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ABSTRACT 
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This dissertation examines the public construction of gay and lesbian adoption by looking 

at the public discourse surrounding the issue. A discourse analysis was conducted of five print 

news publications and twenty interviews were conducted with participants in the issue.  

The goals of this research project included assessing how participants in the gay and 

lesbian adoption issue sought to influence its public construction, what frames they employed, 

how they interacted publicly with other participants, and how they constructed their identities 

and the identities of other participants. Other goals included assessing how the print news media 

covered the issue and how the participants strategized to garner media attention.  

The results indicate that the discourse of gay and lesbian adoption includes dominant 

themes, including the best interests of children, the definition of family, civil rights, and social 

science research. Within these themes, participants sponsor opposing frames, interacting with 

each other through their discursive strategies. Overall, print news coverage of the issue tended to 

reflect the opposing discourses of proponents and opponents of gay and lesbian adoption 

although more recent coverage tended to favor proponents.  

This dissertation contributes to the research areas of British cultural studies, social 

constructionism, media studies, and framing. The results have implications for those who 

advocate for political and social change as they indicate that proponents of gay and lesbian 
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adoption are finding success through a negotiation strategy of advocating for change while 

upholding existing American cultural values.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The public perception of a complex social issue is determined by the public discourse 

surrounding that issue (Asen, 1996; Burr, 2003; Smith & Windes, 1997).   In the United States, 

the primary platform for public discourse is the news media.  Whether it’s politics, business, 

local or global issues, individuals often base their opinions, attitudes, and decisions on 

information provided by the news media.  “For virtually all Americans, political issues are 

defined primarily through news reports” (Iyengar, 1990, p. 21).  Considering the potential impact 

of news to determine the public’s perception of social issues, it is imperative to closely examine 

news construction.  Many researchers have studied news coverage of social issues, like poverty 

(Iyengar, 1990), welfare (Asen, 1996; Gilens, 1999; Sotirovic, 2001), the women’s movement 

(Ashley & Olson, 1998), abortion (Andsager, 2000), and AIDS (Rogers, Dearing & Chang, 

1991).  This previous research has indicated that news coverage does in fact impact the public’s 

perception of an issue, that news coverage of social issues can reflect certain frames and 

viewpoints, and that news coverage represents discourse put forth by groups and individuals who 

strategize to garner media coverage for their cause.   

The purpose of this study is to examine the public construction of the gay and lesbian 

adoption issue in the news media.  To examine how this social issue is constructed, this research 

will not only focus on news coverage, but also on the organizations and individuals who would 

attempt to influence news coverage of gay and lesbian adoption.  For every social condition 

worthy of public concern, there are interested parties advocating on its behalf.  These advocates 

struggle to get their messages out to the public through a variety of methods.  If these messages 
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become part of public discourse, these advocates know that they can help influence the way their 

issue is publicly perceived.   

It is a greater accomplishment to these advocates to control the public discourse 

regarding a social issue, in other words, to have their discourse prevail over all others.  With this 

control comes power because the prevailing discourse creates the boundaries for acceptable 

social action (Burr, 2003; Barker & Galasinksi, 2001).  To say that one controls the discourse 

surrounding an issue is to say that his or her version of events is that which has received the 

stamp of truth. When a certain version of events receives the stamp of truth or becomes 

knowledge, social practices are deemed acceptable or unacceptable based on that knowledge 

(Burr, 2003). Foucault (1978), Iyengar (1990), Gilens (1999), and Burr (2003) have illustrated 

that for crime, poverty, welfare, and alcoholism, the acceptable societal response and action to 

these issues was dependent upon the prevailing discourse.  Burr (2003) explains that the 

definition of alcoholism, at one time, was that it was a choice and the acceptable response was to 

imprison the offender.  Yet, now the prevailing discourse is that alcoholism is a disease, so 

instead of punishment, alcoholics go to treatment centers.  Discursive power surpasses control 

over perception and into control over action.    

To claim that a prevailing discourse exists, the assumption is made that there are several 

discourses that can potentially make it into public discussion.  It is necessary, therefore, that the 

social issue examined in this study be somewhat controversial, meaning that there must be an on-

going struggle amongst several interested parties with differing discourses to define and explain 

the issue.  This is true of the gay and lesbian adoption issue.  

The gay and lesbian adoption issue is worthy of study because of its history, the various 

participants in the issue, and because gay and lesbian adoption forces the consideration of what it 
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means to be a parent and what defines a family.  This makes it particularly germane to research 

into social construction, feminist and queer theory. This research is founded on the idea that 

participants in the gay and lesbian adoption issue struggle to construct the issue for the public, 

but furthermore, that concepts central to this issue are socially constructed as well, including 

family, mother, father, gender, and sexuality. The gay and lesbian adoption debate exposes the 

way these concepts are constructed culturally, socially, and historically and the way in which 

these constructions influence the prevailing discourse and acceptable societal action.  

 Gay and lesbian adoption challenges society’s assumptions about family.  Demo & Allen 

(1996) explain that when gay and lesbian families thrive, they disturb heterosexist norms that 

favor heterosexual families over other family forms (Ryan, Pearlmutter, & Groza, 2004). 

American culture highly values the concept of family, and, for the most part, the perceived 

optimal version of family remains the traditional, heterosexual version: a married man and 

woman and their children (Demo & Allen, 1996; Weston, 1991). Cooper (2002) claims that the 

traditional nuclear family lies at the center of heteronormativity. Those advocating for gay and 

lesbian adoption argue that same-sex couples can also raise happy, well-adjusted children.  With 

the number of traditional nuclear families on a decline (Ryan, Pearlmutter, & Groza, 2004), the 

definition of family is becoming flexible. This only brings attention to the fact that the notion of 

family is a social construct, one that can be defined in different ways.  With a predicted U.S. 

divorce rate approaching forty percent (“Divorce Rates,” n. d.) and thousands of children living 

in foster care, 542,000 in 2003, according to the Child Welfare League of America (“Adoption 

Fact Sheet”) the prevailing definition of family should be examined to determine whether it is 

evolving to accommodate these developments, and how participants in the gay and lesbian 

adoption issue are responding.    
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This research employs discourse analysis to determine how advocates for and against gay 

and lesbian adoption are attempting to influence its media construction and define relevant 

concepts. The method of discourse analysis permits an in-depth look at language and text within 

a social context.  Language, according to Barker & Galasinksi (2001), constructs, constitutes, 

and regulates the social world.  It functions as a tool to create shared meaning within a culture. 

The language, imagery, symbols, and tone used by those involved in the public construction of 

gay and lesbian adoption will be regarded as strategies to influence the shared public perception 

of the issue. Discourse analysis will help shed light on some of the questions guiding this 

research, such as how do participants define concepts germane to the issue, what frames do 

participants employ, and how do participants interact to one another through print coverage. 

Furthermore, the discourse analysis will help answer questions about the print coverage itself, 

such as what frames/language appear most frequently, what is excluded from the coverage, and 

whether the coverage seem to favor certain participants over others.     

Previous research indicates that advocates do actively strategize when dealing with the 

media and oppositional interest groups, (Andsager, 2000; Asen, 1996; Huckins, 1999; Smith & 

Windes, 1997), and therefore, speaking to these advocates allows them to explain their strategies 

for constructing gay and lesbian adoption. Accordingly, this study employs interviews to assess 

how participants in the issue construct their own identities and the identities of their opposition; 

the interviews provide the opportunity for issue participants to describe the way they’d like to 

see the gay and lesbian adoption issue constructed, and to assess the media’s coverage of the 

issue thus far.  

This research also considers celebrity influence when examining the gay and lesbian 

adoption issue. Because the gay and lesbian adoption issue has had participation from celebrities, 
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namely Anita Bryant and Rosie O’Donnell, this research assesses the impact of that celebrity 

participation on the print news coverage and public discourse. Specifically, this project seeks to 

determine if Rosie O’Donnell’s participation inspired new frames in print coverage, if her 

participation affected how other participants construct the issue, and compare her overall impact 

to that of Anita Bryant. Accordingly, the period of examination of this research extends from 

1977 to 2005 in order to encompass the years when the impact from those celebrities would be 

most evident. 

 Much research has been produced that examines the public construction of social issues 

through the news media, and this previous work must be acknowledged and consulted. The first 

chapter of this project discusses previous relevant research and how it informs this examination 

of the public construction of gay and lesbian adoption. Furthermore, Chapter 1 will address the 

theoretical contributions of social construction, feminism, queer theory, and cultural studies to 

establish the significance of examining the gay and lesbian adoption issue.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1 

CHAPTER 1 
 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND & RELEVANT LITERATURE 
 

Several areas of research contribute to this study, including social constructionist 

literature, cultural studies, and framing. The following sections explain how these bodies of 

literature work in concert for this project. Additionally, previous research on issue construction, 

media coverage of social issues, and media coverage of gays and lesbians is addressed.  

Social Constructionism 

 Social constructionists take a critical stance toward the ways in which people understand 

the world. Concepts normally taken for granted as natural must be reconsidered as socially and 

culturally constructed. Burr (2003) argues, “a lot of the things we take for granted as given, fixed 

and immutable, whether in ourselves or in the phenomena we experience, can upon inspection be 

found to be socially derived and socially maintained” (p. 45).  Members of the same culture 

share meanings constructed through language and interaction with others. When it comes to 

social issues, in particular, shared meanings are complicated and subjective based on how the 

issue is publicly constructed. Definitions of familiar terms like deserving, deviant, natural, 

parent, or family are not inherent; they are socially constructed, and therefore, can change based 

on who defines them. Moreover, social phenomena can be interpreted in a myriad of ways 

depending on who provides the explanations.  

People learn meanings from interaction with other people and from societal institutions.  

From birth and throughout adulthood, people learn language and cultural norms from sources 

including parents and other family members, friends, schools, churches, government, and the 

media.  It is through interaction with other people and institutions that knowledge is formed. As 

Burr (2003) explains, knowledge is not something that a person has or does not have, but is 
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something people do together. Keeping in mind that from a social constructionist point-of-view 

there are a number of ways to construct an object, one must also recognize that under this logic, 

knowledge itself is a social construction. As Burr explains it, knowledge is the construction that 

has received the “stamp of truth” or that which has the tendency to be viewed as common sense 

(pp. 67-68). 

The work of Foucault should be referenced here as it contributes to social constructionist 

work and to this research project. Foucault (1972) challenges the notions of history, knowledge, 

and what is regarded as common sense. Foucault claims that there is no reality that precedes 

discourse; in other words, discourse, or what is said, constitutes reality. History and knowledge, 

according to Foucault, are merely the products of language, and therefore, how people conceive 

of the world around them is restricted by the possibilities that language allows. Accordingly, in 

The Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault is more concerned with what has not been said, or the 

history of the “Other” (p. 12). Foucault’s ideas force one to reconsider everything that one has 

regarded as truth, factual, or natural.  

Additionally helpful is the concept of myth by Barthes (1987). Barthes’ concept of myth 

contributes to social constructionism and to this project because it explicates how language and 

meaning lead to the naturalization of certain ideas, or what is known as common sense. Barthes 

discusses two types of meaning: denotative and connotative. Denotative meaning refers to the 

dictionary or literal definition while connotative meaning refers to the socio-cultural or personal 

associations attributed to a word (Chandler, 2008). However, Barthes rejects the idea that 

denotation is the real meaning and asserts it is yet another connotation. As Chandler (2008) 

explains it, connotation allows for the illusion of denotative meaning and the illusion of the 

transparency of language. “From such a perspective denotation can be seen as no more of a 
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‘natural’ meaning than is connotation but rather as a process of naturalization,” a process that 

supports the illusion that denotative meaning is literal, universal, but not ideological (Denotation, 

Connotation, and Myth, para 3).  

A discussion of denotative and connotative meaning is necessary here because, according 

to Barthes, they combine to produce myths. Myths naturalize what is actually cultural or 

historical. Myths make dominant cultural and historical values, attitudes, and beliefs appear to be 

natural, obvious, common sense, timeless, and thus, objective or true (Chandler 2008). Myths are 

the ideas that go unquestioned in a culture, and thus, are exactly the ideas that social 

constructionist researchers argue should be critically examined.  

Some scholars have shown how social and cultural constructions can function to 

marginalize and oppress certain members of the population. For example, feminists and queer 

theorists discuss gender and sexuality as constructions created to naturalize the inequality of 

women and homosexuals in society.   

Feminism & Queer Theory  

Feminist research and queer theory can be used to relate Foucault’s and Barthes’ work to 

this project’s examination of the gay and lesbian adoption issue. Both feminism and queer theory 

have challenged the allegedly natural concepts of gender and sexuality and asserted that they are, 

in reality, socially constructed and naturalized.  

Wittig (1992) discusses naturalization to challenge the concept of gender. She explains 

that the differences between men and women have been naturalized, and moreover, argues that 

the categories, men and women, are political and not naturally given. Wittig also challenges the 

notion that sexuality is natural, arguing that heterosexuality is a social system, one that exists to 

justify the oppression of women and homosexuals. “The discourses which particularly oppress 
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all of us, lesbians, women, and homosexual men, are those which take for granted that what 

founds society, any society, is heterosexuality (p. 24).  

Butler (1991) challenges the inherent naturalness of gender as well, writing that there is 

no such thing as primary gender or a gender proper to one sex. She explains that all gender-

appropriate behavior or any exhibition of gendered characteristics is actually an imitation. Butler 

writes, “the naturalistic effects of heterosexualized genders are produced through imitative 

strategies; what they imitate is a phantasmatic ideal of heterosexual identity” (p. 21). The work 

of Butler (1991) and Wittig (1992) stems from the earlier work of De Beauvior (1952) who first 

differentiated the concepts of biological sex and gender. De Beauvior explains that while males 

and females are born with biological differences, like in reproductive organs and in muscular 

strength and lung capacity, these biological characteristics alone do not constitute the concepts of 

man and woman. De Beauvior refutes the notion that males and females have inherent qualities 

based on their biological sex, i.e. that males are practical and strong and females are nurturing 

and emotional. She instead argues that these characteristics are culturally and historically 

ascribed to the concepts of man and woman. Therefore, gender encompasses the cultural 

characteristics associated with biological sex. De Beauvior (1952) writes, “But that body is not 

enough to define her as woman; there is no true living reality except as manifested by the 

conscious individual through activities and in the bosom of a society” (p. 37). Considering the 

work of these scholars, biological sex is inherent; gender is not.  

In addition to the social and political nature of gender, queer theorists hold that sexuality 

is political and sexual identity is a social construction (Coates & Sullivan, 2006). “Queer theory 

moves our thinking beyond binary categories of heterosexual or gay/lesbian identity to think of 

all sexuality as a social construction” (p. 259). Coates & Sullivan further explain that 
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homosexual behavior has always existed, but only in the modern age, with medical discourses 

and gay and lesbian activism, have people come to think of gay or lesbian identity. Queer theory 

thus challenges the division of society by categories of homosexual or heterosexual, and 

moreover, reveals that such divisions exist to excuse oppression and inequality. Applying this to 

gay and lesbian adoption reveals that dividing people by heterosexual/homosexual functions to 

include and exclude people from the family. “Using queer theory exposes what has been thought 

to be self-evident about being a gay man or lesbian and allows for a more flexible construction of 

identity that…can encompass parenthood” (Coates & Sullivan, 2006, p. 259).   

Feminist and queer theory criticisms of gender and sexuality divisions or classifications 

reveal the broader implications of gay and lesbian adoption, and therefore, the importance of this 

research. Gay and lesbian adoption (and parenting) helps expose the fact that gender and 

sexuality are socially constructed ways to divide and control the population. Gays and lesbians 

raising children and forming functional families undermine the apparent naturalness of the 

gender dichotomy for raising children, which privileges heterosexuality. The notion that 

heterosexuality is natural and original and homosexuality is unnatural and imitative is supported 

and maintained by the fact that procreation requires a man and a woman. As long as it takes both 

a man and a woman to produce children, a logical extension is that families should be built 

around heterosexual relationships. Gay and lesbian families stand in direct opposition to this. 

Gay and lesbian families also challenge the traditional gendered division of labor within families. 

In gay or lesbian families, men and women are forced to take on roles or duties culturally 

ascribed to the opposite gender. This exposes the fluidity of gender and is in contrast to 

patriarchal notions of family that feminists assert function to oppress women.    
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Gay and lesbian adoption forces the re-consideration of many ideas regarded as natural or 

common sense in American culture. Not only do gay and lesbian families cause one to re-think 

the supremacy of the heterosexual family, but also the fixed nature of gender and the binary 

categorization of heterosexuals and homosexuals. For these reasons, social constructionism, 

feminism, and queer theory contribute a great deal to this research project. The next section of 

this chapter addresses the contribution of cultural studies to this research project and how 

cultural studies will work in concert with social constructionism.  

Cultural Studies 

 As explained previously, social constructionists critically examine what is considered 

obvious, natural, or self-evident and expose these concepts as socially or culturally constructed. 

Cultural studies researchers also study what is considered natural or self-evident about life. As 

Turner (2003) explains, the interests of cultural studies are the aspects of life that exert such a 

powerful and unquestioned influence that people take them for granted.  

 As mentioned earlier, social constructionists assert that the way people form knowledge 

or attach meaning is through language and interaction. This is another connection between 

cultural studies and social constructionism that makes them both useful theories to inform this 

project. Cultural studies researchers maintain that people come to understand the world through 

language, and since language does not allow for limitless possibilities, knowledge or meaning is 

restricted by what is said. The limits of language mark the edge of our cognitive understandings 

of the world (Barker & Galasinski, 2001). The importance that both cultural studies and social 

constructionism place on language makes them logical contributors to the methods employed in 

this project, and the connection of both to the chosen methods will be addressed in Chapter 2.  
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 This project examines the public construction of gay and lesbian adoption, and thus, 

media coverage of gay and lesbian adoption is central to the research. Accordingly, cultural 

studies’ influence on the study of media needs to be addressed here. Cultural studies is concerned 

with media, for one, because media products are regarded as cultural texts that should be studied 

within the context of wider institutional and social structures (Turner, 2003). Furthermore, 

cultural studies holds the belief that the media play a role in maintaining cultural structures of 

domination and subordination. Relating this back to the feminist and queer theory research 

addressed earlier, cultural studies researchers would argue that the media help maintain the 

cultural structures of patriarchy and heterosexism that subordinate women and homosexuals. 

Applying this to an examination of the gay and lesbian adoption issue, a cultural studies 

framework would suggest that coverage of the issue would discourage new or alternative 

definitions of family in order to uphold the status quo which privileges the heterosexual nuclear 

family.  

 It is useful here to address the concept of ideology in cultural studies. British cultural 

studies, for example, like critical theory, relies on the assumption that the mass media propagate 

the ideologies of a culture, and therefore, maintain a culture’s existing power structure. Hall’s 

(1982) writing on ideology and the media is of particular help because it relates the role of the 

media to the role of discourse. As noted earlier, according to Foucault, discourse does not reflect 

reality, but constitutes reality. Hall makes this claim about the media, writing that in contrast to 

the original thought that the media reflect a shared consensus, the media actually produces 

consensus. Hall (1982) writes, “The media defined, not merely reproduced, ‘reality.’ Definitions 

of reality were sustained and produced through all those linguistic practices (in the broad sense) 

by means of which selective definitions of ‘the real’ were represented” (p. 60).  
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Hall later elaborates, explaining that the media do not simply take directives from those 

with power or bend their accounts of the world to reflect the dominant ideology, but that in order 

to survive, must operate within accepted cultural boundaries. In other words, it could be argued 

that while not deliberately tailoring coverage to the dominant ideology, media coverage 

nevertheless reflects it because the dominant ideology has been naturalized. Social groups tend to 

regard as natural whatever confers privilege and power on themselves (Chandler, 2008). 

Therefore, those excluded or marginalized by the dominant ideology can challenge its naturality.  

  Some cultural studies researchers argue that people have the ability to resist and subvert 

the dominant ideology. Turner (2003) discusses cultural studies work celebrating the ability of 

subcultures to display resistance. While many scholars holding this optimistic view are 

concerned with audience reception, like Hall, or more radically, Fiske, this project’s focus is on 

message production. Nevertheless, this project draws from that optimism to explore the ability of 

those involved in the gay and lesbian adoption issue to construct gay and lesbian adoption in 

ways that subvert heterosexist and patriarchal structures.  

 Foucault contributes further to this project because in his writing on discourse, he leaves 

open the possibility that the prevailing discourse of a certain time can be contested. Foucault 

(1990) explains that the world cannot be divided between acceptable discourse and excluded 

discourse, or dominant and dominated, but instead, there exists a multiplicity of discursive 

elements that can come into play in various strategies. He further argues that discourse produces, 

transmits, and reinforces power, and, at the same time, undermines and exposes it, and therefore, 

can serve as a point of resistance. Foucault (1990) relates this specifically to homosexuality, 

writing: 
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There is no question that the appearance in nineteenth-century psychiatry, 
jurisprudence, and literature of a whole series of discourses on the species and 
subspecies of homosexuality…made possible a strong advance of social controls 
into this area of “perversity”; but also made possible the formation of a “reverse” 
discourse: homosexuality began to speak in its own behalf, to demand that its 
legitimacy or “naturality be acknowledged, often in the same vocabulary, using 
the same categories by which it was medically disqualified. (p. 101).  
 

Here, Foucault’s writing can be interpreted to mean that the mere presence of discourse on a 

subject allows for the appearance of resisting or contesting discourses that construct the subject 

in alternate ways. This perspective allows for the prevailing discourse to evolve. 

 Media coverage of gay and lesbian adoption, therefore, should contain a multitude of 

discursive strategies functioning to construct the issue in a variety of ways to encourage different 

forms of social action. One of the goals of this research project is to determine whether the 

mediated discourses ultimately support or resist the cultural structures of heterosexism and 

patriarchy that privilege the heterosexual nuclear family and marginalize alternative families, 

like same-sex families.  

Before an analysis of media coverage of gay and lesbian adoption can take place, the 

process of how a social issue garners news media coverage should be explained. The following 

section addresses news construction of social issues, including the efforts by advocates to inject 

their messages into news coverage in order to construct the issue for the public.   

News Media & The Construction of Social Issues 

 The news media help individuals attribute meaning to phenomena with which they lack 

first-hand experience, (Gross, 1991; Hubbard, DeFleur, & DeFleur, 1975; Iyengar, 1990; 

Lippmann, 1922; Page, 1996).  Tuchman (1978) claims that the news media perpetually define 

and redefine, constitute and reconstitute social phenomena, and consequently, help to shape the 

public’s definition of social phenomena.  When events occur in places around the world or 
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unfamiliar experiences happen to people, the media can provide the explanations for 

interpretation. Consequently, the media often facilitate the interpretation of complex social issues 

for people who do not experience the social issue directly.   

Gilens (1999), Smith (1987) and Sotirovic (2001), for example, have all examined the 

public construction of welfare and determined that media coverage of the issue helped shape 

public perception of welfare and welfare recipients. Smith (1987) notes in survey responses, the 

concept of welfare elicited more negative responses than the word poor.  Smith theorized that 

welfare conjured notions like waste, laziness, and bureaucracy, whereas poor evoked images of 

the truly needy. Gilens (1999) asserts that media constructions of welfare helped produce a 

public conception of the welfare system as dysfunctional and perpetuated the notion that “lazy 

black” recipients abuse the system.   Sotirovic (2001) found that television news solidified public 

perceptions that welfare recipients were young, non-white females. In actuality, media coverage 

has over-represented the number of poor blacks in the United States (Gilens, 2000). The public 

forms a false impression from media coverage of welfare need, and this results in negative 

connotations of welfare. The work of Gilens (1999), Smith (1987) and Sotirovic (2001) suggest 

that the media construction of certain social issues do not accurately reflect reality, but 

nevertheless, have an impact on public perception. This is significant to this research project 

because it means that, for people lacking first-hand knowledge, the media construction of social 

issues are perceived as reality. 

It must be acknowledged that in order for a social issue to be publicly constructed, the 

social issue must first capture public attention.  Not every issue worthy of public concern evokes 

media attention or public outcry. Blumer (1971) asserts, “The pages of history are replete with 

instances of dire social conditions unnoticed and unattended in societies in which they occurred” 
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(p. 302).  To establish an issue as worthy of public attention requires that a group of people 

dissatisfied with the current societal condition organize to achieve public attention. Bennett 

(2005) suggests not merely attention but media saturation is required for people to pay attention 

to an issue. Furthermore, achieving public attention through the media is not easy.  As Callaghan 

& Schnell (2001) note, seeking out media attention does not guarantee that the media will attune 

to a group’s specific message.  A group of people seeking to attract media attention to a social 

issue need to develop a relationship with media professionals or gain the support of a recognized 

institution that can establish the issue as a legitimate social concern.   

Gans (1979) describes the role of power or status in facilitating access to the media.  

Access to journalists depends on the social distance between the source and the journalist and 

their respective power. Powerful members of society are sought out by journalists whereas those 

without power must disrupt the social order to attract news attention. Gans suggests that the 

ability to garner media attention on behalf of a social issue is dependent upon the existing power 

structure in society. This possibly explains why advocates for welfare have not had much success 

in achieving sympathetic media attention; the population they represent holds little power or 

status in society. Arguably, the social issues that attract the attention and sympathy of those with 

power and status in society will be more likely to gain positive media attention than social issues 

represented by powerless, marginalized or, worse yet, stigmatized members of society.   

The public construction of a social issue takes place after an issue garners public 

attention. Once a social issue enters the public arena, conflict sometimes ensues over how the 

issue is defined. For some social issues, there are opposing forces that engage in a struggle to 

control the public discourse, which will ultimately construct the issue for the public. “When 

issues are matters of intense social conflict, the social constructions offered by participants in the 
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conflict are critical elements in political struggles” (Dietz, et al., 1989, p. 48). Participants, some 

who seek change and some who seek to uphold the status quo, will attempt to define the issue in 

the way that supports the action they desire.  

Burr (2003) explains that numerous discourses surround any object and strive to construct 

it in different ways.  Burr uses foxhunting as an example, claiming there are at least two radically 

different discourses utilized in constructing foxhunting for the public.  Foxhunting can be 

constructed as a solution to keep the population of foxes under control:  

Within this discourse, foxhunting is not immoral but is ultimately in the best 
interests of both humans and the fox, and its long tradition can be said to testify to 
its ‘tried and tested’ effectiveness. People drawing upon this discourse in their 
talk might be expected to say things like ‘If it wasn’t for the hunt, the fox 
population would run out of control.’ (p. 64)  
 

However, foxhunting can also be constructed as immoral and cruel.  Within this discourse people 

would be expected to say that animals have rights just as humans do and that the hunting and 

killing of animals is wrong.  Burr goes on to suggest other discourses exist to construct 

foxhunting, for example, foxhunting as an outdoor sport or foxhunting as a pastime of the idle 

rich.  Burr clearly illustrates how the same ‘object’ can be constructed in vastly different ways, 

which could possibly evoke widely different interpretations from the public.  

 Research conducted by Asen (1996) also illustrates how participants in a social issue can 

construct the same object in contrasting ways. Asen (1996) discusses how, during the welfare 

reform debates, opposing sides attempted to construct the orphanage as a potential policy option.  

Those who sought to present the orphanage as a viable option constructed the orphanage as 

warm place with friendly and supportive environments.  Forces opposed to orphanages compared 

them to fictional versions like Annie and Oliver Twist, in which orphanages are depicted as cold 

and desolate places similar to prisons.  The orphanage was also constructed as an economic 
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object.  Forces framed the orphanage in the “investment language of costs/benefits” (p. 299).  

The costs of running an orphanage were compared to the costs of Aid to Families with 

Dependent Children (AFDC). Using this perspective, forces did not construct the orphanage in 

terms of its value for children, but rather in terms of its value economically.   

 Asen (1996), like Burr (2003) illustrates how opposing groups can construct an object in 

different ways to suit their own interests. If the pro-orphanage forces controlled the discourse, 

the resulting perception of orphanages would be as warm, stable, ideal alternate living 

environments for children. On the other hand, if the anti-orphanage discourse prevailed, 

orphanages would be associated with negative connotations like prisons, sterile conditions, and 

harsh rules. If the economic discourse prevailed, the suitability of an orphanage as a home for 

children would become secondary to the concern of what is more cost effective for society.  

Whatever participants are more successful in having their constructions adopted into public 

discourse will be more likely to sway public opinion in their favor (Callaghan & Schnell, 2001).   

News coverage often serves as the stage for the discursive struggle to construct social issues.  

Tovares (2000) notes that news stories serve as a point of convergence for the struggle to control 

the discourses that influence the definition of social reality. Advocates participating in a social 

issue seek news coverage that reflects and upholds their definition of the concepts relevant to 

that issue. Research has shown that advocate groups can actively influence news coverage of 

social issues to reflect their own interests and agenda, (Andsager, 2000; Callaghan & Schnell, 

2001; Huckins, 1999; Pride, 1995; Tovares, 2000).  To accomplish this, advocates must make 

their discourse(s) concerning a social issue more present in the public discussion than the 

discourse(s) of their opposition. 
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 The following section addresses some of the strategies employed by participants in 

social issues to assert their own discourse(s). These strategies include controlling language, 

constructing the identities of target populations, and constructing the identities of one’s 

opposition.   

Controlling Language 

 In the construction of late-term abortions, Andsager (2000) observed strategies to frame 

the procedure employed by a number of different groups, including pro-choice and pro-life 

organizations, government officials and religious officials and organizations. Andsager’s 

research contributes to this study because it specifically shows that the language used by parties 

involved in a social issue can influence the language used in the media coverage of the issue.  

For example, the term “partial-birth” abortions used by the Pro-life groups became a media 

“catch-phrase” even though doctors used the terminology “dilation and extraction” or “D & E.”  

Therefore, the media chose to adopt the pro-life language over that of the medical professionals. 

Andsager asserted that the pro-life language was more “emotionally appealing,” and therefore, 

resulted in increased media coverage for the pro-life message.  

Terkildsen, Schnell, & Ling (1998) would argue that language such as partial-birth 

abortion is more dramatic than dilation and extraction, and thus more likely to be adopted by 

journalists covering the issue. They noted similar findings in their own analysis of media 

coverage of abortion with symbolic language used by both pro-choice and pro-life groups, such 

as “back-alley abortions” and “abortion epidemic” (p. 54). Their research shows how issue 

participants can use powerful language when constructing a social issue to appeal to people on a 

symbolic or emotional level rather than intellectual level. They contend that if issue participants 
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can employ language that resonates with the public on an emotional level, they will ultimately be 

more successful in influencing the public discourse.  

  Applying this idea to the gay and lesbian adoption issue, the work of Smith & Windes is 

helpful. Smith & Windes (1997) note how gay rights advocates have tried to control the language 

in gay and lesbian rights debates by popularizing terms like homophobia and heterocentric. By 

popularizing such terms, gay rights advocates seek to undermine the belief that homosexuality is 

unnatural or pathological, and instead, encourage the belief that the fear of homosexuality is 

actually the problem. If successful, homophobia becomes a popular term with a negative 

connotation, like racism, and the belief that one should avoid being labeled homophobic becomes 

internalized and pervasive.   

The strategy to control language is also apparent in the efforts of some in the homosexual 

community to reconceptualize the word queer.  Queer theory, for example, “conceptualizes how 

discourses of power operate within contemporary society along lines of gender, sex, and 

sexuality,” and is applied to demonstrate how sexuality is culturally essentialized to inscribe 

heterosexuality as ‘normal’ and other sexualities as ‘deviant’ (Brookey, 1996, p. 41). 

Furthermore, homosexual movements, such as Queer Nation have adopted the term, knowing its 

past connotations, in an effort to permeate the idea that queers are different, and that those 

differences should be celebrated, not hidden (Slagle, 1995). Thus, the gay and lesbian 

community have taken ownership of the word queer for its own purposes and changed its 

connotative definition.    

Redefining the terms relevant to parenting and family could serve as a strategy for those 

who would like to influence the discourse surrounding the gay and lesbian adoption issue, 

particularly because the issue, at its core, challenges what is perceived as normal or abnormal, 
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natural or unnatural when it comes to raising children. Furthermore, participants in the gay and 

lesbian issue must employ powerful, symbolic, and emotional language to garner media attention 

and strike a chord with the public.  

Besides controlling the language central to a social issue, another strategy is to create an 

identity for the people involved in or affected by the social issue. This is known as constructing 

the target population.  

Constructing Target Populations 

Previous research shows that one commonly used strategy used to influence the public 

perception of a social issue is to positively or negatively construct the population who is most 

affected by the issue.  Depending on whether or not mobilization of action is a desired outcome, 

the “target population” (Schneider & Ingram, 1993) is constructed as deserving or undeserving 

of action, whether in the form of monetary assistance, new programs, or policy change.  “There 

are strong pressures for public officials to provide beneficial policy to powerful, positively 

constructed target populations and to devise punitive, punishment-oriented policy for negatively 

constructed groups (Schneider & Ingram, 1993, p. 334).   

The discursive struggle ensuing to construct a social issue will center on the people 

involved in the issue when the issue itself cannot be de-legitimized.  For example, it does not 

seem logical to argue against the eradication of poverty.  It would be troublesome to successfully 

advocate that poverty is beneficial to society or not a serious problem.  Consequently, groups 

who argue against welfare instead construct potential welfare recipients as undeserving of 

assistance. Asen’s (1996) research sheds light on the negative construction of potential welfare 

recipients, specifically the welfare mom.  Like the orphanage, during the welfare reform debates, 

welfare mothers were constructed for the public. Participants in the welfare reform debates, for 
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the most part, constructed the welfare mother as responsible for her own dependency either 

because of being raised in a culture of poverty or by actively choosing to remain dependent on 

the system. “Participants characterized the welfare mom as uneducated, lacking a high school 

diploma…as part of a lineage of single mothers…Others saw the welfare mom as a lazy 

manipulative individual” (p. 302).  In either case, the welfare mom is constructed as undeserving 

of help because she is responsible for her own condition.  She is impoverished because of an 

inadequate upbringing or because she refuses to work for her own money.   

Iyengar (1990) notes that the public construction of the poor has had consequences on the 

social or policy action taken on their behalf.  The results of his study indicate that factors such as 

race, gender, age, and marital status affect whether a person is deemed responsible for his or her 

impoverished conditions.  Iyengar argues that by focusing on poor individuals, political action is 

discouraged. When individuals are viewed as responsible for their own situation, like the welfare 

mom during the welfare reform debates, the public is likely to oppose action or assistance.  On 

the other hand, when a problem is viewed as society’s responsibility, the public is more likely to 

favor action or assistance. Groups who seek mobilization of action must define the issue as the 

result of societal conditions and construct the target population as deserving. Groups who oppose 

action must do the opposite.   

Similar to constructing the identity of the people affected by a social issue, issue 

participants must create an identity for themselves in order to be perceived as credible, 

authoritative spokespeople worthy of guiding the public’s interpretations and actions. 

Constructing the Identity of Advocates 

 Another strategy employed by groups attempting to construct a social issue is to define 

their own identity and the identities of groups who oppose them.  Hunter (1991) claims that 
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establishing identity in a discursive struggle requires the monopolization of legitimating symbols 

and the discrediting the opposition’s identity as culturally marginal (cited in Smith & Windes, 

1997).  In other words, groups seek to establish their own identity as legitimate while 

questioning the legitimacy of groups in opposition.   

  Davis (1995) writes, “Perhaps even more important than how a group presents as issue is 

whether that group can create an aura of legitimacy around itself while simultaneously 

discrediting its opponents” (pp. 36-37).  Davis discusses the oppositional groups in the debate 

over forests in the Pacific Northwest, specifically, Oregon’s Siskiyou National Forest.  Davis 

argues that the timber interests successfully de-legitimized their environmentalist opponents, a 

group called “Earth First!” by employing rhetoric similar to that used to discredit protestors 

during the Vietnam War.    

The timber interests characterized their opposition as “hippies” and “radical 

preservationists” (p. 37).  Later in the public struggle, the timber interests used the militant and 

obstructive behavior of Earth First! to label the environmentalists as fanatics and terrorists, using 

“a brand of mental terrorism in pursuit of their hidden agenda” (p. 37).  The timber interests 

accused the environmentalists of halting progress in America, and also, some tried to associate 

the environmentalists with socialism.   

 The timber interests positioned the environmentalists as a small, elite, wealthy interest 

group while positioning themselves as “down-home” and grassroots.  “…timber interests, all the 

way up to the largest multinational corporations actively and quite vigorously cultivated such a 

‘down-home’ image” (Davis, 1995, p. 38). In response, the environmentalists attempted to 

construct the timber interests as wealthy and greedy and attempted to cultivate the association of 

the timber interests with “big business” (p. 38).  Both groups attempted to build an image of 
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altruism for themselves while portraying the opposition as unconcerned with what’s best for 

society.   

In an effort to bolster their own image, the environmentalists attempted to equate 

themselves with scientific reason, democratic accountability, and fiscal responsibility. 

The environmentalists attempted to show their patriotism by using a logo featuring trees and the 

American flag.  The environmentalists used the American flag as a logo most likely to combat 

the timber interests attempts to characterize them as un-American or socialist- the purpose being 

to employ a culturally recognized symbol to associate their group with the feelings commonly 

evoked by that symbol (Davis, 1995). The Earth First! environmentalists wanted to be associated 

with pro-American values; a direct contrast to the way the timber interests constructed the 

environmentalists’ image.   

In Smith & Windes’ (1997) examination of the pro and anti-gay rights issue culture, they 

found that both pro and anti-gay rights groups attempted to construct their identities and the 

identities of their opponents through the media.  Smith & Windes note that the way the pro and 

anti-gay rights groups described themselves was influenced by how their opposition 

characterized them.  For example, characterizations put forth by the pro-gay rights groups caused 

anti-gay rights groups to modify their own public identities. Anti-gay rights groups changed to 

project a more secular image in response to the pro-gay claim that they are religious fanatics 

trying to inject religion into politics.  Also, attacks from anti-gay rights groups caused the pro-

gay rights groups to adopt an “essentialist” identity, claiming that homosexuality is inborn, not 

learned or chosen.  Pro-gay rights groups have also attempted to downplay their sexual identity 

in response to being labeled as “sex obsessed” by the opposition. 
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Interestingly, Smith & Windes (1997) assert that both sides recognized the importance of 

power and both sides attempted to downplay their own power and construct the opposition as 

more powerful.  Anti-gay rights groups claimed that even though homosexuals are a minority, 

they are a wealthy minority with strong political influence.  Smith & Windes note that anti-gay 

rights groups identified themselves as fighting an establishment dominated by “‘elite secular 

humanists’” who have become “‘overwhelmingly dominant’” (p. 38).  Pro-gay rights groups 

claimed to be fighting the establishment as well.  The pro-gay rights groups argued that society is 

“dominated by some combination of capitalism, patriarchy, heterosexism, homophobia, and 

religiosity” (p. 38).   

The findings of Smith & Windes (1997) and Davis (1995) suggest that social issue 

advocates not only seek to positively construct their own identities, but that those identity 

constructions are interactive. In other words, advocates’ efforts to construct their own identities 

are somewhat contingent on their opposition’s rhetoric. Furthermore, Smith & Windes (1997) 

and Davis (1995) illustrate how issue advocates can employ the strategy of constructing 

themselves as underdogs fighting a powerful and dominant elite.  This is significant for this 

research project because both proponents and opponents of gay and lesbian adoption could 

effectively employ this strategy in the struggle to construct gay and lesbian adoption.  

Proponents could highlight the fact that homosexuals are a minority in society who are 

continually denied rights like marriage, and in some states, protection from discrimination.  At 

the same time, opponents could argue that anti-gay adoption advocates are a group marginalized 

for their religious beliefs and adherence to seemingly unfashionable family values.    

One method for determining the success of advocates in constructing a social issue is to 

look for their discourse(s) in media coverage by examining the way in which the media frames 
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the issue. As Entman (1993) explains, frames are the “imprints of power” that identify the 

interests or actors who have competed to dominate a text (p. 297). Therefore, the way the news 

media frames a social issue can reveal the sources behind the prevailing discourse(s) or who has 

been most successful constructing the issue. This project’s examination of gay and lesbian 

adoption discusses the framing of the issue, i.e. the way participants attempted to frame the issue 

and the frames observed in print media coverage. Therefore, it is imperative to include a 

discussion of framing and to address relevant framing research.  

Framing 

This research attempts to ascertain whether proponents and opponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption successfully inject their discourse(s) into the public discussion by looking at the news 

framing of gay and lesbian adoption. Goffman (1974) first addressed frame analysis in reference 

to how people interpret information and events. He defined the term frame as “the principles of 

organization which govern events—at least social ones—and our subjective involvement in 

them” (p. 10).  Goffman assumed that people define situations according to frameworks.  A 

framework is a “schemata of interpretation” that renders “what would otherwise be a 

meaningless aspect of the scene into something meaningful” (p. 21). Goffman’s work on frames 

applies to the way individual message communicators and receivers organize, interpret, and 

attach meaning to information. For this project, individual frameworks must be linked to frames 

appearing in texts, specifically news media texts.  

Entman (1993) applies framing to news coverage. In news coverage, framing occurs 

when certain pieces of information are made more salient by placement, repetition, or association 

with culturally familiar symbols.  A news story, can contain frames, “which are manifested by 

the presence or absence of certain keywords, stock phrases, stereotyped images, sources of 
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information, and sentences that provide thematically reinforcing clusters of facts or judgments” 

(Entman, 1993, p. 294). Frames present in news stories affect how an individual interprets the 

content of the story by highlighting certain aspects of the content over others or through the 

choice of language and images. Applying Goffman (1974) and Entman (1993) to this project 

means recognizing that media consumers will already possess a framework on gays and lesbians 

through which they will filter media coverage on the gay and lesbian adoption issue. Frames 

present in media coverage that resonate with their existing frameworks will help influence the 

manner in which they interpret the gay and lesbian adoption issue.   

The process of framing messages in order to elicit certain interpretations from message 

receivers requires further explanation here. Previous literature on framing shows that frames can 

influence message interpretation through omitting or including contextual information, evoking 

values or emotions, and drawing associations. 

Iyengar (1990) explains that the way information is framed in news can help news 

consumers place or attribute blame. This is important in the news framing of complicated social 

or political problems. Iyengar differentiates between two types of frames, episodic and thematic. 

In news coverage, episodic framing focuses on individual instances, events or people and fails to 

place issues in a wider social context. Thematic framing of social issues shows how the issues 

fall within a wider social context. Iyengar uses the framing of poverty to illustrate the impact of 

episodic framing on message interpretation. In news stories on poverty employing episodic 

frames, the focus would be on individual impoverished people and their experiences in poverty. 

This framing encourages news consumers to view poverty only in terms of the way it affects the 

individual of focus and his or her family. Episodic framing, according to Iyengar, also attributes 
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blame to the individual for their own situation because it excludes coverage of contributing 

social factors like racism, lack of education, or inequities inherent in capitalism.     

 The way news information is framed can also provoke certain cultural values and 

establish a link between those values and social or political issues. Brewer (2002) writes that 

frames can “prime values in citizens’ memories, thereby making them easier to recall” (p. 304). 

Brewer uses gay rights to illustrate value framing, explaining that gay rights activists have 

framed the issue in terms of the value, equality, and gay rights opponents, in terms of the value, 

morality. Brewer identified these frames by looking at the language employed in the gay rights 

debate. He noted language used such as “right to participant equally,” “equal protection,” and 

“Campaign for Equality,” as examples of the equality value framing and “Committee on Moral 

Concerns,” “moral disapproval of homosexual conduct,” and “preserve traditional American 

moral values” an examples of the morality value framing. Value framing encourages people to 

view a social issue through that value. The success of this type of framing depends on the 

resonance of that value with the intended audience. Recalling Goffman’s (1974) work, frames 

employed in news must resonate with news consumers’ existing frameworks.  

Framing can also influence message interpretation through associations. Simon & Xenos 

(2000), for example, argue that a model of framing can be built on the premise that framing 

involves constructing a message to contain certain associations over others. Ashley & Olson 

(1998) examined news framing of the women’s movement, and their findings illustrate the way 

association can be employed to influence interpretation of a political issue. Ashley & Olson 

determined that by focusing on conflicts between feminists and other groups, like women’s 

interests groups and racial interests groups, and highlighting disorderly actions of feminists, like 

hurling eggs and storming men’s restrooms, news coverage associated feminism with 
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lawlessness and conflict, and therefore, framed feminists as troublemakers, not reformers, which 

served to undermine the feminist cause.  Simon & Xenos (2000) noted similar framing of a UPS 

workers’ strike, noting that news coverage of the Teamsters associated them with organized 

crime. Furthermore, McLeod & Detenber (1999) observed the framing of social protesters where 

an association was drawn between protestors and violence.  

Entman (1993) also addressed the importance of associations, explaining that information 

can be made more salient through association with culturally familiar symbols. Bennett (2005) 

discusses the use of association and symbols as well, writing that people and objects can serve as 

symbols, like the American flag as a symbol for freedom or Martin Luther King, Jr. as a symbol 

for equal rights.  Furthermore, Bennett explains that symbols affect people in two ways, 

cognitive and affective. Cognitive symbols draw on logic, while affective symbols trigger 

emotions and feelings. Bennett later notes that the affective information people receive might be 

more important for thinking or acting than cognitive information. Considering this, a successful 

strategy for those framing the gay and lesbian adoption issue might be to play to the emotions of 

the general public.  

Framing research, like Brewer’s (2002) on value framing, Simon & Xenos’ (2000) on 

framing through associations, and Bennett’s (2005) discussion of symbols help illustrate how 

framing works in concert with cultural studies for this research project. Their research reveals 

that successful frames are those that resonate with cultural values and culturally familiar 

concepts and symbols. Frames that employ values, associations, and symbols that do not resonate 

culturally will fail to influence attitudes and opinions of the public or fail to garner media 

coverage at all.  
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It is important to note the contribution of previous framing research to this study on the 

construction of the gay and lesbian adoption because the concept of framing illustrates how news 

coverage can provide implicit clues that sway public perception. The way a social issue is framed 

in news coverage can affect how the public interprets the issue. The belief underlying this 

research is that advocates participating in the public construction of the gay and lesbian adoption 

issue actively pursue favorable media coverage by employing strategies to ensure that their 

discourse on the issue prevails. Framing will be used to determine the success of the participants 

in the gay and lesbian adoption issue in controlling the media discourse. There is further 

explanation of how framing will be applied to examine news coverage of gay and lesbian 

adoption in chapter 2.   

Any discussion of news construction and framing of social issues cannot solely focus on 

those advocates who wish to define and construct the issue for the public. The role that 

journalists play in the news construction of a social issue must be addressed. Accordingly, the 

next section of this chapter briefly discusses news values that guide journalists. 

