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From Leonardo da Vinci to Leonard Bernstein, organizers of 
GLBT History Month are urging a new generation to learn 
more about the contributions of 31 iconic gay figures 
throughout the month. 

This year marks the second time Equality Forum has 
organized the month-long celebration. Though educators 
launched the concept in the mid-1990s, it failed to catch on. 
This time around, however, GLBT History Month has found 
support from major national organizations. 

Malcolm Lazin, Equality Forum’s executive director, says
that last year, 20 organizations promoted the month on their
web sites. This year, 80 colleges — from community
institutions to Ivy League schools — have put a link to the
project on their home pages. Other supporters include 12
statewide organizations, 28 community centers and
corporations, including Banana Republic and McDonald’s.

GLBT History Month aims to educate the public about the
importance of gay figures in creating the movement’s history. 

“As much as our history has been closeted from us, it’s also been closeted from the mainstream,” Lazin said.
“[The month] combats a societal homophobia by providing role models in that history.”

Equality Forum’s project is available to school-age children. This year, the organization collaborated with the
Gay, Lesbian & Straight Education Network to meet with high school students. As a result of those
interactions, Equality Forum has created weekly, multiple-choice challenges based on the biographies and
videos for each week’s seven icons. At the end of the month, there will be a Rainbow Challenge based on all
31 role models.

“If we do not take the responsibility of teaching our history, no one else will,” Lazin said.

Some of those honored include Gore Vidal, an American author known for his novel “The City and the
Pillar”; Susan Sontag, an American essayist and activist; David Hockney, an English artist; Gertrude Stein, an
American author and art enthusiast; and Frank Kameny, who, according to Lazin, is the “father of the GLBT
civil rights movement.”

State, national and international executive directors of gay rights groups submitted their nominations and
Kenji Yoshino, a Yale Law School professor and author of “Covering,” and Rev. Nancy Wilson, moderator
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of Metropolitan Community Churches (MCC), selected the final 31 icons.

Yoshino says that GLBT History Month is for everyone.

“Because GLBT individuals are usually born to heterosexual families, it is not as likely that individuals in the
GLBT community will be taught by their families of origin about GLBT history,” Yoshino said. “The
organizing principle of ‘a person a day for a month’ permits individuals to learn without being overloaded,”
he said.

October was chosen to highlight these people, Yoshino said, because it is the beginning of the school year,
and it’s more likely that students would be made aware of the project.

“Our hope is … that individuals will see one famous figure they know and then keep browsing to see who
else we have chosen as their peers,” he said.

The selections are as diverse as Leonardo da Vinci and Angela Davis. Yoshino says, “that sense of oddness
… should teach us that the project of gay history is still young. Because our history has just begun to see the
light, it’s not surprising that people juxtapose a Renaissance artist and a contemporary activist.” 

Frank Kameny is one of those contemporary activists. Rep. Tammy Baldwin (D-Wisc.) names him as one of 
her own personal heroes. He is widely credited with spearheading the gay civil rights movement, and has 
been an activist for half a century.

“He started that grassroots organizing that has laid a foundation for later change,” Baldwin said.

Baldwin recently wrote a piece titled, “Leaning Toward Justice” as part of the Gay History Project.

“Leaning Toward Justice” compares the gay rights movement to the civil rights movement of the 1960s. 

Baldwin said the project will help remind young readers that while change sometimes seems to come slowly, 
in a historical context, the movement has actually progressed with surprising speed. 

To put things in context, Baldwin writes of her own coming out in the 1980s and the energy she put into 
learning about gay rights leaders and their contributions.

“No role model ever told me about the Daughters of Bilitis, the Mattachine Society, or Stonewall; Elaine
Noble, Frank Kameny, or any of the courageous leaders who shaped our movement or contributed their art,
their science, their sweat and their intellect to this world,” she said.

When Baldwin was first coming out, she says she sought out some of the publications and documentaries of
the movement that were available to her because she hadn’t learned about the gay civil rights movement in
her public school experience.

“The notion that we need to achieve social justice has not begun in the U.S. Senate or House or any state
legislature. It has begun because people have organized for change,” she said.

Lesson number two, she said, is that our democracy provides us with the tools to go from a grassroots 
movement to the point of securing protections and equality. 

“We need to use those tools,” she said. “We need to understand them and be active participants in making
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change.”

The point of the entire month-long project is that the strategy for gaining equality comes from looking at the 
achievements of gay role models. 

“I think it’s an opportunity to be proud of what we’ve played a role in achieving,” Baldwin said. 

Yoshino agrees. “So much of what we define as possible for ourselves has to do with who has come before
us,” he said. “I have been involved in GLBT issues for so long that I don’t feel like I need any more role
models. But both years, when I’ve been able to work on this list with my terrific co-chair, I realize I’m in a
good mood for days afterwards.  If that’s true for me, my hope is that it will be viscerally true for the kid who
is just coming out.” 

Kameny says he feels good about being named a hero of gay history. 

“I think as ideas and projects of this kind come along, provided people do pursue them, we’ll be able to
establish our history and our place in history, using the word history in a larger sense. There is an extensive
gay history,” Kameny said. He added that he has too many gay heroes to name. 

Kameny has played a key role in achieving civil rights for the gay community. His early focus was repealing
sodomy laws and removing homosexuality from the American Psychiatric Association’s manual of mental
disorders. He is hopeful that with a Democrat in the White House in 2008, that his final goal of repealing the
ban on gays in the military will be realized.

“More than anything else, not as a specific issue, but simply as a tactic, we just need to get people out and
open. I think that’s absolutely necessary,” he said.
Recently, Kameny’s papers and materials from the 1960s were put on display at the Smithsonian. 

“We would have never believed when we were making those signs in 1965 that they were going to end up
actually in the Smithsonian and some of my papers in the Library of Congress … it’s just totally incredible,”
he said.

*�(%%)�����+�	������������������+������������,-���������


