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Fundamental Reasons

When attempting to understand why many Americans feel gay and lesbian people should not be afforded the same rights as other Americans, it is important to determine if our social and cultural conditioning provides enough of a foundation to warrant blatant discrimination to an entire segment of the population, nearly 25 million people. There really is no fundamental reason to discriminate against an individual or a group of individuals based on their sexual orientation. America was founded on the premise that all men, and therefore all Americans, were created equal in the eyes of God and of the law. There are those who say that no group deserves “special rights” because of their “chosen behavior.” Is having a job a special right? Is owning or renting a house or apartment a special right? Is having children a special right? How many other “special rights” are gay and lesbian Americans not to have?

The American electorate was given a very significant example of the influence of conservative, right wing groups on our political system in the 1992 and 1996 presidential elections. I point this out to qualify part of our cultural-taught hatred. The Pat Buchanans, Pat Robertsons, and Jerry Falwells of our nation control millions of people and many more millions of dollars. A good portion of their resources are aimed at guaranteeing no gay or lesbian American possesses the same inalienable rights as every other America. But, America is not governed by biblical rule and, therefore, the religious argument has no place in the public debate over granting homosexual citizens their rights as American citizens.

There is also the effect of a deeper social fear and ignorance. In many sectors of our society, people are raised with the belief that gay is bad, something to fear. Many children are taught that the homosexual is evil, that he, never she, will prey on them and try to molest them. We tend to ignore the fact that 95% of child molesters are middle-aged, heterosexual, white men. Educators in this country are powerless to counteract this hatred and ignorance because they are, often times, the ones teaching fear and if they try to change current ideology, they may be dismissed. There is even the case of a friend of mine who is training to be a doctor. One day during his gynecology rotation for his residency, the head OB/GYN doctor was examining a patient with my friend. As the OB/GYN was putting on his latex gloves, he made it a point to tell the patient that ten years ago the gloves cost $4.00 per pack. However, since the “fags” have brought us AIDS, they now cost $12.00 per pack. With this kind of ignorance spreading from elementary school to the M.D. level, how can we ever expect to achieve equality in this country?

We are in the midst of great change in America in terms of how its society views gay and lesbian people. Gay and lesbian groups like the Human Rights Campaign (HRC) and the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force (NGLTF) are working on the national level to educate those labeled “middle-Americans.” It is this group of people who will decide the outcome of issues like gays in the military and the Hawaii marriage issue. Homosexuals have made great strides in the last twenty-six years but there is still a big hill to climb and a long road ahead.

In 1969, a group of gay men, lesbians, heterosexuals, and drag queens stood up to New York City police at the Stonewall Inn, a gay bar, in what became on of the most historical events in the gay movement for equality. The police had constantly raided the Stonewall, looking for men who might suffer if found out to be gay. They would stroll into the Stonewall at any random hour and take away anyone who just happened onto their “list” that night. The names of those taken away were published in the local paper under “Known Homosexuals.” This kind of blatant discrimination was tolerated until that pivotal night in June when people of all backgrounds came together to stand up to the police. Some were arrested and some even died to help America change its attitude toward gay and lesbian people. This is not to say that being homosexual was any easier or that gays and lesbians lived unproblematic lives; just that life was changing. The mood became lighter and there was a new hope among those who thought they would have to live a scared, secretive life forever. Communities started welcoming gay and lesbian citizens, homosexuals began to enjoy a certain level of comfort, and things were beginning to move forward. In the early 1980's, however, this progress seemed to crumble.

HIV, a virus that attacks the immune system and is eventually diagnosed as Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS), was thrust onto the front burner. HIV was a horrible disease that completely destroyed a person’s ability to function and live normally. Gay men seemed to be the most susceptible to this new plague and it was soon termed GRIDS, or Gay Related Immuno-Deficiency Syndrome. What had been more than a decade of hope for the gay and lesbian movement was suddenly ripped out from underneath and a new decade of despair and death would ensue.

There have always been people like Anita Bryant and Jerry Falwell spouting their hatred of homosexuals, but the mid and late 1980's was a breeding ground for hate. Sodomy laws in all 50 states, laws that had commonly begun to be ignored, were used to condemn and punish gay men. The case of Bowers vs. Hardwick (1989), from Georgia, is a glowing example of the sodomy argument and the case of Romer v. Evans (1996), from Colorado, shows how bigotry and hatred can be used to completely deprive homosexuals of their rights.  Lesbian mothers were told that they were unfit and had their children taken away. It was illegal to serve alcohol to homosexuals. President Reagan did not say the word gay until 1987 when more than 500,000 people marched on Washington for Gay and Lesbian Rights. People like Senator Jessie Helms of North Carolina and Representative Dick Army from Texas used their often powerful positions in Congress to try to pass laws that would have taken away all rights of gay and lesbian people. AIDS was used as an excuse by hate-mongers to discriminate against homosexuals. It was ignored that 80% of the world’s population of people with AIDS (PWA’s) was heterosexual. The Bush administration from 1988 until 1992 did little to help gay and lesbian citizens. Then in 1992, President William Jefferson Clinton was elected and America seemed to pause for just a minute. 