News Values: Objectivity & Balance 
 

 Bennett (2005) argues that objectivity in journalism is a paradox, writing, “the news is 

biased not in spite of, but precisely because of, the professional journalism standards intended to 

prevent bias” (p. 182). He discusses how in journalism, the principle of objectivity has been 

replaced by other terms like balance. Balance in news construction requires further discussion 

for this research project because it can contribute to restricting the discourse(s) presented on 

complicated social issues, like gay and lesbian adoption. Bennett explains how the effort for 

balance in reporting is based on the faulty assumption that complicated issues can be fairly 

covered by representing two opposing viewpoints on the subject. Hansen, et al. (1994) note that 
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many previous studies into news construction have revealed the tendency to achieve objectivity 

through the balancing of opposing sources’ statements. Furthermore, Bennett (2005) argues 

because journalists are only required to present two opposing viewpoints in order to appear 

balanced, the viewpoints presented most likely come from sources deemed most legitimate or 

easiest to contact, and are “anything but a broad sample of possible viewpoints” (p. 183). 

Therefore, viewpoints not clearly representing one side of an issue are often completely excluded 

from news coverage.  

 Furthermore, Bennett (2005) characterizes the equal time standard as being problematic. 

Bennett claims that giving equal time to opposing sides results in an unfair advantage to the 

predictable, stereotypical, and official. He explains that new ideas require more time and effort to 

explain than older, familiar ideas. If journalists were to give extended time to new ideas in order 

to explain them thoroughly, this would violate the equal time standard. Therefore, Bennett 

(2005) argues, “It is safer to stick with an easy idea of fairness that involves granting equal time 

to the statements of the two most vocal—and often most stereotypical—sides” (p. 183). This, of 

course, inevitably limits the discourse presented on social issues.  

 Sometimes the need for balance can cause journalists to look too hard to find opposing 

viewpoints on a subject. The need to cite opposing sides can result in issue dualism (Terkildsen, 

Schnell, & Ling, 1998). “Due to the quest for conflict and the media’s desire to be perceived as 

independent, fair-minded arbitrators of issue debates, issue dualism has come to be viewed as a 

surrogate for issue fairness both by journalists and media consumers…” (p. 47). The practical 

results of this are that journalists actively seek to present two sets of issue advocates even if only 

one exists, and moreover, might treat newly emerging or fringe groups as credible even when 

that credibility isn’t warranted or established. 
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  The discussion of balance in news reporting highlights potential problems with 

journalists’ decisions about who to source for news stories on social issues. Bennett (2005) 

writes, “Even the best journalism in the land is extremely dependent on the political messages of 

a small spectrum of official news sources” (p. 117). Berkowitz & Beach (1993) explain that most 

news sources consist of official government sources or top executives from business and interest 

groups. Callaghan & Schnell (2001) characterize the relationship between journalists and 

political elites as symbiotic. Hansen’s, et al. (1994) discussion of research into news construction 

notes the continued reliance of journalists on official sources and experts as “‘fact’ providers” (p. 

562). One reason for journalists’ reliance on official or elite sources is that these sources are 

regarded as credible and licensed to speak on certain subjects. This is a cycle that continually 

repeats itself as official sources and experts, for example, are sourced because their opinions are 

considered legitimate, and the sourcing of them further solidifies their legitimacy and license to 

speak. 

 Berkowitz & Beach (1993) claim that more than half of all news stories originate from 

sources’ efforts to get their voices into the media and that sources can shape news more so than 

journalists themselves. As stated during this chapter’s introduction, an additional concern of this 

research is the ability of celebrity sources to shape news stories. Specifically, one goal is to 

explore how Rosie O’Donnell’s public speaking on gay and lesbian adoption shaped the way the 

issue was covered in print news. Considering this goal, it is necessary to reference previous 

literature that addresses celebrity participation in political and social issues.  

Celebrity Advocates & Spokespeople 

 Brown, Basil, & Bocarnea (2003a) argue the importance of studying the social influence 

of celebrities because of the large number of people who follow their lives and look to them as 
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people to emulate. Previous work has shown the influence of celebrities like Princess Diana 

(Brown, Basil, & Bocarnea, 2003a,), Mark McGwire (Brown, Basil, & Bocarnea, 2003b), O.J. 

Simpson (Brown, Duane, & Fraser, 1997), and Magic Johnson (Brown & Basil, 1995), to name a 

few.  

Donovan’s (1997) work reveals the influence of Rock Hudson on media constructions 

and public perceptions of AIDS. Donovan notes that AIDS had been labeled a “gay cancer” and 

“Gay Related Immune Disorder” (Donovan, 1997, p. 120). Donovan argues that Hudson’s 

disclosure revealed the public’s fear and misunderstanding of homosexuality.  Despite being gay, 

Rock Hudson’s disclosure was met with disbelief by the public, mostly due to his movie persona.  

Treichler (1988) references a woman in USA Today who stated, “I thought AIDS was a gay 

disease, but if Rock Hudson can get it, anyone can” (cited in Donovan, p. 122).  Hudson’s fame, 

Donovan claims, resulted in increased media and public attention and sympathy to AIDS and 

AIDS sufferers.  

Rogers, Dearing, & Chang (1991) claim that Hudson’s illness and death from AIDS “set 

the media agenda for the issue of AIDS in the United States.” They also note the contribution of 

media attention to Ryan White and note that the combination of Hudson and White “changed the 

meaning of the issue of AIDS for media newspeople, and ultimately for the American people” 

(p. 13). Hudson’s announcement that he had AIDS had this impact because he was famous, and 

thus, put a human face on the disease that was absent in the CDC statistics, (Rogers, Dearing, & 

Chang, 1991). Furthermore, Rogers, et al. (1991) identified an entire subset of media coverage 

spawned by the Hudson announcement.  They termed this coverage “public figures with AIDS” 

(p. 14).   



  
  

29 

 

 

Many previous studies have investigated the persuasive influence of celebrities as 

advocates and spokespeople. When investigating the persuasive abilities of celebrities, source 

credibility (Hovland et al., 1953) and source attractiveness (Kelman, 1961) are often mentioned. 

Some researchers, however, have expanded on the source credibility and source attractiveness 

models to discuss parasocial relationships, identification, and meaning transfer as factors 

contributing to the abilities of celebrities to impact the attitudes, opinions, and behavior of 

others.  

 In his study of celebrity endorsers, McCracken (1989) criticizes the source credibility and 

source attractiveness models and introduces a meaning transfer model. McCracken’s model is 

useful to this project because he approaches celebrity spokespeople from a cultural perspective, 

writing that the endorsement process depends on the symbolic properties of the celebrity. He 

writes, “Distinctions of status, class, gender, and age, as well as personality and lifestyle types 

are represented in the pool of available celebrities, putting an extraordinarily various and subtle 

pallet of meanings at the disposal of the marketing system” (p. 312). According to this model, a 

celebrity draws his or her meaning from the roles assumed in his career whether in television, 

film, or professional sports, as well as from media stories about the celebrity’s life. McCracken 

argues that celebrities are “complex bundles of cultural meaning” (p. 320) who fashion meaning 

into “practicable form” (p. 317).   

 McCracken’s (1989) discussion of celebrity cultural meaning is restricted to product 

endorsement, but Jackson & Darrow (2005) apply his model to celebrity political endorsements. 

Jackson & Darrow measured the influence of Canadian celebrities, Avril Lavigne, Alanis 

Morissette, and Wayne Gretsky, among others, on the political opinions of Canadian college 

students. Out of the celebrities considered, Jackson & Darrow claim that Avril Lavigne, Deryck 
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Whibley, and Wayne Gretsky were most influential. They attribute this to the cultural meaning 

of rock stars and professional hockey players to young people. The authors attribute Alanis 

Morrisette’s lack of influence on the college student’s opinions to her age, and put forth that she 

might be more influential with a more mature audience.  According to Jackson & Darrow, their 

study indicates that celebrities strengthen support among people already predisposed toward a 

position and can make unpopular causes, candidates, or ideas more palatable. However, they 

warn that causes and candidates need to be careful in choosing a celebrity endorser because the 

celebrity’s meaning must transfer to the cause or candidate and to the intended audience.  

  Some studies into celebrity influence have investigated the roles of parasocial 

relationships and identification.  Brown, Basil, & Bocarnea (2003b) reference and expand on 

Horton & Wohl’s (1956) original conception of parasocial relationships, defined as an imaginary 

relationship formed between audience members and media personalities. “Audience members 

commonly look to media personalities as ‘friends’ and those with whom they feel ‘comfortable’’ 

(p. 46). Brown et al. (2003b) note that parasocial relationships with media personalities have 

induced measurable effects on audience attitudes and behavior, citing previous work by Brown 

& Cody (1991), Brown & Basil (1995), and Babb & Brown (1994). 

 Brown et al. (2003b) also discuss identification as being an important element to celebrity 

influence. They draw on Kelman’s (1961) conception that defined identification as a persuasion 

process that occurs when an individual adopts the behavior of another based on a self-defining 

relationship. In other words, an audience member might identify with a media personality by 

adopting behavior exhibited by that personality. While Brown et al. (2003b) found both 

parasocial relationships and identification to be indicative of audience member involvement with 

celebrities, they determined identification as being more integral to celebrity influence. They 
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concluded that audience members can form parasocial relationships with media personalities 

without actually adopting their opinions or behaviors. It is the extra step into identification, or 

wanting to be like that a certain media personality that gives a celebrity influence on attitudes 

and behaviors.  

 Basil (1996) examined identification as a mediator of celebrity effects looking at whether 

Magic Johnson’s announcement that he was HIV positive affected people’s perceptions of 

HIV/AIDS and high-risk behaviors. Basil determined that the announcement affected people 

who had a greater degree of emotional involvement with Johnson. Basil (1996) writes, “this 

study shows a complex relationship between demographic differences such as age, gender, and 

sexual experience; mass media reliance; and identification with a celebrity (Discussion, para 3). 

Basil’s conclusions relate back to the work of McCracken (1989), as he warned that it is not 

sufficient for persuasion to choose a celebrity that is attractive, well known, or talented; the 

audience must identify with the celebrity. As previously stated, McCracken (1989) argued that a 

celebrity’s cultural meaning must transfer to the audience as well as to the product endorsed. 

Furthermore, McCracken warned that a celebrity’s meaning is formed not just by their personal 

life, but also the roles they play; it is a complex mixture that can change over time with each 

role, event or accomplishment in the celebrity’s life.  

 Applying these previous studies to this research project reveals that in order to be 

influential in the construction of gay and lesbian adoption, it is not enough that Rosie O’Donnell 

is well known. Rosie’s persuasive influence in this social issue derives from whether people 

identify with her and whether her cultural meaning transfers well to the issue. Moreover, whether 

people identify with Rosie depends on a multitude of factors, including her gender, age, status, 
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sexuality, personal life, and her cultural meaning, formed through all of these factors in addition 

to the roles she’s played in her talk show and in movies and television.    

 Discussing the potential social influence of homosexual celebrities, like Rock Hudson or 

Rosie O’Donnell, reminds that media coverage and public perception of gays and lesbians is 

central to this research project. This project examines print news coverage of gay and lesbian 

adoption, and thus, previous literature addressing media portrayals of gays and lesbians greatly 

informs this project.  

News Coverage of Gays & Lesbians  

According to Fejes & Petrich (1993) there was little explicit mention of homosexuality in 

the news prior to the 1960’s. They write that when homosexuality was discussed, it was framed 

as a sickness, perversion, or crime. Alwood (1996) notes the tendency of newspaper coverage to 

refer to homosexuals as perverts in the 1940’s and 50’s. With the 1960’s came gay and lesbian 

activism and gay rights began to be viewed as legitimate news (Fejes & Petrich, 1993). This 

activism, along with anger and publicity over the Stonewall riot in 1969 led to shifts in coverage 

of gays and lesbians (Alwood, 1996).  

Fejes & Petrich (1993) write that coverage of gays and lesbians in the 1970’s and early 

1980’s varied depending on the publication. They specifically note that in the 1970’s some major 

news organizations adopted policies prohibiting discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation, 

including Time, CBS, NBC, and Knight Ridder. However, they claim that this did little to help 

the oppressive atmosphere for gays and lesbians working in news, noting that many news 

professionals were uncomfortable and unfamiliar with homosexuality. Fejes & Petrich explain 

that homosexuality as a topic did not fit easily into any news frame, so it was common to 
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approach it as a lifestyle, which they characterize as a ambiguous frame lacking political or 

social relevant content (p. 403).  

A significant event in the 1970’s and one integral to this research is Anita Bryant’s Save 

Our Children campaign. Alwood (1996) writes, “For all the progress gays and lesbians had made 

by the mid-1970’s, gay rights did not become a national issue until Anita Bryant launched her 

campaign to rescind the newly adopted Dade County [Florida] ordinance in 1977” (p. 167).  

Alwood further supports the notion of examining celebrity influence as he claims Bryant’s 

celebrity status assured national and international interest in her Save Our Children campaign.  

The next section details some of rhetoric used by Bryant when publicly discussing gays and 

lesbians during the late 1970’s.  

Homosexual Rights and Anita Bryant 

 Anita Bryant’s influence on the gay and lesbian rights movement in Florida must be 

considered for this research because her Save Our Children campaign contributed to Florida’s 

passing of the law prohibiting gay and lesbian adoption.  Fischli’s (1979) details Bryant’s 

crusade against gay rights in Dade County, FL.  Much of the following information comes from 

his research.   

In January of 1977, Anita Bryant discovered that Dade County officials were going to 

vote on an ordinance that would prohibit discrimination against homosexuals in housing, public 

accommodations, and employment. Citing fear of homosexual teachers working in schools, 

Bryant launched Save Our Children, Inc., in an effort to repeal the ordinance. Extensive media 

coverage chronicled the controversy and presented it nationwide.   

 Bryant employed a religious fundamentalist rhetoric to construct homosexuals as 

unworthy of protection from discrimination.  She used Bible scripture to label homosexuality a 



  
  

34 

 

 

sin. Fischli (1979) states that Bryant insisted that only God can define homosexuality, and that 

God defines it as a “sinful abomination” (p. 266).  Bryant’s other discursive strategy specifically 

addressed homosexuality and it’s danger to children.  Bryant’s rhetoric linked homosexuality to 

child molestation and claimed that homosexuals needed to recruit children. Bryant is quoted by 

Fischli as saying that since homosexuals can’t reproduce, they must recruit. According to this 

logic, homosexual schoolteachers would be in an optimal position to recruit youth by teaching 

students to view it as acceptable.   

Fischli characterizes Bryant’s campaign as “paranoid style,” a term coined by Hofstadter 

(1965), who writes that the central image of this style of rhetoric is that of vast and sinister 

conspiracy to undermine and destroy a way of life. Hofstadter elaborates, explaining that those 

using the paranoid style of rhetoric view their struggle as a conflict between good and evil. Their 

enemy is “sinister, ubiquitous, powerful…” (p. 32). Similar to what Smith & Windes (1997) note 

about constructing opposition identity, political actors using paranoid style view their opposition 

as holding power: power over the media, economic power, and the power to ingratiate itself with 

societal institutions, like education.   

  While positioning homosexuals and those who support gay and lesbian rights as “ill-

intentioned or misguided” and “consciously or unwittingly part of the conspiracy,” Bryant and 

her organization position themselves as operating from the best motivation: love of God and 

concern for children.  Bryant writes, “Even if my livelihood is stripped away from me, I will not 

be moved. I’d rather have the love of God and be making this a better place to live for my 

children and other children” (cited in Fischli, 1979, p. 267).  On the other hand, people who do 

not agree with her religious stance are in on the conspiracy with homosexuals who “know how to 

get to the decision-making media people and to our representatives in government” (cited in 
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Fischli, 1979, p. 268). Bryant’s argument exemplifies how activists attempt to construct their 

own identities as altruistic and pure while questioning the motives of the opposition.  Again, 

power is central to discourse, yet it seems advocates always seek to establish the opposition as 

holding power and identify themselves as the underdog fighting for a cause.  

 Although Anita Bryant’s Save Our Children organization hurt the progress of the gay and 

lesbian rights movement, research done by Fetner (2001) suggests that the Save Our Children 

campaign benefited the gay and lesbian rights movement as well by putting a spotlight on 

discrimination against gays and lesbians and offering activists the opportunity to respond.    

 Fetner’s (2001) research reveals that gay rights organizations reacted to Anita Bryant by 

employing their own discursive strategies.  In fact, Fetner claims that the success of Bryant in 

achieving media attention actually helped gay rights groups gain public attention to their side of 

the issue. Fetner explains that, until Bryant, gay and lesbian activists were experiencing 

invisibility in the media and with public officials. Bryant’s Save Our Children organization 

increased media attention to the gay and lesbian rights debate and brought the plight of gays and 

lesbians into public discussion.  Furthermore, having a public political adversary in the tangible 

form of Anita Bryant and her organization allowed gay and lesbian advocates to create new 

discursive strategies. “Rhetorical strategies used to make claims moved from general calls for 

justice to specific naming of the threat to lesbian and gay rights and an image of that threat 

embodied in Anita Bryant” (Fetner, 2001, p. 425).  This exemplifies Foucault’s (1990) ideas on 

how discourse can be both an instrument of power and a stumbling block. Considering Fetner’s 

(2001) research, it seems Anita Bryant’s discourse served both to repress and enable gays and 

lesbians; just as Foucault claims, the discourse was a starting point of resistance and opposing 

strategies. 
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The Impact of AIDS  

 Fejes & Petrich (1993) claim that, in the 1980’s, AIDS forced the mainstream media to 

confront the growing gay and lesbian community. They caution that initial coverage of AIDS 

portrayed it as a disease afflicting gay men who engage in promiscuous and abnormal sexual 

behavior. This is supported by the research of Donovan (1997), who notes AIDS was initially 

labeled as a sexually transmitted disease instead of a viral disease, which attached it to the 

negative connotations of STD’s. Donovan argues, “…the medical definition of AIDS as an STD 

practically insured that issues such as prevention and treatment would involve a policy debate 

centering on moral as well as medical judgments” (p. 119). AIDS can be contracted in nonsexual 

ways, but because it was defined as an STD, people who contracted AIDS were perceived as 

responsible for their own condition. AIDS conjured images of risky sexual behavior, 

homosexuality, and IV drug use, which discouraged quick social action on the behalf of AIDS 

sufferers. AIDS sufferers came to be constructed into innocent or guilty categories. Those who 

contracted the disease through sexual contact or drug use were guilty and those who contracted 

the disease through blood transfusions were innocent.   

 Donovan’s research supports the Foucault (1978) notion that the way an issue is 

constructed has an impact on what is deemed acceptable social practice on behalf of the issue. 

Donovan argues that it was not until “innocent” victims of AIDS garnered media attention that 

sufficient policy was enacted to help combat the disease.  The Ryan White Care Act was the first 

piece of legislation designed to help people with AIDS (PWA’s) receive treatment, and the 

legislation was the result of new constructions of AIDS sufferers in the media.   

 Still, Fejes & Petrich (1993) assert that news coverage of AIDS in the 1980’s resulted in 

more positive coverage of gays and lesbians in comparison to “1970s hedonistic stereotypes of 
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gay life” (p. 404). The news media began to focus on fundraising for AIDS, patient care efforts, 

political lobbying, and AIDS education campaigns all happening within the gay and lesbian 

community. Coverage of gays and lesbians in the news only improved into the 1990’s, according 

to Fejes & Petrich, because the American Society of Newspaper Editors issued a report in 1990 

to educate reporters and editors on the need for better reporting on gay and lesbian topics. 

However, Fejes & Petrich’s research was published in 1993; therefore, the next sections will 

address two major news stories from the 1990’s involving gays and lesbians: gays and lesbians 

in the military and the Matthew Shepard murder/hate crimes legislation debate.    

Gays & Lesbians in the Military  

In Meyers’ (1994) research analyzing news coverage of the debate over homosexuals in 

the military, she observed arguments against the ban equating the integration of gays and 

lesbians to the integration of African-Americans. This exemplifies a civil rights or discrimination 

framing of the issue, which relates homophobia to racism and all its negative connotations.  

Meyers’ (1994) research reveals, however, that despite the presence of the 

discrimination/civil rights discourse, media coverage of the ‘repeal the ban’ controversy 

presented the views of the military and congress more frequently than all others. The strategy to 

construct the ban as discrimination was “overshadowed by extensive coverage of arguments and 

groups opposed to repeal” (p. 327). According to Meyers, the discourses presented by Congress 

and the military were those that prevailed in the media coverage. Therefore, repealing the ban on 

homosexuals was defined the way Congress and the military wanted it to be, as a “possible 

precursor to violence and a breakdown in morale” (p. 327).  Meyers characterized this rhetorical 

strategy as “efficiency and effectiveness” in contrast to the equal rights rhetoric of those 

opposing the ban.     
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 Meyers (1994) also notes that the media framed the effort to repeal the ban on gays in the 

military as having little support.  The military and government officials who spoke out in favor 

of the ban were legitimized by the media, while those who opposed the ban were framed as a 

smaller, special interest group with little knowledge or understanding of the military. The media 

coverage also presented the general public as being outraged by the prospect of repealing the 

ban. Furthermore, members of the general public in favor of the ban were presented as having 

pure motives even if they were against homosexuality. “Homophobia, intolerance, bigotry, 

hatred, and prejudice are exnominated and replaced with a more innocuous rationale” (p. 336).  

Lastly, Meyers notes that in the media coverage, there were only two articles that focused on 

lesbians and gay men who actually served in the military indicating that homosexuals were 

marginalized in the news coverage of the issue.  

Matthew Shepard/Hate Crimes Legislation 

From their examination of the media coverage surrounding the murder of Matthew 

Shepard, Ott & Aoki (2002) determined the way in which the issue was framed focused public 

attention to this particular murder instead of to the occurrence of hate crimes in general. The 

news coverage focused on Matthew Shepard, the individual, rather than the consequences of 

widespread fear and hatred of homosexuals of which Shepard was a victim. Ott & Aoki argue 

that the coverage of Matthew Shepard’s murder functioned to alleviate public guilt and place 

blame rather than encourage social action in response to hate crimes. They write that framing of 

the story functioned:  

…rhetorically and ideologically to relieve the public of its social complicity and 
culpability; to reaffirm a dominant set of discourses that socially stigmatizes gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered persons; and to hamper efforts to create and 
enact a progressive GLBT social policy. (pp. 484-485)  
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The media coverage of the Shepard murder shifted public attention away from the 

prevalence of hate crimes by emphasizing the seemingly isolated gruesome and shocking nature 

of the scene and focusing on the character of the perpetrators.  The year before the Shepard 

murder, Ott & Aoki report, there were 27 gay people murdered in hate crimes and thousands of 

other anti-gay harassment episodes. However, news coverage of the Shepard murder failed to 

position the murder within the wider context of hate and violence towards homosexuals.   

Ott & Aoki (2002) claim that the media coverage of the Shepard murder reflects the 

media’s propensity for “tragic frames” or Iyengar’s (1991) episodic frames, which emphasize 

personalities and drama over institutional and social problems, and thereby, discourage social or 

political action. The media’s use of tragic framing evoked much attention and outrage during the 

investigation and the subsequent trial of the perpetrators, but once those perpetrators were found 

guilty, both the media coverage and the public attention dissipated. The guilty verdict was seen 

as the resolution of the “Matthew Shepard issue” and allowed the public to ignore the on-going 

homophobia and intolerance in society of which hate crimes are a symptom. Thus, overall, 

according to Ott & Aoki, the media coverage of the Matthew Shepard murder reproduced a 

discursive system of prejudice against homosexuals that allows hate crime to continue.  

Considering the work of Meyers (1994) and Ott & Aoki (2002), 1990’s news coverage of 

issues pertinent to gays and lesbians still betrayed homophobia and the tendency to marginalize 

or delegitimize gays and lesbians. Despite noting some progress in the 1990’s, Fejes & Petrich’s 

(1993) overall assessment of the news’ treatment of gays and lesbians is pessimistic. They write, 

“Even when the mainstream press attempts to represent the gay and lesbian community 

positively, it tends to ‘heterosexize’ gays and lesbians…There is, thus, a refusal to frame gay and 

lesbian sexual desire as natural” (p. 405). Until homosexuality is treated as completely normal 
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and mainstream, any progress in news media treatment of gays and lesbians should be viewed 

with caution.  

One could potentially use fictional portrayals of gays and lesbians as a barometer to show 

that homosexuality has become more accepted and is being treated favorably. Some mass media 

critics highlight the proliferation of gays and lesbians in television, for example, as evidence of 

increased acceptance.  However, some researchers argue that the increase of sympathetic 

portrayals of gays and lesbians on television and in mainstream movies only encourages the 

impression that society has embraced gays and lesbians, while masking the fact that little has 

been done politically on their behalf.  

Fictional Portrayals of Gays and Lesbians  

 Looking at fictional portrayals of gays and lesbians is essential to this research project 

because, as Gross (1996) explains, we learn how to think about sexual minorities from the mass 

media, and therefore, honest media portrayals of sexual minorities have the potential to influence 

many Americans (cited in Cooper, 2002). Accordingly, this section will discuss portrayals of 

gays and lesbians in mainstream media. 

 Ellen DeGeneres’ public coming out on her television show, Ellen was regarded as a 

milestone for gay and lesbians.  Dow (2001) notes that Entertainment Weekly named DeGeneres 

“Entertainer of the Year”, that DeGeneres was invited to the White House by President Clinton, 

was featured on the cover of Time magazine, and appeared on Oprah and on 20/20. Dow claims 

that DeGeneres’ popularity and the positive response to her coming out seemed evident that 

television executives and writers could embrace homosexual characters. It is arguable that other 

homosexual main characters appeared on television because of Ellen and that the popular show 

Will and Grace could not have come about without Ellen.  However, Dow argues that although 
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the coming out episodes of Ellen were interpreted as a victory over the repression of 

homosexuality, they actually served to help constrain the way that homosexuality is portrayed on 

television.   

 Dow (2001) argues that television filters homosexuality through a personalization 

discourse. Put simply, homosexuality on television is explained in terms of how it affects the 

homosexual individual and his or her family and friends, but not how the homosexual individual 

is affected by society. The problem of homosexuality on television is restricted to finding the 

courage to admit one is homosexual. Once the homosexual individual “comes out” and his or her 

loved ones have come to terms with it, according to television portrayals, the hard part is over.   

Dow (2001) argues that Ellen’s coming out episode “operates repeatedly to emphasize personal 

issues over political ones…it presents acceptance by family and friends as the most crucial issue 

Ellen faces,” (p. 132).  Recalling Iyengar (1991), the coming out episodes of Ellen exemplify an 

episodic frame, not a thematic frame. The episodes treat Ellen’s coming out as an isolated 

incident affecting her family and friends alone while ignoring the greater societal or cultural 

context.  

Dow (2001) further claims that the coming out episodes reinforce the notion that a 

homosexual’s most important personal relationships are those with heterosexuals.  Ellen’s 

coming out episodes dealt solely with how Ellen’s family and friends handled the news of her 

homosexuality, not how Ellen’s life would be affected.  According to Dow’s research into 

portrayals of homosexuals on television in the past, there are rules for how television features 

homosexual characters.  The coming out episodes of Ellen followed the rule that homosexuality 

must be dealt with as a problem and the rule that it must be framed by how it affects 

heterosexuals.   
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Dow (2001) compares Ellen to The Cosby Show, and claims that arguing that Ellen 

helped society become more accepting of homosexuality is like arguing that The Cosby Show 

helped end discrimination against African-Americans.  Dow (2001) writes that the coming-out 

episodes’ portrayal of homosexuality were clearly geared toward gaining approval of 

heterosexual Americans just as the portrayal of African-Americans on The Cosby Show 

functioned for the approval of white audiences. The coming out episodes functioned to let 

heterosexual Americans feel good about their acceptance of a homosexual main character on 

television by encouraging the idea that the mere presence of a lesbian on television is progress.  

The episodes obscured any wider political and societal implications associated with coming out 

like homophobia and the denial of equal rights.   

Although the television show Will and Grace has been celebrated for positive portrayals 

of gay men, Battles & Hilton-Morrow (2002) argue that the show, like Ellen, emphasizes the 

personal relationships the gay characters have with heterosexuals over the place of the gay 

characters within society.  The authors point out that even in an episode featuring the political 

issue of gay marriage, the plotline of the show focuses on how attending a wedding reinforces 

the love between the characters of Will and Grace, which therefore, obscures the love between 

the gay characters getting married.  In fact, Battles & Hilton-Morrow argue that the characters of 

Will and Grace are positioned as a romantic couple, despite the fact that Will is gay, so the show 

does not stray from the typical situation comedy convention of “delayed consummation” like that 

used in Cheers between the characters of Sam and Diane and used on Friends between the Ross 

and Rachael characters.  The relationship between Will and Grace resembles that of a 

heterosexual couple who do not have sex. The primary relationship in Will and Grace is between 

Will and Grace, so the show avoids any substantial portrayal of gay relationships.   
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Will and Grace conveniently avoids taking on topics like homophobia or discrimination.  

“It assumes a ‘post-gay’ rights environment in which publicly acknowledging one’s 

homosexuality carries no social consequences,” (Battles & Hilton-Morrow, 2002, p. 100).  As 

Dow (2001) noted in Ellen, homosexuality on television is portrayed as a problem only for how 

it affects heterosexuals, and coming out is presented as a personal choice to be honest with 

oneself rather than a choice that will bring on potential discrimination and stigmatization from 

society.    

Both Ellen and Will and Grace are fictional television representations of homosexuality 

rather than news coverage of related social issues, yet, the work of Dow (2001) and Battles & 

Hilton-Morrow (2002) significantly inform this research. The increased presence of gay and 

lesbian characters and the more flattering portrayals of gays and lesbians on television can be 

construed as evidence that society has become at least somewhat welcoming to homosexuality.  

The research of Dow and Battles & Hilton-Morrow warns that this might be an inaccurate 

conclusion.  People might have become more accustomed to and less shocked or offended by 

homosexuality on television, but only when it is presented without subverting heterocentric 

norms. The mainstream media, although presenting homosexual characters, has not fully 

embraced the entire experience of being homosexual. The presence of these homosexual 

characters serves to hide the political implications of being gay or lesbian.   

In addition to shows like Will & Grace, some mainstream movies featuring homosexual 

lead characters have found success; the movie Philadelphia told the story of a gay character 

infected with AIDS who lost his job due to fear of homosexuality and AIDS. Brookey (1996) 

cautions, however, that the representation of gay men in Philadelphia still fell within a 

heternormative discourse that privileges traditional family values. Brookey claims, “in order to 
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present the homosexual community in a positive manner, the media portrays homosexuals who 

adhere to family values” (p. 45).  Brookey argues that by taking the traditional reasoning used to 

vilify homosexuals, that they threaten the family, and showing that they actually cherish family, 

Philadelphia is portraying homosexuals in a manner that would be pleasing to heterosexuals.   

Brookey (1996) argues that Philadelphia reinforces the notion that homosexuality is only 

acceptable in mainstream media when it is filtered through a heterocentric viewpoint.  

Homosexuals are portrayed as being like heterosexuals and evidence of their differences (like 

their sexual relationships with the same sex) are downplayed.  In Philadelphia, the homosexual 

relationship is positioned as familial love rather than sexual love (Brookey, 1996), just as Will 

and Grace focuses on the love between Will and Grace rather than Will and another man.  As 

Brookey (1996) states, identification is essential in constructing homosexuals, so media 

portrayals avoid reminding the audience of the homosexuals characters’ “sexual deviance” and 

instead portray homosexual relationships in ways that reflect the heterosexual audience’s own 

experiences, (p. 47).   

 Through a deeper examination of what purports to be progressive and sympathetic 

portrayals of the homosexual experience in the mainstream media, it appears that many media 

portrayals, although positive, do little to concretely help homosexuals find more acceptance in 

society except on a superficial level. Homosexuality is permissible in the media and in society as 

long as it reflects heterosexual values and as long as the homosexuals themselves are not too 

different or too open about their sexual behaviors. Furthermore, it seems that heterosexual 

audiences do not want to be informed or reminded about the problems homosexuals encounter 

just for being homosexuals. Heterosexuals want to be told that once a gay or lesbian finds the 

courage to admit that they are gay and their family and friends accept them for being who they 
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are, that the problem of being homosexual is resolved. This allows for people to believe that they 

actually live in a post-gay rights society, where as long as homosexuals are free to admit that 

they are homosexual, they live content lives assimilating within heterosexual norms. From a 

British cultural studies perspective, media portrayals that encourage the perception of post-gay 

rights society discourage any substantial change, thereby maintaining the status quo and existing 

power structure in society.  

 This is specifically germane to the gay and lesbian adoption issue because the desire for 

homosexuals to adopt ultimately represents an adherence to family values. Heterosexual 

audiences are supposed to like homosexuals who have heterosexual lifestyles, values, and 

relationships. However, there are certain privileges to the heterosexual life that homosexuals do 

not have, for example, the ability to marry and have children. What more can a homosexual 

couple do to embrace traditional family values than to form a lifelong commitment and raise 

children?  So, it seems a paradox exists. Those who speak out against homosexuals cite their 

threat to morality and family values, and at the same time, deny homosexuals from participating 

from two life events that represent values and morality under their own definitions.   

 The studies discussed thus far might inspire the question as to what type of media 

depiction of gays or lesbians could be considered progressive. Cooper (2002) discusses a 

portrayal of homosexuality, (in this case, transsexuality), that she argues successfully challenges 

heteronormativity. Cooper examines the film, Boys Don’t Cry, claiming it can be read as a 

liberatory narrative that “queers the centers of heteronormativity and hegemonic masculinity by 

privileging female masculinity” (p. 44). Cooper recalls Dow’s (2001) examination of Ellen and 

Brookey & Westerfelhaus’ (2001) look at To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar 

to maintain that the media’s depiction of gays and lesbians seems to embrace them, but actually 
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serves to dehumanize and marginalize them. In contrast, Cooper writes that Boys Don’t Cry 

challenges traditional heterosexist norms by “dismantling the myth of the idyllic heartland,” 

revealing problems with heteromasculinity, and centering female masculinity.  

In portraying the last days and rape and murder of female-to-male transsexual, Brandon 

Teena, Boys Don’t Cry shatters the mythic notion of family associated with America’s heartland 

by presenting the darker side of Falls City, Nebraska. Cooper (2002) writes,  

The news media’s idealistic images of rolling farmland and hardworking, law-
abiding folks…are countered in the film by lecherous, gun-toting ex-cons, bigoted 
police officers, seedy trailer parks, and run-down farmhouses, a barren land 
populated by dysfunctional, fragmented families, and desperate people working 
dead-end jobs… (p. 50) 
 

 Furthermore, Cooper claims that the film challenges the naturalness and virtue inherent in 

traditional definitions of manhood through its portrayal of Brandon Teena’s rapists and 

murderers. These two characters, John and Tom, are shown to be alcohol and drug abusers, 

violent criminals, and self-mutilators. Cooper explains, therefore, that through these characters, 

heteromasculinity is portrayed as strange, lacking in virtue, and threatening to society. Lastly, 

Cooper claims Boys Don’t Cry centers female masculinity because Brandon’s masculinity in the 

film, although he is biologically female, is far more appealing to women. Cooper (2002) writes 

that Brandon is the boyfriend young women dream about- sensitive, tender, and selfless. 

“Brandon’s form of masculinity is far more appealing to Lana, and seems more ‘normal’ than the 

violent, abusive masculinity exhibited by either John or Tom” (p. 54).  

  In its portrayal of Falls City, NE and its residents, the film Boys Don’t Cry subverts the 

notion of American small towns populated by simple, law-abiding people with solid family 

values, and instead reveals despair and dysfunction. Although Brandon Teena is not portrayed as 

angelic, his desire to live as a male, although biologically female, and his relationship with a 
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woman seem far less disturbing than the actions of the heterosexuals portrayed. This challenges 

the presumed normalcy and superiority of heterosexual family values, and reveals that a same-

sex relationship can be healthier and more fulfilling for the people involved. The people 

portrayed in Boys Don’t Cry cannot necessarily be generalized to the American population as a 

whole, yet nevertheless, their depiction exposes flaws in the assumption that heterosexuality is 

normal and healthy and homosexuality is not. Therefore, the film is important to consider for this 

research project merely because gay and lesbian adoption advocates must accomplish the same 

task. They must challenge the presumptions of heteronormativity and construct homosexuality as 

normal and healthy. Perhaps advocates of gay and lesbian adoption will accomplish this by 

attempting to dismantle the myths of the superiority of the homosexual nuclear family, and 

instead, center the gay and/or lesbian family.  

The Social Construction of Gay Adoption  

 Gays and lesbians are often accused of threatening morality and family values (Brookey, 

1996; Cloud, 1998; Elfenbein & Watkins, 2002; Weston, 1991), and yet, legally, they are often 

denied the right to marry or adopt children, and thus, form their own legal families. This seeming 

contradiction motivates this research. The U.S. laws regarding same-sex adoption and marriage 

are complicated, but it is pertinent to this project to provide a quick overview of the legal status 

of gay and lesbian families. It has been noted in this literature review that Florida law prohibits 

adoption by gays and lesbians. Florida is the only state that prohibits homosexual couples and 

individuals from adopting, although homosexuals can serve as foster parents. Other states have 

laws that restrict gay and lesbian adoption, like Arkansas, Michigan, Mississippi, Nebraska, and 

Utah (National Gay & Lesbian Taskforce, 2008, November 4). Homosexuals are denied the right 

to marry in all states except Massachusetts, with other states permitting civil unions, such as 
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Connecticut, Vermont, New Jersey and New Hampshire, according to the National Conference 

of State Legislatures (National Conference of State Legislatures, “Same Sex Marriage, Civil 

Unions and Domestic Partnerships,” 2008). This means that although a homosexual outside of 

Florida can adopt children, in many states, only that individual has legal guardianship over the 

child/children, not that individual’s partner. This, of course, presents challenges in the case that a 

homosexual couple, who have been parenting together, terminate their relationship, or in the case 

that the legal parent dies, because the unmarried partner might not be recognized by the courts 

(Adoption Education Center, “What the Law Says”, 2008, March 6). However, it must be noted 

that about half of all U.S. states do permit second-parent adoption, where the unmarried partner 

of the biological or adoptive homosexual parent can legally adopt his or her partner’s children 

(Lambda Legal, 2008).  

 Although it is necessary to possess some understanding of the legal status of gay and 

lesbian parents throughout the United States, the laws governing homosexual adoption are 

continually up for debate. In fact, several states were considering prohibitions on gay and lesbian 

adoption in 2006 (Stone, 2006, February 24). More significant to this research project is that this 

patchwork of laws even exists considering that married heterosexual couples raising children do 

not face this same situation. Excluding some special cases, heterosexual parents have rights even 

when their marriage dissolves or their partner dies, and their parental rights are recognized 

equally in every state. Gay and lesbian parents do not have the same luxury. Even if a gay or 

lesbian couple legally adopts or marries in one state, that legal status might not be recognized if 

they move or travel elsewhere in the United States. Furthermore, the issues facing gay and 

lesbian parents are not exclusively legal ones. Many Americans remain adamant that 

homosexuals should not raise children (Elfenbein & Watkins, 2002), and others although perhaps 
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amenable to gay and lesbian parents, are reluctant to regard them as equal to heterosexual 

parents. This research will hopefully help explain why the social construction of gays and 

lesbians and gay and lesbian adoption has prevented society from fully embracing gay and 

lesbian families.  

This study further contributes to the bulk of research on the construction of social issues 

because of the celebrity participation in the gay and lesbian adoption issue. Comedienne, actress, 

and talk show hostess, Rosie O’Donnell was directly affected by the Florida law prohibiting gays 

and lesbians from adopting, but permitting them to serve as foster parents. She became publicly 

involved in the issue after losing custody of her foster daughter, Mia (“Rosie O’Donnell,” 2008). 

Furthermore, Florida’s law concerning gay and lesbian adoption came about after the Anita 

Bryant Save Our Children campaign (Rostow, 2005, January 10), and therefore, the ban was 

inspired partly due to the actions of another celebrity.  

 Another point of interest in this research on gay and lesbian adoption is the power of 

marginalized groups. Homosexuals are a minority and have been traditionally stigmatized and 

denied rights supposedly inalienable (Ryan, Pearlmutter, & Groza, 2004).  However, 

homosexuals in today’s society are not powerless. Montgomery (1981) writes that when it comes 

to lobbying for television coverage, for example, homosexual interest groups are effective and 

well-organized. Thinking back to Gans’ (1979) forms of power: economic, political, and cultural, 

homosexuals do possess all three forms of power to some level. Homosexuals have economic 

power because they represent a market that businesses are scrambling to target. Brookey (1996) 

explains that advertisers target homosexuals because of the belief that they earn incomes well 

above the national average. Although this belief has been disproved, according to Brookey 

(1996), the homosexual niche has caught the attention of many industries, as reflected in 
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advertising campaigns from IKEA, Absolut Vodka, and Levi jeans. As for cultural and political 

power, there is a prevalence of homosexuals working in the cultural industries, like the media, 

and many instances of “out” homosexuals holding political office (Gay & Lesbian Leadership 

Institute, 2006-2008).   

 This research will test the cultural studies assertion that those traditionally marginalized 

in society can find power and inspire change. This study offers the opportunity to examine the 

struggle of a traditionally stigmatized group growing in acceptance and power to not only enact 

political change by reversing the gay and lesbian adoption ban in Florida, but to perhaps alter the 

longstanding heteronormative constructions that prevail in defining what constitutes a family at a 

time when this concept might need to be redefined to accurately reflect contemporary society.   

  This research project is influenced by a cultural studies perspective, which holds the 

hope that despite the existing power structure in society based on money, race, gender, and 

sexual orientation, those who are marginalized can still inspire change. The gay and lesbian 

adoption issue obviously involves homosexuals who have been long-faced with adversity, 

stigma, and discrimination. Ryan, Pearlmutter, & Groza (2004) write, “Prejudice against gay 

men and lesbians has been socially sanctioned for hundreds of years and, arguably, continues 

today” (“Homophobia and Heterosexism,” para 1). However, it must be acknowledged that other 

participants in the gay and lesbian adoption issue might feel as though they too have been 

culturally marginalized. Participants opposed to gay and lesbian adoption will likely represent 

conservative and religious organizations that might claim their views are marginalized or ignored 

in politics and the media. For example, many conservatives have long asserted that the majority 

of media organizations operate from a liberal standpoint, and therefore, produce media coverage 

biased towards liberal views (Goldberg, 2002). Members of religious organizations often lament 
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the exclusion of religious arguments from political and social debates (Dionne, 2008). Marshall 

(2000) explains that it has been popular perception that religion has been inappropriately 

marginalized in American life, and discusses Stephen Carter’s book, The Culture of Disbelief 

(1993), which asserted this very thesis. Considering this, it seems that proponents and opponents 

of gay and lesbian adoption can lay claim to a marginalized standpoint. The following chapter 

will further explain how the cultural studies and social constructionist perspectives inform this 

research project, specifically, the methods employed for examining the construction of gay and 

lesbian adoption.    
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CHAPTER 2 
 

DISCOURSE, CULTURE, & SOCIAL PRACTICES 
 

 At this point, there must be an explanation provided as to why the public construction of 

gay and lesbian adoption is to be examined using discourse analysis and interviews. The 

connection between cultural studies, social constructionist research, specifically feminism and 

queer theory, and the chosen methods employed in this research requires elaboration. The 

following section will accomplish two tasks: 1) Outline the theoretical assumptions that apply to 

the methods employed, and 2) discuss the methods’ samples and procedures chosen. The chapter 

begins with addressing the importance of language in establishing and maintaining cultural 

norms, social practices, and power structures and how the deeper examination of language and 

discourse can change the way people view the world around them.   

Contribution of Cultural Studies, Social Constructionist Critiques, & Foucault 

 As Turner (2003) explains, cultural studies is not a discrete constellation of disciplines, 

but rather a discipline characterized by a useful convergence of theory and method which 

provides understanding of certain phenomena and relationships. Although there has been some 

turmoil between cultural studies researchers as to the best method for examining phenomena and 

relationships, what remains central to cultural studies research is the connection between 

language and culture, the production of shared meaning, and the influence of shared meaning on 

social practices.  

 This project proceeds from the perspective that language produces reality; it does not 

merely reflect reality. Accordingly, the language used in constructing gay and lesbian adoption is 

paramount. The importance of language is not solely in the words, but how accepted meanings of 
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words can determine social practices. The influence of language and meaning on social practices 

is the focus of Foucault’s writings on discourse. Discourse constructs objects of knowledge in an 

intelligible way while at the same time excluding other reasoning as unintelligible. Knowledge, 

and thus, reality is located in the prevailing discourse and social practices of a culture.   

Foucault’s (1972) work greatly informs this project because of his writing on method. 

Foucault’s writing on method is useful because he exposes the origins of knowledge and the 

seemingly inherent meaning of concepts as products of discourse. According to Foucault, 

examining texts is examining what has been said. Discourse analysis, therefore, is analyzing the 

way of speaking on certain subjects. Furthermore, this way of speaking has rules or boundaries 

that are culturally specific; they determine what statements can be made. Viewing history in this 

manner challenges determinations made about the way things are or the way things were based 

on texts. Instead, discourse analysis involves examining the way subjects were spoken about, or 

are currently spoken of, realizing that the discourse, or way of speaking, has implications for 

cultural norms, practices, and power relations.  

  Foucault (1978) examines the prevailing discourses concerning punishment over time, 

and shows how meaning produced through discourse can limit or expand the boundaries of 

which social practices are deemed socially acceptable. Foucault reveals that the prevailing 

discourse and acceptable social practices evolve together, usually with discourse change 

preceding the change of social practices. Foucault illustrates the transition from torture as a 

common practice to imprisonment and to rehabilitation. These transitions would not have 

occurred without first a transition in discourse, which altered the culturally shared meaning of 

punishment.   
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The archaeology or genealogy of knowledge that Foucault (1978) employs to examine 

the changes in discourse and practices concerning punishment can be applied to analyze the 

discourse of gay and lesbian adoption during the time period sampled. It is the discourse 

surrounding the issue that determines whether gay and lesbian parents will ever gain complete 

social and legal acceptance. Therefore, a discourse analysis of media coverage of gay and lesbian 

adoption is necessary to ascertain how the issue is and has been spoken of publicly. Currently, 

the social practices governing family and parenting have not fully evolved to reflect same-sex 

families. Equating social practices with legal recognition, only certain families and parents are 

legally recognized in American society. There are familial relationships not considered 

universally valid in the United States, for example, gay and lesbian marriages. Merely regarding 

another person (or people) as one’s family does not make it so; legally, there must be more. This 

would indicate, according to Foucault, that certain definitions of family remain excluded from 

the prevailing discourse. The prevailing discourse, which dictates the definitions of family and 

parent, must evolve before the social practices regarding family can expand to include familial 

relations, like gay and lesbian relationships. 

Foucault’s work on discourse illustrates the significance of who speaks publicly. If 

discourse is the way of speaking on an issue and discourse ultimately influences social practices, 

then those who have the license to speak, i.e., those whose opinions are considered legitimate, 

have power. This further solidifies the benefits of a discourse analysis of print media; those who 

are sourced in the print media coverage of gay and lesbian adoption are those currently deemed 

authorized to speak, and thus, control the discourse. However, it is necessary to remember, as 

stated in Chapter 1, that Foucault’s writing on discourse leaves open the possibility that this 
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power or control can shift. Foucault (1990) explains that with discourse brings power, but also 

the opportunity for others to raise resistance or contesting discourses.   

