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On November 7, 1978, 6.7 million Californians went to the polls 
to determine whether school boards should be required to fire 

public school teachers for “advocating, soliciting, imposing, encouraging or 
promoting” homosexuality to their young students.1 California State 
Senator John V. Briggs claimed that he introduced the initiative in an 
attempt to save the country from the imminent moral decay that he be-
lieved homosexuality caused by increasing the murder rates, furthering a 
reliance on welfare, and contributing to the deterioration of the family 
unit.2 Proposition 6 – also referred to as the Briggs initiative - set off a 
massive debate across the state of California about the preservation of 
family values, the balance of majority and minority rights, and parental 
control over children’s exposure to controversial issues. many Californians 
looked to the outcome of Proposition 6 as a barometer for society’s repudia-
tion or acceptance of homosexuality as a tolerable way of life. for this 
reason, homosexuals and religious groups represented two of the blocs most 
invested in the campaign and the results of Proposition 6. each faction was 

1. John V. Briggs, D. Ray Batema, and f. la Gard Smith, Proposition Six: School Employees.  
 Homosexuality., in the Hastings law library California Propositions Database, 
 http://holmes.uchastings.edu/cgi-bin/starfinder/26211/calprop.txt (accessed march 25,  
 2011). 

2.  Robert Scheer, “a times interview with Sen. John Briggs on Homosexuality,” Los Angeles  
 Times, october 6, 1978.
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just beginning to become politically active in the mid-1970s, and the 

“ Many Californians looked to 
the outcome of Proposition 6 as a 
barometer for society’s repudiation 
or acceptance of homosexuality as 
a tolerable way of life.”

Briggs initiative played an impor-
tant point in their growth as 
politicized special interest groups 
since it both helped the gay 
community to coalesce politically 
and showed the religious commu-
nity their failures as a political 
faction. 

Voters passed four anti-
gay initiatives across the country 

before California rejected the Briggs initiative with fifty-eight percent of the 
vote. Why is it that these anti-gay initiatives passed in places like eugene, 
oregon and Dade County, florida but failed in California? a variety of 
important factors led to the defeat of Proposition 6, including: division 
amongst traditional conservative factions and the opposition of former 
governor Ronald Reagan, the cohesion of homosexuals and their allies as 
a functioning political entity, the ambiguity of the written legislation that 
provided little direction as to what the proposition actually would call for, 
and the political liability of a disliked politician in Senator Briggs himself. 
Despite the fact that the Briggs initiative failed in 1978, it carries the im-
portant legacy in California politics of introducing the rhetoric of parents’ 
and children’s rights when creating and advocating for anti-gay legislation 
and initiatives. The salient and lasting effect of Proposition 6 in California 
is that it helped to solidify the newly formed rhetoric utilized by conser-
vatives regarding the dangers of homosexuality: the protection of family 
values. The rhetoric of family values has formed a political chain connecting 
Proposition 6 to Proposition 22 (2000) and Proposition 8 (2008), which 
both succeeded in making homosexual marriage illegal through initiatives 
that utilized the language and ideas first introduced to Californians by John 
Briggs in 1978. 

California’s anti-homosexual initiative was just one instance in a 
wave of attempts across the country that would legally allow for the dis-
crimination against gays and lesbians. During the 1970s, many americans 
began to recognize homosexuality as a viable alternate lifestyle through the 
acceptance of the repeal of sodomy laws and the passage of legislation that 
protected gays and lesbians against discrimination in housing and hiring by 
local governments. Between 1972 and 1976, twenty-nine cities and coun-
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ties across america created anti-discrimination legislation that benefited 
homosexuals. By 1978, thirty-seven cities had passed protective legislation. 
liberal local governments often produced these protective laws with little 
prodding from the homosexual community; instead, city councils quietly 
amended their already existing anti-discrimination legislation to include 
sexual orientation as an acceptable reason for protection. By passing these 
laws without significant encouragement from the oppressed group and, 
more importantly, with relatively little opposition from conservative groups 
these local governments were able to manifest the growing acceptance of 
homosexuality through protective legislation.3 

The debate over homosexual rights grew as the decade continued 
and approval of anti-discrimination laws for homosexuals faced a number 
of obstacles throughout the country, especially in the Northeast where some 
of the greatest opposition came as Catholics actively sought to stifle the 
protective legislation. The front-page editorial of the Roman Catholic Dio-
cese of New york’s official paper, The Catholic News, came out firmly against 
proposed gay rights legislation, called intro 2, in New york City in 1974. 
They wrote, “Homosexuality is an increasing threat to sound family life in 
our society today. We must take every effort to promote the principles and 
values of the family as the basic unit and foundation of society.”4 Gay rights 
activists fought back by banding together as a political group to attempt 
to push through intro 2, yet the city council eventually defeated it by a 
twenty-two-to-nineteen vote in 1974.5 Notably, gay rights groups initially 
lobbied city council members for the creation of intro 2 in 1971, which 
suggests that amendments introduced organically by city council members 
were much more likely to pass than when activists played a significant role 
in the introduction and passage of new legislation. Politicians could enact 
these new protections with little fanfare and, subsequently, little opposi-
tion. yet, by 1977, religious groups became increasingly alarmed at the 
burgeoning number of homosexual protections and attempted to push back 
through the use of the initiative. They capitalized on the swell of grassroots 
support from their religious constituents. Between 1977 and 1978, reli-

3. fred fejes, Gay Rights and Moral Panic: the Origins of America’s Debate on Homosexuality  
 (New york: Palgrave macmillan, 2008), ch.3.

4. “The furor Surrounding the Bill Known as intro 2,” New York Times, may 5, 1974.

