the 
threatening presence of gay and lesbian teachers in the schools proved the 
most compelling.

37 The Metro Commission represented residents at the county level. See Karen M. 
Harbeck, Gay and Lesbian Educators: Personal Freedoms, Public Constraints (Malden, MA: 
Amethys, 1997), 39–41, 51. For a lengthy discussion of the Dade County campaign, see 
Fred Fejes, Gay Rights and Moral Panic: The Origins of America’s Debate on Homosexuality 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008).

38 Fejes, Gay Rights, 94.
39 Letter, “Dear Friend,” from the Anita Bryant Ministries, folder: Briggs, box 6, Harvey 

Milk Papers, San Francisco Public Library, San Francisco, California (hereafter referred to 
as SFPL).

40 Gillian Frank, “‘The Civil Rights of Parents’: Race and Conservative Politics in Anita 
Bryant’s Campaign against Gay Rights in 1970s Florida,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 
22, no. 1 (January 2013): 127.



Gay and Lesbian Teachers’ Activism   89

	 This success inspired the Christian Right to build support for its brand of 
social conservatism by waging campaigns to roll back local gay rights ordi-
nances in state after state, most prominently in St. Paul, Minnesota, Wichita, 
Kansas, and Eugene, Oregon. Between April and May 1978, voters in these 
cities repealed local gay rights ordinances by large margins—in Wichita by 
a five-to-one margin and in Eugene and St. Paul by a two-to-one margin.41

	 John Briggs’s Proposition 6 built on these precedents but upped the 
ante by moving to the state level in California, one of the most liberal 
states in the country. His focus on teachers was very much in line with the 
ideologies of the Christian Right. In the context of the vast cultural and 
political changes of the 1960s and 1970s, particularly the questioning of 
gender and sexual norms, a socially conservative movement with a large 
base in evangelical Christianity grew in political influence as it sought 
to shore up the traditional heterosexual nuclear family. Historian Lisa 
McGirr emphasizes that this marked a shift in the politics of the Right: “The 
package of conservative concerns shifted from a discursive preoccupation 
with public, political, and international enemies (namely, communism) to 
enemies within our own communities and families (namely, secular human-
ists, women’s liberationists, and, eventually, homosexuals).”42 Evangelical 
churches and grassroots political organizations responded with fury to 
gay rights activism, which had succeeded in convincing the psychological 
profession in 1973 to remove homosexuality as a mental illness from the 
Diagnostic and Statistic Manual of Mental Disorders and bringing about 
the decriminalization of homosexuality in many states.43 By 1979 twenty-
four states had decriminalized sodomy, with California doing so in 1975.44 
Briggs helped to establish Citizens for Decency and Morality in California, 
“a statewide network of fundamentalist pastors and their congregations.”45 
He and other conservatives seeking to influence public policy could also 
draw on the influence, deep pockets, and extensive media universe of the 
newly mobilized Christian Right.46

	 John Briggs modeled his efforts in California on the successful cam-
paign in Dade County, focusing on gay and lesbian teachers and naming 
his organization California Defend Our Children. He employed what one 
Dade County gay activist called Anita’s “vampire theory” in California: 
the idea that gay people were child molesters, sought to recruit children 
to homosexuality, and therefore should be kept out of the public school 
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system.47 In an interview with the Los Angeles Times in October 1978, 
Briggs maintained: “My bill is aimed at preventing a teacher from being 
put in a favored position to molest a child before he gets the opportunity 
or she gets the opportunity.”48 A California Defend Our Children pamphlet 
claimed that “many homosexual spokesmen freely admit that homosexual 
activists want absolute freedom to provide examples of ‘role models.’ In 
effect, to be legitimized in their perverted lifestyle so they may influence 
our children to adopt homosexuality.”49

	 The fears expressed by Briggs and others on the Christian Right that gay 
and lesbian teachers would recruit children to homosexuality had deep roots. 
By the 1940s, as historian Estelle Freedman has demonstrated, psychologists 
had promoted the notion that people learned to be gay in childhood due to 
environmental factors, particularly direct recruitment by adult gay men who 
were sexually interested in minors. Dr. J. Paul de River wrote in his book 
The Sexual Criminal, for example, “All too often we lose sight of the fact 
that the homosexual is an inveterate seducer of the young of both sexes . . . 
[and] he must have degenerate companions and is ever seeking for younger 
victims.”50 Though the focus was on gay men, in the 1950s and 1960s the 
Johns Committee in Florida used similar arguments about recruitment to 
investigate and fire lesbians as well, claiming that “homosexuals are made 
by training rather than born.”51 By the mid-1970s, social conservatives had 
insisted that the problem of child pornography was intimately connected 
to the dangers that gay men posed to children. As the media reported on 
individual cases of child molestation and child pornography, it often referred 
to “homosexual molesters,” though the media did not similarly refer to 
rapists as “heterosexual.” In the spring and summer of 1977, CBS’s 60 
Minutes, Time, Newsweek, the Washington Post, and the Chicago Tribune, 
among other media outlets, ran stories about child pornography. Historian 
Fred Fejes emphasizes, “Often a major element of these stories was an ex-
posé of man-boy sex, a relatively new and highly sensationalist element in 
the story on pornography.”52 These reports reinforced spurious beliefs in 
a nonexistent link between gay male identity and child sexual abuse, which 
increased opposition to gay men teaching young children.
	 In Dade County, Save Our Children took advantage of the anti–child 
pornography panic to publicly link homosexuality to child molestation.53 
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The leaders of California Defend Our Children were once again inspired by 
these tactics, and in September 1978 John Briggs very publicly denounced 
Larry Berner, a gay second-grade teacher in Healdsburg: “We’ve got to be 
crazy to allow homosexuals who have an affinity for young boys to teach 
our children.”54 Though Briggs claimed that his decision to fight to get 
Proposition 6 onto the California ballot in November 1978 was motivated 
by his religious beliefs, it was also clear that he was politically calculating: 
Briggs hoped that the conflict over gay and lesbian rights would propel 
him to the governorship. Briggs once said, “Homosexuality is the hottest 
issue in this country since Reconstruction.”55 Despite his hopes, however, 
Briggs came up against a grassroots movement led by activists who tirelessly 
organized to defeat his attempts to rise to political power on the backs of 
the LGBTQ community.