Discourse Analysis & Cultural Context    

Huckin (1997) explains that discourse analysis acknowledges that texts are produced and 

read in a real-world context, which includes the immediate environment in which a text is 

produced as well as the larger societal context consisting of cultural, political, and social facets. 

Fairclough (1995) also explains how texts are a part of a social context, both shaping and 

reflecting existing conditions.  It is not sufficient to assert that discourse analysis considers texts 

within wider social and cultural contexts. How this is accomplished in practice requires 

explanation. The use of cultural studies as a theoretical background will help link the texts 

examined to their wider social, historical, and cultural implications. Antaki, et al. (2003) explain 

that researchers performing discourse analysis look for re-occurring themes representing 

socially-shared repertoires, ideologies, or discourses, but assert that it is not enough to determine 

these themes exist and present sections of the text as evidence. Instead, researchers must provide 

evidence that the aforementioned socially-shared entities exist outside of the examined text. One 

way to accomplish this is to provide historical evidence of such repertoires, ideologies, or 

discourses. Applying Antaki, et al. (2003) to this research project, means that re-occuring themes 

located within the text must be related to existing cultural themes. Previous literature will be 

employed, therefore, to show how themes located within the text possess wider cultural 

resonance. It won’t be sufficient claim that the cultural resonance exists; the researcher must 

provide evidence of its existence.  
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The Necessity of both Discourse Analysis and Interviews 

It is not enough to examine the print coverage of gay and lesbian adoption to fully 

ascertain the construction of the issue. This research would be incomplete without giving 

participants in the gay and lesbian adoption issue the opportunity to speak. Some discourse put 

forth on the issue might be excluded from the print coverage. The interviews, in combination 

with the discourse analysis of print media, provide the opportunity to see how the discourse of 

issue participants compares to the discourse presented publicly through the print publications.   

Interviews will be conducted with proponents and opponents of gay and lesbian adoption 

in an effort to obtain their interpretations of the issue’s social construction. Interviews will be 

employed to ascertain how pro-gay and lesbian adoption advocates have struggled and continue 

to struggle to alter the current naturalized meanings of family and sexuality in an attempt to gain 

political power and influence the acceptance of gay and lesbian adoption. As stated previously, 

despite the traditional marginalization of homosexuals, issue participants opposed to gay and 

lesbian adoption might consider themselves as marginalized in today’s society. Gay and lesbian 

adoption is legal, for the most part, in all states except Florida; therefore, traditional heterosexual 

family advocates might view themselves as holding a minority position. As Smith & Windes 

(1997) determined, both pro and anti-gay rights groups position themselves as battling 

oppression. Keeping this in mind, opponents of gay and lesbian adoption must be interviewed to 

represent their interpretation of the prevailing discourses concerning family and sexuality and 

offer descriptions of their own strategies for communicating within a society where they feel 

they are marginalized.   

The next section of this chapter outlines the samples and procedures followed when 

conducting the discourse analysis and interviews.  
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Samples & Procedures 

Discourse Analysis Sample  

 As stated previously, a discourse analysis will be performed of print news media text, 

specifically five different print publications over a twenty-eight year period. Qualitative 

researchers seek rich descriptions, (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998), and this research is no exception.   

The goal of this discourse analysis is to provide richness and detail, yet, at the same time, a wide 

range of print media products are included in the sample. The reasoning for this is that these 

publications reach a wide range of citizens. This study is concerned with the public construction 

of the gay and lesbian adoption issue, and it must be remembered that the concern over issue 

construction exists due to its influence on shared meanings and social practices. The objective 

when compiling the sample was to select publications from which issue advocates would seek 

out coverage. These advocates would want their discourse(s) to reach the largest audience 

possible; therefore, they would most likely seek out publications with high circulations. 

Participants in the gay and lesbian adoption issue would also seek balanced or favorable 

treatment for their positions, and therefore, newspapers and magazines were selected not solely 

on the basis of popularity, but on reputation for respectability and objectivity. In an effort to 

achieve contrast and perhaps observe the discourse of groups farther from the mainstream, a 

publication that caters specifically to an audience who is primarily pro-gay and lesbian adoption 

and one which serves primarily a more conservative audience were chosen for the sample as 

well.   

The sample choices serve to represent geographic differences within the United States.  

The researcher recognizes that the general acceptance towards gay and lesbian adoption and 

homosexuality in general fluctuates between areas of the country. One publication in the sample 
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represents an area of the country that would be characterized as liberal and homosexual-friendly, 

New York City, and one publication is from the state of Florida, where the gay and lesbian 

adoption ban remains. Additionally, one publication was chosen specifically for its general 

appeal, geographically and politically.   

The print publications included in the sample are, The Miami Herald, The New York 

Times, Time, The Advocate, and Christianity Today.  The specific characteristics of each 

publication that led to its selection have been touched on, but will now be addressed in more 

detail.   

The Miami Herald is included primarily because Miami is the hub of the gay and lesbian 

adoption controversy. Adoption by homosexuals is currently prohibited in Florida, and Dade 

County, Florida, where Miami is located, is where Anita Bryant’s Save Our Children 

organization originated with the purpose of overturning a gay rights ordinance. As mentioned 

previously, Miami was the residence Rosie O’Donnell when she was prohibited from adopting a 

foster child because of Florida’s adoption law.   

The Miami Herald is also included because of Miami’s seemingly paradoxical situation 

in that it is an urban area with a healthy homosexual and lesbian population despite Florida’s 

political history concerning gay and lesbian rights.  Miami has maintained a large alternative 

population, that rivals San Francisco, even since Anita Bryant’s Save Our Children campaign 

during the late 1970’s, (Nightlife: The Gay and Lesbian Scene, 2000-2008).   

The New York Times was chosen because it is a journalism institution, but also because it 

serves primarily New York City, which is more politically liberal than most other states.  

Furthermore, gay and lesbian adoption is legal in New York.  
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Time will be examined because it is meant to serve the entire American public, as 

opposed to a specific geographic area.  Time’s total audience is 20.8 million, according to 

Mediamark Research Inc. (MRI) reports from Fall, 2008 (“Time Audience Guarantee = 19, 

500,000,” 2009, January 9).  

The following publications are included because they serve populations who are often 

oppositional according to previous research like that of Smith & Windes (1997) and Fetner 

(2001). These populations are homosexuals and Christians.   

The sample includes Christianity Today because it is popular with Christian individuals 

and organizations. Christianity Today has a monthly circulation of 500,000, and although it is a 

magazine, the publisher compares it to USA Today from a Christian point of view, 

(www.Christianitytoday.com).    

 The Advocate is a publication aimed specifically at gays and lesbians.  It is owned by the 

parent company, Planet Out.  According to Fejes & Petrich (1993), before 1990, The Advocate 

was the only national gay publication. It was at one point considered too sexually explicit for 

most national advertisers, but in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, it was revamped for greater 

advertising appeal. It’s success spawned similar publications in the 1990’s, such as Out and 

Genre (Fejes & Petrich, 1993).   

Discourse Analysis Procedures  

 Once the print publications were selected for inclusion in the sample, articles germane to 

the research project were identified and obtained. Primarily, the search for pertinent articles from 

each publication was conducted using online search engines. In the case that online search 

engines did not allow for obtaining articles dated back to 1977, articles were obtained from 

Microfilm at the Free Library of Philadelphia. Some articles from The Advocate were compiled 
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from actual physical copies of the magazine obtained from Temple University’s Paley Library. 

Article relevance was determined by the following subjects: gay and lesbian adoption (or 

homosexual adoption), gay and lesbian parenting, gay and lesbian marriage, and gay and lesbian 

rights. Articles with reference to gay and lesbian adoption were considered highest priority; 

however, in the case that gay and lesbian adoption produced few to no results, the other search 

terms were employed.  In all, 418 articles were included in the final sample for analysis. The 

number of articles analyzed from each publication breaks down as follows: The Advocate, 138 

articles; Christianity Today, 38 articles; Time, 54 articles; Miami Herald, 78 articles; New York 

Times, 110 articles.    

 Once the pertinent articles were obtained, they were separated by publication, and then, 

by decade. The researcher used this method for reading the articles. This method was chosen for 

linear logic as well as to facilitate identifying any re-occurring themes in each publication and 

any changes in coverage that took place over time. When examining the articles included in this 

analysis using these discourse analysis procedures, the researcher compiled extensive notes. Kirk 

& Miller (1986) stress the importance of detailed notes for qualitative researchers so that other 

researchers can evaluate their methods and interpretations. The compiled notes were also read 

multiple times, and compared back to the original texts. The significant findings were then color-

coded for easier identification during the results reporting process.    

 The discourse analysis procedures recommended by Huckin (1997) were followed when 

reading the relevant newspaper articles. Huckin suggests that when reading the text to be 

examined, look at it on three levels: the text as a whole, sentence by sentence, and the word or 

phrase level. Huckin also explains how framing plays a role in discourse analysis. As discussed 
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in chapter 1, this research project seeks to locate frames in the news coverage of gay and lesbian 

adoption.  

 Huckin (1997) writes, “To be coherent, a text cannot simply be a collection of details; 

rather, it must try to pull these details together into some sort of unified whole” (“The Text As A 

Whole,” para 2).  Determining the themes that hold the text together and make it coherent for the 

reader reveals how the author attempted to frame the article content. Also, related to framing, 

Huckin suggests that the researcher look for foregrounding and backgrounding, where the author 

emphasizes some concepts and de-emphasizes others; presuppositions, where the author uses 

language in a way that takes certain ideas for granted, and discursive differences, or the voices 

used in a text, i.e. regular citizen voice or authoritative voice. 

 At the sentence level of examination, Huckin (1997) suggests that the researcher pay 

close attention to the way sentences are topicalized. Huckin explains, “In choosing what to put in 

the topic position, writers create a perspective, or slant, that influences the reader’s perception” 

(“Reading Sentence by Sentence,” para 1). Huckin also recommends looking at agent-patient 

relations, as in who initiates actions and who are the recipients of the actions; agent-deletion, 

where through the use of passive verbs, the author does not identify who initiated an action; and 

insinuations, or comments that are implicitly suggestive. 

 It is at the word and phrase level of analysis where connotative meaning comes into play. 

As mentioned previously, this research project is concerned with the connotative meaning in the 

language employed by participants in the gay and lesbian adoption issue. Huckin (1997) explains 

that a researcher should pay close attention to the labels used when discussing polarized issues, 

because labels carry unavoidable connotations. Huckin also notes that connotative meaning is 

often conveyed through the use of metaphors (“Words and Phrases,” para 1).  
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 The framing literature discussed during Chapter 1 also contributed to the discourse 

analysis performed. For example, Iyengar’s (1990) concepts of episodic and thematic framing 

were considered while examining the print coverage, as well as Ott & Aoki’s (2002) discussion 

of comic and tragic frames. Brewer’s (2002) discussion of value framing also informed the 

analysis. Articles were examined for the presence of language and imagery intended to evoke 

certain cultural values, like those of equality and morality observed by Brewer, but also taking 

care not to limit the analysis to those values only observed in previous studies. Additionally, the 

analysis looked for the presence of associations, particularly when examining the efforts of issue 

participants to construct identity. The analysis looked for the use of legitimation symbols, as 

noted by Davis (1995). Lastly, the analysis attempted to ascertain, as it states in the research 

questions, what frames appeared most frequently in the print coverage and what frames, if any, 

were absent.  

Interview Sample 

 The sample for the interview phase of this research was drawn from participants in the 

gay and lesbian adoption issue. Potential interviewees were scouted during preliminary research 

into the gay and lesbian adoption issue. This preliminary research primarily consisted of 

determining what individuals and organizations were publishing information online about gay 

and lesbian adoption and determining what individuals and organizations were sourced in print 

coverage of the issue. An effort was made to include members of organizations representing gay 

and lesbian rights, members of religious and conservative organizations, members of child 

welfare organizations, involved political officials, researchers, and gay and lesbian parents. After 

compiling a list of participant individuals and organizations, an attempt was made to contact 

each individual and/or organization by mail to solicit interviews.  
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 The following individuals and organizations make up the interview sample: Karen 

Doering, of the National Center for Lesbian Rights, Corri Planck, of Family Pride Coalition, 

Brian Winfield, of Equality Florida, Bob Kunst of the Oral Majority and Hillary Now, Gene 

Bunge, of the Log Cabin Republicans, Robert Knight, of the Culture & Family Institute of 

Concerned Women for America, Anthony Verdugo, of the Christian Family Coalition, Sam 

Kastensmidt , of Coral Ridge Ministries, Rob Woronoff, of the Child Welfare League of 

America, Gloria Hochman, of the National Adoption Center, Colby Berger, of the Home for 

Little Wanderers, Dr. Paul Cameron, of the Family Research Institute, Dr. Judith Stacey, of 

NYU, Ruth Shack, of the Dade Community Foundation, former Florida State Legislator, Elaine 

Bloom, and Rudy Estrada, who works for LAMBDA Legal Defense and Education Fund. It must 

be made clear, however, that Mr. Estrada explicitly stated that although he works for LAMBDA 

Legal, his opinions do not represent those of the organization. For more information on each of 

the interview respondents, see Appendix A.  

 During the preliminary research to determine possible participants for the interview 

sample, the following organizations and individuals were identified as being involved in the 

public construction of gay and lesbian adoption, but either declined or ignored invitations for 

inclusion in this research: American Civil Liberties Union, Human Rights Campaign, National 

Gay & Lesbian Task Force, GLAAD, COLAGE, Rainbow Families, Christian Coalition, Focus 

on the Family, American Family Association, Family Research Council, Traditional Values 

Coalition, Florida Family Association, Liberty Council, Exodus International, Center for 

Reclaiming America, National Council for Adoption, Legislator Robert Talton (TX), Rick 

Santorum (PA), Florida’s Department of Children and Families, Dr. Lynn D. Wardle (BYU), Dr. 
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Charlotte Patterson (University of VA), Dr. Susan Golombok (City U. of London), and Rosie 

O’Donnell.   

Three gay fathers and one lesbian mother were also included in the sample. The fathers 

were contacted through a Los Angeles, California organization for gay fathers. The lesbian 

mother was contacted through a mothers’ organization in Norristown, Pennsylvania. Although 

these gay and lesbian parents do not belong to organizations engaged in the public construction 

of gay and lesbian adoption, they contribute a valuable point-of-view to this research. As 

members of the public who are personally involved in the issue, they closely attend to media 

coverage and advocate discourse on gay and lesbian adoption. Therefore, this research values 

their assessment of the media coverage and of which advocates are influencing and controlling 

the public discourse. They also contribute to this project in that they can draw attention to 

potential discourses on gay and lesbian adoption that are ignored by public advocates and the 

media.  

Interview Procedures  

Most interviews were conducted over the telephone and tape recorded with permission 

from the interview participant. Two of the interviews were conducted via e-mail. The interviews 

were conducted using an interview guide. An interview guide, as explained by Patton (1987), is a 

list of questions prepared in advance to be covered during the interview, but that can be 

appended or modified depending on the interview’s natural course. For the e-mail interviews, 

participants were e-mailed the list of questions to respond to at length and return via e-mail. 

Follow-up was conducted when necessary.  

In order to address the research questions guiding this project, the interviewees were 

asked how they define relevant concepts, like family; they were asked to explain their reasoning 
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for being either in favor of or against gay and lesbian adoption; they were asked to assess their 

success in influencing media coverage; they were asked how they altered their public 

communication over time; they were also asked about the Florida ban and Rosie O’Donnell’s 

participation. For a complete list of questions, the preliminary interview guide for this study is 

located in Appendix B.    

The interviews were conducted following the procedures used for unstructured 

interviewing (Fontana & Frey 1998). The interview guide served as a checklist to ensure all 

necessary issues were covered, but the researcher took advantage of the freedom to expand, 

explore, and probe further when deemed necessary. Once the interviews were completed, the 

researcher transcribed each tape for easier analysis. The transcripts from each interview were 

read repeatedly. For the interviews conducted via e-mail, the participants’ answers to each 

question were analyzed in the same manner as the transcripts from the tape recordings. As with 

unstructured interviews, specific categories or codes were not developed beforehand (Fontana & 

Frey, 1998), but instead the researcher located themes germane to the research project while 

reading and taking notes on the interview transcripts and e-mail responses. The themes were then 

color-coded for easier identification during the results reporting process. 

In conducting both the discourse analysis and the interviews, the researcher utilized 

research questions as a guide. The following section outlines those guiding research questions.   

Research Questions 

 This research is guided by the following research questions:   

1. How will participants in the gay and lesbian adoption issue attempt to influence the way the 
general public and other involved parties view the issue? 

 
a. How will participants define or construct concepts relevant to the gay 
and lesbian adoption issue?  
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b. What frames will be employed to resonate with the public?  

 
c. How will participants interact with and respond to one another?   

 
d. How will participants in the gay and lesbian adoption attempt to 
construct their own identities? 
 
e. How will proponents and opponents of gay and lesbian adoption attempt 
to construct the identities of other participants in the issue, particularly 
oppositional participants? 

 

2.  Will the discursive strategies offered by issue participants appear in print media coverage of  
     gay and lesbian adoption?  
 

a. Will the frames/language sponsored by certain groups or individuals 
appear more frequently than others? 

 
b. Will certain frames/language offered by some be excluded from 

media coverage completely? 
 

c. How will participants in the gay and lesbian adoption issue assess the 
media coverage of the issue?  

 
3. How will Rosie O’Donnell’s participation in the issue affect the media coverage and public 

perception of gay and lesbian adoption?  
 

a. Will Rosie O’Donnell’s participation inspire new frames present in the      
media coverage of the issue?  
 
b. Will Rosie O’Donnell’s participation affect how other participants  
attempt to construct the issue? 
 
c. How will Rose O’Donnell’s impact be assessed in comparison to that of   
Anita Bryant? 

 
These questions served as a guide for both the discourse analysis and interviews performed for 

this project, however, some questions apply to one method over the other. The research questions 

will be referenced in the results chapters (Chapters 3 & 4), but a more explicit explanation of 
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how the results from the discourse analysis and the interviews answer each of the guiding 

research questions will be provided in the discussion chapter (Chapter 5).  

 The goal of this project is to examine the public construction of the gay and lesbian 

adoption issue. This goal will be accomplished by analyzing print media coverage of gay and 

lesbian adoption, spanning from 1977 to 2005, in five different publications and interviewing 

twenty different issue participants representing gay and lesbian rights organizations, child 

welfare organizations, conservative and religious organizations, and gay and lesbian parents. The 

following two chapters report the results of the methods employed; Chapter 3 reports the results 

of the discourse analysis, and Chapter 4 reports the results from the interviews.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 

PRINT COVERAGE DOMINANT THEMES & FRAMES  
 

 This chapter will report the results of the discourse analysis performed on the five 

publications examined for this research project. Using the research questions as a guide, each 

publication will be each addressed individually in the following order: The Advocate, 

Christianity Today, Time, the Miami Herald, and the New York Times. It should be noted that the 

order in which the publications are discussed in the following sections is arbitrary and does not 

reflect any deliberate attempt by the researcher to imply that one publication is more germane to 

the research or that the findings need to be presented in this order to be meaningful. The time 

period examined stretches for twenty-eight years, from 1977 to 2005, and the results from the 

discourse analysis are addressed chronologically, for the most part. As stated in Chapter 2, broad 

themes and frames were located within each publication, and thus, the following analysis 

provides evidence for said themes and frames and discusses their significance to the research 

project as a whole.  

The purpose of this research project is to examine media coverage of gay and lesbian 

adoption, but some of the analysis is dedicated to covering a debate in the late 1970’s and early 

1980’s over a human rights ordinance in Dade County, Florida. The ordinance already existed in 

1977; it prohibited discrimination in housing and employment. For a timeline of dates significant 

to this project, see Appendix C. Controversy ensued, however, when an amendment to the 

ordinance was proposed that would prohibit discrimination on the basis of sexual preference. The 

debate was, for the most part, between Anita Bryant, a singer and former Miss Oklahoma, and 

her Save Our Children organization and gay and lesbian rights activists. The reason for the 
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attention to this particular controversy is because Bryant’s campaign against adding sexual 

preference to the ordinance facilitated the passing of a Florida ban on gay and lesbian adoption 

that remains in place today. According the Orlando Sentinel, the Florida Legislature barred 

homosexuals from adopting at the height of the anti-gay crusade ignited by Anita Bryant (Bell, 

2001, August 12). Therefore, the analysis of each publication devotes some time to any articles 

covering the controversy over the ordinance amendment.   

Publication #1: The Advocate 

The researcher’s examination of The Advocate’s coverage revealed four prominent 

themes, including (1) refuting myths about homosexuality, (2) challenging the traditional, 

heterosexual family, (3) personifying the anti-gay movement, and (4) homosexual parents as 

victims of the court system. Some of these themes re-appear in coverage after 1989, while some 

change over time or disappear from the coverage. The persistence or dissipation of certain 

themes over time will be addressed at the end of this section.  

Refuting the Pedophilia Myth 

 Advocate articles examined in the early years of the sample reveal the effort to refute 

concerns about the danger of homosexuals to children; specifically, many articles address the 

myth that homosexuals are more likely to be pedophiles. An example of this theme is an article 

from a two-part series entitled “Life Among the Heterosexuals: Part 1 Child Sexual Abuse” 

(Shilts, 1977, December 14). Immediately from the title of this series, it can be ascertained that 

the author, Randy Shilts, is responding to the pedophilia myth. Fischli (1979) notes that the link 

between homosexuality and pedophilia was one of the rhetorical strategies employed by Anita 

Bryant during her campaign to repeal the homosexual civil rights referendum in Dade County, 

Florida. Considering the context of 1977, when Shilts’ article was published, it seems apparent 
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that he was, at least in part, responding to the public anti-gay rhetoric of Anita Bryant and Save 

Our Children.   

Directly beneath the title of the article, reads the caption: “The problem of child sexual 

abuse has little to do with either homosexuality or gay people—instead, it remains almost 

exclusively a family affair” (p. 11).  This caption refutes the idea that being homosexual makes 

one more prone to sexually abuse children, and moreover, places the blame directly on 

heterosexuals and the family. It is not the homosexual stranger, teacher, or acquaintance, but 

rather the heterosexual family member who is most likely to prey on the children he or she is 

closest to. To back this claim, Shilts cites first-hand evidence of children who experienced sexual 

abuse, “Shirley was only four years old when her step-father started to fondle her warmly” (p. 

11). He also cites research like that performed by the American Humane Association which 

revealed that 72% of abusers were parents.  

By unveiling these statistics about child abuse, Shilts also attacks another myth, which is 

that the heterosexual family is the ideal for raising children.  In fact, Shilts argues that society’s 

reverence of the heterosexual family exacerbates the child abuse problem by keeping it a secret.  

“The tenacious hold that the nuclear family concept has on the American imagination, however, 

is bound to keep the child sexual abuse problem hidden for some time” (p. 13).  Shilts points out 

that it is easier for society to maintain that the danger to children comes in the form of the 

deviant pervert outside of the home, someone who is different, and therefore, can be kept 

separate from children. However, he attacks this notion, making the argument that perhaps the 

family should be removed from its cultural pedestal and re-examined.  

Although this article does not directly address gay and lesbian parents, it does challenge 

the heterosexual nuclear family. It condemns society for failing to critically examine the 
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heterosexual family by showing that this reluctance allows child abuse to continue. Furthermore, 

the article shatters the myth that homosexuals are pedophiles by highlighting the abuse that takes 

place within heterosexual families.  

An Advocate special report on child molestation (Giteck, 1978, June 28) refutes the 

connection between homosexuality and child molestation, and furthermore, blames the media for 

perpetuating this myth about homosexuals. At the top of the first page of the article is a quote 

printed in larger text that reads: 

‘The media, either through ignorance or by design, seem to take delight in 
sensational reports of homosexual child molestation. Yet they pay scant attention 
to the countless thousands of cases of heterosexual child abuse that take place in 
this country every year.’(p. 7) 
 

This quote positions the media as being an accomplice of those who associate homosexuality 

with child molestation, and not an unknowing one. By using the words “take delight in 

sensational reports,” Giteck is claiming that the media enjoy drawing attention to these reports.  

And by stating that the media pays “scant attention to the countless thousands of cases” 

involving heterosexuals, this quote implies the media helps child molestation to continue by 

failing to expose who actually perpetrate it.  

Giteck’s article further informs this project by revealing the dissatisfaction with 

mainstream media exhibited by members of the gay and lesbian media. The Advocate, during this 

time period, perhaps functioned as an outlet to counteract the negative portrayals of homosexuals 

in other media sources.  Fejes & Petrich (1993) write that before the late 1960’s homosexuality 

was either ignored by the news media or framed as a “sickness, perversion, or crime” (p. 402). 

Placed in this context, articles in The Advocate like Shilts’ and Giteck’s are the gay and lesbian 

media’s response to the mainstream media’s treatment of homosexuals.   



  
  

72 

 

 

In addition to refuting any correlation between homosexuality and pedophilia, the articles 

discussed thus far exposed sexual abuse occurring within the heterosexual nuclear family. This is 

representative of another theme prevalent in The Advocate: challenging the sacred position of the 

heterosexual nuclear family.  

Challenging the Heterosexual Family  

Throughout the analysis process, it was often observed that when an article referred to 

traditional families, it used television families as examples. Furthermore, these television 

families were from shows that aired during the 1950’s and 1960’s. For example, in “Life Among 

the Heterosexuals: Part II,” Shilts (1977, December 28) mentions The Donna Reed Show and 

Father Knows Best and writes that the “blissful family so reverently characterized” in these 

shows doesn’t actually exist, stating that wife battering, child abuse, and incest are more 

common than one would think (p. 7). Giteck (1978, June 28) also mentions Father Knows Best 

in his special report on child molestation, arguing the show could have been called “Father 

Knows Lust” (p. 7).  Referencing television families is a strategy to remind the reader that this 

idealized version of family never existed, even in the 1950’s. It reminds that this type of family 

is a fictional creation, and not the prototype for all families.  

 Some articles challenge the traditional family by highlighting its flaws while others make 

claims that non-traditional families with gay or lesbian parents might be superior.  For example, 

in “Choosing to Parent,” Zemel (1981, April 30) quotes a lesbian single mother who points out 

that she is a parent because she wanted to parent. “‘I didn’t have a baby because I fell in love 

with a man or because I had sex with a man and got pregnant. I had a baby because I wanted a 

baby’” (p. 18). Here, the implication is that heterosexuals have babies that are not the result of 

the desire to parent, and at times, the completely unintentional result of heterosexual sex.  
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Lesbians and gay men, on the other hand, cannot have babies unless they make the intentional 

effort to do so by artificial insemination, surrogacy, or adoption. Therefore, one can assume that 

if they go through this extra effort, they must really want and are truly prepared to be parents, 

whereas heterosexuals do not need the desire or the proper credentials to produce children. 

 In “Gay Daddies Shatter Stereotypes,” Dolce (1983, January 6) sources Dr. Irving Bieber 

to make the point that gay men make superior fathers. “‘Unlike their own fathers, gays tend to 

make warm and affectionate fathers who are quite involved with their children’” (p. 27). What 

stands out from this quote is “unlike their own fathers” because it insinuates that the heterosexual 

fathers of these gay men were inferior in comparison to their homosexual sons. It suggests that 

they were not warm, affectionate, or involved with their own children. It could be surmised that 

heterosexual fathers are not as warm, affectionate, or involved with their children because with 

their heterosexuality comes gender norms that preclude showing too many of these softer 

characteristics. Because gay fathers do not necessarily conform to strict gender roles, their 

children benefit from having fathers who can take on maternal characteristics.     

The first two themes present in The Advocate coverage serve to challenge the 

heteronormative ideal of the heterosexual nuclear family. The Advocate does this by drawing 

attention to the physical and sexual abuse that occurs within families. Recalling Cooper (2002), 

The Advocate articles also “problematize heteromasculinity” in showing that heterosexual 

fathers, because of their culturally prescribed gender roles, are less warm and affectionate 

towards their children than gay fathers. Because of this and the other ways the articles suggest 

that gay and lesbian parents might be superior to straight parents, The Advocate attempts to 

privilege or normalize the gay or lesbian family.  
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Considering the context in which these articles were written is especially significant 

because, at this time, there existed a vocal and impassioned anti-homosexual movement in 

Florida fronted by Anita Bryant. Bryant’s spearheading of the Save Our Children movement and 

her celebrity status, being a singer and past Miss Oklahoma, resulted in her being targeted as the 

source of anti-gay sentiment. This was another theme identified within The Advocate coverage 

during the late 1970’s and early 1980’s. 

Personification of Anti-Gay Sentiment 

 When one examines The Advocate articles in the context of the late 1970’s, it is clear 

that many are responses to Anita Bryant and the Save Our Children movement.  Fetner (2001) 

explains that gay and lesbian rights activists capitalized on Anita Bryant and the Save Our 

Children movement to transition from generic claims of discrimination to specific mentions of 

tangible threats personified by Bryant and her cohorts. Fetner writes, “Bryant became the poster 

child of intolerance for the lesbian and gay movement” (p. 422). In The Advocate coverage, the 

gay and lesbian rights activists’ efforts to publicly criticize and mock Anita Bryant and Save Our 

Children are observed.  

Representative of the response to Anita Bryant and Save Our Children, a cartoon in 

Shilts’ (1977, December 28) article directly parodies Bryant’s Save Our Children movement. 

The cartoon features protesters carrying signs that read “SAVE OUR CHILDREN” and “GAYS 

MUST GO!” while, off to the side, a man with his pants down lays on top of a woman in the 

street, seemingly raping her. One of the protesters is depicted saying, “Don’t worry about that, 

he’s heterosexual!” (p. 8).  Shilts is clearly sending a message that the anger and fear espoused 

towards gays by Save Our Children is misplaced, and that they should be turning their judgment 

on themselves. The fact that this message is conveyed through cartoon functions to heighten the 
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mocking tone. It suggests that Save Our Children’s positions are ridiculous to the point of being 

humorous.  

 Because Anita Bryant became the face of the anti-gay rights movement during the late 

1970’s, many articles focused directly on her. Even after she succeeded in having the sexual 

preference addendum to the human rights ordinance repealed, articles continued to mention her 

and even covered her personal life.   

 The Advocate followed Anita Bryant’s life during 1980, reporting on difficulties she 

experienced that year, including a divorce from her husband. Articles did not fail to draw 

attention to the irony in Bryant’s divorce from her husband of twenty years. One headline reads, 

“Let She Who Is Without Sin…” (1980, June 26), and another reads, “Model Marriage that 

Wasn’t” (1980, July 10).  The obvious implication is that Bryant is a hypocrite who should not 

be casting judgment on others. The first line of “Let She Who Is Without Sin” reads, “Moral 

crusader Anita Bryant has filed for divorce.” It is not accidental that the headline calls her a 

“moral crusader.” Bryant cited God and morality as the motivation for her movement against 

homosexuals (Fischli, 1979), so it is ironic that she would get a divorce, something she and her 

cohorts would’ve probably dubbed immoral, and furthermore, something frowned upon by the 

Christian church.  

Another short article called “Anita Bryant Says She Has Changed Her Mind” reports as if 

Bryant is having second thoughts about her stance on homosexuality. The article mentions an 

interview Bryant gave to Ladies Home Journal.  Now that she is divorced, Bryant is quoted as 

saying, “The answers don’t seem so simple now” and that she now can better understand the gay 

rights movement. The article also mentions that in her interview, Bryant admitted to having 

become addicted to wine, sleeping pills and Valium, and also to having been unfaithful to her 
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husband. Speculating as to why The Advocate reported on this interview, it could be to show that 

since Bryant fell off her pedestal of righteousness and had to look at her own mistakes, she 

became more understanding of homosexuals. 

Mocking Anita Bryant could serve to raise the morale of the homosexual community who 

would’ve needed the boost after the Save Our Children campaign, which positioned 

homosexuals as a dangerous and perverted group of people, and also because the campaign was 

successful in that voters repealed the addition of sexual preference to the human rights 

ordinance. More importantly, these articles construct Anita Bryant as the representation of anti-

homosexual sentiment. Therefore, covering her public failures after the Save Our Children 

success showed that there were negative consequences to her public denunciation of 

homosexuals. This is further bolstered by reports that even Bryant herself was second-guessing 

her position on homosexuality.   

Personifying the anti-gay sentiment present in society through Anita Bryant provides the 

gay and lesbian rights movement with a tangible example of the bigotry gays and lesbians face. 

This could function to garner sympathy from the public and/or to unite gays and lesbians under 

the anti-discrimination cause. Covering Anita Bryant and Save Our Children creates a rallying 

point for the gay rights movement.  The next theme present within The Advocate serves the same 

function. Constructing gay and lesbian parents as victims of a homophobic court system draws 

attention to their plight.   

Homosexuals as Victims of the Courts 

During the early years of The Advocate sample, there was more coverage of gays and 

lesbians who became parents while in heterosexual marriages than coverage of gay and lesbian 

adoption. Once these heterosexual marriages ended in divorce, custody battles often ensued over 
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the children. The Advocate covered many of these custody battles, and in most cases, the 

coverage revealed the court system to be a hostile environment for gay and lesbian parents, thus 

positioning them as victims. This is reflective of strategies employed by the homosexual rights 

movement during this time period. Fetner (2001), for example, noted a threatened minority 

frame present in gay rights rhetoric after Save Our Children.  

 Advocate articles from the late 1970’s and 1980’s provide evidence that many judges 

regarded homosexuality itself as a reason to deny custody.  In “Gay Daddies Shatter 

Stereotypes,” the following quote is printed in large bolded text: “In family court, judges are still 

using terms like ‘unfit parent’ and ‘insufficient moral character’ to describe gay parents” (Dolce, 

1983, January 6, p. 25). The article goes on to discuss the hardships experienced by gay parents 

in custody fights for their children. In one gay father’s story, the judge stated that he feared that 

two gay men living together might try to “‘convert’” the kids to “their way of thinking” (p. 26).  

The fear that homosexuals would recruit children was something espoused by Anita Bryant and 

Save Our Children as well (Fischli, 1979). The judge’s decision in this case serves as evidence of 

that argument’s resonance.    

  The prevalence of the AIDS virus only worsened the situation for homosexual parents as 

it gave the courts more reason to question them. Freiberg (1986, June 10) reports that 

homosexual parents are being asked to take an AIDS test before they can see their children, even 

lesbians who are “the lowest risk group in the country” (p. 15). Drawing attention to the fact that 

lesbians have been asked to submit to AIDS testing despite the unlikelihood that they would 

contract the disease perhaps functions to highlight the irrationality behind these court-ordered 

AIDS tests. Roberta Achtenberg, from the Lesbian Rights Project, accuses the courts of using 

AIDS as an excuse for their prejudice against homosexuals. “‘Instead of calling us queer, which 
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is what they usually do, now they have something that more legitimate-appearing to hide behind. 

AIDS provides a veil for basic homophobia’”(Freiberg, 1986, June 10, p. 15). Notice she says 

“legitimate-appearing,” pointing out that, to mainstream America, fear of AIDS would be a 

legitimate reason to deny the rights of gay parents, therefore judges feel free to cite AIDS as a 

reason. However, to Achtenberg and readers of The Advocate, it is only a red herring.   

  The Advocate’s articles during this time period inform its readers about the adversity 

facing homosexual parents. As Paula Ettelbrick from the National Center for Lesbian Rights 

explains, the gay community had not yet embraced the plight of gay and lesbian parents because 

they didn’t see parenting as part of their life. At this time, Ettelbrick compared the issue of gay 

and lesbian parenting to the fight for gays and lesbians in the military; at first, the homosexual 

community did not get involved, but later the issue became a hot political topic (Bull, 1983, 

October 19). Considering this, it’s likely The Advocate wanted to draw attention to 

discrimination suffered by gay and lesbian parents to inspire others in the homosexual 

community to get involved.  

What is more striking about the articles discussed in this previous section is that the 

authors often went beyond informing about and defending gays and lesbians to actually 

criticizing and attacking the heterosexual community, particularly those expressing anti-gay and 

lesbian rhetoric. Despite the fact that some Advocate articles framed gays and lesbians as 

victims, the coverage overall provides much evidence that gays and lesbians were going on the 

offensive, subverting heterosexist discourses, by not only refuting myths about homosexuality, 

but highlighting problems in the heterosexual community and suggesting that, in some ways, 

homosexuals are superior. 
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 As stated previously, during the analysis phase, print articles were organized and 

examined by decade as best as possible. Therefore, what follows is a discussion of themes and 

frames present in The Advocate during the 1990’s. Some themes and frames are the continuation 

of those observed thus far while others are new. The first two themes discussed in this section, 

Refuting the Pedophilia Myth and Challenging the Traditional Heterosexual Family continue 

into the 1990’s, however, these themes evolved into calls for redefining what makes a functional 

family.  

Redefining the Family  

 In the 1990’s, articles in The Advocate continue to question the revered position of the 

traditional family by highlighting the number of functioning families that fail to fit the traditional 

heterosexist definition. In this coverage, gay and lesbian families are positioned as common, if 

not typical, while the traditional nuclear family ostensibly erodes and transforms into new 

structures. The Advocate’s coverage during this time period treats gay and lesbian families as not 

only functional, but also commonplace. As Cooper (2002) would explain it, the coverage 

privileges or centers the gay or lesbian family. 

 The article “All in the Family” exemplifies The Advocate’s call for redefining the family. 

“Now that traditional nuclear families are becoming the exception rather than the rule in our 

society, lesbians and gay men with children are one more segment of the population redefining 

what constitutes a functional family” (Nonas, 1992, August 13, p. 52). The article, “Family 

Outings,” also addresses the alleged demise of the nuclear family. The article notes that in 

contrast to the traditional patriarchal family structure, women can be the heads of households: 

“‘Black women have been redefining family for some time’” (Nonas, 1991, September 10, p. 

62). The notion that women have been heading households for some time is echoed in the article 
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“The visible woman.” Here, Sorensen (1994, January 25) argues that lesbians have been mothers 

throughout history. In fact, in Nonas’ (1991, September 10) article, one source argues that 

lesbian-led households fit the idealized description of a family, claiming that her lesbian family 

is more like what the “old-time family used to be” and she and her partner have created a place 

“that’s more like what a family should be” (p. 64). Therefore, this article hints that lesbian 

families are succeeding in ways that the heterosexual family is failing.  

The coverage of happy, functioning homosexual families is not restricted to lesbian 

families. “Fathers and son” (Ricks, 1995, February 7) features a photograph of two men sitting 

on a couch with a young boy laying across their laps while one man reads from a children’s 

book. The caption reads “Storybook ending,” and refers to the fact that the couple won 

permanent custody of their foster son, four-year-old Gailen. Gailen’s biological mother is 

reported as having abused drugs and alcohol and having neglected her child. This description of 

Gailen’s mother, along with the description of his fathers’ elation in being able to adopt Gailen, 

seems intended to evoke a certainty in the reader that Gailen is much better off with his new 

family, led by two fathers.  Again, this suggests the superiority of some gay and lesbian parents 

in comparison to heterosexuals.   

According to Demo & Allen (1996), feminists have asserted sexism and heterosexism 

underlies any definition of family that assumes one structure where the identities and behaviors 

of family members can be described as using the concept of gender role. The lesbians and gays 

described in the preceding articles are subverting sexist and heterosexist notions of family by co-

opting the values associated with the “old-time family” and creating families they claim are 

superior to modern heterosexual families. These articles show how The Advocate continued to 

challenge the supremacy of the heterosexual nuclear family as seen in articles during the 1970’s 
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and 1980’s. One difference seemingly observed is that the challenge relies less the failures of the 

heterosexual family and more on the successes of gay and lesbian and other non-traditional 

families.   

  The 1990’s Advocate coverage revealed that, as in the 1970’s and 1980’s, concerns 

lingered about the alleged danger of homosexuals to children. Articles from this section of the 

sample reveal attempts to refute concerns about homosexuals and children, and efforts to frame 

homosexuals as potential adoptive parents to children in foster care.  

Refuting Concerns about Homosexuals and Children/Homosexuals as Parents  

 The opposition to gay and lesbian adoption has suggested that being raised by gay or 

lesbian parents would be harmful to children. In the 1990’s, The Advocate’s coverage of 

homosexual parenting addresses these concerns. Moreover, some articles position gay and 

lesbians as desperately needed parents for children who are stuck in the foster care system.  

 The most common objections to homosexual parenting observed in Advocate articles 

examined here are that homosexual parents would be likely to raise homosexual children, that 

the children of homosexuals will have sexual or gender identity confusion, and that these 

children will be subject to stigma and ridicule because of their unconventional families. This is 

different from the late 1970’s where it seemed a major objection to gay and lesbian adoption 

would have been the pedophilia myth. This reflects a shift in anti-gay and lesbian parenting 

rhetoric from objections centered on the homosexuals themselves to objections centered on the 

well-being of children. This shift will be discussed later in this project as it reappears in the 

coverage from other publications.  

Articles in The Advocate during the 1990’s provide evidence of attempts to alleviate the 

concerns of gay and lesbian adoption/parenting opponents. For one, The Advocate coverage 
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refutes the notion that homosexual parents raise their children to be homosexual. Gallagher 

(1995, May 30) refutes this notion, sourcing Dan Cherubin from a national group for gay 

children and parents. Cherubin asserts that most homosexual parents want their children to grow 

up to be heterosexual because, in our society, it is easier to be straight. Nonas (1992, August 13) 

cites Dr. Martha Kirkpatrick who mentions that no research studies support the idea that 

homosexual parents will raise homosexual children. As will be repeatedly shown throughout this 

project, these assertions from Cherubin and Dr. Kirkpatrick are representative of the effort to 

assure that homosexuals do not raise homosexual children. What is most interesting about that 

fact is that rarely, if ever, does anyone ask why it would be so bad if the children of homosexuals 

do end up homosexual. By not asking this question, gay and lesbian adoption/parenting 

advocates support the notion that it is inherently undesirable to be homosexual. This issue 

deserves further attention and will be raised again in Chapter 5.  

 Articles address the ridicule concern about homosexual parents as well. For example, 

Rebecca Perbix, from the Adoption Resource Center at the Children’s Home Society of 

Washington, is cited in Ricks’ article “Fathers and son” (1995, February 7). She responds to the 

teasing concern by claiming that being placed in a homosexual household is no different than a 

child being placed in a household of a different racial background. Furthermore, she argues that 

what’s important is that the child is no longer stuck in the system, and instead, is in a permanent 

home with capable parents. This leads into the most prevalent argument used in favor of gay and 

lesbian adoption in The Advocate articles from the 1990’s, and that is that gay and lesbian 

parents are needed to parent the numbers of children who are currently living in foster care or 

institutions.    
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 The following passage is from the last paragraph of the article “Taking Aim at Parents” 

(Rochman, 1999, June 22). It is powerful testimony and illustrates the dominant argument for 

gay and lesbian adoption present in The Advocate.  

‘I’ve been beaten within an inch of my life, I’ve had people tie me up and shoot 
me up with drugs, I’ve been gang-raped by family members-and these are straight 
people that did this to me. The lesbians that I live with now are the best people I 
have ever met in my life.’     
 

This excerpt, from a letter written by the teenage foster child of two lesbians, serves two 

purposes. It shows that gays and lesbians can provide stable, if not ideal, homes to children, and 

it also shows the horrors experienced by children in the foster care system. It is difficult to 

imagine anyone arguing that this child is not better off living in this same-sex household than in 

one of her previous foster homes. Therefore, gay and lesbian parents are positioned as preferable 

to remaining in foster care.   

 One article draws attention to the fact that most foster children wouldn’t be in need of 

adoptive homes if their heterosexual parents hadn’t failed them. Willhoite (1996, November 26) 

points out the irony in denying parenthood to people solely for being homosexual when so many 

children are damaged by heterosexual parents. “In the media everyday, you see stories of 

(supposedly straight) parents who have wounded their children in some grievous way” (p. 42).  

Willhoite shows that being heterosexual does not guarantee that one is capable of providing a 

stable, loving environment for children. Essentially, he pokes a big hole in the argument that 

heterosexual households are, by definition, better for children. This article, like others previously 

discussed, goes beyond constructing homosexuals as adequate parents and suggests their 

superiority by drawing attention to the failures of heterosexual parents.  
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 Several Advocate articles attempt to refute arguments against gay and lesbian adoption 

through mention of scientific research.  However, at the same time, opponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption offer their own evidence that gays and lesbians should not parent. The debate over 

scientific research into gay and lesbian parenting emerged in articles published during the 

1990’s. It is a debate that continues to reappear in articles up through 2005 as will shown later in 

this chapter.  

The Research Debate  

 Many Advocate articles from the 1990’s highlight social science research into gay and 

lesbian parenting. Social science research on gay and lesbian parenting was discussed in at least 

12 different articles during the nineties. Much of the research mentioned indicates that children 

of gays and lesbians do not have difficulties with gender or social developments. For example, 

Bull (1993, October 19) addresses an October 1992 article in the journal Child Development, 

which summarized the findings of 30 studies on gay and lesbian parents, “The article said the 

studies were nearly unanimous in finding that children of gay and lesbian parents develop 

normally” (p. 27). Sorensen (1994, January 25) echoes this, reporting that numerous studies 

indicate that the children of lesbian and gay parents grow up as normally as children from 

heterosexual households. The stress experienced by children raised by homosexuals is the topic 

of research mentioned by Gallagher (1995, May 30). This research by Charlotte Patterson, a 

psychology professor at the University of Virginia, showed that children of homosexuals did 

exhibit more stress, but that these children also reported a “‘greater overall sense of well-being’” 

(p. 30).   

 Opponents of gay and lesbian adoption have countered with their own research studies, 

but The Advocate coverage undermines them. Bull (1999, June 22), for example, mentions that 



  
  

85 

 

 

the Family Research Council and other conservative groups often cite a 1983 study performed by 

the Family Research Institute. Bull labels the Family Research Institute “right-wing” to suggest 

an inherent bias. Bull also deems the research “out-of-date,” calls the sample size “small,” and 

mentions that the author of the study, Paul Cameron, is a “widely discredited antigay researcher” 

(1999, June 22). Furthermore, the article mentions that “mainstream research” shows that 

homosexual parents are as good as any others. By writing “mainstream research,” Bull obviously 

meant to exclude the research of Paul Cameron and the FRI from that category. As will be 

discussed throughout this project, undermining the research cited by the opposition is a strategy 

employed by both proponents and opponents of gay and lesbian adoption.   

 From examining The Advocate coverage from the 1990’s, the identity of gay and lesbians 

has been reconstructed to include parent. However, in addition to constructing the identity of 

gays and lesbians, The Advocate coverage also constructs an identity for gay and lesbian 

adoption opponents. Similarly to the coverage garnered by Anita Bryant in The Advocate during 

the late 1970’s and early 1980’s, articles continue to negatively frame those against gay and 

lesbian rights as discriminatory bullies, attacking gay and lesbian families.  