5. tom Wicker, “New fight on an old front,” New York Times, may 14, 1974; maurice Car 
 roll, “Council Defeats Homosexual Bill By 22-to-19 Vote,” New York Times, may 24,  
 1974.
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gious groups and politicians introduced six different initiatives across the 
country that would allow for legal discrimination against homosexuals. 

The first successful counter measure against homosexuals took place 
in Dade County, florida in 1977. in January of 1977, the Dade County 
city council passed a gay rights ordinance by a five-to-three vote that 
protected homosexuals from discrimination in housing, employment, and 
public accommodation.6 Religious groups were appalled at the passage of 
the ordinance and demanded its immediate repeal to no avail. former miss 
america contestant, florida orange juice spokeswoman, and Southern Bap-
tist anita Bryant led the charge against the gay rights ordinance. according 
to Bryant and her supporters, homosexuality went directly against God and 
the Bible and lead to the moral decay of society; therefore, it must not be 
allowed in america. She wrote in her 1977 book, The Anita Bryant Story, 
“We need to listen to the voices of history, for it confirms the warnings in 
God’s word. We know that the once-powerful Roman empire gradually 
rotted from within and fell to barbarian invaders; just so, our civilization 
is headed for destruction unless we change our present course.”7 in an at-
tempt to save society from moral decadence, Bryant and her religious allies 
successfully gathered the 10,000 signatures required to place a referendum 
repealing the gay rights ordinance on the June 7 ballot in Dade County. 
in an effort to show how greatly the community supported their beliefs, 
Bryant and her religious allies collected over 60,000 signatures, mostly 
from church members and concerned parents.8 on June 7, Bryant and the 
religious community succeeded in repealing the ordinance by a two-to-one 
margin.9

While Bryant and her organization, Save our Children, inc., relied 
heavily on their religious and moral arguments against homosexuality, they 
also utilized the rhetoric of parental rights and family values consistently 
throughout the campaign.10 Those who advocated for the anti-gay legisla-

6. “Bias against Homosexuals outlawed in miami,” New York Times, January 14, 1977.

7. anita Bryant, The Anita Bryant Story: the Survival of Our Nation’s Families and the Threat of  
 Militant Homosexuality (old tappan, NJ: fleming H. Revell Company, 1977), 42.

8. B. Drummond ayers, Jr., “miami Debate over Rights of Homosexuals Directs Wide 
 attention to a National issue,” New York Times, may 10, 1977.

9. B. Drummond ayers, Jr., “miami Votes two to one to Repeal law Barring Bias against  
 Homosexuals,” New York Times, June 8, 1977.

10. Bryant, 21. 
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tion generally believed that homosexuals chose to be gay and rejected the 
idea that sexuality was an innate biological feature. for this reason, they 
thought that homosexuals did not deserve to be added to antidiscrimina-
tion legislation with other protected minorities. as evident from the name 
of Bryant’s organization, the focus during the campaign was on children. 
Bryant and her religious allies consistently heralded the fact that homosexu-
als could not reproduce; therefore, to increase their numbers the recruit-
ment of children was a necessity. The assumption of this argument centered 
on the fact that if homosexuals had their own children, they would force 
their gay lifestyle and sexuality upon them. Bryant asserted that she was not 
discriminating against homosexuals by demanding a repeal of the gay rights 
ordinance; if anything, she was being discriminated against. “if this ordi-
nance amendment is allowed to become law, you will, in fact, be infringing 
upon my rights and discriminating against me as a citizen and a mother 
to teach my children and set examples and to point to others as examples 
of God’s moral code as stated in the Holy Scriptures.”11 Bryant framed the 
debate over gay rights in Dade County using a pro-family, pro-religion 
rhetoric that brought focus to the rights of parents and detracted attention 
from the rights of homosexuals for protective legislation.12 

as the Dade County referendum was the first anti-gay measure in 
any major city, it had serious implications, and the rhetoric that came out 
of the battle is one of the most important and lasting effects. Bryant and 
other religious figures were always quick to state that they did not hate 
homosexuals nor did they advocate explicit discrimination. They down-
played the issue of gay rights and instead emphasized the rights of the 
parent and the child. one pamphlet that they widely distributed read: “The 
overwhelming reason is that metro’s prohomosexual ordinance is an open 
invitation to recruit our children! Vote foR children’s rights. Vote foR 
repeal.”13 This rhetoric of parental rights and child protection was used 
overwhelmingly to address the role of homosexual teachers in the schools, 
a concept that anti-gay rights activists carried with them throughout the 
battles of the 1970s. Parents who were against these ordinances believed 
that public schools would be required to hire homosexual teachers, and 

11. Bryant, 16.

12. anita Bryant ministries Pamphlet, Harvey milk Papers, Gay and lesbian Center, San  
 francisco Public library, San francisco, Ca.

13. Bryant, 89.
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they would have no protection for themselves or their children if they 
did not want them taught by a gay man or lesbian woman. This fear was 
exacerbated by the idea that children would not be safe from homosexuals 
in parochial or private schools either since they would also be required to 
hire homosexual teachers.14 many parents believed that, through their posi-
tion as a role model, gay teachers could influence a child to veer from the 
acceptable heterosexual norm. This anxiety fueled the drive against homo-
sexuals and colored the rhetoric surrounding the gay rights debates of the 
1970s.15

following the success of the anti-gay rights referendum in Dade 
County, religious leaders and activists introduced anti-gay ordinances 
across the country. on april 25, 1978, St. Paul, minnesota voted over-
whelmingly to repeal a gay rights ordinance that prohibited discrimination 
based on “affectional or sexual preference.”16 Borrowing the rhetoric of the 
Dade County campaign, the overwhelmingly religious supporters of the 
repeal stated that their success was “a victory for decency and the rights of 
parents.”17 Religious leaders in Wichita, Kansas, used similar tactics as the 
anti-gay groups in Dade County and St. Paul as they linked homosexuals 
to child molesters and espoused the necessity of parental rights. They suc-
ceeded in repealing the ordinance by an overwhelming five-to-one margin.18 
in eugene, oregon, anti-gay activists downplayed their religious affiliations 
and focused on the fact that the government was granting homosexuals 
additional protections that they did not need, which gave them advantages 
over heterosexuals. They maintained that this was a choice between homo-
sexual rights and children’s rights. The slogan of the repeal committee was: 
“Keep it Straight. our Children Come first.”19 The non-religious, pro-fam-
ily rhetoric proved successful for the repeal of the ordinance, which voters 

14.  fejes, 75-80.