The Campaign to Defeat the Briggs Initiative

Between late 1977 and November 1978, activists affiliated with the Christian 
Right waged a concerted campaign to pass the Briggs Initiative, gathering 
almost two hundred thousand more signatures than required to put the 
initiative on the California ballot.56 According to a Fair Political Practices 
Commission report issued on 11 July 1978, backers of the Briggs Initiative 
had spent $859,487 to ensure the initiative qualified for the ballot. The 
Los Angeles Times reported the next day that Briggs’s California Defend 
Our Children had raised a total of $883,628 in contributions. In contrast, 
groups opposed to the Briggs Initiative had only raised $122,944 and spent 
$116,415 during the lead-up to ballot qualification in July 1978.57

	 However, the antigay attacks by the Christian Right also catalyzed a 
resurgent gay rights movement. In June 1977, after the Dade County 
vote, hundreds of thousands of people attended gay pride parades across 
the country. The pride parade in San Francisco attracted a record 375,000 
people that year and was more political than it had been the previous year. 
As parade participants moved up Market Street, they expressed their op-
position to Anita Bryant, chanting not only “civil rights is not the solu-
tion, what we need is revolution” but also “gay teachers fight back!”58 In 
November 1977 Harvey Milk became the first openly gay man elected to 
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the San Francisco Board of Supervisors, and in March 1978, with Milk’s 
leadership, the board passed a comprehensive gay rights law by a ten-to-
one margin.59

	 The decentralized nature of the anti-Briggs campaign motivated op-
position from a wide diversity of gay and lesbian organizations, including 
dozens of community groups, radical groups like the Bay Area Committee 
against the Briggs Initiative (BACABI), and more professionally oriented 
advocates of gay rights, such as Concerned Voters.60 In contrast to BACABI, 
which was run by members of the LGBT community who were very out 
and proud about their identities, Concerned Voters pushed a moderate 
political approach. For example, David Goldstein, a founder of Concerned 
Voters who also owned the gay monthly the Advocate, argued in late 1977, 
“All gay people could help best by maintaining very low profiles. Construc-
tively, we should assist in registering gay voters, stuffing envelopes . . . and 
keeping out of sight of non-gay voters.”61 Gay men and lesbians who had 
been organizing in separate political spaces came together in coalition to 
oppose the Briggs Initiative.62 Sally Gearhart, a lesbian feminist, feminist 
science fiction writer, and professor of speech and women’s studies at San 
Francisco State College, cochaired the United Fund with Harvey Milk, 
the purpose of which was to raise money for anti-Briggs activism.63 In an 
interview I conducted with her in 2010, Gearhart recalled that the United 
Fund raised “hundreds of thousands of dollars” for the anti-Briggs campaign 
and distributed this money to groups such as Sonoma County Residents 
against Proposition 6 (SCRAP 6). Both Gearhart and Milk debated John 
Briggs on television, becoming two of the better-known activists in the 
anti-Briggs campaign. Gearhart’s ability to use her influence as a lesbian 
professor points to the centrality of queer educators in efforts to defeat the 
initiative.64

	 Activists also influenced labor unions, many of which were publicly 
supporting gay rights for the first time, to join the anti-Briggs campaign. 
Amber Hollibaugh, a leading San Francisco–based activist in the campaign 
to defeat Briggs, focused much of her time on convincing labor unions to 
mobilize their membership and resources. In her memoir she recalls going 
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to meetings of the Teamsters’ Union to talk about the Briggs Initiative, 
commenting that “lesbians don’t walk into the Teamsters’ Union and speak 
about lesbians too frequently. We selected places we thought were crucial 
because we never get into them.”65 This activism led several unions across 
the state to publicly state their opposition to the Briggs Initiative, culminat-
ing in the Workers Conference to Defeat the Briggs Initiative in September 
1978 in the Bay Area, a large conference that included workshops on the 
rights of gay and lesbian workers. This conference marks a crucial early 
moment in the merger of queer activism with the labor movement.66