Frame: Opposition as Attackers/Bullies  

 Articles in The Advocate call the religious right “ugly” and “family values stalkers” (Bull, 

1999, June 22), and also claim that religious conservatives have led a “nationwide attack on gay 

adoptions and foster parents” (Rochman, 1999, June 22, p. 78).   Suzanne Goldberg, from 

LAMBDA, is quoted accusing the opposition of leading “misinformation campaigns,” while 

Nancy Polikoff, from American University, is reported claiming that the right wing is “‘invading 

our homes and taking away our children’” (Sorensen, 1994, January 25). Gallagher (1995, May 

30) sources one parent who expresses fear of a “‘right-wing nut’” recognizing and hurting her 
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son (p. 32). These excerpts represent a recurring theme where opponents are framed as 

aggressors, targeting and attacking homosexuals and their families. This helps construct the 

image of gays and lesbians as a threatened minority (Fetner, 2001), and reflects the strategy 

observed by Smith & Windes (1997) to construct antigays as dangerous. “Because antigays…can 

no longer engage openly in racism and sexism, gays become convenient and often defenseless 

targets” (p. 33).    

 Framing the opposition as attackers or bullies is a strategy that facilitates the construction 

of gays and lesbians as victims of discrimination. This helps homosexual rights activists create 

an ethnic identity for gays and lesbians so that they can draw on familiar frames like those 

successfully employed by Blacks during the civil rights movement. Furthermore, this framing of 

the opposition also helps unite gays and lesbians against a tangible threat or enemy. Anita Bryant 

no longer served to do this as she did during the 1970’s and 1980’s, but Advocate articles 

published during 1990’s remind that similar threats still exist.  

Suggesting that the court system is complicit in discrimination against gays and lesbians 

only bolsters the strategies to unite gays and lesbians and create an ethnic identity. Some 

Advocate articles from the 1990’s frame courts and lawmakers who grasp onto anti-gay and 

lesbian adoption rhetoric as prejudiced or behind the times. This frame is a continuation of the 

framed observed during the 1970’s and 1980’s that positioned gays and lesbians as victims of the 

court system.  

Judges/Courts Biased Against Gay & Lesbian Parents 

Like the early Advocate coverage, many articles from the 1990’s highlight the hardships 

faced by many homosexual parents fighting for custody of their children. Some articles suggest 

that judges ignore facts and evidence that favor homosexual parenting. The subtitle to the article 
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“Losing the war” (Bull, 1995, May 30) suggests this: “The courts disregard evidence in denying 

a lesbian mother custody of her son” (p. 33). Within the article, Bull writes that some advocates 

for homosexual parenting are unsure if even all the research in the world would be enough to 

overcome “deeply ingrained prejudices about the legal definition of family” (p. 33).  

Many cases where a gay or lesbian parent was denied parental custody are discussed in 

The Advocate coverage. Gover (1996, November, 26) recounts how one lesbian lost custody of 

her son whom she had raised for five years despite the fact that her ex-husband owed $28,000 in 

child support and of a gay man who lost custody of his daughters even though the daughters told 

the court they preferred to live with him. Gover writes, “As they fight to maintain their rights as 

parents, their sexual orientation is used against them” (p. 25). The message is clear that despite 

any progress seemingly made to redefine family, to redefine their own images, and to educate on 

the prevalence of homosexual parents, gays and lesbians are still experiencing prejudice in the 

court system. At this time, advocates for gay and lesbian adoption had yet to achieve legal 

validation; this suggests that their pro-gay parenting rhetoric had yet influenced wider public 

discourse.  

As mentioned previously, drawing attention to the opposition to gay and lesbian adoption 

and the adversity faced by homosexual parents in the courts functions to inspire members of the 

homosexual community to become involved in the fight for gay and lesbian parenting and 

adoption. The “Point of View” piece written by Horton (1993, August 10) supports this.  Horton 

argues that labeling gays and lesbians as unfit to raise children is “one of the most vicious and 

destructive elements of homophobia” and that it is a “denial of our human right to participate in 

the continuation of the human race” (p. 5). He calls on other homosexuals to demand the 

absolute right to bear or adopt children and to become involved with the lives of children so that 
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the demons of homophobia can be exorcised. Therefore, these articles serve as a rallying cry to 

other gays and lesbians, parents or not, to become involved in the parenting issue because it is at 

the heart of homophobia.   

Looking at The Advocate’s coverage from 1977 through 1999, many of the major themes 

and frames present persisted over the years. Articles challenged the heterosexual nuclear family, 

refuted myths about homosexuality, targeted the opposition to gay and lesbian rights, and framed 

homosexuals as victims of discrimination. However, some changes were observed over the years 

as well. A debate emerged over research investigating gay and lesbian parents and their children 

in the 1990’s. And, generally, coverage reflected a greater awareness of gay and lesbian families, 

particularly gays and lesbians with adopted children, whereas in the 1970’s and 1980’s the 

concentration seemed to be on gays and lesbians with children from prior heterosexual 

relationships.  

 Familiar themes continue in Advocate articles published from 2000 to 2005 in that 

proponents of gay and lesbian adoption continue to respond to opponent objections and 

strengthen their efforts to frame gay and lesbian families as reflecting traditional values. The use 

of research to support gay and lesbian parenting also continues. Much of the coverage frames 

gay and lesbian parents as needed for foster children, especially those with special needs. A 

discrimination or civil rights frame persists, and is used to criticize Florida’s ban prohibiting gay 

and lesbian adoption. Framing the Florida law as discriminatory is new to The Advocate’s 

coverage from 2000 to 2005.  Another theme not observed previously is the importance of 

publicity for homosexual families. Within this, Rosie O’Donnell’s public participation is 

addressed. As explained in Chapter 1, the coverage of Rosie O’Donnell is important to this 

research project’s consideration of the impact of celebrity on social issues.   
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Gay and Lesbian Families are Traditional/Refuting Objections   

The descriptions of gay and lesbian families in The Advocate’s articles from 2000 to 2005 

establish the normalcy of these families, showing that these families are similar to heterosexual 

families. The Steven Lofton and Roger Croteau-family are featured often in articles because of 

their lawsuit challenging the Florida ban. Lofton and Croteau serve as foster parents to five 

children, but are prohibited by Florida’s law from adopting any of them. The coverage of the 

Lofton-Croteau-family portrays them like any other family, only with two fathers. They are 

described as eating family meals, carpooling with neighbors, swimming, skating, and bike riding 

with their children, and helping with homework (McCarthy, 2005, June 21; Parker, 2002, April 

30). Exposing the normalcy of gay and lesbian families is also the focus of “The kids are all 

right,” in which the teenage daughter adopted by two men is described as worrying about the 

typical teenage concerns like finals, SATS, and college (Neff, 2004, July 20). Another article 

addresses how homosexual families have put activism on the back burner for more typical family 

activities. A gay father explains he and his partner have to find time to get to the ball field or 

soccer practice, and so they can’t be as politically involved (“Little League and Activism,” 2005, 

July 19).   

The descriptions of gay and lesbian families in these articles most likely serve to show 

that these families are like any typical heterosexual family. The context in which these articles 

were written needs to be considered, and the Lofton-Croteau lawsuit against the state of Florida 

was on-going at this time. In fact, in August of 2001, a federal judge upheld the Florida ban on 

homosexual adoptions, citing that Lofton and Croteau, and the other plaintiffs, failed to show 

that their families are “‘equivalently stable, are able to provide proper gender identification, 

[and] are not more socially stigmatizing than married heterosexual families’” (Wildman, 2001, 
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October 9). Giving readers a glimpse into the lives of families like the Lofton-Croteaus is one 

way that proponents can refute objections to gay and lesbian adoption. Depicting homosexual 

families as similar to heterosexual families is an assimilation or identity strategy. Cohen (1991) 

explains that by using identity, the claim is made, “we are the same as everybody else and hence 

should not be treated differently” (p. 73). Some would object to using this argument in favor of 

gay and lesbian families, arguing instead that the differences between homosexual and 

heterosexual families should be celebrated (Lucaites & Condit, 1990; Slagle, 1995).  Objections 

to constructing homosexual families as identical to heterosexual families deserve further 

attention, and so further discussion of this appears in Chapter 5.   

In The Advocate are other attempts to refute common objections raised by opponents of 

gay and lesbian adoption. For example, in “The battle for kids’ TV” (Vary, 2005, March 15), a 

lesbian mother responds to the argument that homosexuals sexualize their kids at a young age. 

She explains that the sexual behavior of the parents in homosexual families needs to be separated 

from their identity.  She accuses critics of reducing gays and lesbians to their sexual behavior, as 

if their sexuality rules their entire lives. Weston (1991) mentions the reduction of gays and 

lesbians to their sexual identity and their sexual identity to sex alone as a method for excluding 

gays and lesbians from ‘the family’ (p. 22).   

The Advocate coverage from 2000 to 2005 indicates that proponents are using real same-

sex families as the evidence to support gay and lesbian adoption. By the early twenty-first 

century, there were enough gay and lesbian families out in the open for the public to begin to get 

a view into their lives. Furthermore, the children of gays and lesbians who became parents in the 

seventies and eighties were old enough for their wellness to be evaluated. It seems proponents 

took this as an opportunity to show being raised by gays or lesbians is not harmful to children. 
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Using real families as evidence attaches a human face to the issue, something that citing research 

alone doesn’t accomplish. Nevertheless, The Advocate coverage mentions a great deal of 

research that supports gay and lesbian parenting. Discussion of research into gay and lesbian 

parenting also appeared during in The Advocate in the 1990’s. One new development here, 

however, is that several research and child welfare institutions went public with support for gay 

and lesbian adoption.   

Social Science Research 

As in the 1990’s, articles published from 2000 to 2005 cite research supportive of 

homosexual parenting. Most of the research cited indicated that homosexuals are equal to 

heterosexuals in their parenting abilities. One important finding often mentioned is that the 

majority of studies indicate no developmental difference between the children of homosexuals 

and the children of heterosexuals. For example, Neff (2004, July 20) writes that nearly fifty 

studies show this finding. The article, “Raising good children” reports on research by Ellen 

Perrin, a professor of pediatrics at Tufts University, whose research found that the children of 

same-sex couples had no greater incidence of problems with self-esteem, gender identity, or 

emotional issues than the children of heterosexuals (2005, November 22). And, Dr. Judith Stacey 

echoes this in “Little Catholic Gifts”(Henneman, 2005, December 6), where it is reported that 

after reviewing dozens of studies on the children of homosexuals, she found those children have 

no more social or emotional problems.  

 These excerpts present what seems to be a wealth of research supporting homosexual 

parenting, however, opponents of homosexual parenting often undermine this research by 

asserting researcher biased or questioning elements of the studies like sampling techniques. It 

might be more difficult for opponents of homosexual parenting to undermine or question the 
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support of a respected institution, and there is mention of several in The Advocate coverage. At 

least five different articles discuss support for gay and lesbian parenting from psychological and 

child welfare institutions.  

 The American Academy of Pediatrics, the American Psychological Association, and the 

Child Welfare League of America have all issued statements in support of homosexual adoption 

according to DuLong’s article (2002, April 16). Support from the American Academy of 

Pediatrics is also reported by Allen (2002, May 28), Quittner (2002, May 28), and Neff (2004, 

July 20). Additionally, Neff also cites the National Association of Social Workers and the 

American Bar Association as having issued statements of support for homosexual parenting. As 

stated previously, Foucault’s work on power influences this project, and therefore, support for 

gay and lesbian adoption from legitimized organizations like the American Academy of 

Pediatrics and the American Psychological Association proves significant. Organizations such as 

these are granted permission to speak on subjects such as child rearing; their expertise on this 

subject is taken for granted. Furthermore, media attention to support statements issued from 

these organizations only serves to solidify their expert status and authorization to speak on the 

issue (Fairclough, 1995). Whether those opposing homosexual parenting calculated a way to 

respond to the support statements is not apparent in The Advocate’s coverage. It would seem 

imperative, however, that opponents counteract the impact of the support from these 

organizations. 

 As already noted, there is increased attention paid to the Florida ban on gay and lesbian 

adoption in The Advocate from 2000 to 2005. As observed in The Advocate in the 1990’s, 

proponents of gay and lesbian adoption argued that gays and lesbians are needed to adopt 

children from foster care. This argument has increased relevance within the context of the 
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Florida ban on gay and lesbian adoption, and thus, in articles from 2000-2005, it was employed 

to criticize the ban.  

Homes for Special Needs Children  

Some of the most powerful statements made in favor of gay and lesbian adoption are 

from articles covering the Lofton-Croteau family, who are referenced in at least seven articles. In 

The Advocate’s coverage of Lofton and Croteau, readers learn that some of their five foster 

children are HIV positive (“Unfit parents?”, 2004, March 2). And, Parker (2002, April 30) 

reports that their eleven-year-old foster son tested HIV positive at birth, but now tests negative, 

which Parker explains now makes him “‘adoptable’” (p. 20). According to the article, the state of 

Florida is now seeking a permanent adoptive home for the eleven-year-old boy and is preparing 

to remove him from Lofton and Croteau who have raised him since he was an infant. This 

suggests a disturbing reason for the inconsistency in Florida’s law, which allows same-sex foster 

parents, but not adoption. One must consider whether Florida is using gay and lesbian 

households as a holding pen for children for whom it cannot find more conventional homes. 

Once one of those hard-to-place children becomes potentially adoptable to a heterosexual couple, 

as is the case with Lofton and Croteau’s foster son, a permanent placement is sought. This idea is 

supported in Parker’s article where Lofton explains that he and Croteau were asked by a Florida 

social worker to be foster parents in the 1980’s when “No one would touch the AIDS babies” (p. 

20). It seems, in Florida, homosexual parents are deemed fit to parent when no heterosexual 

wants to do it.  

The idea that gays and lesbians are willing to adopt the unadoptable can be located 

throughout The Advocate coverage. One article mentions a lesbian couple who adopted a 

daughter with Down’s Syndrome, and later, a child addicted to cocaine (Allen, 2002, May 28). 
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Lehoczky (2005, July 19) reports on a lesbian couple seeking to adopt a Latin American boy 

with a hole in his lung, pneumonia, and brain damage. Furthermore, it is reported that 

homosexual adoption sometimes saves children from horrible conditions. Weinstock, for 

example, writes that her own adopted daughter, who came from China, was underweight and 

infected with scabies (2005, July 19). Rimmer, also a lesbian mother, writes the following about 

the conditions of her children before she took them in: 

My youngest son was so badly neglected, he had to be removed from the home. 
They were placed in four other homes before mine, all headed by straight couples  
who rejected them. They came to me sickly and in need of love. (2005, August 
30, p. 16) 
 
The excerpts indicate several reasons why gays and lesbians should be at least considered 

as permanent adoptive parents. One is the fact that gays and lesbians are willing to adopt 

children otherwise considered unadoptable, like children with HIV or AIDS and other health 

problems, and children addicted to drugs.  Another reason is that foster care and other temporary 

living situations can be unhealthy and dangerous for children. Most likely the desired result of 

these articles is that readers will recognize the urgent need for more permanent homes and begin 

to regard gay and lesbian households as potential solutions to help children lingering in foster 

care situations.  

 From The Advocate coverage, another strategy offered by proponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption appears, and that strategy is to undermine the Florida law by framing it as 

discrimination disguised as concern for children. It is also repeatedly mentioned that Florida is 

the only state with such a law, making it appear as if Florida holds onto discriminatory 

legislation while other states progress towards equality. This represents a continuation in the 
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framing of gays and lesbians as victims of discrimination; the Florida ban is just another method 

for exercising this discrimination.  

Framing the Florida Law as Discrimination     

 In Advocate articles published from 2000 to 2005, one can observe proponent attempts to 

frame the Florida ban on gay and lesbian adoption as discrimination by positioning it within a 

broader fight for full equality. They characterize gay and lesbian parenting rights as just another 

step in our country’s progression towards equal treatment for all. This is evident in the subtitle of 

Tate’s article “The Battle to be a Parent” (2001, January 30), which reads “Recognizing the 

rights of gay and lesbian parents is the latest frontier for equality.” By characterizing parenting as 

a right, proponents tap into the American notions of freedom and inalienable rights. Taking this 

tactic turns the debate from one concerning the legitimacy of gay and lesbian relationships to one 

about whether all people in the United States are equal under the law.  

Integral to positioning gays and lesbians as suffering from legal discrimination is to show 

that the Florida ban represents one of the last vestiges of prejudicial legislation. Many articles 

draw attention to the fact that Florida is the only state with a law prohibiting gays and lesbians 

from adopting. Similar bans in Utah and Mississippi are mentioned in some articles (“Adopting 

anger,” 2002, April 16; Allen, 2002, May 28; Caldwell, 2003, June 10), but these articles always 

highlight that Florida is the only state with a categorical ban on both gay and lesbian individuals 

and couples. Florida’s lone stance on homosexual adoption is mentioned in at least seven articles 

from this time period (Stockwell, 2001, January 30; Wildman, 2001, October 9; “Adopting 

anger,” 2002, April 16; Allen, 2002, May 28; Quittner, 2002, May 28; Caldwell, 2003, June 10; 

McCarthy, 2005, June 21). The repeated mention is made even more striking because it is 

somewhat unexpected. When asked to name which state or states would be most likely to have a 
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ban on homosexual adoption, most people would probably not name Florida. This contributes to 

the shock value of Florida’s ban because it enables proponents of homosexual adoption to point 

out that no other state has such a ban in place, not even states one might expect to have such a 

ban.  

Within articles from 2000 to 2005 is the first mention of Rosie O’Donnell, who in 

speaking out against Florida’s ban, claimed to have been victimized by the law. The eight 

articles covering Rosie O’Donnell’s public entrance into the gay and lesbian adoption issue are 

significant to this research project, as part of its purpose is to ascertain the impact of celebrity 

participation on the gay and lesbian adoption issue. The following section explores the role of 

Rosie O’Donnell in this debate according to The Advocate’s coverage. Perhaps in response to 

Rosie’s participation, a new theme appears, and that is the importance of publicity for gay and 

lesbian families.  

Publicizing Gay and Lesbian Families   

 Rosie O’Donnell’s decision to publicly speak out about gay and lesbian adoption, most 

notably in an interview with Diane Sawyer on ABC’s March 14th, 2002 episode of Prime Time 

Live, inspired hope in those advocating for homosexual adoption. From The Advocate coverage, 

it seems that proponents thought Rosie would be able to reach and inform people who otherwise 

would not know anything about gay and lesbian parents or the ban in Florida. Those responding 

to Rosie’s participation speculated about the progress it could bring for gay and lesbian adoption, 

and the predictions were positive.  

 Eisenbud (2002, April 30) expresses the hope inspired by Rosie, writing, “I couldn’t help 

feeling more hopeful. Would this public woman who wears her heart on her sleeve be able to 

help foster children while at the same time helping gays and lesbians? A voice inside me said 
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yes” (p. 10). The hope brought about by Rosie stems from the fact that her celebrity brings more 

attention to homosexual adoption and the Florida ban and adds a human face to the issue. 

DuLong (2002, April 16) writes that there couldn’t be a better spokesperson for homosexual 

adoption because she is the perfect example of how gays and lesbians can be great parents. And 

furthermore, the public feels like they know Rosie as a parent because they’ve heard her talk 

about her children on her talk show. DuLong quotes Patricia Logue, from the LAMDA Legal 

Defense and Education Fund, who claims that Rosie “‘embodies everything we’ve been trying to 

say,’” which is that “‘gay parents are nothing to be afraid of’” (p. 15). Rosie O’Donnell helps 

contribute to giving gay and lesbian families a face, which is something that proponents of gay 

and lesbian adoption have been trying to do. Because it is a face everyone already knows and 

many like, it helps make gay and lesbian families familiar and likeable too. 

 Rosie’s participation is deemed important because proponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption perceive there to be an ignorance of the subject amongst the general public. From 

sources quoted, optimism emerges that once the public actually becomes informed on gay and 

lesbian parenting and Florida’s adoption ban, they will be sympathetic. The public’s lack of 

knowledge about gay and lesbian adoption arises in a few articles, like in “Moms Like Rosie,” 

where Eisenbud (2002, April 30) explains that even many Florida residents were unaware of the 

state’s ban on homosexual adoption until seeing Rosie O’Donnell on Prime Time Live. 

These excerpts indicate that proponents of gay and lesbian adoption trust that the 

majority of Americans would support their cause if they were sufficiently informed. The 

assumption is that once Americans actually see gay and lesbian families, learn their stories, or 

better yet, get to know a gay or lesbian family up close, they will be sympathetic and accepting. 

And, it seems, Rosie O’Donnell’s involvement was viewed as a way to help more Americans 
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know a homosexual parent.  The overall significance of Rosie O’Donnell to the public 

construction of gay and lesbian adoption will be further assessed throughout this chapter and in 

Chapters 4 and 5.  

   Articles from The Advocate published from 2000 to 2005 show the persistence of certain 

themes and frames, such as further efforts to redefine the traditional family, the attention to 

research on homosexual parenting, and the framing of homosexuals as needed parents for 

children in foster care. The framing of homosexuals as victims of discrimination also persists; 

however, this time, the Florida law banning gay and lesbian adoption was deemed the source. 

New to 2000 to 2005 was the effort to publicize real gay and lesbian families to increase support 

and, of course, the coverage of Rosie O’Donnell. One frame that seemed to dissipate during 2000 

to 2005 was the negative framing of opponents to gay and lesbian adoption; however, one could 

argue that this negative framing was reserved for Florida and supporters of its ban.  

 The overall contribution of The Advocate’s coverage to this research project requires 

assessment. The coverage reflects what was expected considering the publication primarily 

serves a gay and lesbian audience. Coverage from the 1970’s and 1980’s responded strongly to 

Anita Bryant and Save Our Children, refuting negative myths about homosexuals. And, coverage 

from later years responded strongly to anti-gay and lesbian court decisions and legislation, 

specifically criticizing Florida’s law. Efforts to expand the definition of family to include 

families outside of the heterosexual nuclear structure persisted throughout the years, and The 

Advocate coverage introduced the widely used strategy of constructing gay and lesbian families 

as reflective of traditional family values. Finally, the coverage contributed to this project in 

revealing the importance of social science research in gay and lesbian adoption discourse. 
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Research into gay and lesbian parents is discussed heavily in publications included in this 

analysis and in the interviews conducted.  

 This analysis now shifts focus to the next publication sampled for this project, 

Christianity Today. The results of the discourse analysis performed on Christianity Today 

articles from 1977 to 2005 will be presented in the same manner as the analysis of The Advocate; 

however, the dominant themes and frames identified should be vastly different considering the 

intended audiences of each publication.   

Publication #2: Christianity Today 
 

In examining what Christianity Today published on homosexuality and homosexuals 

during the earlier years included in the sample, one pattern dominates, and that is uncertainty or 

inner-conflict. The common thread in the articles is that they discourage homosexuality, but at 

the same time, convey trepidation about condemning homosexuals or abolishing them from the 

Christian Church. The articles from the late 1970’s and early 1980’s also covered Anita Bryant 

and Save Our Children. Most articles frame Bryant as a savior, a martyr, or at the least, a brave 

person willing to stand up for what she believes. Some dissent to Bryant exists in the coverage, 

but is outweighed by a more positive tone. In covering the gay-rights movement, Christianity 

Today’s coverage provides the impression that although active, the movement is defeated and 

floundering for support.  The next section of this chapter will provide evidence of these three 

dominant themes/frames from Christianity Today articles spanning from 1977 through 1989.  

Uncertainty/Conflict in the Christian Church 

Much of what was written in Christianity Today in the late 1970’s attempts to solidify the 

church’s position on homosexuality. Many articles suggest a struggle within the church over the 

contradiction between the idea that homosexuality is a sin and the idea that Christians value love 
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and forgiveness. Within the articles, compassionate views of homosexuals are presented, but 

they are countered by stricter interpretations of scripture and the position that homosexuality is a 

lifestyle choice from which one can be cured. The uncertainty or conflict theme permeated the 

first six articles sampled from Christianity Today as well as at least two others from the 1980’s.   

The article, “Sexual Differences: A Cultural Convention?,” represents the effort by many 

Christianity Today authors to discourage and admonish homosexuality while maintaining a 

compassionate stance towards homosexuals. In this article, Batteau (1977, July 8) cites Leviticus 

20:13 to establish the sinfulness of homosexuality. Batteau goes on to address the argument that 

Paul actually castigates homosexual promiscuity, not homosexual monogamy, but he dispels this 

by writing, “And Paul criticizes not only the act of homosexual love-making but the ‘sinful 

desires of their hearts’ and the ‘lust’ that ‘inflamed’ them. Just to have a homosexual desire, 

then, is sinful” (p. 9).  

Batteau also mentions the conflict among psychologists concerning homosexuality. 

Batteau (1977, July 8) claims that homosexuality is learned, not inborn, citing a Christian 

psychologist. Batteau also reports that it is possible to change one’s sexuality with hard work, 

meaning one can “cure” his or her homosexuality. In reference to psychologists who offer 

friendlier opinions on homosexuality, Batteau argues it is useless to claim that “homosexuals are 

no more neurotic or psychotic than heterosexuals”, because it is precisely homosexual behavior 

that the Bible and all of Christian tradition call “abnormal, unnatural, and sinful” (p. 10).  The 

argument presented is not that homosexuals are more likely to be pathological, but that 

homosexuality itself is pathological. Therefore, simply by having homosexual inclinations, one is 

abnormal, unnatural, and sinful.  
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Yet, despite the negative view of homosexuality that Batteau conveys, he still writes that 

the church should be compassionate to homosexuals. This, again, exemplifies conflict or 

uncertainty concerning homosexuality. Batteau writes that homosexuals should be faced with a 

church, Christians, and a God who “reaches out to bless even through condemnation” (p. 10).  

This paradoxical stance on homosexuality is prevalent in much of Christianity Today during the 

late 1970’s. Articles reported a forgiving outlook on homosexuality, and yet, still cautioned 

about the sinfulness of homosexual behavior. The idea of love the sinner, but hate the sin 

proliferates throughout, as in “Sex and Homosexuality” a “Pastoral Statement” (Sims, 1978, 

February 24).  

Sims’ “Pastoral Statement” employs Biblical principles to establish homosexuality as 

sinful, and is described as “loving” by Christianity Today. It seems that because Sims relies on 

Biblical principles, any denouncement of homosexuality is deemed appropriate because it comes 

from the Bible. Using the Bible seemingly allows one to profess anti-homosexual ideas while 

attributing the responsibility to a higher authority. In other words, the individual isn’t 

homophobic or prejudiced; he or she is just following the guidelines set forth by God.  Therefore, 

using Biblical arguments allows one to criticize homosexuals while repudiating homophobic 

motivations. Sims does not address homosexual parents or adoption, but does consider gay 

marriage, arguing that the Church should only bless heterosexual marriage. “Completeness of 

sexuality is bringing together of radical differences, male and female” (p. 30).  As for individual 

homosexuals, Sims writes that they have two options: “submit the condition to a ministry of 

healing,” and if that doesn’t work after many attempts, “sublimate that sexual impulse in a 

commitment to celibacy and continence” (p. 30). Two concepts significant to this project emerge 
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here: 1) two different genders are required for marriage, and 2) that homosexuality can be healed 

or repressed.  

In further evidence of the conflict regarding homosexuality, Sims encourages 

compassionate treatment of homosexuals despite their sins. On the final page of the article in box 

containing bolded text, it reads, “The time is gone when in the name of Christ anyone may justly 

persecute a homosexual or mount a political effort to seek a policy of discrimination” (p. 30).  

The theme again seems evident: admonish homosexuality and homosexual behavior while 

projecting compassion and tolerance for homosexuals themselves. Love the sinner, but hate the 

sin. And, importantly, the motivations for hating the sin are Biblically-based, and therefore, 

cannot be construed as homophobia or prejudice.    

It seems a core concern of Christian leaders during this time was how to publicly address 

homosexuality and personally treat individual homosexuals in the church. They wanted to 

perpetuate compassion for homosexuals while discouraging actual engagement in homosexual 

behavior. They did not wish to encourage actions against gay rights; however, did not want to 

put forth the image that they regarded homosexuality as a viable lifestyle. 

Despite the attempts to distance the Christian church from accusations of homophobia or 

discrimination, Christianity Today took a positive stance towards Anita Bryant and Save Our 

Children’s efforts to overturn the sexual preference ordinance amendment in Florida.   

Positive Framing of Anita Bryant 

When Christianity Today reported on Anita Bryant and Save Our Children, the articles 

framed her positively, as a heroic martyr, allied with God, and standing up against homosexuals 

even though it cost her. 
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“Confronting the Homosexual Issue” (1977, July 8) reports on the repeal of the 

controversial ordinance amendment in Florida and exemplifies the positive framing of Anita 

Bryant. The author quotes a pastor as calling Bryant “‘a person who says it’s time to stand up for 

what we have believed in for all of our history’” (p. 36). Furthermore, Anita Bryant is quoted 

claiming to be acting on behalf of God against a dangerous threat, calling homosexuality 

“‘dangerous to the sanctity of the family, to our children, to our freedom of religion and freedom 

of choice, and to our survival as one nation under God’” (p. 36). Bryant is also quoted professing 

concern for homosexual individuals, pledging that she will seek help for them. This reflects the 

love the sinner, but hate the sin notion appearing throughout Christianity Today. Smith & 

Windes (1997) previously noted that those opposed to gay rights use love the sinner, hate the sin 

to project a more moderate public image focused on curing homosexuals of their ‘disease’ (p. 

34).   

The most obvious martyring of Anita Bryant occurs in “Taking a Costly Stand” from 

June 29, 1979. The article discusses whether Bryant’s popularity has suffered due to her Save 

Our Children efforts. The article begins by reporting that Bryant had recently placed first in 

Good Housekeeping’s “Most Admired Woman poll” for the second year in a row. The author 

writes, “perhaps her popularity surprised those who mistakenly assumed that Miss Bryant’s 

campaign against the homosexual rights movement had placed her in general disfavor” (p. 11).  

The author goes onto explain that voters claimed to admire Bryant’s honesty and courage in 

expressing her views, even if they didn’t agree with her. Here, this supports the idea that Bryant 

was brave enough to speak out against homosexual rights even though it might have been 

unpopular to do so.  
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There are allusions to conflict within the Christian Church on this issue, as the author 

writes that many evangelicals have not sided with Bryant. “Perhaps there is a lesson here for 

evangelicals, many of whom have given Miss Bryant less than ‘Admired Woman’ status” (p. 

11). The author also writes that evangelicals take a middle ground approach because of the fear 

of taking an unfashionable stand. It seems the author is making a point to other evangelicals that 

they shouldn’t be reluctant to take a strong stand on issues because, in the end, people respect the 

sacrifice and bravery.   

The overall message conveys that Anita Bryant is a courageous person who stood up for 

what she believed with disregard for what she might lose. Bennett (2005) explains that people 

can symbolize general human attributes, like heroism or patriotism. By continually highlighting 

Bryant’s bravery and sacrifice, Christianity Today frames her as a martyr and all that it 

symbolizes. Lucaites & Condit (1990) note that successful public discourse refers to culturally 

established narratives, characterizations, and ideographs. The word martyr conjures a narrative 

familiar to the general public. Martyr has a traditionally religious connotation, but the meaning 

now extends beyond sacrifice for religious belief, and therefore carries resonance with non-

religious audiences as well. Although Bryant’s stance against homosexuality cost her money and 

popularity, her sacrifice gives her actions increased meaning. Her stance on homosexual rights 

could not be deemed so honest and brave without the negative consequences that resulted.   

Framing the Gay & Lesbian Rights Movement  

 Christianity Today generally framed the gay and lesbian rights movement as impotent. 

For example, the article “Confronting the Homosexual Issue” (1977, July 8) characterizes the 

repeal of the sexual preference addendum to a human rights ordinance as an “overwhelming 

rejection” (p. 36). Later the article calls the vote “impressive,” listing the numbers as 202,319 to 
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89,562 in favor of the repeal. This article quotes John W. Campbell, from the Coalition for 

Human Rights, a group in favor of the sexual preference addendum, as saying, “‘We got beaten 

badly in the battle here’” (p. 36).  This is not the only article that seems to portray the 

homosexual rights movement as ineffectual.  In another article discussing a national gay rights 

march in Washington D.C., Plowman (1979, November 16) writes, “Organizers have predicted 

100,000 homosexuals, lesbians, and sympathizers would take part…But fewer than 25,000 

persons, mostly young and white showed up from across the country” (p. 48).  If Plowman only 

mentioned that 25,000 people showed up, it might have seemed like a large number; however, by 

drawing attention to that 100,000 were expected, the 25,000 is a disappointment.  

 “Everybody, It Seemed, Supported the Homosexuals in Palo Alto” recounts the failure of 

the gay rights movement even when supported by religious leaders and in a financially 

advantageous position. The subtitle of the article reads, “Everybody, except the voters, that is” 

(Thomas, 1982, January 1, p. 39). The article reports that more than half of Palo Alto’s 

congregational leaders supported the proposed ordinance to outlaw discrimination against 

homosexuals. Thomas notes, “It seemed Measure B would have an easy victory. By election day, 

supporters had spent more than $25,000, and opponents had spent less than $500” (p. 39). Even 

spending 50 times the dollar amount, the supporters of the homosexual rights ordinance failed to 

get the ordinance passed.  

 The people of Palo Alto are described in the article as liberal, educated, genteel, and 

living close to San Francisco; nevertheless, Palo Alto residents voted in great numbers against 

the ordinance according to the article. “Most people were surprised, then, on election day, when 

it lost badly—58 to 42 percent. In political terms, it was a landslide” (p. 39). Again, this article 

describes another major defeat experienced by the homosexual rights movement, and, in this 
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case, when they were expected to be victorious. It gives the impression that the homosexual 

rights movement fails to achieve its objectives even when they have every advantage.    

 Undermining the effectiveness of the gay and lesbian rights movement could serve 

different purposes. Perhaps, Christianity Today wants to convey to its readers that the movement 

is not something to be taken seriously. Recalling Ashley & Olson (1998), one can surmise that in 

covering failures of the gay rights movement, Christianity Today delegitimizes and/or 

marginalizes the movement. 

 As this analysis moves from Christianity Today articles from the 1970’s and 1980’s to 

the 1990’s, a greater awareness of gay and lesbian family is revealed as articles call for the 

preservation of the heterosexual nuclear family.  Also, articles begin to directly address the 

discrimination claims and civil rights frame employed by the gay and lesbian rights movement 

by re-framing the issue as one of special rights and denying gays and lesbians the threatened 

minority identity previously observed. Articles instead frame gays and lesbians as a powerful 

interest group pushing an agenda. Lastly, the conflict/uncertainty theme persists into the 1990’s 

as concerns appear in articles over the hateful or extremist positions of some Christians.  

Preserving the Heterosexual Family   

Several articles in Christianity Today raise concerns over changes occurring to the 

heterosexual nuclear family, including the presence of gay and lesbian parents. In response to 

these changes, some articles present a traditional wisdom frame, which argues that, because 

families have always included married mothers and fathers, this is the way it should be. Other 

articles mention concerns about gender identity confusion, which is deemed likely to inflict the 

children of lesbians and gays.  
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An article by Lawton (1997, February 3) features the traditional wisdom frame to argue 

for the preservation of the heterosexual nuclear family. Lawton quotes Robert Knight, of the 

Family Research Council, to respond to a Hawaiian judge’s decision that same-sex marriage 

would not be detrimental to children. Knight claims the judge’s decision “‘ignored the wisdom 

of the ages, the will of the Hawaiian people, and ample evidence of the state’s compelling 

interest in preserving this vital institution’” (p. 84). Knight’s use of wisdom of the ages again 

reveals the assumption that family structure has remained constant over time. The section of 

Knight’s quote preserving this vital institution asserts the importance of the nuclear family to 

society, sending the message that changes to the family would threaten our way of life. This 

argument was commonly observed throughout Christianity Today’s coverage- that the demise of 

the nuclear family would be tantamount to the demise of society and culture as we know it.  

Colson’s (1990, July 16) article also represents use of the traditional wisdom frame; he 

calls the family the most basic unit of society, explaining that throughout “the entire history of 

Western civilization” the family has been the first school of human instruction. More 

significantly to the issue of gay and lesbian adoption, Colson’s employs a gender role argument 

for preserving the heterosexual family, arguing that humans come in two sexes, androgyny is not 

acceptable, and that identity depends on “knowing what it is to be created as a man or as a 

woman” (p. 64). It should be noted that feminist scholars like Scheman (1997) label this an 

assumption of heteronormativity- that gender is naturally ascribed and immutable.  

The alleged necessity of having both a mother and father for childrearing is an essential 

component of the traditional wisdom frame. Traditional family advocates deem exposure to the 

two genders vital to ensure that a child develops with a healthy sense of identity. This reflects the 

structural functional theory of family, which stresses the necessity of a mother and father’s 
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presence for normal child development (Demo & Allen, 1996). Colson (1990, July 16) connects 

the gender identity argument to the traditional wisdom frame, explaining that the heterosexual 

nuclear family is traditional for the reason that a child’s male or female nature requires a healthy 

sense of identity. Colson asserts, “Rob a child of role models that reinforce this sense of identity, 

and you strip him or her of more than you realize” (p. 64). The mother/father argument or gender 

role argument is one that will be seen repeatedly throughout Chapters 3 and 4. This argument is 

central to this project because this project’s reliance on social constructionist theory, queer 

theory, and feminist literature. Scholars from each of these areas have challenged the notion of 

gender roles and questioned the importance of a gender dichotomy for raising children. 

Accordingly, there will be further discussion of this in Chapter 5.     

 Articles in Christianity Today from the 1990’s respond to the civil rights/discrimination 

discourse employed by gay and lesbian rights advocates by re-framing it as a fight for special 

rights. The increased presence of a special rights, not civil rights frame in the 1990’s could be a 

response to an increasingly unified gay and lesbian community visible during the 1980’s. Fejes 

& Petrich (1993) note that mainstream news organizations began to take the gay and lesbian 

community more seriously in the 1980’s in response to the community’s fundraising and 

education efforts around AIDS. The increased legitimate presence of gay and lesbian rights 

groups in other media outlets perhaps contributed to the special rights frame observed here.  

Frame: Special Rights, Not Civil Rights  

 Framing gay and lesbian rights as special rights is an obvious response to pro-gay rights 

rhetoric that invokes civil rights. Neff (1993, July 19) makes this clear in the editorial, “Two 

Men Don’t Make a Right,” when he writes that gay rights activists are “following a ‘civil rights 

strategy’ for promoting acceptance of homosexuality” (p. 14). The editorial goes on to refute the 
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comparison of homosexual rights to civil rights as it applies to other minorities like African-

Americans.  Neff first cites Kay Coles James, from the Family Research Council, as saying that 

she’s known former homosexuals, but no former African-Americans. Neff also makes a point of 

mentioning that James is herself African-American perhaps to lend her more credence in 

criticizing the association between homosexuals and African-Americans. Continuing in this 

direction, Neff then cites Colin Powell as calling the comparison “‘convenient but invalid’” (p. 

14).  It is smart to quote African-Americans to rebut the civil rights claims of gays and lesbians; 

their criticisms of the civil rights strategy would seem to carry more weight.  

 Perhaps even more damaging to the civil rights frame, Neff mentions that the openly gay 

editor of the New Republic, Andrew Sullivan, also refutes the civil rights/gay rights connection 

because it is based on faulty assumptions. The faulty assumptions are that sexuality is equal to 

race in terms of discrimination and that equality can be reached for homosexuals by positioning 

them as victims. Sullivan’s comments are possibly more damaging to the civil rights frame 

because Sullivan is himself an open homosexual, so his denunciation of the civil rights frame 

suggests that gay rights activists have even failed to convince homosexuals with this tactic. 

Those who criticize the attempt to victimize homosexuals might have similar objections to those 

critical of assimilation strategies- those objections being that gays and lesbians should not have 

to be constructed as similar to heterosexuals or African-Americans in order to achieve equal 

rights. They should have equal rights because they are humans and citizens of the United States.  

 Refuting the civil rights frame is directly connected to the framing of gays and lesbians as 

powerful, and establishing the existence of a homosexual agenda. Neff’s (1993, July 19) citing 

of Andrew Sullivan, for example, also discredits the civil rights frame because Sullivan claims 

that homosexuals are not oppressed. Sullivan is quoted: “‘Unlike blacks three decades ago…gay 
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men and lesbians suffer no discernible communal economic deprivation and already operate at 

the highest levels of society…’” (p. 14). Neff further solidifies this by citing Jonathan Rauch, 

also in the New Republic, who asserts that gays and lesbians are better educated and have higher 

incomes than the general population. In fact, the subtitle to the editorial refutes the civil rights 

frame and positions homosexuals as powerful, reading, “America’s homosexuals earn good 

incomes and exercise political clout. Why do they want to be treated as an oppressed minority?” 

(p. 14). This subtitle conveys the idea that the civil rights strategy is a ruse; homosexuals are 

hiding their power in order to gain sympathy and push for special considerations disguised as 

equality.  

The Homosexual Agenda  

The Christianity Today coverage from the 1990’s places the media as an ally to 

homosexual activists in pushing their agenda to the public. At least one third of the articles 

sampled during the 1990’s make mention of a homosexual agenda. For example, Giles (1993, 

June 21) cites Ty Beeson, a producer of the video The Gay Agenda, who claims, “‘The media do 

not report on homosexuality, they promote it’” (p. 46). The media’s alleged partnership in 

promoting the homosexual agenda is also reported in the article “Called to Hate?” where the 

author, Veenker, questions the objectivity of the media when reporting on the religious 

conservative viewpoint. Veenker (1999, October 25) discusses coverage of anti-homosexual 

activist Fred Phelps. “His angry sound bites make him an easy antagonist for reporters searching 

for a ‘balanced’ story” (p. 89). In placing quotation marks around the word balanced, Veenker 

undermines the balance of these stories. Veenker suggests that journalists seek out Phelps for the 

anti-homosexual rights’ angle because his “outrageous antics” actually help to discredit the 

church and “portray Christians as dangerous, crazy, hateful, and irrelevant” (p. 89). Rather than 
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seeking the opinion of someone more credible and reasonable to articulate religious conservative 

objections to gay and lesbian rights, the media instead reach out to Phelps knowing his rhetoric 

will only help the homosexual rights activists portray themselves as a targeted minority of the 

crazy, bigoted religious right.    

 The alleged homosexual agenda has been succeeding, according to Veenker (1999, 

October 25), who cites Jon Paulk, from Focus on the Family, to explain how conservative 

rhetoric on homosexuality is being marginalized. “‘The way the debate is being framed now is 

that anything you say that doesn’t accept and support homosexuality is labeled as hate speech’” 

(p. 89). Paulk attributes this framing to the agenda of the gay-rights organizations. Gay and 

lesbian rights activists are perpetuating an environment where religious conservatives are being 

labeled bigots and their beliefs labeled hateful for merely disagreeing with the homosexual 

agenda. Veenker’s article reflects a reverse-discrimination strategy. The strategy co-opts the 

discrimination frame employed by gay and lesbian rights activists and instead positions the anti-

gay rights activists as the threatened minority- threatened because their beliefs are being 

marginalized and discredited.  

 Considering how Christianity Today coverage evolved from the late 1970’s through the 

1990’s reveals a distinct change in the characterization of the gay and lesbian rights movement. 

In the late 70’s and the 1980’s, articles presented a floundering and ineffectual gay and lesbian 

rights movement failing to get ordinances passed and holding marches attended by disappointing 

numbers. Articles from the 1990’s, however, portray a powerful interest group successfully 

influencing the mainstream media to push their homosexual agenda. This finding is of particular 

importance to this research project because it is one of the first occurrences of a strategy that will 



  
  

112 

 

 

be appear again in chapters 3 and 4, and that is to frame one’s opposition as having power and 

framing one’s own cause as the underdog. 

 The special rights, not civil rights and homosexual agenda frames are new to the 

Christianity Today coverage from the 1990’s, but one theme continues from earlier articles. 

Articles published during the 1990’s continue to reveal concerns about separating the Christian 

Church, and Christians in general, from homophobic or hateful images in regard to 

homosexuality.   

Compassionate Rhetoric on Homosexuality    

 As discussed previously, in “Called to Hate?” Veenker (1999, October 25) laments that 

the extreme rhetoric, like that of Fred Phelps, discredits the Christian Church. Veenker sources 

Daniel Angus, from Faith in Touch, to explain why such rhetoric should be avoided. He argues 

that Phelps, and those like him, “‘supply the Left with an arsenal of detestable religious 

examples to discredit credible people of faith,” (p. 89). Bob Davies, from Exodus Ministry, is 

also sourced, explaining that every time homosexuals hear someone claim that God and 

Christians hate them, the Christian message is damaged.  

In “Just Saying ‘No’ Is Not Enough,” both Mouw and Jones (1999, October 4), articulate 

a more tolerant and understanding stance towards homosexuals. Jones, a professor at Covenant 

Theological Seminary, argues that Christians must send out a message that persecution of 

homosexuals is wrong. Mouw, president of Fuller Theological Seminary, regrets that “many 

people in the secular gay/lesbian community haven’t seen a very human face of evangelicalism” 

(p. 55). These quotes show that some religious conservatives believe that previous anti-gay rights 

strategies have bolstered the construction of gays and lesbians as a threatened minority. In 

response, they advocate the abandonment of such rhetoric. 
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Moving into the analysis of Christianity Today articles from 2000 to 2005, one can 

observe increased attention paid to gay and lesbian families. The calls for the preservation of the 

heterosexual family continue from the 1990’s. New themes emerge here in that more articles 

directly address gay and lesbian parents, and overall, frame it as being harmful to children. 

Additionally, 2000 to 2005 marks the first time Christianity Today articles devote much attention 

to the research into gay and lesbian parents.   

 As stated above, the effort persists to frame the heterosexual family as an endangered 

institution, particularly threatened by gays and lesbians and their supporters. As a result, those 

opposed to gay and lesbian adoption and marriage position themselves as defenders or 

protectors, which, like previous strategies discussed, helps to distance them from accusations of 

homophobia.   

Preserving the Heterosexual Family  

 In positioning the heterosexual family as in need of protection, opponents of gay and 

lesbian adoption construct gays and lesbians as a threatening group, aggressive and out to 

destroy the family, society, and traditional values. The court system is portrayed as sympathetic 

to gays and lesbians, and therefore, an accomplice in the attack on the family.   

 Some Christianity Today articles equate the attack on the family with an attack on 

traditional values that will lead to the disintegration of American culture and society. In “Sowing 

Confusion,” Colson & Morse (2003, October) call the Canadian decision to legalize homosexual 

marriage the prelude to “legally sanctioned polygamy, incest, pedophilia, and bestiality” (p. 

156).  They also claim that homosexual marriage is a social experiment that no culture in history 

has attempted and that no culture will survive. In “Speaking Out: Why Gay Marriage Would Be 

Harmful,” Benne & McDermott (2004, February 1) argue that gay marriage would be bad for 
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marriage, children, and society, citing that marriage has been between a man and a woman in 

every Western society for thousands of years. This is reflective of the traditional wisdom frame 

previously observed in articles from the 1990’s.   