The nineties have been a decade of new hope for gays and lesbians. We now have drugs that nearly eradicate AIDS and the unfortunate fact that between 75% and 85% of new AIDS cases are among heterosexuals has brought the disease to the forefront of the political arena
. The verdict of the Hawaii Supreme Court in the case of Baehr, Dancel, Rodrigues, Pregil, Lagon, and Melilio vs. Lewin, Director of Department of Health (1997) stated that the State of Hawaii could not refuse to issue a marriage license to same-gender couples. The policy of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, Don’t Pursue” (DADTDP) was introduced to stop discrimination against homosexuals in the military. And, amazingly enough, 37 States have removed sodomy laws from their books. However, there is also a dark side. 

In 1995, Susan Bottoms, of Virginia, had her son, Tyler, taken from her because her mother claimed she was unfit as a mother because she was a lesbian. A woman in Florida suffered the same atrocity when her son was taken away and given to her father; he was a convicted murderer! In Utah, the entire city of Salt Lake City closed down after-school programs in its high school when a group of gay, lesbian, and straight students wanted to form the Gay/Straight Alliance student group. According to the school system, it was better to close down all after-school groups than to grant the formation of this one that dealt with the topic of homosexuality. 

The DADTDP policy is grossly ignored; a fact glorified in a recent study that shows that discharges of (supposedly) gay or lesbian service personnel have actually risen since the policy’s introduction. In 1996, the United States Congress refused to pass the Employment Non-Discrimination Act (ENDA), which would have made it illegal to fire, or refuse to hire, someone because of his or her sexual orientation. On the same day, Congress passed the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA), making the union of one man and one woman America’s only standard of recognized marriage. In all but a few towns and municipalities, it is perfectly legal to fire an employee simply on the basis of sexual orientation. In all States, except possibly Hawaii, it is illegal for two men or two women to marry. Consequently, according to a new study commissioned by Senator Steve Gunderson, not being allowed to legally marry excludes gay men and lesbians from approximately 1,049 beneficial laws. In nearly 20 States, laws have already been passed banning the recognition of same gender marriages from other States; a policy that completely destroys the Full Faith and Credit clause of the Constitution! This is purely unacceptable behavior in a country that was founded on personal freedom and democracy. 

The time has come for America to move beyond simple bigotry. There is no need for discussion any longer.  Joe Sartelle says, in his essay entitled “Fantasies of Straight Men: Some Thoughts about Gays in the Military”: “[N]ow it's time to confront the fact that the *only* reason there is any problem here at all is because of the entrenched belief that homosexual desires are unnatural and bad. If we accepted homosexual desire as a normal component of human sexuality that varies in strength in each individual ‑‑ which is what experience as opposed to ideology tells us ‑‑ then same‑sex attractions wouldn't be a problem.” It was proven in Hawaii that the State can not make a compelling case to discriminate against homosexuals. Neither do biblical fundamentalists have the right to demand homosexuals obey their rules. Therefore, if neither the State nor the church has the power to limit the rights of homosexuals, then debate has ended. Instead of constantly fighting against gays and lesbians, the government, at all levels, should stand behind the ideas of life, liberty, happiness, and equality for all people! Gay men and lesbians have the right to enjoy a life free of the fear of being fired, kicked out of their houses, or having their children taken away because of who they choose to love. Sartelle writes, “After decades of bloody battles for the fair and equal treatment of African-Americans, women, and other ‘minorities,’ how can we still be so obtuse about the basic underlying principles?” The same laws and ideology used to discriminate against homosexuals was used to discriminate against Black people in times past. Not one person in this country has presented a compelling reason to justify discrimination against homosexuals. Maybe you, reader, should ask yourself: Is there any fundamental reason to deny homosexuals the same rights you so unconsciously take for granted? I think there is not.
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�It is unfortunate to note that many new HIV/AIDS cases are occurring among African-Americans. This turn-of-events threatens that the issue will, once again, become less important to the nation as a whole.