	 As the primary targets of Briggs and his supporters, gay and lesbian 
teachers understood that their jobs and their lives were on the line, and 
they thus played a central role in the movement to defeat Briggs. They 
understood that the passage of the Briggs Initiative would force many of 
them back into the closet, since it would allow school boards to fire any 
teacher or school worker who was public about being gay. They also knew 
that this would have devastating consequences for their students, many of 
whom were struggling to come to terms with their sexual orientation in a 
hostile world. In the Bay Area, they formed organizations such as Lesbian 
School Workers and Gay Teachers and School Workers in the Bay Area, 
and, particularly in Los Angeles, they successfully persuaded the teachers’ 
unions—at the local and statewide levels—of California to actively oppose 
the Briggs Initiative.
	 Gay and lesbian teachers succeeded in encouraging the American Federa-
tion of Teachers (AFT) in California to actively oppose the Briggs Initiative 
in part because the union had been primed by the social movements of the 
1960s and early 1970s. By the late 1960s the AFT in California had set itself 
apart from the AFT nationally. Members of the AFT’s national leadership 
were relatively supportive of the civil rights movement, but they had often 
taken a hostile stance toward advocates of Black Power.67 By contrast, in 
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California rank-and-file union members and AFT leaders tended to be more 
supportive of social movements even as they became more radical. In January 
1969, for example, faculty members in AFT Local 1352 at San Francisco 
State College went on strike alongside students of color, demanding the 
establishment of black studies and a College of Third World Studies. In 
the 1970s feminist teachers in the California Federation of Teachers (CFT) 
established the Women in Education Committee to institute women’s rights 
within the collective bargaining process, to confront sexism in the public 
school curricula, and to press the union to actively support the women’s 
liberation movement.68 By the mid-1970s teachers had gained the legal right 
to collective bargaining, sparking widespread unionization campaigns by 
the AFT and the National Education Association and infusing the teachers’ 
union movement with energy and renewed activism.69

	 The engagement of the AFT of California in movements for racial and 
gender justice helped to set the stage for the union’s support of gay and 
lesbian teachers’ activism against the Briggs Initiative. In the mid-1970s 
the Gay Teachers Coalition in San Francisco established itself as a major 
advocate for gay and lesbian teachers, in the process helping to establish a 
work culture rooted in activism that made it safer for increasing numbers 
of teachers to openly proclaim their sexual orientation. The group’s first 
meeting in 1975 was attended by about fifteen men. It later grew in size 
and would include both gay men and lesbians who were “predominantly 
white,” according to member Lynn Levey.70 The organization provided 
both a social and a political space for gay and lesbian teachers. Three of 
its founding members, Tom Ammiano, Ron Lanza, and Hank Wilson, 
were activists in Bay Area Gay Liberation (BAGL), the largest gay leftist 
organization in the Bay Area in the mid-1970s.71 The Gay Teachers Coali-
tion, which would change its name to Gay Teachers and School Workers 
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(GTSW) in the fall of 1977, announced in its newsletter: “We believe that 
discrimination against Gay teachers arises as part of a system of sexism, rac-
ism, and class oppression that pervades our country.”72 The Gay Teachers 
Coalition, a group started by a fairly small number of teachers, would soon 
be instrumental in catalyzing teachers’ activism to persuade their unions to 
oppose the Briggs Initiative.
	 In the second issue of its newsletter, distributed in late 1977 or early 
1978, the group directly countered the Christian Right’s claims that gays 
and lesbians were dangerous to children: “We have been accused of ‘child 
molesting,’ ‘recruitment,’ and ‘trying to influence children’s sexuality.’ In 
fact, statistics, observation, and common sense prove that sexuality is not 
determined by the sexual orientation of the teacher or school worker. In 
addition, studies show that most sex crimes are committed by so-called 
‘normal’ straight men.” The unnamed author and member of the Gay 
Teachers Coalition argued that attacks on gay people in the schools were 
used as a diversion from some of the real problems that needed to be fixed, 
such as “young people being made to feel inadequate and inferior, school 
administrations that don’t relate to the needs of the children, racial vio-
lence, the high drop out rate of Third World students, [and] students who 
can’t read.” The Gay Teachers Coalition sought “an end to rigid sex role 
stereotyping” and the “creation of a safe and supportive environment for all 
children.”73 As we can see, gay and lesbian teachers were well positioned in 
teaching to begin to undo the ideological underpinnings of an educational 
system with a long history of upholding traditional gender norms, including 
coerced heterosexuality.
	 The Gay Teachers Coalition had already achieved some legislative 
victories in this arena. In 1975, in a precedent-setting victory, they had 
pressured members of the San Francisco Board of Education to include 
sexual orientation in their nondiscrimination policy, a fight that garnered 
considerable media publicity and mobilized community activists to defend 
the rights of gay and lesbian teachers and students.74 This struggle enhanced 
the reputation of the Gay Teachers Coalition in the community, putting the 
group in a better position to fight against the Briggs Initiative when this 
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became the primary focus of their work in 1977 and 1978. Members of the 
group described their work against the Briggs Initiative as providing “living 
testimony” against antigay legislation: “In the past others, both straight 
and gay, presumed to speak for us; we will speak for ourselves.”75 GTSW 
viewed the Briggs Initiative not only as an attack on gay people but also 
as antilabor. After all, the initiative would have negated nondiscrimination 
clauses and job security protections in union contracts while providing local 
school boards with more power over teachers and other school workers. 
To prevent this, GTSW launched a campaign to educate people about the 
implications of the initiative and to demonstrate to the public that gay teach-
ers did not pose a threat to children. In June 1978 the coalition organized 
the International Children’s Day Festival at a park in San Francisco as part 
of Gay Pride Week, and members held various fund-raisers, including the 
“Queens benefit poetry reading” in September 1978.76 According to an 
anonymous gay teacher and member of GTSW, the organization used its 
unique role representing gay and lesbian teachers to educate the public that 
“gay people are not child molesters. We also have to show that gay people 
are in the schools and that they are good teachers.”77