15. William Raspberry, “Could Gay Rights Be Wrong, after all?” Los Angeles Times, may 3,  
 1977.

16. Nathaniel Sheppard Jr., “law on Homosexuals Repealed in St. Paul,” New York Times,  
 april 26, 1978; Citizens alert for morality pamphlet, Harvey milk Papers, Gay and 
 lesbian Center, San francisco Public library, San francisco, Ca.

17. Sheppard.

18. Bill Curry, “Wichita Gay Rights Vote today,” Washington Post, may 9, 1978.

19. fejes, 177.
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approved by a two-to-one margin.20 
These four referenda showed that the vast majority of voters were 

not as willing to accept homosexuality as many political leaders had initially 
thought. The religious community banded together across the country to 
defeat gay rights ordinances passed by local city councils. While these same 
groups fought the battle over the Briggs initiative, the California proposi-
tion carried with it a much deeper meaning, as it was the first statewide ini-
tiative to remove protections from homosexuals in the new cultural climate 
of the late 1970s. Senator Briggs took part in the Dade County repeal pro-
cess when he flew to florida and campaigned with Bryant. California gay 
rights activists flocked to Dade County in the weeks leading up to the vote 
to provide support and expertise to the fledgling politically active gay com-
munity. Briggs wanted to send the message that not all Californians sup-
ported gay rights and flew to miami on his own dime because he wanted to 
help “save the children of miami.”21 He also saw the success that Bryant had 
in miami. Was his support of Bryant’s repeal a political ploy? it is difficult 
to tell, but it is clear that Briggs used the success of the Dade County repeal 
as a springboard for his own initiative. Just weeks after the Dade County 
repeal passed with almost seventy percent of voters in support, Briggs an-
nounced his intention to create the Briggs initiative while standing on the 
steps of San francisco City Hall. Homosexuals shouted “Nazi” and “bigot” 
in response to his press conference. Newspapers demonized the senator for 
choosing the center of the gay rights movement to introduce this anti-gay 
proposition. He justified his decision to come to San francisco by saying 
that he was unaware that his decision would set off the amount of anger 
and opposition that it did.22 

Born in South Dakota in 1930 to a fundamentalist Pentecostal 
preacher, John Briggs moved to California in 1935 during the “oakie” 
migration of the Great Depression.23 Raised by a single mother in a reli-
gious household, Briggs eventually went on to earn his Bachelor of Science 
degree at California State University, long Beach and served in the air 

20. Jerry Carroll, “eugene’s Big Squabble over Homosexual Rights,” San Francisco Chronicle,  
 may 19, 1978.

21. “California Senator Joins fight against Gay Rights in florida,” Los Angeles Times, June 8,  
 1977.

22. David Johnson, “Briggs in Clash with Homosexuals,” Los Angeles Times, June 15, 1977.

23. Jerry Burns, “Briggs Reveals He has a Secret Weapon,” San Francisco Chronicle, april 20,  
 1978.
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force during the Korean War. after his honorable discharge from the air 
force, Briggs turned his eye to politics. He unsuccessfully ran for California 
State assembly three times before being elected in 1966. While in the State 
assembly, he came to advocate for a host of conservative causes. Briggs 
continued to do so once he entered the California State Senate, in 1977.24 
During his tenure in the State assembly, he pushed for laws maintaining 
the criminal nature of sodomy, essentially making homosexuality illegal. 
on may 13, 1975, Briggs announced that he would introduce legislation 
to repeal aB 489, which made private sodomy between two men legal ac-
cording to the state of California. Briggs’ bill, aB 2347, stated that “every 
person who is guilty of the infamous crime against nature, committed with 
mankind or with any animal, is punishable by imprisonment in the state 
prison not less than one year. This section is not applicable to sodomy com-
mitted by man and wife.”25 Briggs believed that sodomy must remain illegal 
to ensure that employers had the right to fire homosexuals because of their 
lawless behavior. He especially believed that aB 489 granted homosexuals 
“a legal haven to deprive public employers, including schools, law enforce-
ment agencies and all public agencies, as well, from having the authority to 
hire (as well as fire) sexual deviates.”26 most notably, Briggs began to frame 
his argument in terms of parents’ rights as he contended that parents had 
the “right of freedom from anxiety and fear as to who is going to be influ-
encing their children’s development.”27 aB 2347 was killed in committee 
before it ever had the opportunity to reach a vote on the assembly floor. 

once it became clear to Briggs that the anti-gay legislation would 
not pass a vote in the Senate, he turned his attention to the initiative 
process. He believed that the vast majority of Californians were against the 
deviant homosexual lifestyle and that his initiative would pass overwhelm-
ingly. The Los Angeles Times quoted Briggs as saying, “you know normal 
people in the majority have a right to keep their children from the influence 

24. Campaign literature for John V. Briggs for State assembly, John V. Briggs Papers, lP 161.  
 California State archives, office of Secretary of State, Sacramento, Ca.