 Some effort exists to portray gays and lesbians as actively moving to bring about the 

destruction of heterosexual families with “activist judges” as their allies. For example, in 

“Defining Marriage,” Blunt (2001, October 1) cites supporters of the Federal Marriage 

Amendment who claim the amendment will “bar activist judges from issuing rulings in favor of 

homosexual unions” (p. 16). Kennedy (2004, April) sources Alan Chambers of Exodus 

International who called the Supreme Court decision to strike down sodomy laws in Lawrence v. 

Texas “‘judicial tyranny’” (p. 23). The Supreme Court evokes further criticism in the article, 

“Hitting the Brakes” by Colson & Morse (2005, June), where the authors claim that only a 

constitutional amendment can stop the Supreme Court from imposing gay marriage on America. 

The authors encourage Christians to say ‘enough is enough’ to the “robed masters,” and “If we 

cannot muster genuine outrage over this issue, then we will deserve the consequences: the almost 

certain ‘constitutional’ protection of same-sex ‘marriage,’ and the destruction of marriage itself” 

(p. 72). The obvious message to Christians is that gays and lesbians and their supporters have the 

Supreme Court, and other courts, on their side, so Christians must act or else homosexual 

activists will get everything they want to the detriment of America. This is in stark contrast to the 

characterization of the courts in The Advocate, where gays and lesbians were reported to be 

experiencing discrimination. According to the Christianity Today coverage, the courts are allied 

with the gay and lesbian rights movement.  

The existence of ‘activist’ judges who are sympathetic to gays and lesbians helps those 

opposed to gay and lesbian families succeed in positioning themselves as needed defenders of a 
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sacred American institution. Smith & Windes (1997) previously observed this strategy employed 

by gay-rights opponents, writing, “Antigays cast themselves as warriors against an establishment 

dominated by ‘elite secular humanists,’” and “…the ‘homosexual agenda’ which threatens to 

disrupt American life” (p. 38). This is all part of an identity construction strategy- to repudiate 

the labels of homophobe or fanatic, and establish higher motives for themselves- like protecting 

and defending American families, values, and traditions. Furthermore, this strategy, like the 

special rights frame previously observed, undermines the construction of homosexuals as an 

threatened minority by showing that homosexual rights groups have judges on their side.    

In Christianity Today articles published from 2000-2005, many objections are raised to 

homosexual adoption/parenting, many of which were previously mentioned in this chapter. New 

to articles from 2000 to 2005 is that Christianity Today articles use social science research to 

frame gay and lesbian parenting as detrimental to children.  

 Social Science Research- Homosexual Parenting as Harmful for Children  

Kennedy’s article, “Gay Parenting on Trial” (2002, July 8), exemplifies the effort to use 

research against gay and lesbian parents. Kennedy cites sociologist Patricia Morgan, from 

London’s Institute for the Study of Civil Society, who says most “reliable research clearly shows 

that ‘children reared in a home with a married mother and father do far better than children in 

other circumstances’” (Researcher error alleged, para 10). Research damaging to homosexual 

parenting is also discussed in “Speaking Out: Why Gay Marriage Would be Harmful” (Benne & 

McDermott, 2004, February 1). The authors claim research has shown that “children raised by 

homosexuals are more dissatisfied with their own gender, suffer a greater rate of molestation 

within the family, and have homosexual experiences more often” (Gay marriage would be bad 

for children, para 1). However, within the text of the article, it does not say who conducted this 
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research or when it was completed. Nevertheless, the fact that opponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption and parenting are employing their own research indicates that they recognize the need 

to respond to the research cited by proponents.  

Some Christianity Today articles do directly address the research supporting gay and 

lesbian parenting previously discussed in this chapter and attempt to undermine its validity.  

Responding to Proponent Research  

Four out of the 11 Christianity Today articles analyzed from 2000 to 2005 address the 

support for gay and lesbian parenting offered by organizations such as the American Academy of 

Pediatrics. As mentioned previously in this chapter, support from such organizations was 

positively reported in The Advocate. Kennedy (2002, July 8), for example, cites sociologist 

Patricia Morgan who criticizes the AAP’s support, claiming that four dozen studies cited by the 

AAP in favor of homosexual parenting are actually in error because researchers did not use 

control groups, used volunteers, and nonrandom samples. She further claims that research in 

support of homosexual parenting “shows a tendency toward ‘extravagant claims’ from 

sympathetic researchers” (Research error alleged, para 6).  

This is backed by other researchers in the article “Thirteen Bad Arguments for Same-Sex 

Marriage,” where the authors Benne & McDermott (2004, September 1) refute the argument 

“Social science shows that gay parenting is no different from heterosexual parenting.” The 

authors cite University of Chicago professor, Don Browning, who says that none of these studies 

were rigorous or large-scale, and Stephen Nock, from the University of Virginia, who claims that 

every study on gay and lesbian parenting was not conducted according to the standards of 

scientific research. 
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In raising doubt about the research in favor of homosexual parenting and by introducing 

research that produced contradictory results, the Christianity Today coverage creates a he said, 

she said situation that allows readers to choose to believe the research findings that support their 

own belief system. For readers opposed to gay and lesbian adoption, this strategy relieves the 

dissonance produced by the AAP support of homosexual parents and allows them to continue 

believing that having homosexual parents would be harmful for children. Nelkin (1991) explains 

that when media coverage of research focuses on conflict, the public is left unable to decide what 

research is credible. Therefore, it seems probable that people will be unmoved by the research 

presented thus far and continue believing what they did already. 

 Examining Christianity Today’s coverage is necessary to this project because it reveals 

how the gay and lesbian adoption issue is constructed for a primarily Christian audience. 

Looking at the Christianity Today coverage as a whole shows that one theme remained 

throughout the years. In the early years, this theme presented as conflict or uncertainty as to how 

to condemn homosexuality without contradicting Christianity’s core values. Authors positioned 

the denouncement of homosexuality as an inevitable result of strict Bible interpretation. In later 

years, homophobia was repudiated by presenting anti-gay and lesbian rights advocates as 

protectors of the heterosexual family and traditional family values.  Additionally, the coverage 

contributes to this project because it shows a change occurred in the framing of the gay and 

lesbian rights movement. In earlier coverage, articles framed the gay and lesbian rights 

movement as impotent and weak, but in later years, as a powerful interest group. This also 

helped to frame those opposed to gay and lesbian families as the underdog whose religious 

beliefs are marginalized. This is important to note because the effort to frame gays and lesbians 

as powerful and conservatives and religious believers as marginalized reappears throughout this 
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project. Lastly, the Christianity Today coverage indicates the centrality of the best interests of 

children frame in gay and lesbian adoption discourse.    

 Next, the results of the discourse analysis on Time magazine will be presented. As 

mentioned during Chapter 2, Time was sampled because it is marketed towards a broad audience, 

both politically and geographically.  

Publication #3: Time 

In the Time coverage from the late 1970’s, there was much coverage of the controversy 

over the homosexual rights ordinance in Dade County, FL. The debate was framed as a fight or 

battle. The battle frame allows one to observe the rhetorical interplay between the constituents of 

Anita Bryant and Save Our Children and the gay rights movement. Here, some frames offered by 

the opposing sides will be addressed. Additionally, other prominent themes addressed here 

include: Anita Bryant as victim/gay rights movement as bullies, and gay rights stronger after 

repeal. 

 Time’s framing of the debate in Dade County, Florida as a battle is conveyed by the title 

of an article from June 13, 1977, “Gay Rights Showdown in Miami” (p. 20). This article also 

calls the campaign in Dade County a “symbol of the countrywide battle for homosexual rights” 

and defines the opponents battling it out: “pitting the zeal of Singer Anita Bryant, the repeal 

crusader, against the anti-repeal efforts of newly energized gay activists” (p. 20).  The battle 

frame observed in Time is useful to this project because it permits one to view the tactics 

employed by those advocating for and against gay and lesbian rights. The following section 

discusses some of the frames present in the Time coverage.  Specifically, the frames discussed 

here are the civil rights frame employed by gay and lesbian rights advocates and the 

homosexuals as dangerous to children frame employed by those with Anita Bryant and Save Our 
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Children. These two frames deserve attention because they are frames central to the public 

construction of gay and lesbian adoption.  

Frame: The Ordinance Debate as a Civil Rights Issue 

 “Enough! Enough! Enough!” (1977, June 20) reports on efforts by gay and lesbian rights 

advocates to frame the issue as one of discrimination and civil rights. Some reportedly attached 

pink triangles to their clothing to remind of the yellow stars Jews had to wear in Nazi Germany. 

Wearing pink triangles in attempt to remind people of the holocaust exemplifies a strategy that 

equates sexuality with other means for discrimination like religion and race.   

Homosexual rights activists used a variety tactics to construct the ordinance debate as a 

civil rights issue. “Enough! Enough! Enough!” (1977, June 20) reported of homosexual activists 

singing We Shall Overcome. This song was chosen presumably to conjure memories of the civil 

rights movement of the 1960’s. Smith & Windes (1997) explain that gays and lesbians draw 

parallels between homosexuality and ethnic group status to place themselves “within a series of 

frames acceptable with audiences: a history of victimage, benign difference; persecution versus 

celebration of diversity; bigotry versus the liberal rights paradigm” (p. 32). Observable in the 

Time coverage, gay rights activists attempted to draw parallels between themselves and African 

Americans during the Civil Rights Movement to get the public to view the debate within those 

acceptable frames.     

In response to the repeal of a homosexual rights ordinance in Wichita, Kansas, the article 

“Voting Against Gay Rights” reported that civil libertarians characterized the repeal as “an 

unwelcome suppression of minority rights” (1978, May 22, p. 22). Another activist is quoted as 

lamenting that the voters are setting back human rights: “‘They’re saying that anyone’s human 

rights can be taken away with the pull of a lever’” (p. 22). The statement suppression of minority 
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rights is probably intended to evoke a dissonance in people who value the American ideal of 

rights protection and gain the sympathy of other minority groups. And secondly, asserting that 

anyone’s rights can be voted away is another tactic intended to strike fear in people that their 

rights could also be taken away. 

 According to Time, the civil rights frame employed by the gay and lesbian rights activists 

was ultimately unsuccessful. As it says in “Enough! Enough! Enough!,” “Most people saw it as a 

vote on moral decline, life-style and permissiveness—not human rights” (1977, June 20, p. 59). 

The alleged failure of the civil rights strategy could have been the result of the news coverage of 

the debate. As Fejes & Petrich (1993) note, news media at the time were unwilling to grant 

homosexuals the status of an ethnic or racial community or adopt the civil rights frame. More 

often, they framed homosexuality as a lifestyle. Considering this, it could be that Time reporters 

viewed the civil rights frame as unsuccessful, and thus, reported it as such. Whether the civil 

rights framing of the ordinance debate was successful or not, it is important to note the use of 

this frame here as it is a strategy that will be observed throughout Chapters 3 and 4 to advocate 

on behalf of gay and lesbian adoption. Some proponents of gay and lesbian adoption frame 

adoption (and marriage) rights for homosexuals as just another progression in their struggle for 

equal rights.  

A tactic employed by Anita Bryant and Save Our Children observed in the Time coverage 

was to claim that the homosexual rights ordinance would prevent employers from choosing not 

to hire homosexuals for positions where they would have access to children. This, they argued 

would have disastrous consequences because homosexuals could influence children with whom 

they come into contact. Thus, Bryant and Save Our Children framed homosexuals as a danger to 

children.  
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Frame: Homosexuals are Dangerous to Children 

Many Time articles from the late 1970’s report the Anita Bryant rhetoric that suggested 

homosexuals should not work as teachers because they are a danger to children. Bryant 

reportedly claimed to fear that religious and private schools would be forced to hire homosexual 

teachers. “‘They do much of their recruiting among children’” (Anita’s Circle, 1977, May 2, p. 

76). She also is quoted as saying, “‘When the law requires you to let an admitted homosexual 

teach your children and serve as a model for them, it’s time to stop being so tolerant’” (Gay 

Rights Showdown in Miami, 1977, June 13, p. 20).  

This argument against homosexual schoolteachers apparently proved to be a successful 

one for Bryant. In “Enough! Enough! Enough!,” the author writes, “Bryant scored most heavily 

when she claimed that the ordinance would force principals to hire homosexual teachers who 

could lead pupils astray” (1977, June 20, p. 59). The success of this tactic is especially 

significant to this research because it illustrates the strength and persistence of fears concerning 

homosexuals and children, like the pedophilia myth heavily refuted in The Advocate coverage 

during this same time frame. It seems that during the late 1970’s, the discourse surrounding gays 

and lesbians permitted accusations of pedophilia and attempting to convert children. Such fears 

must be eradicated if gays and lesbians are to successfully construct an identity that includes 

parent.  

After the vote in Dade County, Florida, the issue did not fade from the media right away. 

Time reported on the actions of Anita Bryant and Save Our Children and the gay rights activists 

after the repeal. A tactic employed by the gay rights movement was a boycott of Florida orange 

juice products for which Bryant served as a spokesperson. In some of the coverage on the gay 
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rights movement after the repeal, Anita Bryant is framed as a victim of the gay and lesbian rights 

movement.  

Anita Bryant as Victim/ Gay Rights Movement as Bullies 

 There is a thread throughout the Time coverage that positions Anita Bryant as a victim of 

bullying by homosexual rights advocates. The entire first paragraph of “The Gaycott Turns 

Ugly” (1977, November 21) serves as an example of this frame.  

She has received death threats—and been socked in the face with a banana cream 
pie. When she showed up in Manhattan to tape an appearance for the Today show, 
NBC was so worried for her safety that guards spirited her out of the building 
after the performance. She called off a press conference at the nearby Hilton Hotel 
because of warnings that hostile demonstrators would be in the streets. Appearing 
in St. Petersburg, Fla. last week, she had to change hotels for security reasons. 
The victim is Singer Anita Bryant, 37; her tormentors are radical gay activists, 
mostly male; and their fight, a bitter one from the beginning, has taken an ugly 
turn. (p. 33) 
 

The text even labels Bryant the “victim” and the homosexuals “tormentors.” In the middle of the 

page, there is a picture of people gathered and a doll labeled “ANITA” is hanging over their 

heads by the neck. A quote under the picture reads, “‘This is no fun and games’” (p. 33). The 

picture, paired with the first paragraph, creates a sinister impression of the gay and lesbian rights 

movement.   

 Portraying Anita Bryant as a victim of gays and lesbians angry after the ordinance repeal 

is similar the martyr frame present in the Christianity Today coverage. Furthermore, it co-opts 

the victim framing of gays and lesbians, and therefore, might move public sympathy away from 

homosexuals and onto Bryant.  

Asserting their displeasure with Anita Bryant was part of the response of some 

homosexual rights activists after the repeal vote in Dade County, Florida. This response was 
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observed in The Advocate’s coverage. Another response was showing Anita Bryant, and her 

cohorts, that they were not going to go away defeated.  

Gay Rights Strong after Repeal 

 The response to the defeat of the homosexual rights ordinance is first reported in 

“Enough! Enough! Enough!” (1977, June 20). Activists are described as participating in “angry 

marches” and staging a “noisy impromptu three-hour parade” in San Francisco as well as holding 

a candlelight vigil in Chicago, and marching in New York City (p. 59). One section of “Enough! 

Enough! Enough!” is titled “New Vigor” and the first sentence reads “Gay activists plan to press 

their drive for full civil rights with new vigor” (p. 59). This sentiment is repeated in “The Band 

Gets Bigger” (1977, July 11), which reports “Far from driving America’s homosexuals back into 

the closet, Anita Bryant has lured them out onto the streets” (p. 30). The article reports that 

demonstrations broke out in eight different U. S. cities and that it was the biggest nationwide 

protest since the antiwar movement.  

 A cover story from April 23, 1979 titled “How Gay Is Gay?” reports that “Bryant’s 

efforts also prodded gays by the tens of thousands to join homosexual rights organizations,” and 

characterizes the proliferation of organizations publicly serving homosexuals as “astonishing” 

(pp. 72-73). The article also claims that homosexuals helped to get Marion Barry elected mayor 

of Washington, D. C., revealing the political power of homosexuals when they ban together, 

something the article also credits to Anita Bryant. Tom Bostow, president of the Gertrude Stein 

Democratic Club, is quoted as saying “‘The single person who elected Barry was Anita Bryant’” 

(p 73). The political power behind the newly motivated homosexual community is further 

cemented when the article mentions that homosexuals mobilized to reject a proposition in 

California that would have permitted school boards to fire homosexual teachers. 
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 It seems from these articles that the homosexual activists’ response to the success of 

Anita Bryant and Save Our Children was to show strength and solidarity rather than defeat or 

fear. This response was also present in some of The Advocate articles during this time. This tactic 

shows the seriousness and determination of the gay rights movement, and therefore, is in direct 

contrast to Christianity Today’s coverage of the movement post-Save Our Children, which 

framed the gay and lesbian rights movement as floundering and impotent.   

 One article from Time needs to be addressed here although it is only one article, and 

therefore, cannot be construed as a dominant theme or frame. This article, from 1989, requires 

mention because it is the first appearance in Time of the framing of gays and lesbians as needed 

adopted parents for foster children. As noted previously, this frame appeared in The Advocate 

during the 1990’s and into 2000 to 2005. As will be discussed later in this chapter and in Chapter 

4, framing gays and lesbians as parents for foster children, particularly those with special needs, 

is a tactic employed on behalf of gay and lesbian adoption.   

Saving “Special-Needs” Children 

 “Nobody’s Children” reports the growing need of adoption agencies to expand their 

definition of what makes a family. “Faced with a shortage of couples for the growing numbers of 

special-needs children, adoption officials have been forced to discard orthodox notions of what 

constitutes a family” (Lacayo, 1989, October 9, p. 92). The article positions special-needs 

children as abandoned and unwanted. The subtitle of the article reads that the special-needs 

children are “left behind” while healthy white infants are “hotly pursued” (p. 91). Homosexual 

parents are framed as their savior, more than willing to adopt these children. Lacayo explains 

that homosexuals by “growing numbers” have sought after special-needs children, even children 

with HIV and AIDS.  
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 Lacayo (1989, October 9) takes a human interest angle with this article detailing the story 

of 19-month-old Mickey and two-year-old Jonathan, both infected with AIDS, who were taken 

in by a male couple, Frank and Dante. A caption within the article reads, “A touch of kindness: 

Jonathan, 2, left, and Mickey, 19 months, both suffering from AIDS, have found a home with 

two gay men” (p. 91).  Frank and Dante are depicted as nurturing adoptive parents, nursing 

Jonathan from an “emaciated infant to a chubby, cheerful toddler” (Lacayo, 1989, October 9, p. 

92).  

This article pulls at the heartstrings, evoking feelings of sorrow and empathy for these 

children who need homes. In addition to mentioning children with AIDS, the article discusses 

children born with drug addictions and children who have simply surpassed a desirable age for 

most adoptive parents. At the top of the second page in bolded text, it says, “In the beauty 

contest that is adoption, it is never wise to turn five” (Lacayo, 1989, October 9, p. 92). And 

although readers are likely to feel guilt and sadness for special-needs children awaiting adoption, 

most people are not likely to adopt a child with AIDS or a drug addiction or who’s already a 

teenager. Therefore, homosexual couples like Frank and Dante seem like saviors, selflessly 

helping these children.  

The human-interest angle of this article, appealing to readers’ emotions, could greatly 

impact opinions on gay and lesbian adoption. As Bennett (2005) explains, emotional or affective 

information can have more influence on thinking and acting than facts or cognitions. This article 

perhaps then inspires people to begin to envision gays and lesbians as parents. “Nobody’s 

Children” presents a completely new image of homosexuals, an image of loving, caring adoptive 

parents, saving children, not harming them.  However, it must be noted, there is an implication 

that homosexual parents are acceptable for the children left behind in adoption agencies, but not 
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the most desirable children. This could function as a way to appear accepting of gay and lesbian 

parents while marginalizing them at the same time. It is permissible for gays and lesbians to be 

parents, but only for children no heterosexuals want. This idea will be revisited during Chapter 5. 

Most of the Time coverage during this time period focused on the Dade County, FL 

ordinance debate rather than gay and lesbian parents. However, the ordinance coverage informs 

the research into gay and lesbian adoption because it reveals resonance in the strategies of 

positioning homosexuals as dangerous to children and the reluctance to view homosexuals as 

deserving of rights protection. Time’s minimal coverage of gay and lesbian adoption is not easily 

characterized because although it appears favorable, it also marginalizes homosexual parents by 

restricting them to children with special needs. Furthermore, the fact that only one article from 

this analysis focused on gays and lesbians adopting foster care children is something that 

requires more discussion. This suggests either an ignorance of gay and lesbian adoption or a 

reluctance to cover it in the magazine. However, this changes as the analysis proceeds into Time 

coverage from the 1990’s.  

 In Time articles from the 1990’s, one observes an increase in coverage of gays and 

lesbians as parents. While only one article discussed gay and lesbian parents in the analysis of 

Time articles from the 1970’s and 80’s, gay and lesbian parents were addressed in six articles 

from the 1990’s. As seen in previous publications examined, there are calls for redefining what 

constitutes a family as well as calls for preserving the heterosexual family. Opposing frames also 

appear that position gay and lesbian families as both helpful and harmful to children. Articles 

from the 1990’s also introduce social science research on homosexual parents. The use of a civil 

rights frame by gay and lesbian rights advocates continues, as also noted in articles from the late 
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1970’s; however, in the 1990’s, there is also the presence of a special rights frame employed by 

gay and lesbian rights opponents.  

Opposing Frames: Redefining/Preserving the Family     

 The Time coverage from the late 1990’s introduced the concept of psychological parent 

(Cloud & Rudolph, 1998, January 5, Grace, 1999, June 21).  This term applies to gays and 

lesbians who consider themselves parents, but are not legally recognized. In the cases mentioned 

in these articles, the term is applied to the unmarried partners of gays or lesbians who have 

biological or adoptive children and to gay and lesbian foster parents who have not yet been 

granted the right to adopt their foster children. The concept of psychological parent is one of the 

ways in which the family is redefined in Time’s coverage.   

 The notion of psychological parent is also challenged in Time. For example, in “Zoey 

Had Two Moms”, Grace (1999, June 21) quotes the attorney of Zoey’s biological mother who 

calls the idea of a psychological parent a “‘slippery slope’” and asks, “‘Does someone who loves 

my child and helps with the care have custody rights?’” (p. 57).  She goes on to imply that, by 

this logic, a nanny could conceivably sue for custody rights.  

Robert Knight, of the Family Research Council, is quoted by Kunen (1996, December 

16) and applies a slippery slope argument to gay marriage. Knight argues that recognition of gay 

or lesbian marriages will lead to the recognition of other relationships. He uses the following 

logic: “‘if feelings are the key to recognizing a marriage, there’s no logical reason why three or 

four people who say ‘we sincerely love each other’ should be denied this status’” (p. 44). 

Articulated in both of these arguments are concerns that expansion of the legal definitions of 

parent or marriage would eventually lead to so much latitude that those relationships would be 

stripped of their special status.   
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The slippery slope logic reflects fear of changes to what is legally recognized as family. 

As explained previously, this fear is based on the assumption that the family is an essential 

component to the functioning of society, and that the family structure has remained unchanged 

over time. The notion that changes to the family could produce dangerous consequences for 

society is one seen previously in political and social issue rhetoric. For example, Cloud (1998) 

notes that the denigration of the family has been credited as the source for a number of social 

problems, and cites Dan Quayle’s effort to attribute the Los Angeles riots of 1992 to a lack of 

family values.  

In response to the preservation of family arguments, the Time coverage provides 

examples of how gay and lesbian adoption supporters are attempting to expose these 

assumptions as faulty.  For example, in “A Different Fathers’ Day,” Cloud & Rudolph (1998, 

January 5) cite William Pierce, of the National Council for Adoption, who estimates that 

thousands of gays and lesbians have adopted and many more have biological children. By 

asserting this claim, Pierce reveals that gays and lesbians already are parents and have been 

parenting for some time. This indicates that the traditional nuclear family already has changed, if 

it ever had reigned exclusively. Evan Wolfson, from the Marriage Project of the Lambda Legal 

Defense and Education Fund, is quoted to refute the assumption about the stagnancy of marriage, 

explaining that although opponents of gay marriage claim marriage has been the same for 

thousands of years, this is not the case. He uses the past illegality of interracial marriage to 

support his point (Smolowe, 1996, April 26). The arguments presented by Pierce and Wolfson 

point out that gay and lesbian families aren’t necessarily challenging the traditional family itself, 

but the conceptualization of the traditional family. They expose that what is traditionally thought 
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of as family is flawed because the family already expands beyond the boundaries of this 

traditional definition.    

Those calling for the preservation of the heterosexual family also claim that having gay 

or lesbian parents would damage a child. In response, those advocating for gay and lesbian 

adoption attempt to refute this by citing research indicating that children of gays and lesbians 

turn out fine. The attempts to frame gay and lesbian parents as both helpful and harmful to 

children are present in Time’s coverage during the 1990’s. Furthermore, the 1990’s brings the 

first Time articles discussing research on this issue. Recalling the publications previously 

examined, The Advocate also introduced social science research on gay and lesbian parenting in 

the 1990’s, and Christianity Today addressed research in the 2000’s.  

Opposing Frames: Homosexual Families Harmful/Helpful & The Research Debate 

 The concerns about gay and lesbian adoption presented in the Time coverage were also 

observed in other publications. Opponents assume that exposure to homosexuality would have 

detrimental effects on a child, increasing the chances the child will grow up homosexual, or that 

the lack of one gender role model will result in gender confusion.  

 The concerns are present in the coverage of the Bottoms custody case, where a lesbian, 

Sharon Bottoms, lost custody of her son to her own mother.  In “Gay Parents: Under Fire and On 

the Rise,” Henry & Cole (1993, September 20) explain that most people believe in a child’s right 

to the best possible home, and this means “a home where the child will grow up heterosexual” 

(para 7). It is implied here that if Bottoms’ son were to grow up in her home, his heterosexuality 

would be threatened. This concern is bolstered by conservative research presented in the article. 

The research, performed by the Family Research Institute, revealed that of 17 children with 

homosexual parents, 11 attributed their sexual orientation, in part at least, to their parents’ 
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homosexuality. The article also contains a common sense frame put forth by conservatives. 

“Conservatives retort that common sense suggests children are apt to emulate Mom and Dad – or 

Mom and Mom, or Dad and Dad” (para 22). Suggesting that children learn sexual orientation by 

emulating their parents also serves to negate claims that homosexuality is inborn, which in turn, 

damages the ethnic minority identity construction used to facilitate civil rights claims of gay 

rights advocates.    

In response to the alleged negative consequences of homosexual parenting, proponents 

cited their own research, like that of Charlotte Patterson from the University of Virginia, which 

found no convincing evidence that the children of homosexuals were more inclined to be 

homosexual (Henry & Cole, 1993, September 20) and research from the American Psychological 

Association that concluded children with homosexual parents fare no better or worse than the 

children of heterosexuals (Cloud & Rudolph, 1998, January 5). What must be noted here is the 

apparent reluctance of those advocating for gay and lesbian adoption to challenge the notion that 

it is somehow undesirable for homosexuals to raise homosexual children. No one asks why this 

argument is used against gay and lesbian parents. Considering Foucault’s ideas on discourse, the 

absence of this argument from the discourse surrounding gay and lesbian adoption signifies that 

it is perhaps outside of the boundaries of what is currently permissible to say publicly. This idea 

will be discussed further in Chapter 5.  

As also observed in the research debates present in The Advocate and Christianity Today, 

the Time coverage showed that opponents of gay and lesbian adoption attempted to refute the 

validity of the research employed on behalf of homosexual parents. For example, according to 

Henry & Cole (1993, September 20), some implied a bias in Charlotte Patterson’s research by 

pointing out that she is herself a lesbian, and therefore, has an “ideological interest.” Attacking 
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the opposition’s research seems to be shared tactic for all sides as the research from the Family 

Research Institute is criticized by homosexual parenting advocates for having too small of a 

sample.  The Time coverage of the research used in the gay and lesbian adoption debate could 

reflect Schmierbach’s (2005) discussion of the media’s treatment of science, where he claims the 

media focus too much on the conflict over the research rather than the research itself. Similar 

discussions are also offered in Valiverronen (2001) and Logan, Zengjun, & Wilson (2000). As 

stated previously, when the media focus on the conflict surrounding the research instead of the 

research itself, it creates a he said, she said situation where the general public does not know 

what research is credible.    

Proponents and opponents clashed over other potential effects of gay and lesbian 

parenting according to Henry & Cole’s “Gay Parents” article. In discussing the discomfort 

sometimes felt by the children of homosexual parents, conservatives frame it one way, and gay 

and lesbian adoption advocates frame it another. “Gays say that what makes their children 

uncomfortable is not homosexuality itself but society’s intolerant attitude toward it. 

Conservatives counter that the discomfort comes from learning the useful lesson that a parent’s 

life-style is immoral” (1993, September 20, para 20). Here, the proponents use the discrimination 

frame. In contrast, conservatives apply a morality frame. The discrimination frame employed by 

gay and lesbian adoption advocates is pervasive throughout the Time coverage. The advocates 

position gays and lesbians as the victims of discrimination as part of a broader attempt to frame 

gay and lesbian adoption as a civil rights issue. In contrast, opponents frame gays and lesbians as 

a powerful segment of the population seeking to legitimize their lifestyle. 
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Opposing Frames: Civil v. Special Rights/Oppressed Minority v. Powerful Interest Group 

As in the Time coverage of the ordinance controversy in Dade County, Florida in the late 

1970’s, in the 1990’s, the attempt to frame gay and lesbian marriage and families as a civil right 

is observed. From the Time articles, one can also observe the oppositional frame of special rights. 

Gays and lesbians are framed both as an oppressed or threatened minority and as a powerful 

interest group.   

 Some articles explicitly connect the civil rights movement of the 1960’s to the movement 

for gay and lesbian rights. For example, Henry’s article “Pride and Prejudice” (1994, June 27) 

draws parallels between the gay rights movement and the black’s and women’s rights 

movements. “They believe their civil rights are just as inherent in the Constitution as those of 

blacks or women or anyone else” (p. 59). Mixner (1996, December 16) also draws this parallel 

when writing about the right for gays and lesbians to marry. He writes in his viewpoint piece 

“No One Has to Send a Gift:” 

I guess we could wait until everyone approves and the laws of the land say we can 
legally get married, but then I guess Rosa Parks could have waited until the laws 
of Alabama said she could ride in the front of the bus. (p. 45)   
 

Bringing up Rosa Parks serves to remind readers of the civil rights movement as her name is as 

synonymous to that time as the name Martin Luther King Jr. Rosa Parks is symbolic of a 

courageous oppressed minority standing up against injustice for their deserved rights. This is 

obviously how Mixner hopes readers will begin to view gays and lesbians fighting for their right 

to marry.     

 The parallels drawn between homosexuals and other oppressed minorities are not 

restricted to African-Americans. Cloud (1998, October 26) implies a connection between gays 

and lesbians and Japanese Americans who experienced prejudice during World War II. In “For 
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Better or Worse,” about the controversy over homosexual marriage in Hawaii, Cloud explains 

that Hawaii is the place where the institutions of statehood were designed by people who 

remembered the internment camps of World War II. The arguments for gay marriage were 

expected to resonate with these people because they would understand discrimination. This 

comparison between homosexuals and the World War II generation of Japanese Americans 

serves as additional evidence of the attempt to portray gays and lesbians as an oppressed 

minority seeking their deserved civil rights. Furthermore, it possibly serves to evoke a sense of 

guilt in readers, as the internment of the Japanese is a part of American history that many view 

with shame.   

 In contrast to the civil rights/oppressed minority frame, there are several mentions of the 

gay or homosexual agenda in the Time coverage. For example, the spokesman for the Christian 

Coalition is quoted suggesting that the homosexual lobby cares more about their agenda than the 

children they’re adopting, claiming that they’re advancing their agenda “on the backs of 

children” (Cloud & Rudolph, 1998, January 5, para 6). In “Feeding Both Sides,” Carney & 

Dickerson (1999, December 6) write of how conservatives are suspicious of John McCain 

because of his potential “openness to the ‘gay-rights agenda’” (If he stumbles, South Carolina 

could save him, para 4). Cloud (1998, October 26) makes mention again of the gay agenda in 

“For Better of Worse,” writing that it is easy for Americans to embrace the part of the gay 

agenda that discourages hate against homosexuals, but harder to embrace the more “radical” part 

that treats same-sex relationships as equal to heterosexual ones. This mention of the gay agenda 

is of particular significance to this research project because it serves as another example of 

heteronormativity; it is assumed that homosexual relationships are somehow inferior to 

heterosexual ones. Cloud deems the treatment of same-sex relationships as equal to heterosexual 
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relationships radical.  The observed reluctance of some of the publications (and the public) to 

regard homosexual relationships and parents as equal to heterosexual ones will be discussed 

further in Chapter 5.   

The notion of a homosexual interest group strategizing for what they want politically 

damages the frame that gays and lesbians are victims. It is difficult for gay and lesbian rights 

groups to portray homosexuals as the minority fighting for their rights if they are viewed by the 

public as an organized interest group with a planned agenda. Further damaging to the oppressed 

minority identity is the framing of gays and lesbians as possessing power. Gays and lesbians are 

portrayed as powerful in some articles through establishing an alleged partnership between 

homosexuals and the media.  

 The article “The gospel according to Ralph” contains allusions to the media’s unfair 

treatment of the religious right. Birnbaum (1995, May 15) recalls a February 1993 article in the 

Washington Post that called Christian Coalition members “‘poor, uneducated and easy to 

command’” (para 11). Birnbaum asserts that this characterization is a misconception, writing of 

members who work as engineers, chemists, lawyers, and physicians. The media’s sympathy 

towards homosexuals is again suggested in “To Be Young and Gay in Wyoming,” which is about 

the Matthew Shepard beating death. In this article, the father of Aaron McKinney, one of the 

perpetrators, accuses the media of blowing everything out of proportion because the case 

involved a homosexual (Lopez, 1998, October 26, p. 39).  The supposed relationship between 

members of the media and homosexuals is not a new idea to this analysis. As explained 

previously, this idea was prevalent within the Christianity Today coverage of the 1990’s.  

  Some Time articles seemed to frame gays and lesbians as a powerful interest group; 

however, others framed conservatives and the religious right as powerful. This is representative 
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again of how the Time coverage contained oppositional frames on many key themes of the gay 

and lesbian adoption issue.  

Frame: The Power of Conservatives/Religious Right  

 According to some articles, the religious right has been gaining power politically and 

using that power to achieve its objectives concerning the family and homosexuals. In “On 

Heaven’s Ticket,” Lacayo (1994, June 27) discusses how the religious right has risen to power 

from its previous grass roots. The subtitle of the article reads, “After years at the grass-roots 

level, the religious right is throwing its weight around the G.O.P.” (p. 38). In this article, the 

“rightists” are reported to be 17 percent of the national electorate- a group of voters “the G.O.P. 

cannot afford to alienate” (p. 38). More telling, the people who make up the far-right are reported 

to be more interested, more determined, and more motivated than those in the center. And, 

although the far-right might be small in numbers, Lacayo writes that even a small number of 

these committed activists can control party caucuses and committee meetings.  Therefore, the 

religious right is successful because their members, although fewer, are passionate and 

dedicated.  

 The power of the religious right is also the subject of the article “The gospel according to 

Ralph,” which profiles the executive director of the Christian Coalition, Ralph Reed. Birnbaum 

(1995, May 15) writes that Reed’s Christian Coalition is mobilizing to dominate the political 

order. The article reports that the Christian Coalition is one of the most powerful grass-roots 

organizations in American politics, and attributes this to its new tactics like making an effort to 

be appear more secular, more inclusive, and more moderate. Publicly pulling back from their 

more seemingly extremist positions makes the Christian Coalition appealing to a larger audience. 

Smith & Windes (1997) suggest that the strategy to appear more secular or moderate is a 
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countermove to the gay rights movement’s efforts to make “antigays” look like religious zealots. 

In response, antigay appeals have shifted focus from sin to social consequences and replaced 

preachers with scientists (p. 35).   

 Despite the moderate public stance adopted by the Christian Coalition, advocates of gay 

and lesbian adoption maintain that the religious right continues to target gays and lesbians. 

Michael Hudson, from People for the American Way, asserts that the religious right has two 

faces, “‘the moderate face that meets with Bob Dole and the grass-roots state chapters that are 

still bashing gays’” (Birnbaum, 1995, May 15, para 26). Smolowe (1996, April 29) writes that 

the Christian right’s national leaders are “media savvy,” and that downplaying antigay initiatives 

is part of their new tactics. According to Smolowe, one of the under-the-radar-tactics employed 

by grassroots right-wing groups included targeting a homosexual teacher by distributing flyers 

calling him a ‘”sodomite music teacher’” and mailing antigay videos and letters of warning to 

parents. Smolowe explains, “By pitching the attack closer to home, where parental fears are 

more easily aroused, conservatives are extending their influence while escaping the tough 

scrutiny that has greeted their more visible campaign” (p. 68). Gay and lesbian rights advocates 

are portraying the moderate public stance adopted by the religious right as merely a strategy to 

draw more supporters. The religious right still target gays, but keep it out of the media spotlight. 

Reading these articles, one would surmise, it is the anti-homosexual movement who holds the 

power and wields it to battle homosexual rights causes.  

From the Time coverage examined from the 1990’s, three dominant strands are 

observable in the discourse surrounding gay and lesbian adoption. Each of those strands contains 

oppositional frames offered by proponents and opponents. These strands include: defining the 
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family, the best interests of children, and the power struggle- where each side constructs 

themselves as oppressed and their opposition as powerful and opportunistic.   

 Moving into 2000 to 2005 in Time magazine reveals an apparent change in the tone of the 

coverage of gay and lesbian adoption and families. While some articles contain objections to gay 

and lesbian parenting, the overall impression from the coverage is mocking. The articles 

included in this following section address concerns about the destruction of family and the 

danger that homosexuals represent to children, but at the same time, undermine these arguments. 

Whereas the tone from the late 1970’s through the 1990’s features opposing frames, reflecting 

the attempt to be balanced and represent both sides of the issue, the tone of articles from 2000 to 

2005 appears to be in favor of gay and lesbian adoption.  

Undermining Objections to Gay & Lesbian Adoption & Marriage  

 Efforts to frame homosexual marriage and parenting as a threat to the traditional family 

are discussed in a Time essay written by Andrew Sullivan. Sullivan presents anti-homosexual 

statements to show that politicians and activists are using a paranoid style of rhetoric. Sullivan 

(2004, July 26) cites the following examples:  

Senator Rick Santorum compared the thousands of gay couples already legally 
married in the U.S. to the threat coming from terrorists. ‘Isn’t that the ultimate 
homeland security, standing up and defending marriage?’ he argued. Senator 
Wayne Allard, the main sponsor of the amendment, continued ‘There is a master 
plan out there from those who want to destroy the institution of marriage.’ (p. 78) 
 

Sullivan continues on, explaining that the rhetoric is stronger within conservative organizations. 

He writes, 

A leading religious-right supporter of the President, James Dobson wrote to his 
followers earlier this month: ‘Barring a miracle, the family as it has been known 
for more than five millennia will crumble, presaging the fall of Western 
civilization itself.’ Gary Bauer, head of Campaign for Working Families, wrote to 
his supporters: ‘If you still think homosexual ‘marriage’ won’t affect you, think 
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again. Your job might be at stake! … Once the state approves of homosexual 
‘marriages,’ the full weight of the law will be brought down against men and 
women of faith who believe in Judeo-Christian values.’ (p. 78)  
 
Sullivan’s essay provides evidence to show that conservatives are directly associating gay 

and lesbian marriage and families with the fall of traditional marriage, and subsequently, 

American society, values, and traditions. However, Sullivan presents these conservative 

statements so he can challenge them, showing that they are intended to provoke fear without a 

rational basis.   

Sullivan’s sarcastic remarks injected between the opponent rhetoric serves to highlight 

the absence of logic behind it. For example, Sullivan writes in response to Senator Allard’s claim 

of a master plan: “A master plan? To destroy an institution that gay couples merely want to 

join?” (p. 78). In response to Bauer’s assertion that homosexual marriage will result in 

heterosexuals losing their jobs, Sullivan writes, “Yep. The gays are trying to get you fired as 

well,” (p. 78).  

In refuting opponent claims about why gays and lesbians should be denied the right to 

marry, Sullivan explains that in seeking marriage, gays and lesbians aren’t attacking traditional 

family values, but trying to emulate them. Sullivan writes, “giving gay couples the right to marry 

is, when you think about it, a conservative measure, demanding of gays that they live up to 

standards of fidelity, responsibility and commitment never before asked of them” (p. 78). Later 

in the same essay, Sullivan explains that gays and lesbians only want to live in fidelity, uphold 

the family, and support responsibility.  

 What needs to be acknowledged here is that although the Sullivan presents the objections 

to homosexual marriage and family articulated by conservative politicians and members of the 
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religious right, it does so in a way that encourages readers to disregard them. Sullivan’s essay is 

definitely intended to frame the opponent rhetoric as illogical and even ridiculous.   

 Other articles in Time illustrate that concerns about homosexuals and children have not 

been eradicated. These concerns seem to center around one of two ideas: that too much exposure 

to homosexuality at a young age will turn one gay and/or that homosexuals want to corrupt or 

molest children. Although the tone is not mocking like in Sullivan’s essay, within these articles, 

appear implicit attempts to undermine these fears about gays and lesbians.  

 For example, in “Fear of a Gay School,” Barovick (2000, February 21) reports on the 

increase of student clubs called gay-straight alliances and the corresponding objections from 

parents. Barovick explains that as these clubs proliferate, so do protests and legal battles. 

According to the article, the reason for the protests and lawsuits is that many parents fear that 

gay-straight alliances will promote a “‘destructive lifestyle.’”  Barovick (2000, February 21) 

writes that opponents brought up “graphic details” of pedophilia, bestiality, and anal sex as part 

of their arguments against the alliances, and moreover “‘how gay people all have AIDS’” (p. 52). 

Barovick notes the irony that these opponents profess concern about children having too much 

exposure to sexual behavior, but yet, they themselves talk of pedophilia, bestiality, and anal sex 

in school board debates. Calling attention to the contradictory logic of these parents seems to 

undermine the logic.  

 Cloud’s article “Can a Scout be Gay?” (2000, May 1) reveals that despite the gains gays 

and lesbians have made in terms of their employment rights, these rights come into question 

when the job involves children. Cloud asserts that although most Americans would object to 

someone losing his or her job over being homosexual, they are reluctant to accept gays in certain 

positions, such as Boy Scouts’ leaders. Cloud writes,  
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You may know rationally that gays are no more likely to molest children than are 
heterosexuals. And you may know that virtually all psychiatrists have agreed for 
years that kinds can’t be ‘turned’ gay. But your gut may say something else, 
something biased. (p. 34) 
 

Cloud’s statement reminds that despite all the research or expert testimony supporting 

homosexuals as parents, teachers, scout leaders, etc., some people will never feel comfortable 

with homosexuals holding positions of influence over children. Cloud’s statement could serve to 

undermine the discomfort about homosexuals and children because it suggests it is an irrational 

fear that ignores reason.  

Cloud (2005, October 10) writes in a later article that many gay and lesbian activists 

avoid helping teenagers who wish to come out or are struggling with their sexuality because they 

don’t want to “fuel the troglodyte notion that they were recruiting boys and girls” (para 25). 

Cloud calls the recruiting notion troglodyte, which tells readers that it is outdated and out-of-

touch. This again seems to undermine fears about homosexuals and their supposed danger to 

children.  

The presence of these articles in the Time coverage from 2000 to 2005 suggests that Time 

discontinued the practice previously observed of presenting both pro and anti-gay and lesbian 

adoption/marriage/rights rhetoric. The articles discussed here, although not all blatantly in favor 

of gay and lesbian parents, challenge the rhetoric of heterosexual family advocates, suggesting it 

is, at best, behind the times, and at worst, ridiculous.      

Despite Time’s seemingly more positive tone towards gay and lesbian adoption in the 

2000’s, another theme present in its coverage is the delicate nature of this issue when it comes to 

politics.  
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Political Implications of Gay and Lesbian Adoption   

 The Time coverage during 2000 to 2005 exposes how politicians are struggling to 

cultivate a stance on gay and lesbian families. The evidence for this comes from the tendency of 

politicians to make statements about the issue that straddle the fence. It seems politicians have to 

be cautious not to alienate their conservative supporters or scare off gay and lesbian voters. 

Looking at the Time coverage, the common stance is to go on record as a supporter of gay and 

lesbian rights without actively supporting gay and lesbian marriage and adoption.  

 The political maneuvering in reference to homosexual marriage is explained in “Popping 

the Question.” Lacayo (2003, December 1) writes, “If the trick for some Democrats is to be pro 

gay while shunning gay marriage, the goal of Republicans will be to support a marriage ban 

without heading down the cultural warpath” (p. 46). Newt Gingrich provides a response that 

exemplifies the attempt to please both sides of the adoption debate in the article “10 Questions 

for Newt Gingrich” (2002, April 15). In response to a question about whether homosexuals 

should be allowed to adopt children, Gingrich says the following:  

There are a lot of practical relationships that we ought to find a way to 
accommodate. If your partner ends up in the hospital, there ought to be some 
ability to visit that partner. But I’m not in favor of creating the notion of gay 
marriage or gay adoption. (p. 17)    
 

The interviewer asked about homosexual adoption. The interview question contained nothing 

about what should happen when one member of a homosexual couple ends up in the hospital. 

However, Gingrich did not want to say only that he does not support gay adoption; to appear 

more gay friendly, he had to mention that there were other legalities concerning homosexual 

couples where he does support acknowledging the relationship.  
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 This political sensitivity could be in reaction to the increasing political and social power 

of gays and lesbians. Some Time articles reveal this power by discussing the growing support for 

gays and lesbians from the media and America’s youth.  In “The Battle is Over, but the War 

Goes On,” Cottle (2004, December 6) asserts that there has been a huge change in public 

attitudes toward homosexuality since the early 1990’s.  

The mere idea that Will & Grace could have been a mainstream hit 20 years ago 
is absurd. Today millions of red-state residents enjoy shows like Queer Eye, even 
if most Americans still aren’t ready for his-and-his nuptials. (p. 128)   
 

 Perhaps even more significant is that Time articles report that America’s youth are more 

accepting of homosexual marriage and parenting. According to Cottle, (2004, December 6) polls 

show Americans under 30 are more accepting of gay marriage, gay adoption, and homosexuality. 

This point is bolstered by Cloud (2005, October 10) in “The Battle Over Gay Teens;” he reports 

on a UCLA survey that showed 57% of college freshman favor same-sex marriage, in contrast to 

only 36% of older adults, writing, “young Americans—including many young conservatives—

are becoming thoroughly, even nonchalantly, gay-positive” (para 5). Politicians have to 

recognize that today’s youth constitutes tomorrow’s voters, so having political longevity means 

adopting a stance on gay and lesbian issues that appeals to older and younger voters. This helps 

explain the seemingly indecisive responses given by politicians in reference to the debate on gay 

and lesbian families. An unfortunate result might be the refusal of most political officials to 

advocate strongly for or against homosexual adoption and marriage, which could keep these 

issues in somewhat of a legal and social limbo.  