	 The Lesbian School Workers (LSW) was born out of the Gay Teachers 
and School Workers sometime in late 1977. According to LSW member Lois 
Helmbold, this happened very “organically” and was not a “split” resulting 
from intense infighting and irreconcilable political differences. When the 
women formed LSW they continued to work cooperatively with the men in 
the Gay Teachers and School Workers Coalition.78 Another member, Ellen 
Broidy, remembers that LSW formed as a separate organization for lesbians 
in part because “men took up a lot of space.”79 The group ranged in size, 
increasing from about a dozen in its early days to between thirty-five and 
fifty members in the months leading up to the November 1978 election as 
the group concentrated on defeating Briggs. Most of those involved were 
college-educated, young, and white; many were Jewish, and despite the 
name of the group, it included some lesbians who were neither teachers 
nor school workers who agreed with LSW’s political orientation to the anti-
Briggs campaign, as well as the urgency of the need to defeat the initiative.80
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	 The politics of LSW were politically similar to the philosophies of GTSW, 
though one important distinction was LSW’s opposition to Proposition 
7. On the ballot at the same time as Proposition 6, Proposition 7—which 
overwhelmingly passed—greatly extended the prison terms for people 
convicted of murder, as well as the number of circumstances for imposing 
the death penalty.81 In opposing Propositions 6 and 7, LSW’s politics were 
more closely aligned with those of gay and lesbian activists of color, who 
were much more likely to actively oppose both initiatives than were white 
gay and lesbian groups.82 In fact, in the fall of 1978 the San Francisco–based 
Third World Fund criticized white gay and lesbian anti–Proposition 6 groups 
for not also speaking out against Proposition 7, asserting that the “bond 
of solidarity is seriously hampered when gays . . . fail to be sensitive to the 
human and civil rights threats of the minority community.”83 Members 
of LSW felt it important to speak out because Proposition 7 was likely to 
exacerbate the disparities in prison sentencing and the imposition of death 
sentences on poor people and people of color.84

	 In their efforts to defeat Proposition 6, members of Lesbian School 
Workers primarily focused on education and fund-raising.85 For example, 
on 23 April 1978 they sponsored the Women’s Potluck in Oakland to 
raise awareness, and the following month they premiered a play, Loving 
Women, as a fund-raiser.86 Members of LSW also spoke at anti-Briggs fo-
rums, including one in June 1978, alongside a speaker from the gay caucus 
of Local 2 of the Culinary Workers Union and Yvonne Golden, a high 
school principal who was a member of the Black Teachers’ Caucus.87 Jan 
Zobel and Ellen Broidy, members of the group, debated Briggs on a San 
Jose television program. Broidy remembers that “there was little pretense 
of rational thought on his part. . . . The demagogue of fear came across 
loud and clear.”88 In 1978 LSW worked together with Gay Teachers and 
School Workers to organize demonstrations outside radio and television 
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stations that were airing shows featuring John Briggs.89 A central part of 
LSW’s strategy against the Briggs Initiative was showing a slideshow that 
described Proposition 6 as a consequence of the rise of the New Right 
and underscored the dangers inherent in the Right’s targeting of not just 
gays and lesbians but also people of color and women, reflected most im-
mediately in right-wing efforts to pass Proposition 7. This was so central 
to their activism because their political critique of the New Right set them 
apart from other anti-Briggs organizations that chose to focus exclusively 
on defeating Proposition 6. Lesbian School Workers, in other words, un-
derstood the urgency of defeating Proposition 6 but also recognized the 
long-term dangers of the rise to political influence of the New Right, which 
was setting its sights on rolling back the rights of marginalized groups in 
general. The slideshow script, authored by members of an LSW subcom-
mittee, asserted that Senator John Briggs was pushing Proposition 6 in 
order to shore up “rigidly defined . . . sex roles.” It then urged people to 
organize and vote against both Propositions 6 and 7.90 The Lesbian School 
Workers showed the slideshow to a wide range of audiences, including 
schools, unions, and community groups.91 For example, they showed the 
slideshow at the Workers’ Conference to Defeat the Briggs Initiative in San 
Francisco in September 1978 and a month later at the People’s Cultural 
Center, also in San Francisco.92 LSW member Lois Helmond commented 
about the slideshow, “We would show that as a mechanism of initiating 
discussion and getting people to talk.”93