25.  Bill aB 2347, John V. Briggs Papers, lP 197, California State archives, office of Secre- 
 tary of State, Sacramento, Ca.

26. Briggs Notes, John V. Briggs Papers, lP 197, California State archives, office of Secretary  
 of State, Sacramento, Ca.

27. Briggs Notes.
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of homosexual teachers.”28 Briggs initially planned to gather the sufficient 
amount of signatures necessary for the proposition to be on the June 1978 
ballot, which would also be the ballot that voters chose the Republican 
gubernatorial candidate. many journalists quickly latched onto the idea 
that Briggs did not have an ideological bent against homosexuals; instead, 
they posited that he believed coming out against homosexuality would 
allow him maximum exposure leading up to his attempt at capturing the 
Republican nomination. Randy Shilts, a freelance reporter, homosexual, 
and eventual friend of Briggs, certainly believed that he was using voters’ 
emotional investment regarding homosexuality to his advantage. He wrote, 
“John Briggs, in the eyes of John Briggs, is just a politician, riding a popular 
cause. The private Briggs even counts gays lucky that this crusade is led not 
by a zealot but by pragmatic politician.”29 Journalists from the San Fran-
cisco Chronicle and the Los Angeles Times shared Shilts’ views of Briggs as an 
opportunistic politician looking to increase his name recognition among 
voters and using the attack on homosexuality as the perfect way to achieve 
such an aim. 

By early may 1978, Briggs had gathered over 110% of the required 
signatures to qualify the Briggs initiative for the November 1978 ballot. at 
the same time, he never earned more than 3% of potential votes for the Re-
publican gubernatorial candidacy according to polling data, which showed 
that his strategy of increased media coverage failed to work.30 Claiming 
that he did not want to take away votes from the other traditional conser-
vative running, Sherriff ed Davis, he pulled out of the race for governor 
and turned instead to focus his attention almost entirely on Proposition 6. 
Briggs also introduced another conservative initiative to the ballot: Propo-
sition 7, which would reintroduce the death penalty, widen the array of 
crimes punishable by death, and lengthen jail sentences for criminal of-
fenders.31 much to the delight of supporters of the Briggs initiative, in July 
of 1978, a Gallup poll revealed that 65% of americans did not believe that 

28. Johnson.

29. Randy Shilts, “a Gay Journalist’s friendship with Briggs,” San Francisco Chronicle, 
 october 31, 1978.
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 Angeles Times, august 3, 1977.

31. John V. Briggs, Murder. Penalty. in the Hastings law library California Propositions Data- 
 base, http://library.uchastings.edu/cgi-bin/starfinder/29389/calprop.txt (accessed april 15,  
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homosexuals should be allowed to work as elementary school teachers.32 yet, 
as the battle over the Briggs initiative continued, Californians became less 
interested in supporting the ballot initiative. in late august, 61% of voters 
supported the Briggs initiative. By late September, only 45% of voters were 
in favor of the proposition.33 Why such a shift in opinion by these voters 
who politicians believed had strong ideological and emotional views regard-
ing homosexuality? 

The ideological and emotional stances of groups both for and 
against Proposition 6 are an important factor to consider in an examination 
of the political battle surrounding the Briggs initiative and the implications 
of its defeat. Those who strongly advocated for the passage of the Briggs 
initiative tended to be members of conservative religious groups. funda-
mentalists and evangelicals provided much of the leadership and grassroots 
support surrounding the “yes on 6” campaign.34 anchored in their religious 
faith, fundamentalists strongly believed that homosexuals had no place in 
the classroom because their perceived deviant lifestyle might sway young 
children from being heterosexual to homosexual. By holding positions 
of power and acting as role models to children, conservatives argued that 
gays and lesbians had a real ability to present homosexuality as an accept-
able way of life to young, impressionable children. if a greater number of 
people became homosexual because society considered it a suitable alternate 
lifestyle, the entire country would crumble. Briggs brought this concept up 
in an interview with the Los Angeles Times, saying, “Homosexuals don’t have 
families . . . and that is really what the entire thread is throughout every-
body’s argument throughout the country, about homosexuality - it weakens 
the family unit and ultimately has led, according to everything i have ever 
read, to the ultimate destruction of that civilization as functioning.”35 He 
continued to use the rhetoric of pitting homosexuals against the family 
unit when he constantly called homosexuals “anti-family” in interviews, 

32. “65% in Poll oppose Gays as teachers,” Los Angeles Times, July 17, 1977.

33. mervin D. field, “California Poll – a major Shift to No on Prop. 6,” San Francisco  
 Chronicle, october 5, 1978.

34. Personal Notes, 1980, Robert mcafee Brown Papers, box 13, Graduate Theological  
 Union, Berkeley, Ca.

35. Robert Scheer, “a times interview with Sen. John Briggs on Homosexuality,” Los Angeles  
 Times, october 6, 1978.
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speeches, and written articles.36 The hypothetical increased potential of 
gay molesters proved even more disconcerting to many fundamentalists 
and other Proposition 6 supporters. The belief that homosexuals had a real 
desire for sexual contact with young children ran rampant throughout the 
conservative religious community. Bryant and other religious figures cited 
it constantly throughout the battle in Dade County, St. Paul, and Wichita. 
Briggs and his supporters did the same. Briggs said, “everyone knows that 
homosexuals are child molesters.”37 By emphasizing this point while simul-
taneously advocating for parental rights, Proposition 6 supporters were able 
to reframe the debate regarding the initiative from being about homopho-
bia and hatred of gays to being about parents’ rights in determining who 
would teach their child in an attempt to ensure their protection.