Significant to this project, Time’s reporting of America’s youth as more open to gay and 

lesbian adoption and marriage than adults projects the idea that legal and social acceptance of 

these concepts is inevitable as these young people grow older. This could again be construed as 
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representative of a sympathetic tone towards gay and lesbian adoption in the later years of the 

Time coverage examined. When you combine the reports of America’s youth’s acceptance with 

the fact that other articles from this time seem to mock anti-gay and lesbian rhetoric, it leaves the 

overall impression that anti-gay and lesbian rights sentiment is out-of-touch and on the decline.   

Considering the Time coverage as a whole and its significance to this research, a few 

contributions must be recognized. One, the coverage provides a glimpse into the strategies 

employed by parties acting for and against increases in gay and lesbian rights, including gay 

adoption. The coverage from the seventies, eighties, and nineties presents what could be viewed 

as a balance of opposing views, showing that the discourse centered on civil rights and special 

rights claims, calls for preserving and redefining the family, the best interests of children, and the 

validity of research on the issue. The coverage also reveals a power struggle between participants 

where both the gay and lesbian rights movement and the conservative/religious right were 

framed as having power and, at other times, framed as the underdog. Further discussion of this 

will occur throughout the remainder of this project. Finally, the Time coverage contributes to the 

goals of this project in that it seems to reveal an evolution from 1977 to 2005 from a tone that 

can be characterized as friendlier to those opposed to an increase in gay and lesbian rights to one 

that seems friendlier to increases in gay and lesbian rights, including adoption.   

The next section of this chapter will discuss the coverage examined in the Miami Herald, 

a publication included because of its prominence in the ordinance debate in Dade County, 

Florida and Florida’s lone position as the only state in the United States with a categorical ban on 

gay and lesbian adoption.  
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Publication #4: Miami Herald 

 The debate over the homosexual rights ordinance amendment in Dade County is the 

subject of the majority of the Miami Herald articles on this issue from the seventies and eighties, 

specifically16 out of the 21 examined.  The Miami Herald’s coverage presents the debate as a 

clear dichotomy- two oppositional camps either supporting or criticizing the sexual preference 

addendum. The coverage also casts the leaders of each opposing side: Anita Bryant from Save 

Our Children and Bob Kunst, from the Transperience Center. Similarly to Time, throughout 

Miami Herald articles spanning 1977 and 1978 the rhetorical interplay between these two camps 

and their respective leaders is visible. 

 The Miami Herald coverage reveals that Anita Bryant and her Save Our Children cohorts 

rely on arguments discussed previously in this chapter to frame homosexuals as undeserving of 

protection from discrimination such as that homosexuals are looking to prey on children for 

recruitment purposes. In articles, some imply that the ordinance is a ruse for homosexuals to 

achieve more public legitimacy in order to encourage homosexuality. In fact, in some articles 

Bryant and others use a reverse discrimination frame, claiming that the ordinance actually 

infringes on the rights of those who disapprove of homosexuality. As for those in favor of the 

ordinance, the Miami Herald coverage reveals they framed it as a civil rights/discrimination 

issue.  

 As seen previously in Christianity Today and Time, the Miami Herald coverage casts 

Anita Bryant in the role of martyr, suffering for her stance against the ordinance amendment. 

Bob Kunst, in contrast to Anita Bryant, is framed as selfishly motivated. While Bryant’s motives 

for her actions seem pure and selfless, Kunst’s motives appear egocentric and prompted by the 

desire for vengeance.      
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Frame: Endorsing Homosexuality  

 Articles in the Miami Herald contain the argument that adding sexual preference to Dade 

County’s human rights ordinance will endorse or legitimize homosexuality. This could be 

construed as a precursor to the homosexual or gay agenda frame observed in articles in the 

1990’s and 2000’s in Christianity Today and Time. An example of this type of argument in the 

Miami Herald can be observed in “Dade Approves Ordinance Banning Bias Against Gays” 

(Stanger, 1977, January 19), where the author quotes Coral Gables City Commissioner, Robert 

Brake, saying “homosexuals are becoming too militant. ‘They now want to advocate 

homosexuality’” (p. 2, line 32). In the article, Brake also questions whether the ordinance is 

necessary, arguing “‘Homosexuals are perfectly free to go into their closets, in their bedrooms, in 

their privacy and take care of themselves there’” (p. 2, lines 37-38). In essence, his argument is 

that homosexuals are free to do whatever they want privately, and by expecting protection from 

discrimination, they are merely seeking to take their homosexuality public. In a later article, 

Brake is again quoted negating the civil rights frame put forth by homosexual rights activists. “‘I 

think people realize that this is not a civil rights ordinance—that it is an attempt by homosexuals 

to legitimize their lifestyle” (Arnold, 1977, March 15, lines 34-35).  

 Additionally, in the Miami Herald, anti-gay rights activists argue that legitimizing the 

homosexual lifestyle would have dire consequences, and therefore, the ordinance is a threat to 

society and our country. Stanger (1977, April 25) quotes Bob Green, Bryant’s husband, claiming 

that Dade County “‘will become like San Francisco where gays dominate daily life’” (lines 7-8). 

Later, this threat of gay domination is positioned in terms of the impact on the United States. 

Jack Wyrtzen of the Christian organization World Life International is quoted, “‘If this bill 

passes in Dade County in favor of the gay crowd…it could be the end of the United States of 
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America’” (Perez, 1977, May 23, line 11). If Wyrtzen explained how the homosexual rights 

ordinance would lead to the eventual downfall of the United States, it was not presented in the 

article, so his claim appears as if it is self-explanatory.  

 Linked to the endorsement of homosexuality frame is the idea that homosexuals want to 

spread homosexuality by recruiting children to be homosexuals. Weston (1991) explains how 

homosexual recruitment of children ties into the downfall of society argument.  

Alleging that gay men and lesbians must seduce young people in order to perpetuate (or 

expand) the gay population because they cannot have children of their own, heterosexist 

critics have conjured up visions of an end to society, the inevitable fate of a society that 

fails to reproduce. (p. 24)  

As part of the ordinance debate, homosexuals were repeatedly framed as a threat to children for 

recruitment. This frame is visible in the Miami Herald coverage.  

Frame: Homosexuals as Dangerous to Children  

 Some Miami Herald articles show that those opposing the homosexual rights ordinance 

overtly characterized homosexuals as predators and children as their prey. For example, Joseph 

Fitzgerald, an attorney representing the Archdiocese of Miami, is quoted as equating the hiring 

of a homosexual teacher to “allowing ‘a fox in the chicken coop’” (Stanger, 1977, January 19, p. 

2, lines 23-24). The predator/prey theme continues in “Metro Must Reconsider Gay Law” 

(Arnold, 1977, March 15), where Robert Brake is again quoted. Here, he claims, “‘The campaign 

that we will develop will show how homosexuals act in the procurement of chickens by the 

chicken hawks’” (lines 38-39).   

The characterization of homosexuals as predators would likely carry resonance because, 

as Gross (1989) explains, homosexuals, when not invisible in the media, have historically been 
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portrayed as villains. These villainous portrayals influence how people view homosexuals 

because, according to Gross (and this researcher), people cultivate opinions based on the media 

portrayals when they lack their own first-hand experience. 

The logic behind the argument that the ordinance would offer homosexuals the 

opportunity to recruit children is better explained in the article “Gay Referendum Campaign 

Heats Up.” Because the ordinance would prohibit discrimination against homosexuals in the 

workplace, it would allow homosexuals to seek teaching jobs, which would grant access to 

children. Stanger (1977, April 25) explains, “The anti-gay people claim that legal sanctions for 

gays will result in conversion of children to homosexual life-styles, especially by gay 

schoolteachers” (lines 20-21). In this same article, Reverend William Chapman, credited to be 

Bryant’s pastor, argues that this “the most serious moral issue ever faced in Dade County” 

because homosexuals will recruit children if they are allowed to serve as examples (line 12). 

Teaching, of course, not only grants access to children, but also puts the teacher in an 

authoritative position where students are expected to offer him or her respect. Because the 

ordinance would allow homosexuals to potentially work as teachers, the anti-homosexual rights 

activists frame it as dangerous for children.    

Arguing that the ordinance would allow homosexual teachers to prey on children might 

resonate with the general public, who presumably all attended school at some point and 

recognize the powerful position teachers hold. According to Meyers (1994) this frame stems 

from two of eight common myths concerning gays and lesbians: “being exposed to a homosexual 

parent or role model is likely to have negative effects on a child” and “homosexuals are more 

likely than heterosexuals to molest children sexually” (p. 324). As for the crucial, yet implicit 

point, of this argument- that one’s homosexuality is clearly discernible to children, and therefore, 
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influences them- Weston (1991) points out that gays and lesbians are often reduced to their 

sexual identity only. People focus on the sexual behavior, not the identity of the person, which 

keeps the homosexual separated from others.  Keeping this in mind, one can see how this 

recruitment frame operates. Homosexuals are defined by their sexual behavior, which prevents 

others from recognizing anything else they might have to offer. Therefore, gays and lesbians 

cannot possibly be allowed access to children because they are reduced to walking sex acts and 

not seen as individuals who can be defined by qualities other than their sexuality.  

By characterizing gays and lesbians as a danger to children and society, those advocating 

against the ordinance create the opportunity to claim that gays and lesbians are a population 

deserving of some discrimination. Those who would choose to discriminate against homosexuals 

in employment or housing are not positioned as bigots, but as people looking to protect 

themselves, their homes and their families from the immorality of homosexuality. Therefore, the 

ordinance actually discriminates against the people who believe that homosexuality is wrong and 

forces them to interact with homosexuals whose behavior offends them.  

Frame: Reverse Discrimination 

 A reverse discrimination frame can be observed in the Miami Herald coverage. For 

example, Taft & Burnside (1977, January 17) cite a letter written by Anita Bryant to the Dade 

County Commission where she employs this frame:  

I have never condoned nor teach my children discrimination against anyone 
because of their race or religion, but if this ordinance amendment is allowed to 
become law, you will in fact be infringing upon my rights or rather discriminating 
against me as a citizen and a mother to teach my children and set examples and 
point to others as examples of God’s moral code as stated in the Holy Scriptures. 
(lines 11-15) 
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Here, Bryant turns the whole discrimination argument around and places herself and others of 

similar beliefs in the position of the oppressed rather than the oppressors.  She frames the 

ordinance as an attack on her religious beliefs. Thus, the discrimination argument is re-vamped 

as one of religious freedom. This serves to nullify the civil/equal rights frames put forth by the 

homosexual rights activists because it calls into questions the rights of those who, as part of their 

religion, believe homosexuality is wrong.  

 In another example of the reverse discrimination frame, Stanger (1977, May 30) quotes 

Mike Thompson as saying that an employer confronted with an openly gay applicant should have 

the “right to ‘reasonable discrimination.’”  Thompson, like Bryant, reframes the discrimination 

issue as one of an employer’s rights over a job applicant’s rights. This is a savvy argument 

because many would agree that an employer should have the ability to hire whomever he or she 

wishes without worrying about whether the decision would appear discriminatory. Buchanan & 

Arnold (1977, April 16) also report of landlords using the reverse discrimination frame. This 

tactic is also powerful because it provokes questions about whether people should have the right 

to reject potential tenants on whatever basis they choose. It forces people to consider whether 

they would want the government telling them whom they must allow into dwellings they own.  

 The reverse discrimination frame is effective because it appeals to the audience’s ideas 

about personal freedom, which are sacred in American culture. People are protective of their 

personal freedom, and therefore, framing the ordinance as a threat to that freedom would strike a 

strong chord with any American. This logic of this frame is difficult to refute. Nevertheless, from 

the articles included in this analysis, it is apparent that those advocating for the ordinance tried to 

remind people of what they felt was at the heart of the issue: the human rights of homosexuals.   
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Frame: Civil Rights/Discrimination 

  Some Miami Herald articles present the attempt to frame the ordinance debate as a civil 

rights issue. For example, in “Gay Anti-Bias Bill Criticized,” Taft & Burnside, (1977, January 

17) cite Ruth Shack, the Commissioner behind the ordinance amendment: “It’s not a religious 

issue; ‘the issue is discrimination’” (lines 8-9). In a later article, Shack is quoted characterizing 

Anita Bryant as a distraction to the issue’s authenticity, saying, “‘I’m very optimistic that, once 

we get finished with the issue of Anita Bryant and get on with the issue of human rights, people 

will recognize what this law is and come out and vote for it’” (Arnold, 1977, March 15, lines 24-

25). Shack implies Bryant has been clouding that this is a civil rights issue with her negative 

claims about gays and lesbians. Strasser (1977, May 29) quotes Assemblyman, Willie L. Brown, 

who draws a parallel between homosexual rights and the civil rights of African-Americans: 

“‘Who knows whether tomorrow the slogan won’t again be ‘Save Our Children From the Black 

Plague,’ rather than, ‘Save Our Children From the Homosexuals’” (line 3). This frame operates 

to influence voters by drawing parallels between the past struggles of Black Americans and the 

current situation faced by gays and lesbians. This could serve to evoke camaraderie between 

minority groups and appeal to the sympathy of Black Americans who would be familiar with 

discrimination. Also, it could serve to touch a nerve with Americans for whom the civil rights 

movement of the 1960’s would be a fresh memory.   

When comparing the frames offered by each side of the debate, the frames sponsored by 

Save Our Children were more likely to be reflected in the Miami Herald coverage.  It seems as 

though Bryant and her supporters received friendlier coverage during this time period. This is 

particularly evident when examining how the coverage characterized each side’s identity. While 

Bob Kunst and other homosexual rights activists appeared to be power-hungry, manipulative, or 
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just out to get Anita Bryant, Bryant and others with Save Our Children appeared to be operating 

from the purest of motives with the support of the community behind them.  

Constructing the Ordinance Debate Leaders: Anita Bryant & Bob Kunst 

The martyr frame is prevalent in the Miami Herald coverage.  For taking a stance against 

the ordinance, Bryant claims to have suffered career-wise. In “Bryant’s Fight Against Gays 

Costs Her a Host Spot on TV,” she claims, “‘I have been blacklisted for exercising the right of a 

mother to defend her children, and all children, against their being recruited by homosexuals’” 

(Dunlop, 1977, February 25, lines 12-13). With this statement, Bryant not only martyrs herself, 

but also maintains that her motives for opposing the ordinance are pure. She draws on her right 

as a mother to defend her children, which would resonate with all mothers and grant her 

increased credibility. It is difficult argue with a mother motivated by protecting her children.  

Many Miami Herald articles quote those associated with Save Our Children professing 

love for homosexuals or at least a desire to help them. This encourages the idea that the motives 

for opposing the ordinance do not originate from bigotry. For example, Perez (1977, May 23) 

quotes Jack Wyrtzen, who earlier equated the passing of the ordinance to the end of the United 

States, reassuring that he loves homosexuals: “‘And I want you to know we don’t hate 

homosexuals. We hate homosexuality. We love homosexuals, we love lesbians’” (lines 13-14). 

This reflects the earlier notion of love the sinner, hate the sin, also present in Christianity Today. 

And, Stanger (1978, June 7) quotes Bryant expressing compassion for homosexuals. In 

recounting how her life was affected by her public stance on the ordinance, she says,  

‘We’ve had everything changed in our lives. But we would do it again…if for no 
other reason than the letters we get daily from ex-homosexuals who said that but 
for our stand they would never have been delivered from their lifestyle.’ (p. 2, 
lines 11-12)  
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In this statement, Bryant again positions herself as martyr for her cause while reaffirming her 

pure motives. She claims to only care for homosexuals; therefore, her suffering is worth it 

because she’s helped some change through her crusade.    

 In contrast to the seemingly sympathetic coverage of Anita Bryant and Save Our 

Children, Bob Kunst, and in some cases, the homosexual rights activists as well, do not fare as 

well in the Miami Herald coverage. While at least six different articles mention Anita Bryant’s 

stated love for homosexuals or how she has suffered career-wise for her stance, Bob Kunst 

comes off as more interested in targeting Anita Bryant than protecting homosexuals from 

discrimination.  

 Bob Kunst’s seeming desire to get Anita Bryant is revealed in an article published after 

the ordinance repeal that reports on Kunst’s efforts to put the homosexual rights amendment 

back on the ballot. From reading this article, it appears that Kunst is less motivated by human 

rights than he is by revenge. For example, Arnold & Camp (1978, October 5) describe Kunst as 

gleeful that he and others had “turned the tables on Save Our Children, Inc.” and that he was 

“vowing to get even” (lines 18-20). In the same article, Bob Green, Bryant’s husband, is quoted 

suggesting that Kunst and his cohorts are re-sponsoring the homosexual rights ordinance to feed 

their own egos. This is echoed by Robert Brake who is reported calling Kunst a “‘publicity 

hound,’” and saying, “‘This guy is an egomaniac. He’s on some kind of an ego trip’” (line 56).    

A subsequent article reports that Kunst might have engaged in illegal activity. In “Rights 

Law Gains Votes, Fails 3-2,” Bearak & Fix (1978, November 8) report of Kunst’s arrest for 

illegal electioneering. His desire for revenge against Anita Bryant is conveyed as he is quoted 

declaring, “‘I’ll go to jail any time to fight Anita Bryant’” (line 30). It should be stressed that he 
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is quoted saying he’d go to jail not to fight for homosexual rights, but to fight Anita Bryant, 

which supports the impression that he is motivated primarily by revenge.  

 Considering the Miami Herald’s coverage of the ordinance debate as a whole, it appears 

the Herald favored Anita Bryant and Save Our Children. The frames sponsored by those opposed 

to the ordinance amendment were more present in the coverage than those sponsored by gay and 

lesbian rights activists. Furthermore, the treatment of Anita Bryant and others against the 

ordinance was far more sympathetic than the coverage of Bob Kunst. The possible bias in the 

Herald’s coverage determined by this analysis is supported by previous work on this issue. For 

example, Alwood (1996) notes in his historical account of gays and lesbians in the news media 

that the Miami Herald sided with Bryant.   

 Miami Herald articles spanning the late 1970’s and 1980’s did not devote much coverage 

to gay and lesbian adoption explicitly; nevertheless, the Herald’s extensive coverage of the 

ordinance debate contributes to this research project for a number of reasons. For one, articles 

from this time reveal the homosexuals as dangerous to children frame, which reappears 

throughout the print publications sampled and will be addressed again in the interview results 

chapter (Chapter 4). Furthermore, the coverage shows the persistence of the civil 

rights/discrimination frame used by gay and lesbian rights activists in favor of the ordinance, a 

frame that they also use in favor of gay and lesbian adoption. Finally, the Miami Herald 

coverage through the 1980’s seemingly reveals a bias against increases in gay and lesbian rights. 

The existence of an anti-gay rights bias is one example of how the Miami Herald coverage 

evolves in the 1990’s and 2000’s. As will be discussed, this observed bias disappears.  

 Moving into the 1990’s, coverage of gay and lesbian adoption in the Miami Herald 

increases. As also observed in other publications examined, there are both calls for preserving 
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the heterosexual family and for redefining the family to include same-sex families. The Herald’s 

coverage further solidifies the centrality of the best interests of children theme to gay and lesbian 

adoption discourse as the framing of same-sex families as both helpful and harmful to children is 

present. A new theme to this time is that articles from the 1990’s and 2000’s contain much 

criticism of the Florida law, indicating sympathy towards gay and lesbian adoption advocates.    

Opposing Frames: Redefining/Preserving the Family 

 One way in which those in favor of gay and lesbian families redefine family is by 

stressing the importance of intangible qualities like love. This is observed in some articles. For 

example, Gonzalez (1992, December 13) cites a lesbian foster mother who explains that it’s what 

parents do, not what they are, that matters.  

‘My parents were heterosexual people,’ she said. ‘My mother always had to try to  
have a man around and one of those men sexually abused me. I don’t feel that sex  
makes a child into the adult they’re going to be. I think loving and caring and  
nurturing and teaching them right from wrong is what’s going to make them what 
they are.’ (p. 1B) 
  

This statement serves to refute two arguments of gay and lesbian adoption opponents; it draws 

attention to the fact that the heterosexual family structure of mother, father, and children is not 

always best. Ironically, this lesbian’s mother’s attempts to find a male role model for her 

daughter ended up harming her. If the mother had been content raising her daughter alone, the 

daughter might have been better off. This statement also elevates the intangibles present in a 

family over the family structure, intangibles like love and responsibility. This particular quote 

reflects a shift in the definition of family where the structure is secondary to other qualities.   

In contrast, Miami Herald articles also contain arguments asserting the importance of the 

heterosexual family structure including both a mother and father. Gold (1997, December 18) 

quotes NJ Republican state Assemblywoman Marion Crecco as saying that every child deserves 
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to grow up with a mother and a father, and Robert Knight, of the Family Research Council, as 

arguing that children are “in need of an intact, committed husband-and-wife family” (p. 3A). 

Asserting that all children deserve both a mother and a father is compelling rhetoric. Demo & 

Allen (1996) explain that it is widely endorsed and rarely questioned that children need a mother 

and father for family stability and gender-role expectations. Therefore, in response to this 

argument, supporters of gay and lesbian adoption note that homes with married mothers and 

fathers aren’t always available. This position was reflected in a Miami Herald editorial.  

  In the editorial “A Right for all Floridians,” the author asks what happens when 

mother/father homes aren’t available for children awaiting adoption. The author concedes that 

evidence indicates mother and father households are best, but asks, “how many are raised this 

way? And what of the nearly 2,000 adoptable children languishing without a home?” (1997, July 

31, p. 18A). The author points out that it would be wonderful for all children to be raised in the 

traditional family setting, but that unfortunately, it is not always possible. The editorial provokes 

the question- should children in foster care be forced to wait for an intact heterosexual family 

when there are gay and lesbian parents and other alternative families willing to adopt them now? 

It is a question left unanswered by opponents of gay and lesbian adoption when they cite that a 

mother and father are best. The fact that the Miami Herald featured this editorial indicates that 

the publication acknowledged the arguments of those in favor of expanding the definition of 

family, and thus helps serve as evidence of a shift in tone from the 1970’s and 1980’s coverage.  

Opposing Frames: Homosexual Families as Harmful/Helpful to Children 

 Articles in the Miami Herald contain attempts to frame gay and lesbian parents as both 

harmful and helpful for children. Gold (1997, December 18) quotes Robert Knight, of the Family 

Research Council, who frames gay and lesbian adoption as harmful. Knight calls a decision to 
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grant joint adoptions to gays and lesbians in New Jersey a “defeat for children who are already 

bruised in life,” (p. 3A). One could interpret his words already bruised as implying that adoption 

into a homosexual family would compound the wounds of foster care children. Hence, adoption 

into a gay or lesbian home would be further damaging to children already damaged.  

The Florida Department of Health and Rehabilitative Services (HRS) is also cited 

framing adoption by gays or lesbians as damaging to children. Gonzalez (1992, December 13) 

reports HRS listed the lack of an opposite sex role model as reasoning for Florida’s ban. In 

another article, the attorney representing HRS is quoted arguing that children need exposure to 

both sexes, which they get in the form of heterosexual parents (“Homosexuals Oppose Adoption 

Policy,” 1993, January 17). The implication from these quotes is that because adoption into a gay 

or lesbian home means that a child will have two parents of the same sex, the child will be 

denied a vital element to their development, which in turn, will have damaging consequences. 

Demo & Allen (1996) note the pervasiveness of this belief. Opponents of homosexual adoption 

maintain that children need to be protected from the developmental damage caused by the 

absence of one gender role model. Significant to this research project, the alleged necessity of 

gender role models has been challenged by social constructionist and feminist researchers, yet it 

is a common argument used against gay and lesbian adoption. Therefore, the gender role concept 

deserves further attention and will be revisited in Chapter 5.  

From other Miami Herald articles, it can be seen that proponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption draw attention to the children in foster care awaiting adoption to frame homosexual 

parents as helpful. Leinwand (1997, July 29) reports that lawyers representing a lesbian 

challenging the Florida law argued the ban prevents foster children from finding permanent 

homes. A judge who ruled the Florida law constitutional echoes this notion in his decision. 
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Leinwand quotes his decision: “‘If the state legislature chooses to allow children of special need 

to languish in foster-care drift instead of opening the doors to homosexual households, it has that 

authority’” (lines 34-35). From this excerpt, it can be surmised that the judge, although finding 

the law constitutional, questioned the law’s logic. Saying that the legislature chooses to allow 

children to languish in foster care drift is hardly an endorsement. The decision, although in favor 

of the state, could actually be used by gay and lesbian adoption proponents to challenge the 

Florida law.  

The previously mentioned editorial, “A Right for all Floridians,” (1997, July 31) cites the 

thousands of children in Florida awaiting adoption. In the editorial, the authors asks “And what 

of the nearly 2,000 adoptable Florida children languishing without a home?” (p. 18A). When it 

comes to discussing children in foster care, proponents of gay and lesbian adoption often use the 

word languishing to describe the condition of the children. The word appears repeatedly in 

proponent discourse because it conveys the idea that these children are hurting in foster care and 

longing for a permanent home. It helps show that foster care is not a desirable destination where 

children should live long term, but rather a temporary solution. It stresses the idea that the 

ultimate goal is to get children out of foster care.  

Framing the gay and lesbian adoption issue in terms of the children allows proponents 

and opponents to establish their motivation as the best interests of children. Any tactic of 

persuasion that draws on society’s desire to protect children has the potential to have enormous 

impact. Children are extremely valued in American culture; therefore, when one side frames the 

issue in terms of how certain outcomes would harm or help children, the other side must respond 

with its own corresponding frame that is equal, if not superior, in power and resonance.    
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 Framing gay and lesbian adoption in terms of how it affects children relates directly to 

the next major theme in the Miami Herald, and that is criticism of the Florida ban on gay and 

lesbian adoption. In addition to labeling the law unconstitutional and discriminatory, articles 

point out contradictions in the logic behind the ban, draw attention to the absence of bans in 

other states, and reveal the anti-homosexual atmosphere in which the ban was originally passed. 

This theme persists in articles from the 1990’s and up to 2005.  

Criticism of the Florida Law Prohibiting Gay & Lesbian Adoption 

 At first read, mention of the fact that Florida and New Hampshire are the only states that 

prohibit gay and lesbian adoption appears to be merely factual detail. However, reading the 

series of articles included in this analysis, one discovers that this fact is mentioned in several 

different articles. Upon further consideration, it could be that by mentioning Florida’s position as 

one of the only two states in United States with a law that bans homosexual adoption, the authors 

are implicitly questioning the ban. It should also be noted that New Hampshire repealed its law 

banning gay and lesbian adoption in 1999 (Barillas, 1999, May 4).  

 It seems that the Miami Herald authors are undermining the Florida ban by continually 

mentioning the absence of other bans in the U. S. When paired with reports that the ban 

originated in 1977 during Anita Bryant’s Save Our Children movement, it conveys that the law 

was a knee-jerk reaction to the anti-homosexual atmosphere that existed during that time. Similar 

bans do not exist in other states because the ban resulted from a pervasive anti-homosexual 

sentiment that existed mainly in Florida because of Bryant and Save Our Children.   

 The atmosphere during which the ban was passed is mentioned in “A Right for all 

Floridians” (1997, July 31). In the editorial, the Herald staff explains that the ban was passed “at 

the height of an emotional campaign against gay people” (p. 18A).  In the article “Foes in Gay 
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Adoption Case Vow Not to Quit,” Leinwand (1997, May 13) also reports that the law passed 

during Bryant’s “anti-gay movement” and writes, “The public had been bombarded with 

inflammatory anti-gay ads during the campaign”  (p. 1B). Leinwand specifically mentions one ad 

from the campaign that labeled homosexual men as deviants, pedophiles, and pornographers. 

This characterization of the atmosphere during which the ban was passed leaves the impression 

that the legislature was acting on fears about homosexuals held by the general public in 1977. 

These articles were written in 1997 when readers of the Miami Herald might feel those past fears 

were unsubstantiated and perhaps would question the ban’s relevance and necessity.        

 Other criticisms of the law focus on contradictions in its logic. For example, the ban is on 

gay and lesbian adoption only. According to the Florida Department of Health and Rehabilitative 

Services, this is because same-sex adoption would deprive a child of an opposite sex role model 

(Gonzalez, 1992, December 13; “Homosexuals Oppose Adoption Policy,” 1993, January 17). 

However, it is noted in “Homosexuals Oppose Adoption Policy” that the law does not prohibit 

homosexuals from serving as foster parents. This fact inspires questions as to why living 

permanently with a homosexual is damaging, but residing with one temporarily is not. 

Furthermore, Florida does not prohibit adoption by single parents, which undermines the role 

model argument; under its logic, children who are raised by a single mother or father are also 

absent one gender role model.  

 As noted previously, Leinwand (1997, May 13) mentions an advertisement from 1977 

that branded gay men as pedophiles, deviants, and pornographers. This ad was presumed to have 

contributed to the law that bans homosexuals from adoption. Leinwand further points out that 

Florida has no categorical ban on adoption by convicted pedophiles. This contradiction might 

signal an underlying bigotry in the Florida law. Gays and lesbians are automatically denied 
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consideration in the adoption process, but child molesters are granted consideration. This 

undermines the argument that the intent of the law is to protect children, and therefore, raises 

doubts about the real purpose of the law.  

  Progressing from the 1990’s into the 2000’s, one notices criticism of the Florida ban 

continues. Many articles from the 2000’s provoke doubts about the Florida ban through 

portrayals of families it threatens in addition to the previously observed arguments that draw 

attention to flaws in the logic behind the law and highlight the thousands of children in Florida’s 

foster care system.  

As evidence of the Miami Herald’s critical tone toward Florida’s prohibition on gay and 

lesbian adoption, many articles expose that a high percentage of children adopted in Florida 

actually go to single-parents despite that the law supposedly exists to ensure that children grow 

up with both mothers and fathers. Rothaus (2002, March 13) writes, “In Florida, 25 percent of all 

adoptions are by single parents. In Miami-Dade County, that figure jumps to 40 percent” (para 

32). De Valle’s article also contradicts the mother/father argument by including the same statistic 

immediately after reporting that Jeb Bush believes that homes with a mother and father are best 

(2004, January 30). By placing this statistic immediately following Bush’s argument touting the 

importance of two traditional parents, De Valle exposes a seeming disconnect between the ban’s 

alleged purpose and what is actually occurring in Florida’s foster care and adoption system. This 

might lead one to conclude that the purpose behind the law is something other than what the 

law’s supporters have claimed.  

 As previously noted, one of the criticisms of Florida’s law in the Miami Herald is that it 

hurts foster children because it excludes an entire population of people who could provide 

homes. This criticism was present in the 1990’s and 2000’s. Fuss (2000, March 7) quotes 
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homosexual foster father, Wayne LaRue Smith, who articulates the belief that Florida’s law 

actually hurts children. “‘There are so many kids out there who have been sitting years in foster 

homes that could be adopted tomorrow if this [ban] weren’t in place’” (p. 1B).  

 The thousands of children in Florida’s foster care system are mentioned in at least nine 

articles from the 2000’s, ostensibly to inspire questions as to why the state would choose to 

categorically deny any group of people from being considered in the adoption process. Grimm 

(2001, September 2) quotes a lawyer, Howard Talenfield, who raises this point, claiming that 

child advocates are “befuddled” because thousands of foster children need adoptive parents, and 

gays and lesbians are willing to help, but cannot. A staff editorial published by the Miami Herald 

directly blames the ban for the thousands of children awaiting adoption in Florida. The first line 

of the editorial reads, “There is no way to count how many of Florida’s orphaned and abandoned 

children might be growing up in loving homes if the state didn’t ban gay adoptions” (Herald 

Staff, 2002, February 5, p. 6B). This is an indictment of Florida’s law; proponents of gay and 

lesbian adoption are clearly arguing that the ban hurts children by keeping them in foster care 

when there are qualified gays and lesbians willing to adopt them.  The fact that the Miami Herald 

echoes this point in a staff editorial is further evidence of its sympathetic tone.  

 One article reveals that although Steven Lofton, a gay foster father, was denied the right 

to adopt his son, the boy continued to reside with him for six years (Fuss, 2000, April 25). 

Proponents of gay and lesbian adoption ask the question- why are gays and lesbians adequate to 

foster for several years, but not to adopt permanently? Nieves (2001, July 21; 2001, August 31) 

mentions that gay foster fathers, Steven Lofton and Roger Croteau won an award from the state 

of Florida for being “outstanding” foster parents. If the state deemed Lofton and Croteau worthy 

of an award for parenting, it undermines the notion that gays and lesbians are unfit to parent. A 
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Miami Herald staff editorial asserts this point. The author writes that the ban cannot be based on 

parental fitness if homosexuals can serve as foster parents, and therefore, the ban exists for no 

logical reason (2002, February 5). A later editorial uses the homosexual foster parenting 

contradiction to call the ban a sham: “While the state prevents gays from adopting children, it 

allows them to carry out all parenting functions as foster parents and guardians, which, if nothing 

else, is proof that the state policy is a sham” (“Florida’s Win is a Loss for Children,” 2004, 

February 1, p. 4L).  

 Florida’s inconsistency in allowing gays and lesbians to foster parent, but not adopt is not 

the only contradiction in the reasoning behind the law. Some articles raise other doubts about 

whether the ban is intended to protect children or just target homosexuals. Leslie Cooper, from 

the ACLU, challenges the state to explain why gays and lesbians were singled out in the ban 

when substance abusers and child abusers were not. She argues that although evidence shows 

these people pose a real threat to children, they are not categorically denied the right to adopt 

(Nieves, 2001, August 31). Florida ACLU executive director Howard Simon calls attention to 

this same contradiction, saying “‘There is only one group of people who are categorically 

excluded: gays and lesbians … People who have a history that may indicate danger to children – 

substance abuse, domestic assault, those people are not categorically barred’” (Babson, 2005, 

January 11, p. 1A).  

Another criticism of the Florida law prevalent in the Miami Herald coverage is the 

continued reminder that Florida is the only state in the United States with an outright ban on gay 

and lesbian adoption. The sheer number of times this fact is mentioned seems to indicate that it 

functions as an implicit criticism of Florida. In all, eleven different articles mention the fact that 

Florida is the only state that categorically bans gays and lesbians from the adoption process. One 
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mention of Florida’s lone position is especially critical. Grimm (2001, September 2) calls the 

ban- legalized homophobia: 

As a measure of Florida’s legalized homophobia, consider the states that have no  
statutory ban on gay adoption. Not Alabama. Not South Carolina. Not Texas. Not  
Tennessee. Not Georgia. Not Louisiana…. Not…you name the state. Name any 
(other) tobacco-spitting, confederate flag-waving, truck-driving, cotton-picking, 
pistol-packing, gay-bashing state in the Old South … We are America’s lone, if 
not quite proud, defender of this particular brand of discrimination. (p. 1BR)   
 

In Grimm’s article, the message behind the repeated mention of Florida’s distinction as the only 

state with a homosexual adoption ban becomes apparent. Critics of the ban would like it to be 

viewed as a source of shame for the state of Florida.  

 Appealing to All Parents  

 Within the Miami Herald coverage, the issue facing Florida’s gay and lesbian foster 

parents is constructed to resonate with any parent. Articles reporting on homosexuals currently 

serving as foster parents repeatedly stress the length of time the foster child or children have 

been residing with them. Many articles report on children who have lived with homosexual 

foster parents for practically their entire lives, but who cannot be adopted by those parents. 

Additionally, the ban’s existence means that the state could remove the foster children from 

those homes at any time. These facts taken together function to pull at readers’ heartstrings and 

earn the sympathies of other parents who would be able to relate to the fear and frustration that 

these gay and lesbian foster parents must be experiencing.    

 The Miami Herald articles focus on three different homosexual foster fathers in Florida: 

Steven Lofton, Doug Houghton, and Paul (who refused to provide a last name). Steven Lofton 

and his partner, Roger Croteau, are the most heavily covered foster parents in the Miami Herald 

coverage. The information provided about Lofton and Croteau would appeal to any parent. Fuss 
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(2000, April 25) writes that Lofton considers his foster child to be his real son and that the boy 

has been in his custody for most of his life. In a later article, Nieves (2001, July 21) explains that 

Lofton was informed by the state of Florida that it would be trying to recruit a new family for 

this same boy.  From these articles, the reader learns that this boy has lived with Lofton for many 

years, and now the boy, at ten years old, might be moved to another home. One can’t help but 

think that this is cruel for Lofton and his foster son. Accordingly, Viglucci (2001, August 31) 

explains that Lofton is the only father this boy has ever known.  

 The same tactic is taken in regard to Doug Houghton and his foster son and to Paul (last 

name not provided) and his foster daughter. De Valle (2004, January 30) writes that Houghton 

has cared for eleven-year-old Oscar since he was three years old and continues to do so despite 

Florida’s law. De Valle quotes Houghton: “‘I’ve raised this boy for eight years. He calls me 

‘Daddy’” (1B). And Paul is reported as having served as the foster father to his daughter for 

eight of her nine years (Fantz, 2004, March 15). The point here is clear: these foster parents have 

been the only parents these children have ever known; they’ve taken care of them everyday for at 

least eight years, but at any time, these children could be removed and put elsewhere. Therefore, 

all the work and love that these foster parents have put forth could be for nothing if the state 

finds a home for these children it deems more acceptable.  

These human-interest stories appeal to all parents because anyone who has parented for 

even a short period of time could imagine the heartbreak if someone were to take the child away. 

By evoking these feelings, the strategy is to garner sympathy and support from all parents, 

homosexual or heterosexual. Appealing to the emotions of readers is an effective strategy. 

Bennett (2005) suggests that emotions might be more powerful than facts when it comes to 

forming opinions. He also asserts that an emotional hook is required for many people to even 
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attend to an issue. Considering this, human-interest stories such as those about Lofton and 

Croteau, Houghton, and Paul might have more impact on readers than other criticisms of the 

Florida law.     

Beginning in 2002, one person who attempted to inspire criticism of the state of Florida 

and its ban on homosexual adoption was Rosie O’Donnell. Rosie spoke out publicly against the 

ban and in favor of foster fathers Lofton and Croteau. Considering the Miami Herald’s negative 

tone taken toward Florida’s law, its coverage of Rosie’s participation in the issue was 

surprisingly slim. One of the goals of this research project is to examine celebrity influence on 

the public discourse surrounding gay and lesbian adoption. In the Miami Herald’s coverage, 

Rosie O’Donnell’s influence appears minimal, as she was the subject of only four articles. By 

contrast, Anita Bryant’s name appears in 15 different articles during this time period, although 

by 2000, she was hardly a big celebrity. It seems, however, that bringing up Anita Bryant and her 

anti-gay rights efforts from the 1970’s served as yet another method for conjuring doubt about 

Florida’s homosexual adoption law.   

The Impact of Rosie O’Donnell & Anita Bryant  

 As in The Advocate, proponents of gay and lesbian adoption cited in the Miami Herald 

express hope about Rosie O’Donnell’s ability to bring attention to the gay and lesbian adoption 

issue. The articles mention that her Prime Time Live interview brought national attention to the 

effort to overturn the Florida ban.  However, one article reports that Rosie’s entrance into the 

debate ultimately had little effect on Florida’s lawmakers. Rosie reportedly wrote a full-page 

letter that was published in several Florida newspapers. Bridges, Clark, & Wallsten (2002, 

March 22) report that Rosie’s “ad blitz” did little to gain support from Florida’s conservative 

Legislature. Furthermore, the authors note that in response to Rosie’s letter, 150 phone calls were 
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logged, but only slightly more than half were in favor of repealing the ban. Another article 

mentions Rosie’s campaign against the ban merely as part of a report detailing her troubles with 

the publisher of her magazine. Hanks (2002, September 19) writes “The collapse of O’Donnell’s 

publishing venture capped a year in which the comedian revealed her homosexuality, hurled 

barbs at politicians and fellow celebrities, and generally shed the jolly persona that defined the 

talk show she left in May” (para, 5). Later in the same article, Hanks mentions her fight against 

the adoption ban; this seems to place it in a negative context, as if it was another contributor to 

her difficult year. 

 Interestingly, Anita Bryant’s name appeared more often in the Miami Herald than 

Rosie’s. Despite Rosie O’Donnell’s considerable celebrity at the time she came out against the 

homosexual adoption ban, her participation in the issue did not receive much attention in the 

Miami Herald. The coverage it did receive did not credit her participation with having much of 

an impact on the public or the state of Florida. Critics of the ban frequently mentioned Anita 

Bryant, however, because the ban was passed in 1977 following her Save Our Children 

campaign. Critics of the ban used the anti-homosexual nature of the Save Our Children campaign 

to associate Florida’s homosexual adoption law with homophobia.  

 In the Miami Herald coverage, the passing of the ban in 1977 is framed as the inevitable 

result of the anti-homosexual atmosphere created by Anita Bryant. Green’s article clearly 

illustrates this frame of the ban’s origins. Green (2001, September 1) sources Elaine Bloom, a 

former member of the Florida House who voted for the ban in 1977. Bloom is credited as saying, 

“The hysteria of Anita Bryant’s anti-gay crusade of the 1970’s made passage of the statute a 

political necessity” (para 19). To further encourage the idea that the homosexual adoption ban 

should be repealed, Bloom is reported as wanting to apologize for helping to pass the ban.   
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Framing the ban as a result of anti-gay hysteria created by Anita Bryant appears 

throughout the articles examined. Grimm (2001, September 2) deems the law “outmoded” and a 

“nasty relic” of anti-gay hysteria generated by Bryant’s “homophobic movement” (p. 1BR). The 

editorial “Florida’s Win is a Loss for Children” (2004, February 1) explains that the ban was 

passed “in the heat of an anti-homosexual campaign” (p. 4L).  Sanz (2004, July 23) also writes 

that the law was passed “at the height of Anita Bryant’s anti-homosexual campaign” (p. 8B). In 

all, nine different articles reference Anita Bryant’s role in contributing to the ban’s passage. 

Also, one must recall that this frame appeared in Miami Herald articles from the 1990’s as well, 

showing the staying power of Anita Bryant in gay and lesbian adoption discourse.   

The repeated mentions of the year the ban was passed and the atmosphere in which it was 

passed positions the ban as outdated, and more importantly, provokes questions as to whether the 

ban was ever necessary or merely a reaction to a homophobic sentiment that permeated the time. 

This characterization associates the homosexual adoption ban with discriminatory attitudes of a 

past era, and encourages the notion that the ban’s repeal would mean progress for Florida 

towards equality and modernity.  

The contribution of the Miami Herald coverage overall to this research project must be 

assessed. As in the Time coverage, the beginning years examined allow for one to observe the 

conflicting frames offered by gay and lesbian rights activists and Save Our Children supporters 

during the ordinance amendment debate in Florida. The coverage of the debate, however, 

indicates a favorable bias towards Anita Bryant and Save Our Children. This apparent bias 

quickly dissipates when examining later articles from the 1990’s and 2000’s. Although during 

the 1990’s, Miami Herald articles presented arguments offered by those opposed to gay and 

lesbian adoption, by the 2000’s, the bulk of the coverage was highly critical of Florida’s law 
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prohibiting gays and lesbians from adopting. Some of the coverage from this time relied on 

human-interest stories covering actual homosexual foster parents in Florida. This provokes the 

question as to whether human-interest stories are more influential on the public than other tactics 

for criticizing Florida’s ban. Lastly, articles from during and after 2002 covered Rosie 

O’Donnell, but surprisingly, Anita Bryant was evoked more in discussing Florida’s law, mainly 

to associate the law with her anti-gay and lesbian rhetoric of the late 1970’s. Therefore, the 

Miami Herald coverage seems to come full circle; the early coverage was sympathetic to Anita 

Bryant for her stance against gay and lesbian rights while coverage from the later years framed 

Florida’s ban on gay and lesbian adoption as discriminatory and positioned Bryant as its source. 

The next section addresses the final publication included in this research project, the New 

York Times. Coverage in the New York Times is included because of the prestigious reputation 

the publication has earned and the fact that New York City is populated by higher numbers of 

gays and lesbians relative to other areas of the U. S. It should be mentioned that despite New 

York City’s large gay and lesbian population, Fejes & Petrich (1993) write that the publication 

refused to even use the word gay until 1990.   

 Publication # 5: The New York Times 

 Only one article included in the analysis of the New York Times mentions the ordinance 

controversy in Dade County, Florida. The researcher must concede that in gathering articles for 

inclusion in this research project, that some articles covering the ordinance amendment debate 

might have been missed. However, the New York Times’ lack of coverage of the ordinance 

controversy has been noted by other researchers. For example, Alwood (1996) notes that the 

issue was underreported in the publication. Therefore, this analysis of the New York Times will 
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not begin with coverage of the ordinance debate in Dade County, Florida, and instead, will focus 

on the coverage of gay and lesbian families from articles during the late 1970’s and 1980’s.  

 In comparison to the other publications included in this research, with exception of The 

Advocate, the New York Times illustrates a greater awareness of gay and lesbian-led families in 

the early years examined here. During the late 1970’s and 80’s, at least 10 articles made mention 

of gay and lesbian parents. This awareness most likely results from the higher number of gays 

and lesbians living in and around New York City in comparison to other areas of the country 

(“New York City,” 2004). The tone observed in the New York Times articles appears sympathetic 

to gays and lesbians and their families. The coverage challenges and redefines the traditional 

family and positions gay and lesbian parents as relief for a damaged foster care system. 

Challenging the Heterosexual Family  

One way the New York Times challenges the family is through the revelation that gays 

and lesbians are often expelled from, or abandoned by, their own traditional heterosexual 

families. One article describing problems afflicting homosexuals places the blame on the 

families that raised them, stating they were “refused understanding by the people closest to 

them” (Crossette, 1977, May 15, p. 473). This same article sources Norman Davis, of the Gay 

Men’s Association, who accuses parents of putting their conventional values ahead of the 

happiness of their own children by estranging their homosexual children rather than changing 

their value system. In essence, this article suggests that some hold strongly to their traditional 

family values, and ironically, abandon and damage their own children.    

 Other articles challenge the traditional heterosexual family by showing that gay and 

lesbian families, while not heterosexual, can still be considered traditional. Crossette (1977, May 

15) exposes the normalcy of homosexual life by describing gay men engaging in typical 
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suburban behavior. “It may not sound like an unusual suburban dinner party: two couples, a few 

odd singles, good food and wine, an artistically furnished apartment…But there was a difference: 

the couples were all men” (para 1). This reflects a common way to begin articles about 

homosexual families- depicting the couple or family engaging in what can be described as 

typical activities, and later, revealing the seemingly surprise factor that those described are 

actually gay or lesbian.  

 This tactic is taken by Clendinen (1985, May 19) whose article begins with the following: 

Last spring a Boston couple in their 30’s, responsibly employed, churchgoing 
people without children, applied to the State Department of Social Services to 
become foster parents.   
  They were not, however, an average family, and their case has stirred a 
public debate with national implications. They are both men… (para 1, 2) 

 
Here, as in Crossette’s article, Clendinen begins by describing a seemingly typical, if not ideal 

couple seeking to parent, and then reveals the couple is homosexual. This seems to function 

again to let readers know that homosexuals seeking to parent can be like any other more 

traditional couple. They work, they go to church, and they’re in a committed relationship.  