	 Gay and lesbian teachers also came together to form the Gay Teachers 
of Los Angeles (GTLA) in 1976. Formed with the goal of combatting 
discrimination based on sexual orientation in teaching, the membership of 
GTLA was initially made up mostly of gay men, who appear to have been 
largely white. However, by the fall of 1977, the organization’s newsletter, 
the Cheery Chalkboard, noted that about one-quarter of its subscribers 
were women. 94 A GTLA flyer described the goals of the organization: 
they sought to be a source of information for the teachers’ unions and lo-
cal school boards about issues facing gay teachers; to “help eliminate the 
myths many associate with homosexuality and the oppressive attitudes and 
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actions these myths have lead [sic] to”; “to point out how anti-gay attitudes 
are very much a part of the sexism and racism in our society”; to support 
“sexual minority studies” in colleges and high schools; and to coordinate 
efforts with the Gay Teachers and School Workers in San Francisco and 
other communities.95 Beginning in 1977, the GTLA began to prioritize 
activism against the Briggs Initiative. For instance, in July 1977 Gary Steel, 
a gay professor at the University of California, Los Angeles, and GTLA 
member, debated Briggs on a local television station, Channel 28.96 The 
Cheery Chalkboard continually informed readers of Briggs Initiative–re-
lated developments, including that, on 18 October 1978, the Los Angeles 
United School District had adopted a resolution opposing Proposition 6.97 
GTLA sent about fifty letters to local teacher and administrator groups 
to persuade them to oppose the Briggs Initiative, and GTLA president 
Norman McClelland was a plaintiff in a lawsuit to prevent the initiative from 
getting onto the ballot. The lawsuit, which ultimately failed, argued that 
the Briggs Initiative should be barred from going on the ballot because it 
fundamentally violated the free speech clause of the First Amendment of 
the US Constitution.98

	 The strategies of GTLA and GTSW converged in one significant way: 
both organizations concentrated on influencing the teachers’ unions, while 
the Lesbian School Workers largely focused its energies on community or-
ganizing. According to an anonymous member of GTSW speaking about 
the group’s late 1977 organizing against the Briggs Initiative, “In working 
with the unions here in the city, which is where we have the most leverage 
right now, we’ve made a major effort to unify, form a united front, with 
the caucuses both in the [California Teachers Association] and the AFT, 
which included Asian teachers’ caucuses, a black teachers’ caucus, which has 
been a very forceful element here in the city for years . . . and the Latino 
caucus.”99 Members of the coalition decided to reach out to these other 
groups not only because “they are more progressive than the general ele-
ments of the union” but also because the coalition thought it was important 
to do outreach to traditionally marginalized communities in their effort to 
increase opposition to the Briggs Initiative.100

	 In their opposition to the Briggs Initiative, teachers’ unions in California 
tended to stress a politically moderate message that sharply contrasted with 
the gay rights rhetoric of gay and lesbian activist organizations. A letter 
that was signed by several AFT leaders and circulated as an anti-Briggs flyer 
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emphasized that teachers should be judged on their “job performance” 
rather than their “private lives.” In this letter, teachers’ union leaders, in-
cluding James Ballard, president of AFT Local 61, which represented public 
schoolteachers in San Francisco, Judy Solkovits, vice president of United 
Teachers Los Angeles, the union representing teachers in Los Angeles, and 
Raoul Teilhet, president of the CFT, expressed fear that the Briggs Initiative 
might “pave the way for the firing of workers by other employers based on 
any differences in life styles or political views.”101 The CFT State Council 
echoed these views in an anti-Briggs resolution passed in 1977 that stated 
that California state law “protects the privacy of persons to live their personal 
lives as they see fit.” School districts already had the right “to dismiss a 
teacher whenever it can be shown that the teacher’s conduct poses a threat 
to pupils.” This was a direct refutation of the claim of Briggs supporters 
that the initiative was necessary to protect schoolchildren from the sexual 
predations of “homosexuals.”102 While unequivocal in their opposition, 
then, union leaders in this case did not base their disapproval on an explicit 
defense of gay rights. Perhaps in their effort to convince nongay teachers 
to vote against the Briggs Initiative, teachers’ union leaders decided to use 
language highlighting that the Briggs Initiative was a broader assault on 
civil liberties and the right to privacy. This way, straight teachers uncomfort-
able with homosexuality or opposed to gay rights might see in the Briggs 
Initiative an attack on their own rights rather than merely a political attack 
on their gay coworkers.103 Similarly, in its newspaper, the San Francisco 
Teacher, AFT Local 1961 editorialized that the Briggs Initiative was an 
attack on the “private lives” of teachers that threatened to give excessive 
power to school boards to investigate and fire teachers and would become 
the “first salvo in an intensive nationwide assault on the rights and liberties 
of all.”104