Those against Proposition 6 also wanted to turn the debate away 
from gay rights and instead focus on civil rights for all teachers. Briggs 
and his allies wrote the proposition so broadly that many believed that if a 
heterosexual teacher acknowledged that homosexuality was a viable life-
style they could be fired. Some “No on 6” supporters even went so far as 
to say that if a teacher voted no on Proposition 6, s/he could be fired. This 
inspired many people to support the efforts to defeat the proposition. The 
broad language of the initiative caused many libertarians to think that the 
proposition was too intrusive into people’s personal lives and that sexual-
ity was not something that the government should regulate. again, those 
against Proposition 6 framed the debate to be about government intrusion 
into everyone’s lives, not just homosexuals.38 it infringed on teachers’ rights 
to free speech because many argued that teachers who marched in a gay 
rights rally outside of the classroom could be penalized under the Briggs 
initiative. many labor unions were against the Briggs initiative because they 
believed that it weakened their power. The teachers union would not be 
able to advocate for their members who were singled out for being homo-
sexual under the Briggs initiative. This mixture of ideology brought togeth-
er an eclectic group to advocate for the defeat of Proposition 6; gay rights 
activists, libertarians, and labor unions banded together to ensure that the 

36.  Various Briggs articles collected by Hannaford, 1978, Box 9, Peter D. Hannaford Papers,  
 Hoover institution, Stanford, Ca. 

37. Doyle mcmanus, “Confusion Compounds Prop. 6 Controversy,” San Francisco Chronicle,  
 october 18, 1978.

38. Speech by mrs. milton marks, Harvey milk Papers, Gay and lesbian Center, San 
 francisco Public library, San francisco, Ca.
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Briggs initiative would not pass on November 7, 1978.39

This diverse group of people represented those that possessed an 
ideological difference from what the Briggs initiative called for. libertar-
ians did not support the initiative because they believed that it would give 
the government much more power than it required and would infringe on 
homosexuals’ liberty. Proposition 6 would allow government probing into 
people’s sexuality, whether homosexual or heterosexual, and create an unde-
sirable precedent. California’s most famous politician with libertarian lean-
ings, former governor Ronald Reagan, certainly believed that the Briggs ini-
tiative could prove harmful to the sanctity of the civil liberties of american 
citizens. in late September Reagan came out with his stance on the proposi-
tion – firmly against its passage. He said that the Briggs initiative, “Has the 
potential of infringing on basic rights of privacy and perhaps even con-
stitutional rights.”40 after Reagan came out with his statement against the 
proposition, poll numbers in support of the Briggs initiative plummeted. 
many historians and sociologists have linked Reagan’s opposition with the 
eventual defeat of Proposition 6. Just days after Reagan’s stance was made 
public, the poll numbers dropped by sixteen percent. even Senator Briggs 
looked to Reagan’s opposition as the reason his proposition failed. When 
asked why he thought the proposition failed he cited a handful of reasons, 
but the most prevalent reason was “that one single endorsement - Ronald 
Reagan’s – [which] turned the polls around.”41 moreover, Reagan and other 
potential voters saw the initiative as superfluous and unnecessary since laws 
already protected children in the classroom. The Los Angeles Times adopted 
the libertarian position in their own editorial rejecting the Briggs initiative. 
“if Proposition 6 were simply legally unnecessary - and it is - then it would 
be no more than a waste of the public’s time and money. But Proposition 
6 is also vindictively persecutorial against people in education, an invasion 
of privacy, a denial of civil rights, a sham that first creates an artificial threat 
and then with gross injustice attempts to dispose of it.”42 many libertarians 
shared the view of the Los Angeles Times.

39. letter to Supporters of Workers Conference against Proposition 6, august 22, 1978, Box  
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libertarians might not have taken such an issue with the Briggs ini-
tiative if the actual legislation had been written with a more narrow focus. 
Briggs and his allies wrote the proposition so broadly that very few people 
were actually aware of what it meant in reality. Some thought that it could 
fire anyone at all if they even mentioned homosexuality. others believed 
that a teacher could only be fired if a sexually active homosexual told his 
students about his sexual life. This ambiguity concerned many potential 
voters because it could dramatically widen the scope of those affected. 
Briggs constantly informed reporters that the initiative would remove any 
homosexual from the schools regardless of how open they were with their 
sexuality. His chief legal advisor f. la Gard Smith, a law professor at Pep-
perdine University, took an entirely different view on how the proposition 
would be read and implemented. He claimed that homosexual teachers 
would have to openly advocate for homosexuality “in a willful and wanton 
manner.”43 it also concerned California’s chief legal counsel, which deemed 
that because of its broad nature it very well could be unconstitutional. Un-
like the grassroots efforts in Dade County, eugene, St. Paul, and Wichita, 
which attempted to remove special protective legislation for homosexuals, 
the Briggs initiative would openly discriminate against homosexuals and 
anyone who advocated for their rights.44 

The anti-gay rights movement surrounding the Briggs initiative 
varied from other anti-gay rights movements around the country because 
there was a significant lack of mobilization of the fundamentalist religious 
community in California. Briggs worked diligently to gather enough signa-
tures to qualify his proposition for the ballot but then his grassroots efforts 
seemed to fade. fundamentalists wanted to work to ensure the passage of 
the initiative, but without a clear leader they were unsure of how to pro-
ceed. 45 They lacked a cohesive political organization and relied heavily on 
prayer and unfocused grassroots efforts. Reverend Ray Batema, a cosigner 
on the Briggs initiative, thought that the best political strategy was to get 
“ten righteous men to support morality. and they’ll find ten righteous men 

43. mcmanus, “Confusion.”
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and they’ll find ten more.”46 it appeared that this method was neither suc-
cessful nor was it properly explained to the masses of fundamentalists who 
wanted to campaign; therefore, they failed to convert many outside of their 
own ranks. The fundamentalist organizers relied on large revival-type rallies 
led by popular religious figures, like Jerry falwell and tim laHaye, that 
catered to those who already espoused fundamentalist beliefs and rheto-
ric.47 Briggs lacked any real political following within the Republican Party, 
which caused him to focus the vast majority of his attention on fundamen-
talist congregations for his support. Unfortunately for Briggs and Batema, 
they were preaching to those who would support the Briggs initiative under 
any circumstances. The religious community needed to expand outside of 
the safe haven of their churches to convince those who lacked their reli-
gious fervor that the proposition needed to be passed. Because of their lack 
of organization and leadership, there is no evidence that this ever happened 
during the campaign. 