 Constructing gay and lesbian families as typical or similar to heterosexual families 

exemplifies an assimilation or identity strategy. As Slagle (1995) notes, some gay rights activists 

have strived for assimilation within the mainstream by arguing that homosexuals are essentially 

no different from heterosexuals. Other members of the gay and lesbian rights movement, like 

those in the queer movement, have objected to this strategy, arguing that gays and lesbians are 

different and those differences should be celebrated. The merits of an identity strategy versus a 

difference strategy for gay and lesbian adoption will be explored further in Chapter 5.  

 In “Carter, Opening Family Conference, Calls for Creative Solutions,” the author, Brozan 

(1980, June 6) reports on a Gallup poll released that week which found that nearly half of all 
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Americans believed family life had deteriorated over the previous fifteen years. On this same 

note, Brozan quotes New York Lieutenant Governor Mario Cuomo: 

‘I come from the kind of family that is increasingly rare. I have been married to 
the same person for 26 years, we have five children, our own. But we must 
understand that it is arrogant to consider my style the only style. We have diverse 
families and diverse lifestyles; the reality is that there are homosexual families. 
We simply cannot talk about families without realizing we must deal with such 
issues.’ (p. B4)  
 

With this, Brozan points out the deterioration of the traditional family. Paired with the coverage 

of homosexuals seeking to parent, it sends a message, that perhaps the definition of the 

traditional family, or the ideal family, needs to be revisited because new forms of family are 

thriving and redefining what family actually is. A decrease in the number of heterosexual nuclear 

families and a rise in functional alternative families is significant to this project because it helps 

reveal that the notion of a traditional or ideal family is actually a social construction. Families of 

varying structures exist and thrive, and therefore, what’s considered as ideal depends on the 

person and the situation.  

 As mentioned earlier, the New York Times coverage illustrates awareness of homosexual 

parents other than those who became parents during previous heterosexual relationships. 

Specifically, many articles recognize the importance of gay and lesbian foster parents.   

Gays & Lesbians as Foster Parents  

 Articles discussing the desire to parent among gays and lesbians hint at problems 

plaguing foster care in the United States. Furthermore, gays and lesbians are positioned as a 

necessary addition to the potential pool of foster and adoptive parents. The articles mention the 

overall shortage of foster parents, the difficulty of placing certain children in permanent homes, 

and the abuse that foster children often suffer at the hands of heterosexual parents.   
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 The shortage of foster parents is first mentioned in “Homosexual Foster Parents 

Debated.” Clendinen (1985, May 19) writes that in New York, discrimination against 

homosexual foster parents is prohibited because foster parents are in short supply. Also, 

according to this article, gays and lesbians are willing to fill the foster parent role, as it is noted 

that a New York LAMBDA conference on foster parenting and adoption had recently drawn 300 

people.  

According to some articles, gays and lesbians are also likely to take in harder-to-place 

children. “Gay Couples’ Wish to Adopt Grows, Along With Increasing Resistance” reports on a 

gay couple that took in a three-month-old baby girl who was considered at-risk because her 

mother abused drugs during her pregnancy. With the gay couple, the baby is described as 

“thriving” (Dullea, 1988, February 7). The article additionally makes mention of two other male 

couples who adopted babies with AIDS. In bigger print within the text of the article appears the 

following sentence: “‘In some cases, they’re the only people who want the child.’”   

 The lack of homes for hard-to-place children is again discussed in the article, “Gay 

Couple’s Move to Adopt Children with AIDS Stirs Debate.”  The article details the debate 

evoked by a New Jersey gay man adopting two boys with AIDS. “Proponents of such adoptions 

say that homosexual couples are a much-needed source of foster care for the growing number of 

children exposed to AIDS” (Gracey, 1989, October 15, p. NJ1). Gracey reports that while the 

number of children born with AIDS has been “dramatically” increasing, the number of homes 

willing to take in such children has not. Gordon Evans, from the National Foster Parents 

Association, is quoted as saying, “‘I think that eventually we and all others concerned will agree 

to accept anyone who can give AIDS children a family environment’” (Gracey, 1989, October 

15, p. NJ1).   
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 One must recognize that while these articles appear to encourage support and acceptance 

for gay and lesbian foster and adoptive parents, this support and acceptance is restricted to cases 

where the child or children are either unhealthy or at risk because of abuse or drug addiction. In 

fact, one Republican Representative, Jim Courter is reported to have amended his position on 

gay and lesbian foster parenting, saying he now accepts gay and lesbian foster parents for 

children with AIDS or who are mentally retarded (Gracey, 1989 October 15). So, although the 

New York Times articles seem to represent progress in the movement for gay and lesbian 

parenting, the notion lingers that homosexual parents are considered acceptable only in situations 

where the child is somehow less desirable to other potential parents. Drawing on the work of 

Brookey & Westerfelhaus (2001), it could be that gays and lesbians, in order to cross the border 

into parenthood, must negotiate by taking in the children the rest of society has abandoned. This 

idea will be further discussed in Chapter 5.    

 The challenges to the heterosexual family observed in New York Times coverage thus far  

continue in articles from the 1990’s. Articles increasingly focus how gays and lesbians are co-

opting the values traditionally associated with the traditional family to make their own families 

outside of the traditional definition.  

Redefining the Family   

 As also observed in Miami Herald articles from the 1990’s, articles in the New York 

Times show that proponents of gay and lesbian adoption are re-defining the family in terms of 

the intangibles like love. Moreover, the New York Times coverage contains evidence that some 

institutions are also considering a broader definition of family. For example, it is reported that a 

New York state appeals court expanded the definition of family to include emotional 

commitment. Hevesi (1990, December 6) writes that the court concluded the definition of family 
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should include “‘two adult lifetime partners whose relationship is characterized by an emotional 

and financial commitment and interdependence’” (p. B3).  This is a significant development for 

those attempting to re-define and challenge the concept of family. Keeping in mind the influence 

of Foucault’s work on this project, he explored the inextricable relationship between discourse, 

institutions, and social action (Burr, 2003). If the New York court system expands the legal 

definition of family, this reflects and inspires changes in the prevailing discourse surrounding 

family. Also, by reporting that a NY state court validated a definition of family based on 

emotional and financial commitment, the New York Times grants the court permission to speak 

on this issue, and therefore, the court’s definition carries increased credibility.    

 One tactic employed by those advocating for gay and lesbian families is to reveal how 

they reflect the family that conservatives wish to protect. Often, gay and lesbian families are 

depicted as typical, if not ideal, representing old fashioned family values. This can be observed 

in some New York Times articles. For example, in the Soapbox section, one gay father compares 

himself to the mother of the family who lives next door:  

Mary stays at home to take care of her two kids, just as I do. Our children attend 
the same school system, where we both raise money for the P.T.A. Both of our 
husbands go off to work in our town each day to pay for the white picket fence, 
minivan and music lessons. (Williams, 1999, February 28, p. NJ15) 
 

Here, Williams is placing himself in the stay-at-home-Mom role, which is ironic because 

families with mothers who work outside of the home have increased. Williams wrote this in 

1999, and in 1998, 59% of women with infant children worked as compared to 31% in 1976 

(Bachu, 2000, October 24). Therefore, Williams’ family, headed by two fathers, is actually more 

reflective of traditional values than many heterosexual families because he stays at home with 

his children.   
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 Drawing attention to the number of gay and lesbian-led families already in existence and 

the normalcy of those families might serve to show that conservative concerns about the 

denigration of family are moot. Furthermore, it shows that the evolving family is nothing to fear, 

as the gay and lesbian families featured in the New York Times coverage seem functional, stable, 

and happy, and therefore, suitable for raising children. It is imperative to show that gay and 

lesbian families are suitable for children because the best interests of children is powerful 

rhetoric and central to this issue. Accordingly, articles from the New York Times during the 

1990’s reflect the best interests of children discourse sponsored by participants in the gay and 

lesbian adoption issue. As in the Miami Herald and Time magazine, arguments from proponents 

and opponents are visible here.  

Opposing Frames: Homosexual Parents as Harmful/Helpful to Children   

 In the New York Times coverage, there are several reasons provided to show that having 

homosexual parents would be damaging to a child. As in articles from other publications 

examined, opponents of gay and lesbian parenting quoted cite an increased likelihood of 

becoming homosexual, the lack of one gender role model, and ridicule. 

 The familiar argument that homosexual parents raise children who are more prone to be 

homosexual finds support from real-life instances where this occurred. This is the focus of 

Kirby’s article “Can parents influence the sexual orientation of their children?” (1998, June 7). 

The article covers homosexual children raised by gays and lesbians. Conservatives sourced for 

the article argue that being homosexual is the logical result of having homosexual parents 

because children inevitably model their parents’ lifestyle. Robert Knight, from the Family 

Research Council, is quoted in the article, and he argues that the children of gays and lesbians 

are more likely to have a positive view of homosexuality because of their parents. He employs a 
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common sense frame, arguing it is common sense that the children of homosexuals would end up 

at least experimenting with homosexuality. Again, as noted earlier in this chapter, no explanation 

is provided as to why experimenting with homosexuality or being homosexual is undesirable. It 

is framed as a given that openness to homosexuality is negative. More discussion of this is in 

Chapter 5.  

 The next argument against gay and lesbian parents prevalent is also something observed 

previously. This argument asserts that because both parents are the same gender, the child or 

children would be denied the experience of having an opposite sex role model. Robert Knight, of 

the Family Research Council, again is cited to explain the importance of having both a male and 

female parent. Knight states that children “‘need to model themselves after their own sex and to 

get clues about treating the opposite sex by viewing their opposite-sex parent’” (Kirby, 1998, 

June 7, p. 12).  

The necessity of having both a mother and father is asserted frequently in the New York 

Times articles.  It is cited by Joseph Knapp from the Family Research Institute (Chira, 1993, 

September 30), California Governor Pete Wilson (Goldberg, 1996, September 30), and George 

W. Bush (Berke, 1999, April 9), to name a few. From this, it seems concerns about the lack of a 

gender role model resonate with many involved in the gay and lesbian adoption debate. Again, 

recalling Demo & Allen (1996), it is not surprising that the gender role model argument would 

be frequently cited considering gender role models are stressed in family theory. They write, 

“This view is rarely questioned, widely endorsed and highly influential” (p. 424). Additionally, 

its repeated mention in the New York Times grants the gender role argument increased 

credibility. Arguments challenging the importance of gender roles are absent from the coverage, 
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encouraging the idea that these challenges do not exist. As a result the necessity of gender role 

models for childrearing seems universally acknowledged and accepted.  

Some articles attempt to refute concerns about the lack of a gender role model by 

pointing out that many people serve as role models for children besides parents. For example, 

Paquette (1996, November 17) cites a gay father who assures that his son will not lack for female 

role models because he and his partner selected godmothers for him. In a letter to the editor, 

Scott (1997, December 2) explains that children have access to role models of both genders in 

the form of parents’ friends, teachers, and on television. These responses draw attention to a 

weakness in the opposition’s concerns about gender confusion, which is that just because a child 

has two same-sex parents does not mean that they have no access to other adults of different 

genders. However, while refuting concerns about gender confusions, these articles support the 

notion that gender role modeling is important. Instead of refuting that children need two different 

gender role models for optimal development, these articles buy into that notion and quote 

homosexual parents who assure they will find opposite gender role models for their children in 

outside of the immediate family.  

 In the Times articles, one can observe the frame that homosexual parenting is detrimental 

to children because of the ridicule they will face from others. Chira’s (1993, September 30) 

article provides support for the ridicule argument, reporting that major problems for the children 

of gays and lesbians come from schoolmates or neighbors. The article sources a thirteen-year-old 

daughter of a gay man who claims to worry about people in her school because they “‘don’t 

accept anyone who is different’” (p. C10). And, an article about a camp for children with gay and 

lesbian parents paints a depressing picture. The article begins by quoting a ten-year-old boy as 

saying that no one likes him because he’s considered to be “‘different’” and “‘weird’” (Banner, 
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1999, August 23, p. B6). In the article, Banner describes the children at the camp as less inclined 

to smile and laugh than other children because “‘they’ve been through these ordeals with all of 

the hatred toward them’” (p. B6).  

Reading these articles would likely make even strident supporters of gay and lesbian 

adoption take pause because no one likes the idea of children being teased or excluded by their 

peers. Almost everyone can relate to the feeling of being left out or ridiculed by others, 

especially during their school years. Reminding readers of this feeling is likely to inspire 

discomfort and sadness. Considering the potential resonance of the ridicule argument, framing 

gay and lesbian parenting as a ticket into a life of social ostracism seems to be an intelligent 

strategy for opponents to employ.  However, these articles do not address the bigger picture of 

why it is that the children of gays and lesbians would face ridicule from others. These articles fail 

to mention that this ridicule results from homophobia and an intolerance of difference. Instead, 

the focus is shifted to the gay and lesbian parents. They are positioned as the source of blame for 

putting their children into situations where they are ridiculed when perhaps the blame should be 

placed on the parents of the children who ridicule others for being different or on society in 

general for creating boundaries around what families are deemed normal or abnormal.  

In New York Times articles, one can observe responses to the argument that the children 

of gays and lesbians will be subject to ridicule. One lesbian mother is quoted as saying that she 

and her partner do not expect school to be “smooth sailing” for her daughter, but that “‘kids 

make fun of other kids wherever you go’” (Dunlap, 1996, May 16, p. C6). In “Gay Parents: 

Living in Fear,” the author points out that many children live in families that attract prejudice, 

not just the children of gays and lesbians. The author acknowledges that the children of lesbians 

and gays might experience prejudice and isolation, but asks whether these problems compare to 
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the trauma of being removed from a loving home (1993, October 4). The author essentially asks- 

is it better for a child to grow up in a home that might draw ridicule, or is it better for that child 

to be denied that home and remain in foster care? These articles introduce valid responses to the 

ridicule concerns brought up by gay and lesbian adoption opponents, yet again, absent from these 

responses are challenges as to why ridicule is a concern to begin with. No one indicts 

heterosexual society for allowing an atmosphere where children would ridicule other children for 

having same-sex parents. The impression from these articles is that the ridicule is inevitable; they 

do not address the source of the homophobia or intolerance that produces the ridicule.  

As just discussed, the article, “Gay Parents: Living in Fear” (1993, October 4) asks 

whether it is better for children to have same-sex parents or remain in foster care. This question 

directly relates to the framing of gay and lesbian adoption as helpful to children. Some articles 

frame gay and lesbian adoption as beneficial because it helps provide more children with 

permanent homes.  

“Gay Parents: Living in Fear” (1993, October 4) reads, “The number of American 

children nobody wants, or who grow up in abusive families, is tragically high” (p. A16). This 

argument is also featured in Goldberg’s (1996, September 30) article where proponents frame 

restrictions on homosexual adoption as harmful because they discourage “adoptive parents who 

do not fit the Ozzie-and-Harriet model, parents who are desperately needed by the thousands of 

children stuck in the foster care system” (p. A15). Goldberg’s article further notes that 

homosexual parents are needed because they adopt children who are in “least demand,” like 

older children or children with AIDS or other serious problems. Goldberg quotes Gloria 

Hochman, from the National Adoption Center, who reminds that some children are in high 

demand while others wait. In “Couples Wary on Same Sex Adoptions,” Hochman is quoted 
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again saying many married couples are only looking for healthy infants (Paquette, 1996, 

November 17).  These articles reveal an unfortunate truth about adoption, which is that most 

heterosexual couples are seeking healthy infants to adopt and that many children awaiting 

adoption do not fit this description, and therefore, end up lingering in foster care for many years. 

As previously observed in the other publications examined, in articles spanning the 

1990’s and 2000’s, social science research took an integral role in the gay and lesbian adoption 

discourse. Articles in the New York Times cover the debate on the research amongst proponents 

and opponents of gay and lesbian adoption.  

The Research Debate 

New York Times articles report that gay and lesbian adoption advocates cite research to 

refute the claim that the children of homosexuals are prone to homosexuality. In “Gay Parents: 

Living in Fear,” the author explains that fifteen years of social research has produced no 

evidence that children of homosexuals are more prone to be homosexual or experience gender 

confusion (1993, October 4). In fact, the lack of research supporting this claim is mentioned in at 

least six articles (Ayres, 1993, September 9; Dunlap, 1996, January 7; Goleman, 1992, 

December 2; Marks, 1992, February 1; Polk, 1992, August 16).  

 Research mentioned in some articles indicates that the children of gays and lesbians are 

no substantially different psychologically than children raised by heterosexual parents. Goleman 

(1992, December 2) reports on a review of studies in the Journal of Child Development that 

showed that children of lesbians and gays are “no more likely to have psychological problems 

than those raised in more conventional circumstances” (p. C14). Goleman uses this finding to 

alleviate the conservative concerns about ridicule. He explains that although the children of 

homosexuals might face ridicule, the studies show they have no psychological disadvantages.  
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 Research findings indicating no adverse effects on the psychological health and 

development of the children of homosexuals are cited in several articles in the New York Times. 

For example, Marks’ (1992, February 1) article mentions research accepted by New York courts 

showing no difference between the children of homosexuals and the children of heterosexuals, 

and Gabriel’s (1995, April 23) article reports that most studies have shown the children of 

homosexuals suffer no long-term developmental problems. Studies showing similar findings are 

reported in many articles (Ayres, 1993, September 8; Goldberg, 1996, December 5; Polk, 1992, 

August 16).  

Considering the wealth of research reportedly available to use in support of gay and 

lesbian adoption, it would seem that proponents have a strong advantage over the opposition. 

However, in some articles, opponents of gay and lesbian adoption/parenting question the 

objectivity of this research, suggesting it might be biased. For example, Chira (1993, September 

30) reports that researchers at the Family Research Institute claim the research in support of 

homosexual parenting is biased because homosexual researchers performed it. Goldberg (1996, 

December 5) quotes Robert Knight, of the Family Research Council, who criticizes the favorable 

research on homosexual parenting, labeling it “‘so-called evidence’” that is not scientifically 

sound. “‘You’re talking about a handful of studies by lesbian researchers with self-selected 

samples’” (p. B16).  

These claims of bias are sometimes immediately refuted in the New York Times coverage. 

In Goldberg’s article, Knight’s assertion of researcher bias is followed by the statement that most 

experts agree that homosexual parenting studies have become increasingly broad and 

authoritative. Because of this, readers will probably be left uncertain on how to weigh the 

research on homosexual parenting. Believing the research favorable to homosexual parenting 
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was performed by homosexual researchers could serve to cast doubt as some might assume 

homosexual researchers to be biased in favor of gay and lesbian parents. Yet, under this logic, 

research favoring heterosexual parenting could be construed as biased if performed by 

heterosexual researchers. Either way, many in the general public are unfamiliar with the 

procedures and rules of scientific research, and therefore, would be ill equipped to judge the 

validity of the research on their own. They would instead rely on reporters’ interpretations, and 

when reporters present both sides’ characterization of the research in order to be balanced, this 

might only result in confusion among readers. Nelkin (1991) noted that when research reporting 

focuses on conflict, readers receive the impression that a consensus cannot be reached. 

Therefore, in the end, the research presented on gay and lesbian adoption might prove neither 

helpful nor harmful to gay and lesbian parents. 

Coverage of the research debate continues in the New York Times into 2000 to 2005, but 

does little to help readers decipher whether research supports gay and lesbian adoption. A 2001 

article featured extended coverage of a study by Dr. Judith Stacey and Timothy J. Biblarz (from 

the University of Southern California) that reviewed 21 previous studies of children of lesbians 

and gays from 1981 to 1998. The coverage of this study only serves as further evidence of the 

conflict over social science research into homosexual parenting as Stacey and Biblarz’s review 

provided both sides of the debate with findings that can be construed as being supportive of their 

position.   

According to Goode (2001, July 17), elements of the study by Stacey and Biblarz can be 

cited to argue against gay and lesbian adoption, such as that the children of lesbian and gays 

often face harassment from peers and were more likely to have had or considered having a 

homosexual relationship. Furthermore, according to the article, the work by Stacey and Biblarz 
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seems to lend credence to accusations of researcher bias. For example, Stacey and Biblarz 

reportedly stated that previous researchers have underestimated the number of differences they 

found between the children of homosexuals and the children of heterosexuals.   

 Goode also reports that Stacey and Biblarz’s study could also be used in support of gay 

and lesbian adoption because although they reportedly found differences between the children of 

homosexuals and heterosexuals, they assured that there is no evidence indicating that gay or 

lesbian parents harm children. Furthermore, Goode explains, the differences reportedly found by 

Stacey and Biblarz can be interpreted as positive rather than negative. Goode’s article mentions 

that the children of homosexuals, despite being teased, were also found to exhibit “impressive 

psychological strength.”  

 The New York Times coverage from 1990 to 2005 only shows that scientific research on 

this subject continues to fuel the debate because it does not appear to definitively support one 

side or the other. In Goode’s (2001, July 17) article, for example, both proponents and opponents 

of gay and lesbian adoption are reported lauding Stacey and Biblarz’s study. The New York 

Times, like the other publications’ coverage of research, focuses on conflict over the existing 

research, but does not offer readers information so that they can decide how to interpret the 

research findings. This is most likely the combined result of an effort to appear balanced and the 

reluctance to write too scientifically for fear that readers won’t be able to follow. Both of these 

journalistic tendencies have been previously noted by Bennett (2005).   

 Considering that the employment of research to support same-sex adoption might be 

ineffective, proponents also use strategies to evoke sympathy from the public, like presenting 

themselves as victims of discrimination who are trying to protect their families. Additionally, by 

framing the issue as one of discrimination, advocates are attempting to use the American 
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memory of past civil rights struggles to gain public support. The civil rights theme is well 

established for rhetorical appeals (D’Emilio, 1992). The New York Times coverage shows 

attempts to frame gays and lesbians both as an oppressed minority fighting for civil rights and as 

a powerful interest group looking for special consideration.  

Opposing Frames: Civil v. Special Rights/Oppressed Minority v. Powerful Interest Group  

 In the New York Times coverage, there are many indications that gay and lesbian families 

suffer from discrimination and are victimized by prejudicial laws and a court system that is 

behind the times.  This frame is familiar, as it also appeared in The Advocate, Time, and the 

Miami Herald.  

 As previously noted, one of the ways gay and lesbian adoption is framed as a civil rights 

issue is by connecting the experience of gays and lesbians to the experiences of racial minorities, 

like African-Americans. This occurs in New York Times articles. For example, Marks (1992, 

February 1) suggests that progress made in the United States toward interracial marriage can also 

be achieved in reference to gays and lesbians:  

Until a 1967 Supreme Court ruling, some states prohibited marriage, sex or 
procreation between blacks and whites. Today, a black Supreme Court Justice is 
married to a white woman. Our nation can learn to open its eyes and accept 
diversity. (para 9) 
 

By associating gay and lesbian marriage and family with interracial marriage and procreation, 

the author portrays the acceptance of gay and lesbian families as just another natural progression 

in human rights. The hope is that, over time, society will become accustomed to gay and lesbian 

families like it has to interracial families. 

 In order to draw a parallel between the issues facing gays and lesbians and discrimination 

against racial minorities, gay and lesbian adoption and parenting advocates need to establish that 
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gays and lesbians are victims of discrimination. The New York Times contains evidence of the 

discrimination frame in coverage of how gay and lesbian parents have been treated by the courts 

and the American public. 

 To show the discrimination faced by gays and lesbians in the court system, the article 

“Gay Parents: Living in Fear” (1993, October 4) accuses judges in custody cases of using faulty 

reasoning to disguise their bigotry. Referencing the Sharon Bottoms case in Virginia, where the 

judge removed her son from the home and gave custody to the grandmother, the author, writes, 

“judges continue to deprive children of loving, intact families – because their parents are gay” (p. 

A16). As further evidence of discrimination within the court system, Navarro (1996, August 31) 

reports on a Florida appeals court decision to take custody of a girl away from a lesbian mother 

and grant it to her father, who served time for in prison for killing his first wife. Navarro quotes 

Beatrice Dohrn, of the LAMBDA Legal Defense and Education Fund, who questions the judges 

in these cases. “‘The problem is that if you have a judge who thinks negatively about a gay 

person having custody, it’s very easy for him to say ‘I find that there are problems in this 

household’” (p. 7). Questioning the judges’ reasoning in these cases raises the possibility that the 

decisions are based on the parents’ homosexuality alone, and thus, constitutes discrimination.  

 In contrast to the discrimination frame, one can extrapolate from articles attempts by 

opponents to frame gays and lesbians as pushing an agenda and exploiting children in order to 

gain more rights and legitimacy.   

 Some quoted in Times articles claim that gay and lesbian rights activists are seeking 

special rights and infringing on the rights of heterosexuals. For example, Mary Cummins, NYC 

school board president, made this claim in her complaints about a proposed curriculum guide 

that would teach New York City school children about homosexual families. She claimed the 
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guide infringed on the religious rights of parents (Myers, 1992, December 11). Schmalz (1993, 

April 26) reports that the Christian Action Network used this argument in response to a 

homosexual rights march in Washington. According to Schmalz’s article, they called the march a 

wake-up call for Americans, asserting that Americans’ individual rights are at stake. Dunlap 

(1996, May 21) quotes Jay A. Sekulow, of the American Center for Law and Justice, who in 

reference to the Supreme Court’s decision to strike down Colorado’s Amendment 2, accused the 

court of undercutting “‘the right of citizens to preserve their view of sexual morality’” (p. A21). 

These excerpts illustrate opponent attempts to co-opt the discrimination frame used by gay rights 

supporters and create a reverse discrimination frame, like observed previously in the Miami 

Herald.   

 Framing the rights of conservative and religious Americans as under siege by 

homosexual activists not only constructs homosexuals as a powerful interest group, but also 

portrays the opponents of gay and lesbian adoption as the victims. Smith & Windes (1997) 

previously noted this strategy in their work on the pro and antigay issue culture, writing that 

“antigays” depict themselves as “oppressed people responding to a usurpacious elite” (p. 34)- 

that elite being gays and lesbians and their supporters. This strategy serves two purposes: it 

negates the discrimination/civil rights frame sponsored by gay and lesbian adoption proponents 

and attempts to scare the heterosexual public into thinking that their own rights are threatened. 

The framing of gays and lesbians as both victims of discrimination and as a powerful interest 

group is significant to this research project because it is a theme that reappears throughout the 

print publications sampled and in the interview responses. The New York Times articles 

discussed here serve as further evidence of a power struggle that exists between proponents and 
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opponents of gay and lesbian adoption where each side attempts to frame the other as having 

power. This finding will be discussed further in Chapters 4 & 5.     

 When examining the New York Times coverage from 2000 to 2005, the effort to give a 

human face to gay and lesbian families becomes immediately apparent. Furthermore, there is 

repeated reference to the legal gains gay and lesbian families have made. As observed previously 

in The Advocate and the Miami Herald, there is much criticism of the Florida law on homosexual 

adoption. Some articles address arguments against gay and lesbian adoption; however, these 

arguments are presented in a context where they end up appearing more like homophobic 

attacks. Lastly, the New York Times coverage makes mention of Rosie O’Donnell’s entrance into 

the public discourse, but as in the Miami Herald, she fails to garner much attention considering 

her celebrity status.   

Giving a Face to Gay & Lesbian Families  

  Several New York Times articles feature depictions of gay and lesbian families that 

reflect typical American families. These families are described attending church and potluck 

dinners (Gross, 2000, December 4), joining the PTA (Leland, 2000, December 21) attending 

school plays and swim meets (Bernstein, 2003, November 20), and watching children’s 

television programming together (Salamon, 2005, February 5). A few articles focus on specific 

gay and lesbian families in such detail that by the end of the article the reader has been given a 

glimpse into their lives. Articles like “O.K., You’re Gay. So? Where’s My Grandchild” (Leland, 

2000, December 21) and “Growing Up With Mom & Mom” (Dominus, 2004, October 24) 

function to leave readers feeling like they know what gay and lesbian families are like, reveal 

their everyday normalcy, and show readers that these families are perhaps similar to their own.  
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In all, real gay and/or lesbian families are the focus of nine New York Times articles 

published from 2000 to 2005. Additionally, the idea is presented that once an individual knows a 

gay or lesbian individual or family up close, that person will become accepting of homosexuals 

and their families in general. For example, Elizabeth Birch, the executive director of the Human 

Rights Campaign, attributes the rise in acceptance to the increased numbers of individuals 

“coming out” in all areas of the United States. (Weiner, 2000, April 24). Rich (2000, April 8) 

discusses the increasing political clout of homosexuals as “more Americans realize they have a 

sibling, child or parent who is gay” (p. A13). Considering this, it behooves proponents of gay 

and lesbian adoption to make people feel like they know a gay or lesbian family, even if they 

don’t know one personally. 

Making Americans feel like they know a homosexual parent was one of Rosie 

O’Donnell’s reasons for coming out against the homosexual adoption ban in Florida. Barron 

(2002, March 14) quotes Rosie as claiming she did it, in part, because Americans don’t know 

what a gay parent looks like. Yet, there is a lack of coverage of Rosie O’Donnell, and instead, a 

concentration on non-celebrity parents like Steven Lofton and Roger Croteau. This could be 

because readers are more likely to find familiarity with non-famous gay and lesbian parents than 

with Rosie O’Donnell. In this situation, Rosie’s celebrity status might actually work against her. 

Although many Americans feel like they know her from seeing her on television, her wealth and 

celebrity separates her, and therefore, she is not representative of a typical American parent.  

Rosie O’Donnell might have succeeded in bringing increased attention to homosexual parents 

and Florida’s homosexual adoption law, but it is the everyday gay or lesbian parent with which 

other Americans identify and sympathize. 
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Besides making readers more familiar with homosexual parents, the New York Times 

coverage creates the impression that support of gay and lesbian families is steadily increasing 

and that full acceptance is inevitable. This impression is created through the repeated mention of 

wins and progress for the homosexual rights movement and reference to support from 

authoritative institutions. Furthermore, the gay and lesbian population is reported to hold both 

political and economic power, which will only facilitate their fight to gain more rights and 

acceptance in American society.      

Progress and Power for Gay & Lesbian Families    

 According to the New York Times, the progression has been towards recognition and 

acceptance for gay and lesbian families legally and socially. For example, Leland (2000, 

December 21) quotes Patricia Logue, from the LAMBDA Legal Defense and Education Fund, 

who says that the “overwhelming trend” has been to recognize the rights of gay parents (p. F4). 

In the same article, Leland reports of legal gains- including twenty states that recognize second-

parent adoption and a few states that recognize “de facto parents,” or partners without second-

parent status who contribute to raising the child.  

  Another indication of success for those advocating for gay and lesbian adoption is the 

American Academy of Pediatrics’ public support for second-parent adoption. Goode (2002, 

February 4) quotes an excerpt from an AAP policy statement published in the journal, 

Pediatrics: “‘Children who are born to or adopted by one member of a same-sex couple deserve 

the security of two legally recognized parents’” (p. A17). This endorsement is important; Goode 

reports the AAP represents 55,000 pediatricians and carries weight in courts and with 

legislatures.  
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In addition to the AAP, gays and lesbians have garnered support from other institutions 

as evidenced by Zernike’s article about the decision made by Phillips Exeter Academy to allow 

gay and lesbian couples to serve as dormitory parents. Zernike (2000, June 12) writes that the 

school is “challenging tradition, altering the very definition of family and of role model” (p. 

A20). Furthermore, Zernike explains, “the decision reflects the increasing acceptance of gays 

and lesbians in mainstream culture” (p. A20). The fact that a school such as Exeter would 

redefine family in this way is quite a coup for gay and lesbian parents. Exeter’s decision 

acknowledges that gays and lesbians can serve as role models for young people. And because the 

school is, according to the article, the oldest preparatory school in the nation at 219 years old, its 

acknowledgement of gay and lesbian couples refutes the tradition argument. The school is 

essentially saying that just because the family has supposedly been structured a certain way for 

hundreds of years does not mean it cannot change.  

The continued progress and recognition for gay and lesbian families could be the result of 

the power held by homosexuals as a population, politically, economically, and socially. Some 

articles in the New York Times coverage provide hints to the advantages of being homosexual, 

like disposable income, voting power, and celebrity spokespeople.  For example, in “A Realtor 

Finds a Niche, Gay Couples Find Homes,” Dennis profiles realtor Jaan Henry whose clientele is 

85 percent homosexual. The article reports that, for Henry, specializing in finding homes for 

homosexuals is a lucrative business because as Henry states, “‘There is a lot of economic clout in 

the gay community’” (2000, February 13, p. NJ9). Rich (2000, April 8) mentions the political 

clout held by homosexuals, writing that, in 1996, 5 percent of voters identified themselves as 

gay, “a figure roughly equal to the total number of Hispanics and approaching double the number 
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of Jews” (p. A13). The percentage of gay voters might even be higher considering the 5 percent 

includes only gays who were willing to self-identify.  

Considering the increase in legal recognition and institutional support for gay and lesbian 

families and the economic and political power held by homosexuals, it does appear from the New 

York Times, that proponents of gay and lesbian adoption are in an advantageous position.  This 

impression is bolstered by the prevalent criticism of the Florida law prohibiting gay and lesbian 

adoption present within the New York Times coverage.   

Criticism of Florida’s Law  

 Criticism of the Florida law in the New York Times is similar to the criticism in the Miami 

Herald coverage from this same time period. Critics of the ban rely heavily on the argument that 

the ban keeps children in Florida’s foster care system where there are already thousands of 

children waiting to be adopted. As in the Miami Herald, the New York Times coverage draws 

attention to the inconsistency that homosexuals cannot adopt, but can serve as foster parents. 

These are the two most common arguments prevalent in the New York Times articles; however, 

some articles raise other doubts.  

 The number of children currently stuck in Florida’s foster care system first appears in an 

Op-Ed by Dan Savage, “Is No Adoption Really Better Than a Gay Adoption” (2001, September 

8). Savage claims that Florida’s adoption ban would be laughable if it weren’t so tragic, and 

writes, “The law’s real victims are the thousands of children trapped in Florida’s foster care 

system” (p. A13). Savage also refutes the state’s primary reasoning for the ban, that the best 

homes include both a mother and a father. Like in the Miami Herald, Savage cites the fact that in 

Florida, 25% of children are adopted by single parents. He further challenges the religious right’s 

framing of the gay and lesbian adoption issue, claiming they have falsely framed the issue as a 
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choice between homosexual parents and heterosexual parents. To the contrary, Savage asserts the 

real choice is between homosexual parents and no parents at all. Savage points out that 

homosexuals seeking to adopt are willing to take in the children deemed hard-to-place, like 

children with HIV, children of mixed race, disabled children, and children who have been abused 

or neglected. Therefore, Savage asserts that the Florida adoption ban functions to deny these 

children permanent homes, “What purpose is served in denying children like these the security of 

a legally formalized relationship with adults who want to raise them?” (p. A13).  

 Because part of the goals of this research are to consider the impact of celebrity on the 

public discourse surrounding a social issue, it must be noted that Savage’s Op-Ed piece, which 

employs a variety of different arguments to criticize the Florida adoption ban, was written before 

Rosie O’Donnell spoke publicly about the law. Although most of the articles criticizing the ban 

were published after Rosie’s appearance on Prime Time Live, Savage’s piece indicates she was 

not the original source of the arguments employed to undermine the ban’s integrity.     

 Foster fathers Steven Lofton and Roger Croteau receive a lot of attention in the New York 

Times. Articles covering the foster fathers succeed in drawing attention to the fact that 

homosexuals can foster in Florida despite being prohibited from adopting and that children can 

reside with homosexual foster parents for many years. Articles covering Lofton and Croteau 

focused heavily on their oldest foster son, Bert, who had lived with them from the time he was an 

infant. Bert was the focus of these articles because Lofton and Croteau took him in as an infant 

when he was HIV-positive, however, as of 2002, Bert no longer tested positive for HIV; 

therefore, the state notified Lofton and Croteau that it was seeking a permanent home for Bert 

with heterosexual parents. Articles covering this situation include Canedy (2002, March 15), 

Bernstein (2003, November 20), and Waddell (2005, January 21).  
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 In revealing the situation facing Lofton and Croteau and their foster son, Bert, these 

articles question the state of Florida and its homosexual adoption law. These articles portray 

Florida as using homosexual foster parents to house and care for children who cannot be placed 

elsewhere until these children become more desirable to heterosexual parents, as Bert did when 

he no longer tested positive for HIV. The articles portray state officials as having no 

consideration for the relationship between Lofton, Croteau, and Bert or for the fact that Lofton 

and Croteau are the only parents Bert has ever known. Canedy (2002, Arch 15) quotes Florida 

A.C.L.U. representative Howard Simon, who calls out both the governor and the secretary of 

Florida’s Department of Children and Families, saying, “‘Governor Bush and Secretary Kearney 

have the legal authority to keep this family together and they should use it’” (2002, March 15, p. 

A12). It is hard to imagine that anyone reading these articles would not feel sympathy for Lofton, 

Croteau, and Bert. And, Simon’s statement encourages readers to blame the state if Bert is 

removed from Lofton and Croteau’s home.  

 The New York Times coverage does not ignore the views of those in favor of the 

homosexual adoption ban in Florida. A few articles cite arguments in support of the ban, most 

being the often-cited mother and father argument. However, presented within the mountain of 

criticism of the ban, the arguments in favor appear weak or incorrect. 

One article directly refutes President George W. Bush who is quoted as touting the 

benefits of having a mother and father. The article’s headline indicates the author’s intent to 

show that Bush is misinformed on the homosexual adoption issue, as it reads, “Experts Dispute 

Bush On Gay-Adoption Issue” (Carey, 2005 January 29, p. A16). Furthermore, Carey writes,  

‘Studies have shown,’ Mr. Bush said in an interview with The New York Times, 
‘that the ideal is where a child is raised in a married family with a man and a 
woman.’ But experts say there is no scientific evidence that children raised by gay 
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couples do any worse -- socially, academically or emotionally – than their peers 
raised in more traditional households.  (p. A16)  
 
Perhaps the most damaging to the support for the gay and lesbian adoption ban is 

mention of Senator Curtis Peterson who originally sponsored the Florida law back in 1977. 

Greenhouse (2005, January 11) explains that the law was passed in 1977 and that, at the time, 

Senator Peterson claimed the purpose “was to send a message to the gay community that ‘we’re 

really tired of you’ and ‘we wish you’d go back into the closet’” (p. A14).  This is possibly the 

most damaging because it bolsters the notion that the ban’s purpose had less to do with 

protecting children than with targeting homosexuals. Peterson’s remarks only provide fuel for 

ban critics who would characterize it as homophobia disguised as concern for children.  

Considering the New York Times coverage from 1977 to 2005, its overall sympathetic 

tone to gays and lesbians and their families must be noted. Coverage challenges the supremacy 

of the heterosexual family and devotes attention to functional gay and lesbian families even in 

the early coverage from the late 1970’s and 1980’s. This differentiates the New York Times from 

the other publications sampled with exception of The Advocate. During the 1990’s, the New York 

Times did cover the rhetoric of those opposed to gay and lesbian adoption/parenting, and its 

coverage of research did not appear to favor gay and lesbian adoption proponents; however, the 

sympathetic coverage of actual gay and lesbian families in the 2000’s combined with its critical 

coverage of the Florida ban indicate the publication supports gay and lesbian adoption and 

family rights.  

Another significant contribution of the New York Times is it, like the Miami Herald, 

showed that Rosie O’Donnell’s public participation in the issue had little observable impact on 

the print media coverage of gay and lesbian adoption. Instead, there was more focus on non-
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famous gay and lesbian parents, particularly those serving as foster parents in Florida where law 

prevents them from adopting.  

The purpose of the preceding analysis is to provide a glimpse into the print media’s 

construction of gay and lesbian adoption. This analysis revealed the central themes and frames to 

gay and lesbian adoption discourse from three decades. Analyzing the overall tone of the 

coverage, who articles sourced, and what arguments were presented helps one to assess how the 

gay and lesbian adoption issue is being defined for print media audiences. From the discourse 

analysis performed, one observes that the discourse of gay and lesbian adoption is dominated by 

central themes, such as the best interests of children, civil rights, and the definition of family. 

Within these themes, the discourse analysis reveals strategies used by issue participants like 

constructing gay and lesbian parents as helpful or harmful for children, framing gays and 

lesbians as victims of discrimination or as a powerful interest group, using research and 

undermining opponent research, and relying on human-interest to appeal to the heart. Most 

significantly, this discourse analysis detected a shift in the tone of coverage in the Miami Herald 

and Time from one favoring those opposed to gay and lesbian adoption to one more sympathetic 

to gay and lesbian adoption. Considering the entire 28 years and all five publications examined, 

it seems that, currently, those in favor of gay and lesbian adoption are more successful in 

influencing the public discourse, as the coverage from 2000 to 2005 in all publications except 

Christianity Today appeared sympathetic, or at least open to gay and lesbian adoption.  

The next chapter of this project reports the findings from the interviews conducted with 

participants in the gay and lesbian adoption issue. The interview results combined with the 

findings of the discourse analysis will provide a more complete picture as it should allow for the 
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determination of which participants and what arguments, frames, and ideas successfully garnered 

print coverage and what was excluded.   
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CHAPTER 4 
 

INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT RHETORIC, STRATEGIES, & MEDIA ASSESSMENT  
 

 This chapter will report the results of the interviews conducted during the course of this 

research project. During the research phase of the project, the researcher conducted twenty 

interviews with participants in the public discourse surrounding adoption by gays and lesbians.  

It should be noted that 16 out of the 20 interview participants reported being in favor of gays and 

lesbians adopting children. Only 4 participants reported being opposed to gay and lesbian 

adoption. Although aware that the gay and lesbian adoption issue cannot be reduced to a 

dichotomy, i.e. those for and against gay and lesbian adoption, for simplicity, in this chapter, 

interview respondents who reported that gays and lesbians should be able to adopt will be 

referred to as proponents. Interview respondents who reported that gays and lesbians should be 

restricted from adopting will be referred to as opponents.  

It should also be acknowledged that in addition to the four homosexual parents 

interviewed, eight other participants reported being gay or lesbian. The homosexual interview 

participants include all six representatives from the organizations working for gay and lesbian 

causes and two representatives from child welfare organizations. The sexual orientation of the 

interview participants must be acknowledged because some reading this research project might 

equate homosexuality with an inherent bias in favor of homosexual adoption.  

 In order to adequately cover the research questions guiding this project and sufficiently 

represent the responses of the interview participants, this chapter will be organized as follows. 

First, the rhetoric concerning gay and lesbian adoption put forth by the various participants is 

broken down by the following: arguments on behalf of the children, defining or re-defining the 

family, employing or negating civil rights claims, framing the Florida law banning homosexual 
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adoption, and framing the relevant social science research. Secondly, the chapter will address 

identity construction, i.e. how interview participants construct their own identities and the 

identities of their opposition. This section will include a discussion of the power struggle 

between the proponents and opponents of homosexual adoption. Next, the chapter will present 

the interview participants’ characterization of media coverage of homosexual adoption and also 

report their strategies for garnering media attention and reaching the general public. Finally, the 

chapter will cover the interview participants’ discussion of Rosie O’Donnell’s entrance into the 

issue. 

Rhetoric Regarding Gay & Lesbian Adoption 

 The first research question guiding this project asks how participants in the homosexual 

adoption issue attempt to influence how the issue is perceived publicly. The discourse analysis 

performed attempts to answer this question by examining the frames and arguments present in 

newspaper coverage. What would be absent from the discourse analysis are the frames and 

arguments that were not present in one of the five publications examined. The interviews should 

reveal the frames and arguments that received media coverage, and also those that were 

sponsored by issue participants but not published. The interviews also allow those participating 

in the gay and lesbian adoption issue to discuss their strategies for constructing the issue. This 

might help explain the shift toward more sympathetic coverage of gay and lesbian families 

observed over the years in some of the print publications sampled, as some interview participants 

have been politically active in this issue since 1977 while others became active in the 1980’s and 

1990’s.  

 Upon examining the responses offered during the interview sessions, common themes 

appeared throughout the twenty interviews. The first commonality was the tendency to frame gay 
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and lesbian adoption in terms of the children involved. The second prevalent theme centered on 

civil rights. Some proponents attempted to frame gay and lesbian adoption as a civil right, while 

opponents attempted to negate this frame. Next, this section will address how interview 

participants defined the concept of family. Proponents generally allowed greater leniency when 

defining family, while opponents held to a more traditional conceptualization. The last two parts 

of the first section discuss the various ways interview participants framed the Florida law 

prohibiting homosexual adoption and the existing social science on gay and lesbian parenting.  

Most participants reported concern for children, and therefore, presented their position on 

the issue as one reflecting the best interests of the children awaiting adoption. Accordingly, the 

first section of this chapter is devoted to responses containing arguments centering on the welfare 

of children in need of permanent adoptive homes.  

The Best Interests of Children  

 Several arguments concerning the best interests of children awaiting adoption emerged 

during the interviews. Proponents primarily cited the number of children in the United States 

currently without permanent homes, either lingering in foster care or residing in institutions. 

Proponents argued that to exclude any group of people from even being considered as adoptive 

parents only hurts these children by decreasing the likelihood they will be adopted. Gloria 

Hochman, from the National Adoption Center, argued, “…to exclude any group of people from 

even being considered as adoptive parents is not serving the children well. There are too many 

children out there waiting.”  

 Some proponents discussed the consequences for children who remain in foster care or 

group homes until adulthood. Karen Doering, from the National Center for Lesbian Rights, 

summarized the disadvantages suffered by such children, citing, for one, the financial impact of 
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losing out on money and benefits offered through a parent’s employment. More significantly, 

Doering expresses the psychological and emotional consequences, saying, “There’s a huge 

financial impact, but even more than that, there’s safety and security that comes with knowing 

you have two legal parents. I think it’s really sad when we deprive children of having two loving, 

caring parents.” 

The section of the above response- “it’s really sad when we deprive children of having 

two loving, caring parents”- is of particular importance to this project because it illustrates the 

proponent strategy of framing gay and lesbian adoption in terms of the way it benefits children. 

This strategy functions to draw attention to the children who need to be adopted, so the issue 

becomes about finding parents for children who need them instead of about homosexuality. 

Representatives from conservative organizations framed gay and lesbian adoption in 

terms of the children as well; however, they stressed the importance of placing children into 

homes with a married mother and father. They cited the necessity of having parents of both 

genders to serve as role models for sexual and gender identity development. It must be noted that 

every interview participant opposed to gay and lesbian adoption mentioned benefits reaped by 

children raised in a home with a married mother and father. Robert Knight, from the Culture & 

Family Institute of Concerned Women for America, presented this argument: “We’re for 

children having the best chance at having the optimum developmental model. We believe that 

public policy should reflect social science and common sense which both show that kids do best 

with a married mother and father.” 