	 The members of GTLA consistently prioritized their work within United 
Teachers of Los Angeles (UTLA) over nonunion projects because they real-
ized that the union could be a powerful vehicle to promote gay and lesbian 
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rights. In February 1977 the UTLA board of directors unanimously passed 
a gay rights policy, and in March the UTLA House of Representatives voted 
95 percent in favor of issuing a statement: “UTLA supports the rights of 
teachers to fair treatment regardless of sexual orientation or lifestyle. UTLA 
believes in a policy of ‘live and let live,’ a policy which is the essence of 
a free people.”105 As part of their efforts to organize within the teachers’ 
unions, ten GTLA members attended the May 1977 California Federation 
of Teachers (CFT) convention in Los Angeles, where they set up a table 
with members of the San Francisco Gay Teachers and School Workers, the 
first “openly gay” presence at a CFT convention.106 This activism by gay 
and lesbian teachers, coming as it did the year before the campaign against 
the Briggs Initiative, laid the groundwork for the teachers’ unions to join 
the campaign to defend gay rights by defeating the Briggs Initiative.
	 The precedent for CFT activism in defense of gay and lesbian rights was 
set in 1969 and 1970 at CFT conventions, where Morgan Pinney, a member 
of AFT Local 1352 at San Francisco State College, was one of the most vocal 
advocates of gay rights in the union.107 At its convention in Los Angeles in 
December 1969, the CFT adopted a landmark gay rights resolution. The 
resolution called for the establishment of a “vigorous life and sex education 
program at all school levels which explains the various American life-styles,” 
and it insisted on “the abolition of all laws or other governmental policy 
which involves non-victim sexual practices.” The resolution denounced the 
effects of police harassment on gay people, concluding that “the self-hate 
caused by the system’s oppression is the most hideous result” of antigay 
discrimination. When some of the CFT’s 250 delegates initially laughed 
during the convention floor discussion about gay rights, Pinney declared 
that he was talking about “nothing less than murder.” After his speech, AFT 
Local 1928, representing student workers at San Francisco State College, 
led the convention delegates in a standing ovation.108

	 At the CFT convention in 1970, delegates passed a second gay rights 
resolution, though not without some controversy. The resolution that 
passed, “Counseling the Homosexual Student,” included plans to draft 
a pamphlet to be distributed to fifteen thousand CFT members.109 After 
a three-hour floor fight, delegates passed the resolution. In an article en-
titled “Fireworks at CFT Convention” and published in AFT Local 1352’s 
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newsletter, Pinney described CFT president Raoul Teilhet’s criticism of this 
resolution, which contributed to the conflict over passing the resolution. 
As Pinney put it, Teilhet claimed that he could not organize teachers “with 
a thing like that in the platform.” These CFT resolutions on gay rights in 
1969 and 1970 represented early moments of convergence between gay 
activism and the labor movement. Several years would pass, however, before 
the CFT and other unions became more proactive in the defense of gay 
rights, as witnessed by the union’s involvement in the anti-Briggs campaign.
	 As the campaign against the Briggs Initiative heated up in the spring 
of 1978, GTLA took the initiative to convince the CFT to take action. At 
the CFT’s annual convention in May 1978 McClelland led the first-ever 
workshop on the issue of homosexuality in education: “Is Homosexuality 
Catching? The Gay Teacher, Reality vs. Myth.” With the help of both gay 
and straight people from UTLA, GTLA members also successfully persuaded 
about 250 CFT delegates to wear black armbands with a pink “stop Briggs” 
triangle during the convention.110 GTLA members also coordinated with 
the Gay Teachers and School Workers of San Francisco to obtain support 
from San Francisco AFT Local 61 for a resolution supporting gay rights 
and opposing the Briggs Initiative. The resolution read:

Whereas gay men and women have for many years been victims of 
both overt and covert discrimination; Whereas recently gay educators 
have been directly maligned and threatened with a witch hunt and 
purge commonly called the Briggs Initiative; Whereas much of the 
discrimination against gay men and women teachers comes from 
non-gay co-workers because of their lack of knowledge about sexual 
minorities; Be it resolved that the CFT support and encourage all of 
its locals to include sexual orientation as a non-discrimination category 
in all future contracts and that the CFT support and encourage the 
inclusion of curricula on sexual minorities in all counselor and teacher 
training and credentialing programs.111