Perhaps even more damaging for the Briggs campaign was the split 
in the religious community over Proposition 6. Whereas Catholics and Jews 
had banded together with fundamentalists, mormons and Protestants in 
other anti-gay rights battles, that was generally not the case in California. 
Catholics believed strongly in loving the sinner and hating the sin; there-
fore, they believed that if a homosexual chose not to engage in same-sex 
sexual activities, s/he should not be punished.48 They saw the proposition 
as too vague to ensure that non-sexually active gay men and women would 
not be fired; this belief influenced many Catholics to reject the Briggs 
initiative. Catholics still condemned the homosexual lifestyle but believed 
those that lived a chaste life should not be harmed.49 in the Bay area, both 
the Catholic bishop of oakland, John S. Cummins, and archbishop John 
R. Quinn of San francisco came out against the proposition because of its 
attack on the civil rights of homosexuals.50 as the battle surrounding the 
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Briggs initiative waged on, many compared the proposed treatment of ho-
mosexuals to the persecution of Jews in Hitler’s Germany. The similarity be-
tween the two groups was not lost on many California Jews and propelled 
many of them to reject the proposition. Jeffrey m. ellis, a student of the 
Jewish institute of Religion at Hebrew Union College, wrote into the Los 
Angeles Times editorial page expressing his concerns with the initiative. “as 
we expect and applaud action taken by non-Jews to thwart anti-Semitism, 
we regard it as a mitzvah (commandment) and a privilege to firmly reject 
and censure State Sen. John Briggs and his philosophy of bigotry.”51 While 
Catholics and Jews were outspoken regarding their opposition to Proposi-
tion 6, many other religious groups chose to remain silent. Briggs could not 
rely on religious organizations, such as the Seventh-Day adventists, who 
failed to voice an opinion on the proposition.52 This fracture within the re-
ligious community proved damaging for the success of the Briggs initiative 
as it became clear that political and not religious organization marked a key 
element in the battle’s outcome.

The gay community banded together to form a fully functioning 
political group once Briggs introduced his proposition. The downfall of the 
Dade County vote for the homosexual community was due to a lack of co-
hesion and focus in their political organization. The California community 
learned from that mistake and worked hard to ensure that they would be 
able to advocate strongly for their own rights. California gays and lesbians 
had an advantage over their peers in Dade County because there were two 
mature gay communities in los angeles and San francisco. Networks were 
already formed and a large number of homosexuals were out of the closet, 
which allowed them to actively support the fight against Proposition 6.53 
Their indignation toward the proposition allowed these groups to coalesce 
to an even greater degree. David Goodstein, the publisher of the première 
gay newspaper The Advocate, acknowledged this when he said, “for every 
gay person Briggs pushes back into the closet, there are two people he’s 
pushing out. He has united the gay community as nothing else could.”54 
Voters elected Harvey milk to the San francisco Board of Supervisors in 
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1977 as the first openly gay politician, which showed the growing presence 
and acceptance of homosexuals in San francisco.55 milk became widely 
known throughout the state of California during the battle over Proposi-
tion 6 and engaged in many heated televised debates with supporters of 
the initiative, including Briggs himself. During a television interview, milk 
outlined the organized effort of the gay community to defeat the Briggs 
initiative. at the statewide level, the “No on 6” organization coordinated 
the media blitz for the defeat of the initiative. locally in San francisco, 
“Bay area Committee against the Briggs initiative” and “San franciscans 
against Prop. 6” focused on grassroots strategies to ensure the defeat of 
the proposition, including voter registration and the attempt to demystify 
homosexuality through door-to-door conversations.56 The Briggs initiative 
provided the impetus for this traditionally disjointed group to form as an 
active and coordinated political faction.

even with the newly acquired cohesion of the gay community, 
there was still division regarding the best way to ensure the defeat of the 
Briggs initiative. Throughout the 1970s, the customary schism within the 
gay community came between the conservative and radical elements of 
the movement. Conservatives believed in using conventional methods and 
working within the liberal political avenues to slowly acquire equal rights. 
Radicals desired rapid change and wanted to utilize innovative tactics to 
earn those rights.57 While the gay community found common ground dur-
ing the campaign against the Briggs initiative, their differences were mani-
fested in determining the best approach to defeat the proposition. more 
conservative leaders believed that downplaying the homosexual aspect of 
the initiative and capitalizing on the possible attack on all minorities was 
the best way to fight for success.58 liberal and radical gay rights activists 
wanted to utilize homosexual outrage to a much greater degree.59 This dif-
ference in preferred strategies engendered significant resentment among the 
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gay community. amber Hollibaugh, an active lesbian in the efforts against 
the Briggs initiative, believed that the conservative homosexuals wanted to 
use gay money and straight power to stop Briggs.60 She said that these gay 
men thought that if heterosexual voters saw the Briggs initiative as a gay 
rights issue and a homophobia issue, they would automatically vote for it. 
Hollibaugh, milk, and other radical homosexuals believed that framing the 
issue in the light of gay rights was the only viable option. They strongly 
believed that if voters realized that people they knew and loved were ho-
mosexuals, they would reject the initiative.61 This division over political 
strategy plagued the campaign against the Briggs initiative and the animos-
ity between the two groups was palpable. During a television interview, 
milk went off on a diatribe regarding the jealousy and hostility within the 
movement.62 The tumultuous interworkings of the gay rights movement in 
the 1970s, however, did not prove to be a great liability during the 1978 
campaign season. if anything, the gay community was able to utilize the 
best portions of both strategies to form an effective campaign and cohesive 
politicized group.

