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For lesbians and gay in Vermont, the
1986 election was a major turning point.
The narrow defcat of the proposed Equal
Rights Amendment shattered, for once and
for all, the mythology that Vermont is an
open and tolerant place and thec perception
that reactionary right-wing forces in thce
state are wcak. “

We have lived through months of
unbridled homophobia, as the anti-ERA
campaign unlcashed what the Vanguard Press
called "the most necgative, mislcading and
downright slecazy commercials, brochurcs and
advertisements in the history of Vermont
politics."

We've .seen it .all: . brochures on the
"ERA/Gay/AIDS connection", radio ads
focusing on gay marriages, television
commercials depicting leather-clad mecn on
San Francisco’s Polk Street, vicious personal
attacks on community lcaders, claims by one
anti-ERA lcader to possess a "homing decvice"
to detect homoscxuals, a daily assault of
venom in the letters to the editor, and a
host of other similarly vitriolic attacks.

Throughout it all, we stood virtually
isolated and alone. The response of most of
the pro-ERA organizations and Ilcaders was
simply to denounce the negative dircction of
the campaign and rcpecat the mantra that
‘prevailing legal opinion says that thc ERA
would not prevent discrimination against
lesbians and gay men."

It was disappointing and painful to scc
that (with the exception of N.O.W.) most of
our liberal/feminist fricnds sought only to
distance themsclves from us, instcad of
spcaking out forccfully in dcfense of our
basic humanity. Our allics descrted us.

In® the "cnd, ‘that may have:. beccn thc
downfall of the ERA.

The anti-gay attacks on the ERA werce
developed and perfected long before this
campaign, in ERA rcferenda in other states.
The "ERA/GAY/AIDS" brochure and the

tclevision commercials, for example, were
uscd, virtually word for word, in the 1984
Maine refcrendum. "'None of the ERA

leadership should have been
their appearance here.

Rather than prepare themsclves to dcal
effectively with homophobia, the pro-cra
forces followed the same strategy which has

failed in so many, many states before:
burying their heads in the sand and rcfusing
to believe voters would buy the bullshit
being put out by the crazies. No onc
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Burlington: On Sunday, Novcmbcr 25
1986, Vermont's statewide coalition of
lesbians and gay men met for discussion and
workshops. At the mceting the group
decided to 1issue the following statecment
afiter. election day. = 2We fielt that tour
statement of concerns was rcally about the
political process in Vermont rathcr than
about any particular issue or candidate, and
thercfore chose to release it after the
election was over" Howard Russcll said
Wednesday upon relcase of the statement.
Thei i statemcnt; signed: =by . 113" namcd
individuals and supported anonymously by
numerous others, says:

During the just-concluded political
campaign Vermont has witnessed a terrifying
display of public bigotry and hatred. The
lesbian and gay citizens of Vermont have
becen the focus of public. statcments,
campaign pamphlets and advertiscments
suggesting we have no rights to cxist and
certainly should have no rights to
nondiscrimination in c¢mployment, housing,
healthcare, insurance, privacy or family law.
Yect we are at lecast ten percent of Vermont's
population. We vote, work, own busincsscs,
land and homes, and participate actively in

our Vermont communitics. Think of a job
and some of wus do 1t, just as straight
Vermonters do. We are family members and
we form families ourselves. In other words,
we are as varied and as much a part of
Vermont as are other Vermonters.

Sadly, when anti-E.R.A. spokecspcoplec
spcwed their hatred about us during the
campaign, pro-E.R.A. spokespcople, except for
Elcanor: Smeal,.. didnit protest..ssWei  fcel
certain that if the bigotry ‘being expressed
had becen against a racial minority or a
rcliighions  isect Vermont’s pro-E.R.A.
organizations would have been quick to
condemn such scntiments. But in this E.R.A.
campaign all we¢ heard from the state's
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sccmed preparcd for the final onslaught, and
no effective strategy was in place to counter
the ugliness.

As gay men and lesbians, we all too
frcquently aided and abetted that strategy.
While many of us were involved in the
campaign, doing the drudge work, by and
large we¢ bought into the larger stratcgy of
"stay quict, don’t mecss this up." Those who
did speak out forcefully were snubbed and
privately censured by the ERA Icadership.
For better or for worse, we accepted without
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1es Statement

pro-E.R.A. groups was "the E.R.A. has
nothing to do with sexual orientation."
Where were all the Vermonters dedicated to
individual liberty and civil rights? Why
such silence in the face of virulent
gay-baiting?

During the 1960's, when the civil rights
movement for racial cquality emerged in the
southern United States, there were many

who undcrstood that as long as anyone 1is
not frce, none. are f[ree. Martin Luther
King, having studied Ghandi's wisdom,

prcached that so long as we are willing to
tolerate the oppression of any group then we
have sown the seceds of our own oppression,
It i1s strange and sad to us that many
Vermonters whom we know to have been
supporters of and involved in many carlicr
struggles for «civil rights secem to have
forgotten so quickly how fragile freedom is,
and by their silence have shown themselves
willing to make us the expendable minority
in the political campaign for the E.R.A.

For now, apparently there arc some

‘Vermonters who think there arc good cnough

rcasons to dcprive us,
lesbians of Vermont, of many of the basic
aspects of citizenship, and many other
Vermonters who don’t think our lack of
rights i1s important enough to protest it.
Pecrhaps if you knew who we arc it would
be harder to nod when somconc says we arc
dangecrous or deviant or shouldn’t be allowed
to create familics or parent our
children. You don’'t know who w¢ arc
because, for many of us, tclling you would
mean loss of a job, an apartment, a child or
a fricnd. We¢ know that cvery adult
Vermonter 1s acquainted with somconc who
1S gay. Most of these same’ Vermonters are
not aware of knowing a gay person. Il we
arc disappointed that more of you who could
safely do so did not stand up and deflend
our rights during the E.R.A. campaign it is

the gay men and

because many of us could not defend
oursclves without risking devastating losscs.
The E.R.A. campaign has reminded wus,

however, that we may suffer loss of what
few frccdoms we have, and never gain full
civil rights, if we remain silent. Thercfore,
the undersigned women and men of Vermont
come forward to say "we are all gay." We
hope you recognize some of us and hope that
our coming out will give you pausc the next

time someone starts condemning us. We
truly are your family, neighbors, friends,
coworkers, and we are Vermonters. We care

enough about cveryone’s freedom to demand
freedom for oursclves.

WONDERFUL SOLSTICE HAPPY HANNUKAH
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