While, as we have seen, the CFT had previously gone on record in support 
of gay rights in general, this time the organization was actively encourag-
ing its locals to negotiate for gay rights and to include curricula on “sexual 
minorities” in teacher and counselor training programs.
	 Though it was community-based queer activism that was primarily re-
sponsible for mobilizing opposition to the Briggs Initiative across the state, 
ultimately leading to its defeat, gay and lesbian educators did manage to 
convince the CFT to actively take park in the anti-Briggs campaign. The 
CFT’s activism against the Briggs Initiative included taking part in a lawsuit 
to prevent the initiative from getting on the ballot, publicly endorsing and 
sponsoring educational events and protests against the Briggs Initiative, 
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and donating money to the campaign to defeat Briggs.112 Judy Solkovits, 
who often spoke out against the Briggs Initiative as a CFT representative, 
remembers she both spoke on a 5:30 a.m. radio program and attended a 
large protest against the initiative at a park in Hollywood at which Harvey 
Milk also spoke in October 1978. Solkovits campaigned against the Briggs 
Initiative in part because she felt that it was her responsibility as CFT vice 
president, but she also emphasized that she had a personal commitment to 
the issue.113 CFT president Raoul Teilhet also appeared repeatedly at pro-
tests against the Briggs Initiative. In June 1978 he spoke before a crowd 
of 250,000 gay rights demonstrators in San Francisco, announcing, “We 
are here today to demonstrate to the John Briggs and Anita Bryants in 
our society that we do not intend to permit the stench of fear to return to 
California public-school classrooms.”114 This extraordinary CFT activism 
placed the union at the vanguard of labor activism for gay rights in the 1970s, 
a relatively early example of a union going beyond passing resolutions at 
conventions and meetings to publicly promote the rights of queer workers.
	 The AFT, the CFT’s parent union at the national level with a membership 
of five hundred thousand, also publicly opposed the Briggs Initiative, though 
somewhat more tepidly than the CFT.115 Though the AFT leadership had 
issued a policy statement opposing the Briggs Initiative in October 1977, 
controversy over passage of resolutions on gay rights emerged at the August 
1978 national AFT convention in Washington, DC.116 The GTLA leader-
ship supported two gay rights resolutions at the convention: one opposing 
the Briggs Initiative, and the other in support of the GLTA-supported 
resolution adopted at the CFT convention in May 1978. According to the 
GTLA’s newsletter, the AFT leadership had “pre-arranged to sabotage both 
resolutions.” Instead of supporting the GTLA resolutions, the AFT passed 
a resolution that restated the AFT’s 1973 policy statement “supporting the 
rights of teachers to conduct their private lives without harassment” and 
presented an objection to the Briggs Initiative without an explicit refer-
ence to gay rights or discrimination.117 A GTLA spokesperson provided a 
critique of these developments in the organization’s May 1978 newsletter, 
remarking that “the leadership of the AFT appeared to be afraid of gay 
teachers’ rights. They were especially opposed to any use of the words ‘gay,’ 
‘homosexual,’ or ‘sexual orientation’ in any resolutions. . . . [T]he AFT has 
given us closet support only, instead of open support.”118
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	 The Californian branch of the AFT, urged on as it was by gay and lesbian 
teachers, was much more willing than the national organization to promote 
a version of unionism that supported gay rights. The AFT leadership’s 
reticence likely had much to do with the personal opinions of its president, 
Albert Shanker, who played a dominant role in the union’s politics, serving 
as president from 1974 until his death in 1997.119 Asked to advocate for gay 
rights in his role as president of the New York City–based United Federation 
of Teachers (the local AFT affiliate) in 1975, he had reportedly retorted that 
the issue was too divisive for the union to take a public stance.120 Ten years 
later, in 1985, in the midst of the AIDS epidemic devastating the queer 
community, Shanker had not changed his tune, asserting that the issue of 
gay teachers was too marginal and controversial to merit the AFT’s support. 
Shanker even criticized the National Education Association for its support 
of gay teachers, arguing that the NEA should spend its time advancing 
causes of greater interest to its membership and “not in conflict with the 
values of many Americans.”121 Though Shanker’s views did not, of course, 
represent the views of all national AFT leaders, his role as a leader of the 
ruling Progressive Caucus and the president of AFT allowed him to exert 
significant influence within the union, empowering California members, 
including AFT Local 61 president James Ballard, in their refusal to support 
the more progressive resolutions of the 1978 AFT convention.122

	 Though the AFT in California was relatively progressive on the issue of 
gay rights in relation to the rest of the American labor movement in the 
late 1970s, it too placed greater emphasis on economic issues affecting 
a majority of the workforce, as evidenced by the extensive involvement 
of the union in the campaign to defeat Proposition 13. Proposition 13, 
which voters overwhelmingly passed, established a constitutional amend-
ment limiting local property taxation to 1 percent of market value, which 
had the effect of drastically reducing the tax base and cutting funding for 
public education and other social services. In the leadup to the election, 
CFT president Teilhet proclaimed: “Proposition 13 is the most insidious 
threat to the economic welfare of public education in general and teach-
ers in particular that has ever been advanced in the state of California.”123 
This was a considerably stronger statement than those the organization 
issued in defense of gay teachers. The CFT’s disproportionate support for 
Proposition 13 is further evidenced by countless articles published in its 
newspaper, California Teacher, over several months leading up to and even 
after the June 1978 election, which resulted in its passage—far more articles 
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than were published in opposition to the Briggs Initiative.124 In contrast 
with the level of union involvement in campaigns against Proposition 13, 
and despite general union support for the anti-Briggs campaign, it was not 
the union leaders but gay and lesbian activists in the community, including 
teachers, who led efforts to quash policies that would have discriminated 
against gay teachers. Even though the general level of union support for 
these initiatives represents a political landmark for queer labor activism, the 
teachers’ unions still had a long way to go on the issue of gay rights.