The Briggs initiative had one more major problem with its cam-
paign that stood in the way of its passage: Senator John Briggs. Journalists, 
voters, and politicians overwhelmingly saw him as an opportunistic man 
who would do anything to get the name recognition that would enable him 
to climb to higher office. Just one of many quotes about Briggs’ attempts to 
parlay his stance against gay rights into political success: “i’m the guy lead-
ing the fight on those gay issues. What we’re going to try to do is convert 
the support for those issues into support for me. Can we do it? i don’t really 
know, but we’re going to try.”63 many did not believe it was a coincidence 
that Briggs introduced his initiative at the same time that he hoped to 
earn the Republican gubernatorial nomination. opponents of Briggs were 
quick to latch onto his apparent self-serving push for the anti-gay initiative. 
Harvey milk promoted this view of Briggs during many of his television 
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appearances and speeches by claiming that he planned to run for the State 
Senate and publish a book.64 The vast amount of coverage that his contro-
versial initiative earned Briggs was a cheap and easy way to keep him in the 
public eye, while allowing him to increase his exposure and name recogni-
tion.

in the vast majority of newspaper stories about Briggs, journal-
ists pointed out that he was an opportunistic politician. When journalists 
asked Briggs how his campaign was progressing, he would pull out a list of 
the number of interviews he had done. He was proud of the fact that if he 
called a press conference, he would have a room full of reporters waiting 
to hear his every word. in contrast, anita Bryant always claimed that she 
detested the national attention she received for her work in Dade County 
against homosexuals. She said that she only did the work of God, and, if 
anything, her crusade had a negative impact on her own life. Journalists 
painted Briggs as the exact opposite. He delighted in the attention. one 
journalist wrote of Briggs: “Because of those initiatives, Briggs says, his 
name recognition among California voters - a key to electability - went 
from around two percent before last spring’s primary campaign to about 80 
percent today.”65 This opportunistic feature of Briggs’ campaign was not lost 
on voters. according to the Los Angeles Times, after Briggs gave an interview 
on october 6, 1978, 139 letters came in about the interview – 133 argued 
against Briggs and his views and only six were in favor of his views.66 The 
vast majority of what the Times chose to print commented on the fact that 
it was because of Briggs and his bigoted views they would be voting No on 
Proposition 6. mr. and mrs. Dwight D. Davis of Cerrito wrote, “Before 
this interview, my wife and i were one among the thousands of Californians 
who were in favor of this proposition because of our two teenage sons. But 
after carefully reading the interview, we were convinced that this proposi-
tion is really a personal war of Sen. Briggs against the homosexuals.”67 m.J. 
murphy from los angeles wrote, “Sen. Briggs in this interview has per-
suaded me in good conscience to vote against Proposition 6.”68 The decision 
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of major newspapers to portray Senator Briggs as a self-serving politician 
factored significantly in turning public opinion against both himself and his 
initiative and contributed to its defeat.

The failure of the Briggs initiative to pass should not overshadow 
the significance of this battle because of the rhetoric that Briggs and his 
proposition introduced into the political dialogue of California. Prior to 
the Briggs initiative, homosexuals were not considered a salient political 
topic throughout much of California. While it is true that the gay commu-
nity was becoming a bigger political faction throughout the 1970s, many 
people outside of major metropolitan areas did not know or care to know 
homosexuals. The fight over the Briggs initiative brought the battle over gay 
rights into California’s political arena and dictated the terms that it would 
be discussed for decades to come. The rhetoric used to debate Propositions 
6, 22, and 8 would not specifically center on granting or deny civil rights to 
homosexuals. instead, those against gay rights would couch their discrimi-
natory views in the rhetoric of family values and the protection of children. 
Conversely, gay rights advocates chose to focus on the issue of civil rights 
for all minorities, not just homosexuals, and utilized the rhetoric of major-
ity rule versus minority rights. Through the successful use of family values 
rhetoric, both Proposition 22 and Proposition 8 succeeded in solidifying 
that the state defines marriage as one man and one woman, effectively mak-
ing gay marriage illegal.

introduced by Republican State Senator William “Pete” Knight of 
Palmdale in 2000, Proposition 22 – also referred to as the Knight initiative 
– sought to “add a provision to the family Code providing that only mar-
riage between a man and a woman is legal or recognized in California.”69 
following on the heels of pro-gay action by the courts and legislatures of 
Vermont and Hawaii, proponents of Proposition 22 believed that they 
needed to protect California from the influx of homosexuals who would 
obtain a marriage license in Vermont and then choose to live in Califor-
nia. opponents of the initiative stated that this was unnecessary as neither 
Vermont nor Hawaii was nearing any real possibility of legalizing these 
rights for homosexual couples.70 Similar to the Briggs initiative, opponents 
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of Proposition 22 centered on the idea that the proposition was superfluous 
as there were no court cases or legislation pending that would introduce gay 
marriage into the social framework of the state. They maintained that het-
erosexual marriage did not need protection from homosexuals. Regardless 
of the necessity of the initiative, supporters framed the debate surrounding 
Proposition 22 around the need for California to solidify the state spon-
sored definition of marriage and to ensure that a state like Vermont could 
not force Californians to accept gay marriage.71 