Conclusion

On election night on 8 November 1978, many activists who had worked 
tirelessly for the defeat of the Briggs Initiative came together to watch the 
election results as they came in, gathering, among other places, at the Market 
Street headquarters of the anti-6 campaign. When the news broke that the 
Briggs Initiative had been defeated, with 59 percent of Californian voters 
rejecting it, the activists cheered, stomped their feet, and poured into the 
streets to celebrate. San Francisco supervisor Harvey Milk used the occasion 
to urge people to come out to their friends and families, and Professor Sally 
Gearhart exclaimed, “Not only are we good and true and beautiful, but we 
have lots of friends,” a reference to the majority of Californians who voted 
against the Briggs Initiative.125

	 Larry Berner, the gay teacher in Healdsburg, California, targeted for public 
condemnation by John Briggs during the campaign to pass his initiative, was 
also ecstatic to hear the news, but he nevertheless warned that “just because 
we won doesn’t mean we’ve eliminated prejudice against homosexuals.”126 
Berner’s warning proved prescient: though the Briggs Initiative was defeated, 
the Christian Right ultimately thrived at the national level and helped to elect 
Ronald Reagan as president in 1980. John Briggs never became governor 
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of California, but he helped to form Citizens for Decency and Morality, a 
network of fundamentalist pastors and their congregations based in Califor-
nia. The pro-Briggs campaign, despite its ultimate defeat, helped to unite 
and inspire antigay conservative activists in California and nationally. One 
of Briggs’s supporters, Reverend Louis Sheldon from Anaheim, helped to 
establish the Traditional Values Coalition three years later, and Jerry Falwell, 
who had come to California to support Briggs, founded the Moral Majority 
in 1979.127 Both organizations were home to prominent advocates of what 
were called “traditional values,” and their members began campaigns against 
gay rights that continue to the present day.128

	 Despite these unfortunate developments, the campaign against the 
Briggs Initiative also made significant strides in promoting queer rights in 
the workplace. Rank-and-file gay and lesbian teachers and school workers 
played a critical role in this movement, essentially forcing their union, the 
AFT in California and nationally, to advocate for gay and lesbian rights. 
This one event in 1970s California thus set a trend for future discussions 
of gay and lesbian rights within American unions.129

	 A labor movement that was responsive to their needs was critical for 
queer workers, since labor unions are in a position to challenge discrimina-
tion in the straight-dominated workplace.130 Queer people often felt (and 
continue to feel) silenced at work, fearing that coming out will threaten 
their job security or lead to alienation at work. Hiding an essential part of 
one’s identity and personal life can have devastating psychological conse-
quences, particularly in cases where antidiscrimination is combined with 
allegations that an individual represents a threat to children, as is the case 
for teachers. The actions of labor unions have the potential to drastically 
reduce the need to remain closeted at work. Union leaders who came to 
the defense of gay and lesbian teachers who were in the Christian Right’s 
crosshairs in 1970s California were acknowledging that being queer is not 
a private, personal choice; instead, it is a structural reality that can lead to 
discrimination at home and at work.
	 The story I have told places workers into queer history and queers into 
labor history. Gay and lesbian teachers’ successful efforts to persuade the 
AFT in California to actively oppose the Briggs Initiative indicate that 
workplaces that are already in some sense queer can become productive 
sites of queer activism. The queer labor activism that began in California 
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in the 1970s evolved over the next few decades and, combined with efforts 
elsewhere in the United States to advance the rights of queer workers, in-
fluenced national politics, eventually encouraging the American Federation 
of Labor–Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), the main labor 
federation in the United States, to add protections against discrimination 
based on “sexual orientation” to its constitution in 1983. A major victory 
came in 1997 with the inclusion of Pride at Work, which advocates for the 
rights of LGBTQ workers nationally, as a formal constituency group in the 
AFL-CIO—the culmination of decades of struggle by queer workers within 
the labor movement.131 Since the 1980s, queer workers have engaged in 
various campaigns to unionize businesses in queer neighborhoods, including 
AIDS service organizations.132 They have also successfully pressured their 
unions to include the needs of LGBTQ workers in contract negotiations, 
leading to advancements such as clauses prohibiting discrimination on the 
grounds of sexual orientation, gender expression, or HIV/AIDS status, 
the adoption of domestic partner and transgender-inclusive health benefits, 
and queer-inclusive parental leave policies.133 For example, in 2014 United 
Auto Workers 2865, the union for teaching assistants, graders, and tutors 
at the University of California, won more all-gender bathrooms. According 
to union activist Amanda Armstrong-Price, this victory “could be a model 
for other universities and workplaces so that gender variant workers don’t 
experience a hostile work environment.”134 By harnessing the power of the 
labor movement—the ability to unionize workplaces, to negotiate labor 
contracts, and to influence politics through worker mobilization—queer 
workers in California and across the United States have been better able 
to defend their rights at work and have found ways of promoting a society 
that embraces the rights of queer people to live with dignity.
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