Pro-Proposition 22 forces claimed that this addition to the Cali-
fornia family Code was necessary because of the need to protect the tradi-
tional family unit, not because of their desire to discriminate against ho-
mosexuals.72 “yes on 22” supporters circulated twenty-year-old miriam G. 
Santacruz’s letter, which declared that she would vote in favor of the propo-
sition because “it’s tough enough for families to stay together these days. 
Why make it harder by telling children that marriage is just a word that 
anyone can re-define again and again until it no longer has meaning? Please, 
for all future generations, vote “Yes” on 22.”73 Those in favor of Proposition 
22 were reticent to focus on homosexuality in their literature, an indication 
that they learned from the mistakes of the Briggs campaign. in 1978, voters 
rejected the Briggs initiative because they saw it as unnecessary, discrimina-
tory of a specific group, and as part of a power play by one politician. The 
forces behind Proposition 22 appeared to understand the advantage behind 
utilizing a rhetoric based exclusively on the rights of Californians, the rights 
of parents, and the rights of children. Through the application of this rheto-
ric and the assurance that by voting “yes” on Proposition 22, voters would 
“send a clear, positive message to children that marriage between a man and 
a woman is a valuable and respected institution, now and forever.”74 Un-
like the battle over gay rights in 1978, the initiative passed with sixty-one 
percent voter approval and solidified the belief for conservatives that the 
rhetoric of family values played an important role in ensuring that Califor-
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nian voters overwhelmingly supported traditional, heterosexual marriage.75

eight years later, the issue of homosexual marriage was back on the 
ballot after San francisco judges overturned Proposition 22, claiming it was 
unconstitutional because it denied a specific group equal rights. traditional 
marriage supporters were incensed and attacked the “activist judges” in San 
francisco, claiming that they were destroying the democratic process in 
america.76 moreover, they saw the overturn of Proposition 22 as a threat 
to all marriages because “children should not be deprived of a mother or a 
father.”77 Proposition 8, which came to be known as the California marriage 
Protection act, would amend the California constitution to allow legal and 
recognized marriages to be between one man and one woman only, again 
solidifying the illegality of homosexual marriage.78 By introducing Propo-
sition 8 as a constitutional amendment instead of a normal statute, the 
supporters of the initiative ensured that overturning it would be far more 
difficult than was the case with Proposition 22.79 Similar to Proposition 22, 
the supporters of Proposition 8 claimed that their amendment was neces-
sary because of outside forces removing the right of Californians to deter-
mine how their own society would function. This time, instead of “activ-
ist judges” in Vermont infringing on the people’s right to democracy, the 
“activist judges” in California violated their constitutional rights. following 
in the tradition of both the Briggs initiative and the Knight initiative, the 
California marriage Protection act relied on the rhetoric of family values 
and the protection of children to introduce and advance a discriminatory 
initiative.

During Proposition 8, organizations like Protectmarriage.com 
capitalized on the emotions generated by the rhetoric of protecting chil-
dren and traditional family values through their use of “yes on 8” ads on 
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television. Protectmarriage.com and other pro-Proposition 8 organizations 
campaigned on freedom of religion and the right of California’s voters to 
the democratic process, but to garner the support of the average voter they 
pushed the emotional issue of children’s and parents’ rights. television ads 
introduced the seemingly terrible circumstance that would arrive when 
Proposition 8 failed and children were required to learn about gay mar-
riages in schools. They maintained that it should be the right of the parent 
to determine whether they wanted their children to learn about homosexu-
ality or not and that parents had no power against the public school system 
“because the courts said that [parents] had no right to pull [their children] 
out of the class.”80 By allowing homosexuals to marry, schools would be 
required to teach second graders it is socially acceptable for boys to marry 
boys.81 even the symbol of the “yes on 8” forces capitalized on the fam-
ily values rhetoric introduced to California by Briggs. it very clearly shows 
one mother, one father, one son and one daughter – the perfect traditional 
family.82 The leaders of Proposition 8 understood that to appeal to the large 
group of voters they would need to focus on the most universal theme: the 
rights of children and of the parents. Proposition 8 passed by a narrow vic-
tory of only fifty-two percent and opponents are currently challenging the 
proposition in federal court.

many historians disregard Proposition 6 because of it significant 
defeat in 1978. many important factors contributed to its defeat, including: 
libertarian opposition, the schism within the religious community, the 
politicization of the gay community, and the liability of Senator Briggs 
himself. The Briggs initiative was the first statewide attempt to limit the 
rights of homosexuals in the country during the 1970s, yet historians 
negate the significance of it because they regard Briggs as a dogmatic 
politician. few, if any, have acknowledged the real legacy of Briggs in the 
California political arena. The rhetoric surrounding gay rights in California 
has been decidedly centered on family values since the 1970s and the Briggs 
initiative. While groups advocating for the ban of gay marriage through 
Propositions 22 and 8 appear to have learned from the mistakes of Briggs, 
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“ Anti-gay activists have also 
adopted the emotional rhetoric of 
protecting children and advocating 
for parental rights.”

they have also adopted the emo-
tional rhetoric of protecting 
children and advocating for 
parental rights. Briggs brought 
this rhetoric into the political 
dialogue during the 1970s and 
provided a facade for those that 
wanted to enact discriminatory 
legislation during the early 

twenty-first century. it is impossible to determine whether this rhetoric 
would have eventually found its way into California politics without the 
Briggs initiative. Regardless, the battle surrounding Proposition 6 must be 
appreciated and acknowledged for its significant role in shaping the rhetoric 
surrounding the fight over gay rights today. 