In emphasizing the need for exposure to both masculine and feminine perspectives, Sam 

Kastensmidt, of Coral Ridge Ministries, said “…to just force innocent children into 

circumstances where they’re stripped of one of those two roles is patently unfair.” Kastensmidt’s 
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language is reminiscent of Karen Doering’s (NCLR) quote “deprive children of having two 

loving, caring parents.” This similarity shows both proponents and opponents presenting their 

side as one that is protective of children, while also presenting the opposition’s position as one 

that would cause children harm.  

Using a best interests of children frame functions to appeal to both the public and to 

family law professionals. Murphy (1999) notes public opinion polls indicating that Americans 

place the protection of children among primary concerns. She further explains that protection of 

children is now the central moral goal of family law. “…while deep division exists among the 

general population, judges, and family law scholars about the ideal family, there are shared 

moral principles that support the protection and support of children” (Murphy, 1999, p. 8). 

Framing one’s position as beneficial to children, therefore, is a strategy intended to appeal to 

those shared moral principles and resonate with a public that deeply values the protection of 

children. The observed reliance on a best interests of children discourse indicates a current 

strategy employed by both proponents and opponents that removes homosexuals or 

homosexuality from the center of the issue and replaces it with the well being of children. This is 

supported by the results of the discourse analysis which showed a shift in print coverage and the 

rhetorical focus of participants from that of the pathology/health of homosexuals to what’s best 

for orphaned children.   

Another aim of this research project is to determine how participants in the issue interact 

with one another and respond to oppositional rhetoric. The arguments presented on behalf of the 

children awaiting adoption serve as a point of contention for participants. During the interviews, 

some participants directly addressed arguments offered by their opposition. For example, in 

response to the proponent argument citing the high numbers of children awaiting adoption, 
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Anthony Verdugo, of the Christian Family Coalition, contended that there are plenty of families 

waiting to adopt these children and blamed the adoption system of being mired with 

bureaucracy.  He said, “there are plenty of loving homes made up of a mother and father willing 

to adopt these children…there is too much bureaucracy and red tape in the system…” 

Robert Knight, of CWA’s Culture & Family Institute, argued a similar point, also 

blaming the foster care system itself. He acknowledged the difficulty of locating permanent 

homes for certain children, but maintained that gay and lesbian adoption is not a viable solution 

to the problem. He said, “There are hard to adopt kids, like older sibling groups and kids with 

disabilities. The answer is not to place them in a household with two people who have sexual 

developmental problems themselves.” Here, Knight touched on another argument utilized by 

conservatives to discourage gay and lesbian adoption, that because gays and lesbians are 

themselves unhealthy, they should not be parents. This frames the issue in terms of the children, 

and moreover, helps negate the oppositional argument that gays and lesbians can offer permanent 

homes to children who need them. This strategy positions gay and lesbian adoption as a poor 

solution. Knight is essentially arguing that two wrongs do not make a right; he acknowledged 

that having too many children in foster care is wrong, but asserted that placement in unhealthy 

adoptive homes is also wrong.   

 Anthony Verdugo (CFC) also argued this, claiming that placing an orphaned child with a 

same-sex family compounds the damage done to a child who already has experienced an 

unstable home situation. “…the likelihood is that they [orphans] come from unstable 

environments and so you don’t want to place them in high-risk or other unstable environments.”  

Paul Cameron, with the Family Research Council, clearly articulated why he believes gay and 

lesbian parents are poor placement for adoptive children.  
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…if an orphan is given to a homosexual, that orphan’s chances of becoming a  
productive adult are lessened…we know that they’re more apt to be molested; 
they’re more apt to themselves become homosexual; they’re more apt to have 
various kinds of confusions and difficulties in socialization and so on. 
 

It must be noted that Cameron’s discourse does not reflect the current opponent strategies to 

construct gay and lesbian adoption as harmful to children as determined by the discourse 

analysis. Although other opponents interviewed, such as Knight and Verdugo, argued that gays 

and lesbians have sexual development problems and are more likely to be unstable, they did not 

label them as pedophiles. This further supports the notion that some conservative and religious 

organizations consciously avoid rhetoric concerning gays and lesbians that appears harsh or 

extreme.  

 During the interviews, proponents of gay and lesbian adoption also responded to 

arguments presented by their opposition, like that all children need a mother and father for 

proper development. Brian Winfield, of Equality Florida, called the argument that every child 

deserves a mother and father a “very strong sound bite,” a “powerful message,” and a “beautiful 

sentiment,” but maintained that it’s just a resonant argument, not necessarily the truth. He argued 

that there are advantages to having two parents, but also that the gender of those parents is not 

what’s important; it’s that those parents are nurturing, loving, and caring. 

  In response to the opposition’s claim that there are plenty of families waiting to adopt 

children, Gloria Hochman, of the National Adoption Center, labeled this a misconception. She 

explained that although there are families waiting to adopt, they are mostly waiting for healthy 

infants. Rob Woronoff, of the Child Welfare League of America, further bolstered the idea that 

there aren’t enough families for children awaiting adoption, especially older children. He said, 
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“once they become four or five years old, the chances of being adopted go down 

exponentially…”  

Proponents also addressed the opposition’s claim that gays and lesbians are unfit to 

parent. Some suggested that gays and lesbians are possibly superior parents because the paths 

they take to parenthood require more consideration, money, and effort than required of 

heterosexual parents. As a result, the children of gays and lesbians benefit from parents who are 

sufficiently prepared and extremely grateful. Colby Berger, from the Home for Little Wanderers, 

articulated this position: 

We know there are plenty of same-sex couples in loving relationships who are  
anxious to have kids, who are very dedicated parents, and who  
have to work a lot harder than their straight peers in order to become parents.  
 

Furthermore, Berger added that after all the hurdles, gays and lesbians who become parents are 

“extraordinarily grateful to have the opportunity.” 

 Karen Doering, from the National Center for Lesbian Rights, claimed social science has 

shown children who are clearly wanted tend to have better, more supportive childhoods and 

fewer severe emotional problems. Doering argued, therefore, that the children of gays and 

lesbians are likely to do well because gays and lesbians must actively want and plan to have 

children.  

…there’s one factor in favor of those kids doing well and that’s that these kids are 
wanted; their parents spend a great deal of time and effort and give up a 
tremendous amount of their own personal privacy in order to accept a child into 
their home.  
 
Doering also pointed out that, in contrast to heterosexuals, gays and lesbians do not have 

children by accident. She asserted that there wouldn’t even be the numbers of children in foster 

care if it weren’t for unfit heterosexual parents, saying, “Often times the kids who end up in the 
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foster care system are the children of heterosexual parents, and a large percentage of the time, 

these were children of unplanned pregnancies.” Essentially, Doering’s response challenges 

advocates of the traditional family to reassess the parenting abilities of heterosexuals before 

categorically accusing gays and lesbians of being unfit or unhealthy parents.  

 Opponents of gay and lesbian adoption acknowledged that merely being heterosexual did 

not make one a fit parent. However, they maintained that a married mother and father constitute 

the best possible environment for children awaiting adoption, and therefore, should be what the 

adoption system looks for first. Robert Knight, of the Culture & Family Institute of CWA, called 

it “the gold standard.” Dr. Paul Cameron, from the Family Research Institute, argued that a 

married mother and father serve as “the best socialization model.” In fact, Cameron questioned 

the capabilities of single heterosexual parents as well as gays and lesbians. He asserted that after 

a married mother and father, the next best environment for orphan children is an orphanage: 

“…the fallback position if you don’t have a married couple to adopt a child is an orphanage. At 

least there are people checking on each other. There are rules, regulations…”  

Clearly, Cameron’s response to the argument that there are too many children awaiting 

adoption would be to house the children in an orphanage until adopted by a married couple. He 

was the only interview participant to suggest this, and moreover, this argument was not present 

in any of the print publications examined for the discourse analysis. This suggests that 

Cameron’s rhetoric falls outside of the boundaries of what other participants deem appropriate 

for the public construction of this issue. Because the orphanage argument was not articulated by 

other opponents and was absent from the sample publications, it seems as though it is not a 

widely used argument by those opposed to gay and lesbian adoption.    
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 The interview participants’ efforts to frame gay and lesbian adoption as either helpful or 

harmful to children correspond to the print coverage examined where opposing frames were 

observed on this point. As noted in the discourse analysis, proponents cited the number of 

children in foster care and the shortage of homes with mothers and fathers. Also as in the 

discourse analysis, opponents stressed the importance of a mother and father for raising children 

and suggested that homosexuals were unfit for parenting. Arguments new to this chapter are the 

opponents’ efforts to blame the foster care system for the high numbers of children awaiting 

adoption and Cameron’s positioning of the orphanage as a solution. Overall, the interviews 

solidified that the best interests of children is a discursive strand central to constructing the gay 

and lesbian adoption issue. It’s importance lies in its cultural resonance; the desire to protect and 

nurture children is strong, and arguments tapping into this are likely to be successful.   

The welfare of children is central to the controversy surrounding gay and lesbian 

adoption, but also at the core of this issue is the concept of family. What one views as the 

optimum environment for raising children most likely coincides with how one defines family. In 

the discourse analysis, it was observed that opposing sides in this issue clash over what should 

define family. Those arguing against same-sex households often assert that the traditional 

heterosexual family must be preserved. Those arguing in favor of gay and lesbian adoption 

define family with greater flexibility, asserting that many types of families deserve validation. 

The interviews revealed similar rhetoric concerning the family.  

Defining & Re-defining the Family   

 During the interviews, each participant was asked how he or she would define family. As 

discussed in chapter 1, controlling the language central to an issue is a strategy for influencing its 

social construction. From the discourse analysis, attempts to limit or expand the definition of 
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family appear to be a strategy employed by participants to exclude or legitimize same-sex 

families. The interviews confirm this. While proponents touted the importance of love and 

support and maintained that many types of families should be legally recognized, opponents 

cited tradition and history, and maintained that family cannot be redefined to suit the desires of 

certain people. The idea of a traditional family form served as a point of contention for 

participants in that some warned of the need to protect the traditional family, and others argued 

that the traditional family, as it is currently defined, is not the norm, neither presently nor 

historically.  

 Proponents elevated the intangible qualities associated with family above biological or 

legal ties. A commonality found among several interviews was the tendency to define the family 

by love and commitment. The response from Colby Berger, of the Home for Little Wanderers, 

illustrates the importance ascribed to love. She said, “…love is the most important thing. I 

believe love is the most important piece of a family environment, unconditional love and love 

without judgment…” Rob Woronoff, of the Child Welfare League of America, also defined 

family by the intangible qualities like love and commitment, and moreover, expressed the idea 

that these qualities are of greater significance than biological or legal ties. He said: 

…we define family as a group of people…who will love, support, care for, 
protect, defend one another. Family may be defined by biological links or a legal 
judgment or as in any two or more people who come together to form this family 
group whether or not they’re bound by blood.  
 

Woronoff’s response shows the flexibility given to the definition of family, particularly the 

section where he said “any two or more people who come together” and “whether or not they’re 

bound by blood.” His definition creates great leniency for family structure and family members.   
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This illustrates how some are expanding the concept of family to include people tied by 

love and commitment instead of only people connected by biology or law. Weston (1991) 

previously noted that gays and lesbians often substitute biology with kinship in their definitions 

of family. In fact, many interview participants argued that people should be granted the latitude 

to define family for themselves, and that their families of choice should be respected. Brian 

Winfield, from Equality Florida, made exactly this point, saying, “…we believe there needs to be 

a lot of latitude for allowing people to define family for themselves and that those definitions 

should be respected.”  

In some interviews, participants suggested that many gays and lesbians form families of 

choice because they have been ostracized by their biological families. Karen Doering, of the 

National Center for Lesbian Rights, offered this explanation: “Often times in the LGBT 

community, our families of birth are not there for us. Many people are disowned or shunned 

when they come out, and they take on some kind of adoptive families.”  

According to Rudy Estrada, from the LAMBDA Legal Defense and Education Fund, the 

experience of gays and lesbians having been ostracized by their biological families has led to a 

definition of family that reflects the culture of the LGBT community.  

…family is a term that has a specific cultural meaning…drawing upon the LGBT 
community, it reflects what some marginalized populations do which is to 
construct family in situations where families of origin have not been supportive or 
have even been openly hostile.  
 

Estrada’s response is of particular significance to this project because it reveals how a universal 

concept like family is adapted by certain groups to reflect their own culture and experiences. 

How marginalized groups appropriate cultural practices into their own experiences is central to 

cultural studies research. Considering this, it could be argued that restricting the legal definition 
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of family to what meets the traditional heterosexual form ignores certain minority groups. Some 

interview respondents, like Colby Berger (Home for Little Wanderers), used this argument in 

response to the conservative definition of family. She argued, “I think their view comes from a 

heterosexist assumption that family is made up of a man and woman who are married and who 

have children biologically, and I don’t think that that’s a realistic view of the world.”  

Much can be extrapolated from these responses beyond expanding the definition of 

family. These responses implicitly criticize the heterosexual family by pointing out that many 

turn their backs on their own family members who happen to be homosexual. Furthermore, these 

responses reframe reverence of the heterosexual family as heterosexist, not traditional. The 

traditional heterosexual family is framed as exclusionary by pointing out that it does not embrace 

the experiences of marginalized populations.    

In contrast, interview participants opposed to gay and lesbian adoption maintained that 

the definition of family should exclude structures that do not conform to the heterosexual model. 

Opponents asserted that the true family is in danger from people who wish to expand the legal 

definition to include almost anything. These interview participants argued that family has been 

defined through historical and cultural norms and cannot be redefined by individuals. In direct 

contrast to the proponent idea that individuals can construct families of choice, the interview 

participants opposed to gay and lesbian adoption argued that individuals do not define family; it 

has been defined by history. Upon being asked to define family, Anthony Verdugo, of the 

Christian Family Coalition, said: 

World history and society have defined family as we know it today, which is the 
union of one man and one woman, so it’s not what I define or what you define; 
it’s what’s been pre-defined already for us.  
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The argument that family has always been defined the same way surfaced in other interviews. 

For example, Sam Kastensmidt, from Coral Ridge Ministries, echoed Verdugo’s argument, but 

in addition to history and cultural norms, also referenced religion. He said, “…from the 

beginning of time, or all the major religions, family is when one man and one woman, whose 

relationship is ordained by God, come together to bring forth children…” 

 Because of the historical and cultural significance of the definition of family as married 

man, woman, and their children, these interview participants asserted that the definition cannot 

be altered to satisfy people who want their own living situations legally recognized. This, they 

contend, would stretch the definition to include any group of people, thereby rendering the legal 

definition of family arbitrary. For example, Anthony Verdugo questioned what would happen if 

family were re-defined. “…The only question is once you re-define it, what does it mean? 

…They’re attempting to re-define it to mean anything to anyone...”He later added, “…any two or 

three or four or ten or twenty people who want to call themselves a family will now be 

considered a family, and that simply is chaotic…” 

 Along the same lines, Paul Cameron, of the Family Research Institute, explained that 

although people can take some liberties with the definition of family, there are “linguistic 

barriers” that prevent someone from seriously defining family in anyway that they wish. As for 

proponents of gay and lesbian adoption, Cameron asserted they have an idiosyncratic definition 

of family. He said, “having read the literature that they produce, it’s highly idiosyncratic. It’s 

almost as though anything that somebody wants to say is a family is a family.” According to 

these responses, the definition of family is delicate; it cannot be expanded without losing all its 

meaning.   
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 Re-defining family to specifically include gay and lesbian families would have negative 

consequences according to some interview participants. For one, it could precipitate the demise 

of the traditional family. Sam Kastensmidt, of Coral Ridge Ministries, claimed that this is 

happening in Europe. He explained: 

Some of the countries in Europe that have begun to redefine the family, 
specifically with homosexual marriage, are finding that the dissolution rates of 
families are going through the roof, and that the majority of children are now 
being born out-of-wedlock.  
 
From these responses, it appears that opponents feared that legal recognition of gay and 

lesbian families would contribute to the denigration of the heterosexual family by allowing any 

and all living situations to be recognized. Therefore, they argued for the protection of the 

heterosexual family model on the basis of tradition and that it is best for the socialization of 

children.  

 The need to preserve the traditional heterosexual family served as a point of contention 

for interview participants. During the interviews, proponents of gay and lesbian adoption refuted 

arguments that the heterosexual family has been historically established as the ideal model. Some 

proponents challenged the superiority of the heterosexual family by highlighting its failures, 

others pointed out the prevalence of functional families that do not fit the traditional heterosexual 

form, and lastly, some contradicted the idea that the nuclear family has historically been the 

norm. 

 Some proponents questioned the reverence held for the traditional heterosexual family, 

pointing out that this model does not work for everyone, including heterosexuals. Elaine Bloom, 

a former FL state legislator, suggested that people should create a better family model. She said, 
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“…marriage itself hasn’t been so successful for men and women in the last fifty years…so I hope 

that we can come up with a better system.” 

Bob Kunst, from The Oral Majority and Hillary Now, pondered why homosexuals would 

even be interested in basing their families on the heterosexual model and professed the need for 

new family types. He said this about existing homosexual families, “Its role model is based on 

the heterosexual role models: monogamy, fidelity, eternity of relationships, which hasn’t worked 

for them; why would it work for us? We have to create our own different types of families…” 

With this, Kunst challenges the assumption that gay and lesbian families have to be similar to 

heterosexual families in order to be legitimate. As determined in the discourse analysis, 

constructing homosexual families as reflective of traditional heterosexual families served as a 

proponent strategy. Kunst raises a new point asking why gay and lesbian families should emulate 

a family model with its own dysfunctions. He asserts that the goal for gays and lesbians should 

be to create superior, not traditional, families.    

These arguments respond to conservative claims to protect the traditional heterosexual 

family by suggesting that this family model was never fully functional. These arguments 

challenge the idealization of the traditional heterosexual family, and assert that altering and 

expanding the concept of family is not only acceptable, it’s necessary.  

 Other proponents challenged the assumption that the heterosexual nuclear family is the 

norm by highlighting the proliferation of alternative families. For example, Karen Doering, from 

the National Center for Lesbian Rights, referenced Census figures, saying:  

The majority of families are single-family households or couples who are no 
longer raising children or who never had children. The heterosexual, married 
couple raising children is not the norm although we have this great myth in our 
society that it is.  
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The purpose of arguments like Doering’s is to undermine the opposition’s assertion that gay and 

lesbian families threaten the nuclear family. This argument contends that family types outside of 

the heterosexual nuclear family are already pervasive, that the dominance of the nuclear family is 

a misconception. Gay and lesbian families aren’t threatening the heterosexual nuclear family; it 

never was the norm to begin with.   

 Other interview participants challenged the opponent notion that the heterosexual family 

model is traditional and historical. Dr. Judith Stacey, Professor of Social and Cultural Analysis at 

New York University, claimed that the family is not static, but has changed over the years. She 

said, “There have been changes in what counted as a family historically in our own country and 

among different cultural groups…so the contemporary usage of family is actually a relatively 

modern invention.”  

This response undermines the opponent claim that the heterosexual family needs to be 

preserved because of tradition. Stacey claims that the conception of family changes with time 

and culture, and therefore damages the argument that change to the family will have drastic 

consequences for society and American culture.      

 In the controversy surrounding gay and lesbian adoption, the concept of family is central. 

How one defines family greatly impacts how one views same-sex parenting. Those who define 

family by the intangible qualities like love, support, and commitment will most likely allow 

greater flexibility in what constitutes a family given those qualities are present. It seems that 

proponents of gay and lesbian adoption seek to appeal to members of the public with this broader 

sense of family while those in opposition appeal to people who hold to tradition and the ideals 

associated with the nuclear family. Furthermore, it can be surmised from the interviews 

conducted that there are competing arguments in operation, arguments asserting the historical 
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and cultural importance of the heterosexual family and arguments positioning family as an ever-

changing concept, capable of adaptation and evolution.   

 In constructing gay and lesbian adoption for the public, participants in the issue framed it 

in terms of the children and appealed to the public’s conception of family. Additionally, the 

interview phase revealed that proponents attempted to frame the issue as one of discrimination 

and civil rights. Accordingly, opponents attempted to negate this frame, however, denying the 

presence of discrimination and asserting that adoption is not a civil right. The opposing civil 

rights frames also were present in print coverage of gay and lesbian adoption, as discussed in 

chapter 3.  

Evoking/Refuting Civil Rights Claims   

 In response to why his organization, Child Welfare League of America, supports gay and 

lesbian adoption, Rob Woronoff simply cited the organization’s non-discrimination policy, 

which prohibits the exclusion of adoptive parents on the basis of religion, age, physical ability, 

and sexual orientation. The logical inference from this statement, therefore, is that the CWLA 

considers any categorical exclusion of gays and lesbians from the adoption process as a violation 

of rights. In framing the issue in this way, proponents of gay and lesbian adoption refute the idea 

that merely being a homosexual makes one unfit to parent and assert that to contend so is 

discriminatory.   

 Some interview participants completely rejected the idea that moral judgments 

concerning homosexuality should play any role in the gay and lesbian adoption issue. As Rudy 

Estrada argued during his interview, “it’s an equality issue; it’s not a moral issue.” One interview 

participant, Bob Kunst, of the Oral Majority and Hillary Now was particularly vehement that 

gays and lesbians should not have to explain why they should be able to parent; he instead 
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argued that as taxpayers, gays and lesbians are entitled to the rights guaranteed to anyone else. 

He said:  

This woe is us, accept us, we can’t help ourselves, and we’re born this way and all 
this other crap…It’s just an appalling approach to the whole struggle. This is what 
we fought an American Revolution for, taxation with representation. Give us our 
rights or you pay for it. You want to be a bigot, be a bigot. Just don’t ask me to 
pick up the tab.  
 

Here, Kunst reveals his dissatisfaction with strategies employed by other gay and lesbian rights 

activists that appear to explain or apologize for homosexuality. He asserts that gays and lesbians 

should not have to negotiate for the rights guaranteed to heterosexuals; they should be 

guaranteed because they are citizens and taxpayers. From the discourse analysis, it seems that the 

taxpayer argument put forth by Kunst is mainly absent from the current print coverage in favor 

of other proponent strategies. Kunst was involved in this issue since before 1977, and it seems 

that other, newer activists have opted for different strategies. This requires further discussion and 

will be addressed in Chapter 5.  

 One strategy reflective of a civil rights discourse employed by proponents was to draw 

direct parallels between the current struggles of gays and lesbians and past civil rights 

movements. In stressing the need for gay rights supporters to enlist non-gay allies, Brian 

Winfield, from Equality Florida, referenced the civil rights movement of the 1960’s, saying, 

“…the civil rights struggle was not won by African Americans alone, and the gay rights struggle 

will not be won by gay people alone.” Ruth Shack, from the Dade Community Foundation, said 

that she considered gay and lesbian rights the last civil rights issue. She also said, “…just replace 

the word sexual preference with Jewish or black and tell me that you can support discrimination 

against a whole cohort of people.” This argument carries resonance because of the memory of 

past equal rights movements in U.S. history and because most people can envision some 
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characteristic about themselves as a potential basis for discrimination, like their gender, religion, 

race or ethnic background. Considering this, it seems a powerful strategy to frame the gay and 

lesbian adoption issue in terms of equality and civil rights. Accordingly, this frame did appear in 

print coverage of the issue, as the discourse analysis revealed parallels drawn between gays and 

lesbians and African-Americans, women, and Japanese Americans in arguments for increased 

gay and lesbian rights like marriage and adoption.  

 However, those opposed to gay and lesbian adoption denounced attempts to frame the 

issue as one of civil rights. Most argued that adoption is not a right, but a privilege, and 

therefore, something that not everyone should do. This is exactly the position put forth by 

Anthony Verdugo, of the Christian Family Coalition. He said, “…it is a privilege, not a right, to 

adopt a child. And with that privilege, the state sets up certain parameters to achieve an optimal 

environment for raising children.” 

Similarly, Robert Knight, from the Culture & Family Institute of CWA, maintained that 

the best interests of children must be considered before the rights of adults. He said, “…the 

doctrine that any adult willing to take a child is entitled to adopt is wrong. You have to put the 

interests of the child before all other considerations…” These arguments reflect the strategy of 

elevating the best interests of children above civil rights. Even if the civil rights frame resonates 

with people, it is undermined by the strong desire to protect children from harm. Mucciaroni 

(2008) notes that advocates for gay and lesbian adoption have moved away from using a rights 

frame and relied more heavily on a ‘doing what’s best for kids’ definition of the issue as a result.  

 As noted previously, the interviews revealed points of contention where interview 

participants responded directly to the arguments of the opposition. In this case, it seemed that 

proponents were prepared for the argument that adoption is not a right, as many agreed with this 
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notion. For example, Corri Planck, from the Home for Little Wanderers, pointed out that 

adoption itself is not a right, but consideration in the adoption process is. She explained: 

…adoption is not a right. Adoption is a process people have to go through. They 
have to meet certain standards and clear certain hurdles. Gay and lesbian people 
should have the same opportunity to go through that process as anyone else.   
 
This idea surfaced in other proponent interviews. For example, Brian Winfield (Equality 

Florida) also stressed that not all gays and lesbians should be able to adopt, but that they deserve 

consideration. Winfield pointed out, “…people need to be qualified to adopt. It’s the best 

interests of the child that should be the only criteria for choosing the adoptive parents, and being 

gay or lesbian shouldn’t eliminate someone from the process.”  

These arguments appear persuasive because while asserting that gays and lesbians should 

be considered in the adoption process, they also concede that not all gays and lesbians should 

parent. Furthermore, the responses stay within the best interests of children discourse in that they 

stress the necessity of finding qualified parents through the application process. This affirms the 

centrality of this discourse in the issue as arguments positioning gay and lesbian adoption as a 

civil rights issue are tailored to remain consistent with the best interests of children discourse. 

This indicates that any strategies proponents employ to advocate for gay and lesbian adoption 

must accommodate the centrality of the best interests of children in order to be successful.  

Opponents attempted to negate proponent civil rights frames by asserting arguments as to 

why gays and lesbians should be categorically excluded from even the adoption application 

process. Opponents asserted that homosexuals, by definition, are unfit for parenting.  

During the interviews, some opponents of gay and lesbian adoption admitted that while 

most gays and lesbians who wish to parent are motivated by good intentions, those intentions are 
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not enough. For example, Dr. Paul Cameron, of the Family Research Institute, questioned the 

liabilities of both single parents and homosexual parents. He said: 

I think that the bulk of people who want to adopt have strong motives towards 
aiding the kids; however, what other liabilities do they bring to the table? And 
with homosexuals, we know that they bring quite a few liabilities… 
 

Cameron further argued that homosexual behavior is as self-destructive as choosing to smoke, 

use drugs, or engage in prostitution, saying, “…there’s some problems with anyone who’s 

interested in homosexual relations, and there are more problems if they actually act upon those 

interests…”    

Robert Knight, from the Culture & Family Institute of CWA, discussed the claims put 

forth by gay and lesbian rights activists that homosexuals are actually just like anyone else. He 

rejected this argument, saying it fails to show that gays and lesbians should parent.   

I hear gay activists use this argument all the time. ‘I walk my dog, I open my mail 
the way you do, so therefore, my homosexuality is normal. I’m a human being 
too.’ The humanness is not the issue; it’s whether the sexual activity is normal, 
healthy, and something that should govern a relationship that involves children.  
 

From looking at these responses, it seems opponents of gay and lesbian adoption would remain 

unmoved by arguments that sexuality alone cannot be reason for excluding someone from the 

adoption application process because, to them, homosexuality alone makes one unfit because the 

behavior is pathological.  

 When employing a civil rights frame in the debate, proponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption seemed cautious not to characterize adoption as a right, but rather the opportunity to be 

considered. Furthermore, the use of a rights frame did not stray far from the best interests of 

children discourse as proponents asserted that adoptive parents must first be qualified.  
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Opponents asserted that adoption is not a right, and also stressed the importance of being 

qualified to adopt. However, they positioned gays and lesbians as automatically unqualified on 

the basis of their homosexuality. This strategy constructed homosexuality itself as pathological, 

and therefore, grounds for being excluded in the adoption process. This clouded the rights frame, 

and shifted to identity construction, framing homosexuals as unhealthy. This is significant 

because it shows strategies characterizing homosexuality as a pathology have not disappeared 

from the public discourse. The discourse analysis and the interviews both indicated a shift, 

occurring from 1977 to 2005, in public discourse from the identity of homosexuals to the best 

interests of children; however, as revealed in the interviews, opponents still use a homosexuality 

as pathology frame within the wider best interests of children discourse.     

It is of great importance how gay and lesbian adoption is constructed publicly because the 

frames that dominate will most likely influence the corresponding legislation. Currently, only 

Florida has an outright ban on adoption by gay and lesbian couples and individuals. However, 

gays and lesbians are permitted to serve as foster parents. Because of Florida’s unique position, 

interview participants were asked to weigh in on the state law and the likelihood that other states 

will pass similar laws in the future.   

Framing the FL Law Prohibiting Gay and Lesbian Adoption  

The best interests of children awaiting adoption was central to many arguments utilized 

both in favor of and in opposition to gay and lesbian adoption. Therefore, one would expect that 

in framing the Florida ban on gay and lesbian adoption, participants would focus heavily on the 

ban’s impact on foster children. This was the case during the interview phase of this research 

project. While proponents of gay and lesbian adoption cited the ways that the ban works against 

children in foster care, opponents stressed that the ban protects children.  



  
  

220 

 

 

 Interview respondents in favor of gay and lesbian adoption repeatedly mentioned that 

Florida’s law hurts children because it prevents children in state custody from being adopted. 

Brian Winfield, from Equality Florida, expressed this idea during his interview. He said, “The 

people who are most hurt by Florida’s ban on adoption are the children in foster care who go 

from home to home from institution to institution because they don’t have the option of leaving 

the state.” Because Winfield points out that the children are being hurt most, it seems that he is 

implicitly addressing the fact that the intent of the adoption ban is to hurt gays and lesbians. He 

is making it clear that it is not gays and lesbians who are most affected by the ban, but the 

children who cannot be adopted by them.  

 Some interview respondents focused specifically on the children currently living with gay 

and lesbian foster parents. As previously noted, Florida’s law bans adoption, but not foster 

parenting by homosexuals. Rudy Estrada criticized the law for this reason, pointing out that it 

allows for children to live their whole lives with gay and lesbian parents while withholding full 

legal recognition of the relationship. He explained, “…there are lots of kids in Florida who are 

being raised by gay and lesbian foster parents, who will never be adopted by them and who will 

never have all of the full benefits of being an adopted child…” Estrada’s statement, like 

Winfield’s, again suggests that children are the collateral damage in the effort to prevent gay and 

lesbian parenting. It reveals that, despite the ban, children in Florida are being raised their entire 

lives by homosexuals, and therefore, are the ones who really suffer because they can never 

experience the security of permanent adoption.  

 These arguments appeal to the moral principles that value protection of children in 

American society, and also show Florida’s failure to live up to the goals of the foster care system 

by keeping kids in it. The purpose of the 1997 Adoption and Safe Families Act, for example, was 
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to prevent children from extended stays in foster care (Murphy, 1999). This is presumably an 

intelligent tactic for proponents as similar reasoning led to the repeal of New Hampshire’s 

prohibition on gay and lesbian adoption. Those in favor of lifting New Hampshire’s ban used the 

high numbers of children in the state’s foster care system as their principle argument (Murphy, 

1999).   

 Opponents of gay and lesbian adoption, on the other hand, framed the Florida law 

differently. They maintained that the law protects children, emphasizing that this is the sole 

purpose behind the law. In fact, interview participants were uncomfortable with even calling the 

Florida law a ban. For example, Anthony Verdugo, of the Christian Family Coalition, said, 

“…we never like to characterize it or describe it as a ban; it’s simply a law that protects orphan 

children…” 

In another example of reluctance about bans on gay and lesbian adoption, Robert Knight, 

of the Culture & Family Institute of CWA, stated that public policy should be about striving to 

place children with married mothers and fathers. He explained, “…it’s less important to ban gay 

adoption than it is to establish that placing children in mother and father married households 

should be the aim of public policy…” 

These responses show that opponents wanted to emphasize that laws banning gay and 

lesbian adoption are not the ultimate goal, but merely a result of attempts to use public policy to 

keep children safe. These responses serve as evidence of the strategic discourse currently 

employed by opponents of gay and lesbian adoption who know that they must repudiate 

accusations of bigotry and homophobia. Therefore, they reconstruct the Florida law not as a ban, 

but as a public policy. This strategy shifts the alleged goal of Florida’s law and other potential 

similar laws from targeting gays and lesbians to upholding the best interests of children. In doing 
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so, they frame their own support for the law as being motivated by children, not by hate for 

homosexuals. This is further supported by interview responses from opponents that will be 

addressed later in this chapter’s identity construction section.  

The Florida law prohibiting gay and lesbian adoption revealed other conflicting frames 

offered by interview participants. For example, the fact that Florida is the only state in the United 

States with an outright ban on gay and lesbian adoption allowed proponents to attack the law, as 

also observed in the print news coverage. During interviews, proponents claimed that such 

legislation was absent in other states because it is unsupported by science or reason. This 

position was articulated by Rudy Estrada: “…this is an unusual ban in that it stands apart from 

all of the guidelines issued by the major psychological or social service organizations of this 

country.” Furthermore, during his interview, Estrada stated that, when speaking to the media, he 

emphasizes the fact that bans, like Florida’s, are rare or struck down in other states. He said, “I 

try to point this out that these bans are unusual; they’re struck down in court; they’re rolled by 

back by legislatures; they’re defeated as bills when proposed…” Estrada later lamented that 

media organizations often fail to portray moves to ban gay and lesbian adoption as rare, but 

rather as a trend in the U. S.  

Florida’s unique law also created opportunities for attacks on its foster care system. Brian 

Winfield, from Equality Florida, called Florida’s foster care system “atrocious,” saying, “the 

number of children who go missing each year is just unbelievable and people in state custody 

who die from malnutrition and stuff like that are almost regular stories in the news.” 

Karen Doering also complained about Florida’s foster care system and the choices of 

former Governor Jeb Bush. She cited Bush’s ideological views on homosexuals as part of the 

problem because he hired someone from Utah who shares his views. She said:  
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Florida is ranked about number 45 or 46 in the child welfare arena…Where does 
Jeb Bush go to find somebody to bring in? He goes to Utah, which is like number 
48…we started with a dysfunctional system, and we created an even more 
dysfunctional system. 
 
These responses represent a trend among proponents that draws a correlation between 

Florida’s law prohibiting gay and lesbian adoption and problems plaguing the state’s child 

welfare system. This positions the ban as a symptom of Florida’s overall dysfunction. The fact 

that other states have not passed such bans serves as evidence that they wish to avoid the 

problems facing Florida.  

Interview participants opposed to gay and lesbian adoption did not focus on Florida’s 

position as being the only state with an outright ban, but instead, stressed that other states are 

moving towards such legislation. And, in contrast to the argument that Florida’s ban is 

unsupported by science, Anthony Verdugo, of the Christian Family Coalition, argued the 

opposite. He said: 

Florida is not alone. The prevailing thought based on common sense, based on 
nature, based on years of scientific studies clearly demonstrates that the optimal 
environment for an orphan child is where they have both a mother and a father. 
 

Here, Verdugo employs a common sense/traditional wisdom frame like that seen in the discourse 

analysis performed in this project.   

Verdugo’s claims about science are supported by Paul Cameron, of the Family Research 

Institute, who when asked if other states will pass bans in the future, said that they would if they 

looked at the data on gay and lesbian parents. Cameron also suggested that future bans are in the 

works, explaining, “we’re working with a couple of other legislators in other states, trying to 

move in this direction, but in a logical manner, that is with both fostering and adoption.”  
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Cameron noted that future bans would include both fostering and adoption because in his 

interview he called it “whacko” that Florida’s law prohibits adoption, but not foster parenting by 

gays and lesbians.  

 Robert Knight, from the Culture & Family Institute of CWA, also noted that Florida 

would not be alone for long, predicting that Texas will eventually ban gay and lesbian adoption 

too. In all, every interview participant opposed to gay and lesbian adoption reported optimism 

concerning the probability of other states prohibiting gay and lesbian adoption. 

 The interviews revealed two sets of opposite frames concerning the Florida law 

prohibiting gay and lesbian adoption. Proponents argued that the law hurts children and 

emphasized that the law is the only one of its kind in the United States while opponents argued 

that the law protects children and assured that other states will pass similar laws in the future. 

However, proponents highlighted another detail about Florida’s law to undermine its necessity. 

Many proponents mentioned that the law was passed in 1977 amidst the Save Our Children 

campaign headed by Anita Bryant. These proponents claimed the law was the inevitable result of 

the anti-homosexual furor produced by Bryant’s campaign and was merely a method for 

pacifying a hysterical public.  

 The argument that Florida’s law prohibiting gay and lesbian adoption resulted because of 

Anita Bryant’s Save Our Children campaign arose during several interviews. One response from 

Brian Winfield, of Equality Florida, illustrates this argument. He said: 

…the Florida law was written in 1977 at the height of the Anita Bryant furor of 
the Save Our Children campaign. It was a hysterical time, and it’s based on the 
prejudiced concept that gays and lesbians are somehow child molesters. 
 

Winfield’s response indicates that the law originated from irrational fear and prejudice of that 

specific time, and this supports the notion that the law no longer has relevance.  



  
  

225 

 

 

 Some proponents mentioned that some previous members of the Florida legislature, who 

voted for the law in 1977, have since apologized and asked subsequent legislators to rectify their 

mistake. Brian Winfield, from Equality Florida, and Corri Planck, from the Family Pride 

Coalition, for example, both referenced ex-legislator Elaine Bloom, who has spoken publicly 

against the law. Elaine Bloom also agreed to be interviewed for this research project and 

provided her insight into the law’s passing in 1977. She too attributed the adoption ban to Anita 

Bryant’s Save Our Children campaign. She explained, “We had this hysteria being projected by 

Anita Bryant that homosexuals were going to force your children to follow their lifestyle. I was 

in the Florida House of Representatives at that time, and apparently, she got to some senators…”    

This quote is of particular significance to this research project because it suggests that celebrities 

with political causes can influence political officials by inciting the public.  

Bloom also remarked during her interview that she never thought the law would actually 

affect anyone because, at that time, homosexuals adopted children without disclosing their 

homosexuality. She claimed that the law never actually became an issue until 1992 or 1993. She 

said: 

…we said nobody’s going to come forward and say ‘I’m a homosexual, and I 
want to adopt.’ We figured that if anybody does want to adopt, regardless of their 
private lives, they would just continue…therefore, a number of us voted for this 
measure just to sort of take it off the table.   
 
Bloom’s claim, that the law passed to alleviate public fears of homosexuals and not 

because Florida lawmakers were genuinely interested in prohibiting gay and lesbian adoption, 

supports the notion that the law should not remain. This frames the law as a quick fix for the 

precarious situation between the public and homosexuals caused by Anita Bryant’s campaign.  
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Because of the dubious circumstances surrounding the law’s passing in 1977, many 

interview respondents declared that the law would not be in place today if only political officials 

had the courage to challenge it. Proponents lamented the fact that political officials are too 

concerned with their own re-election, and therefore, not willing to speak out against the ban. 

Karen Doering, from the National Center for Lesbian Rights, expressed frustration with political 

officials during her interview, saying, “…they can’t do what they believe in because it’s not 

politically expedient. It will take a lot of courage to overturn the ban because it requires 

politicians to do what’s uncomfortable…” 

Doering’s sentiment was repeated by many proponents of gay and lesbian adoption, like 

Gene Bunge, from the Log Cabin Republicans, an organization that works within the Republican 

Party for gay and lesbian rights. Bunge said it would be difficult to pass the ban today if it 

weren’t already in place; however, he claimed attempts to overturn the ban have been 

unsuccessful because of fear of political loss. He said:  

…it was proposed to the Florida legislature to overturn the ban, but they couldn’t 
get enough votes to do it…They didn’t have enough votes because there is no 
political gain to vote to overturn it, but there is potential political loss.  
 

   Ruth Shack, from the Dade Community Foundation, mentioned the political fear as well. 

She said, “…in order for a law to change, someone has to say this is no longer appropriate, and 

there aren’t many people who are willing to risk their careers on this issue.”  

 From these responses, it is clear that proponents of gay and lesbian adoption consider it a 

given that the Florida ban is both unnecessary and unsupported by political officials. They 

presented this as if it’s well known, but that no officials have the courage to say it publicly. This 

framing of the law might function as a challenge to politicians to take a stance against the law.  
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These responses also suggest that politicians fear the opposition to gay and lesbian 

adoption, evidenced by their reluctance to come out publicly against the adoption ban. This 

would suggest that those opposed to gay and lesbian adoption have an advantage; they have 

enough political clout that political officials do not challenge the Florida ban for fear of 

offending them. This possible political advantage will be addressed again when discussing 

identity construction.   

 Another central component to the controversy surrounding gay and lesbian adoption is 

the existing social science research focused on homosexual parents and their children. During the 

interviews, social science research proved to be another site for viewing conflicting frames 

offered by proponents and opponents. Both asserted that existing social science research supports 

their respective positions and criticized the research cited by the opposition.   

Framing the Social Science Research  

 During interviews, proponents and opponents of gay and lesbian adoption asserted that 

scientific research supports their position. Proponents of gay and lesbian adoption claimed that 

studies show that children raised in same-sex households turn out practically the same as 

children raised in heterosexual-parent households. Rob Woronoff’s (Child Welfare League of 

America) response represents a typical mention of social science research offered by proponents. 

He said, “There are mountains of research that show kids who are raised with same-sex parents 

have the same outcomes as other kids- overwhelmingly convincing research, so there’s no way 

any rational person could ignore all that.” It’s telling that Woronoff uses the caveat rational 

when claiming no one can ignore the research in favor of same-sex parenting because many 

opponents of gay and lesbian adoption ignore and reject the research to which he’s referring. 

Woronoff, therefore, implies that they are not rational.  
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 Other proponents of gay and lesbian adoption emphasized that research has indicated that 

children of same-sex parents might even have advantages over other children. Colby Berger, 

from the Home for Little Wanderers, mentioned this during her interview. She said, “…research 

shows that kids of same-sex parents adapt better in terms of knowing more about gender roles, 

and sometimes, they’re more tolerant of difference because they’ve grown up learning the value 

of being non-judgmental…” Here, Berger’s quote illustrates the proponent assertion that any 

differences research studies have revealed between the children of homosexuals and the children 

of heterosexuals are actually positive, not negative. Berger’s response also reflects challenges to 

the heterosexual family observed during the discourse analysis where it is hinted that gay and 

lesbian parents might in some ways be superior to heterosexual parents.   

Lastly, proponents cited the number of mainstream professional organizations that have 

publicly supported gay and lesbian adoption. Karen Doering, from the National Center for 

Lesbian Rights, encouraged the public to ignore groups with an agenda and pay attention to 

child-centered organizations. She said: 

If you look at the groups who have no agenda other than what’s best for kids: 
Child Welfare League of America, The American Academy of Pediatrics, The 
American Academy of Family Physicians. These groups are unanimous in saying 
that gay and lesbian people should be able to be legal parents to children… 
 
It is apparent that proponents rely heavily on existing social science research to bolster 

their position. The fact that research studies and mainstream organizations remain in support of 

gay and lesbian adoption was continually mentioned in the interviews with proponents from gay 

and lesbian advocacy groups as well as child welfare organizations. It seems to be a key 

component of their discourse on this issue.   
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Because of the importance of social science research to proponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption, it is not surprising that opponents touted research to support their position. They cited 

research suggesting that gays and lesbians were more likely to molest children and more likely to 

be involved in abusive relationships. They also cited research illustrating the importance of a 

mother and father in raising children.  

Dr. Paul Cameron, a researcher from the Family Research Institute, discussed data 

collected by Illinois’ child protective services. He explained that this data shows that homosexual 

foster parents are disproportionately engaging in molestation, “…the data fits with one of the 

major concerns of traditional thinking- mainly that people who were sex-obsessed, sexually 

dominated, sexually over-interested would be apt to molest… 34% of the molestations were 

homosexual…” Also, significant from this response is that Cameron identifies homosexuals as 

being sex-obsessed, sexually dominated, and sexually over-interested. This exemplifies the 

previously mentioned tendency to reduce gays and lesbians to sexual behavior when constructing 

their identity. This tendency has been observed by scholars such as Weston (1991) and Rockler 

(2001) as a way to keep homosexuals separate from heterosexuals.  

 Opponents of gay and lesbian adoption also mentioned research exposing problems in 

homosexual relationships. Sam Kastensmidt, from Coral Ridge Ministries, mentioned the length 

of homosexual relationships and the prevalence of physical abuse: 

…their unions last a shorter amount of time. They’re more likely to be involved in 
physically abusive relationships. And, these are not stats from some right-wing 
blog. These are from the CDC or U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 
 

Here, Kastensmidt assures that this information is legitimate by emphasizing that it comes from a 

neutral source, not a right-wing source. This suggests he knew the veracity of this information 

would be challenged and serves as evidence that participants in the gay and lesbian adoption 
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issue do tailor their talking points on this issue to specifically address argument put forth by their 

opposition. This is significant to this project and will be discussed further throughout this 

chapter.  

Other research cited by opponents did come from known right-wing conservative 

organizations. For example, Anthony Verdugo, from the Christian Family Coalition, discussed 

research from the Family Research Council. Verdugo mentioned research on the FRC website 

conducted by a homosexual doctor that bolstered the belief in the necessity of being raised by a 

mother and father. He explained, “Family Research Council has a one particular study in which a 

homosexual doctor admitted that being raised with a mother and a father was more stable…” 

Furthermore, he stressed the credibility of the Family Research Council during his interview, 

saying, “…it’s a very credible organization and one that has earned its stripes and the respect it 

gets.” Again, feeling the need to assert that the Family Research Council is a credible 

organization indicates that opponents know the research they cite will be attacked by 

proponents; therefore, they preemptively refute these attacks by asserting its credibility.  

The social science research on this subject serves as a site where the interaction between 

proponents and opponents can be clearly observed. Proponents of gay and lesbian adoption 

attacked the research offered by the opposition during their interviews, and furthermore, 

criticized and questioned the work of fellow interview participant, Dr. Paul Cameron, from the 

Family Research Institute. In turn, opponents attacked the proponent research, undermined the 

support from mainstream organizations, and criticized proponents for unfairly damaging the 

reputation of Cameron. 

Many proponents criticized the research offered against gay and lesbian adoption while 

discussing media coverage of social science research. Proponents complained that the media 
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presents the research cited by both proponents and opponents as credible. They claimed that their 

opposition’s research is not of the same caliber, and therefore, does not deserve the same media 

attention. Karen Doering, from the National Center for Lesbian Rights, claimed that this creates 

a situation where the general public does not know what research to trust.  She said, “…anybody 

can lie with science; it’s just he said, she said…it’s not effective when it’s our science versus 

theirs…”  

Brian Winfield, of Equality Florida, complained also that media coverage of opponent 

research lends it credibility that it doesn’t deserve. He said: 

…the conservative talking heads say, ‘research shows that same-sex couples are 
more likely to molest their children,’ and it could be easily refuted by anyone who 
looks at the research, but in the meantime, Bill O’Reilly just said it…Did they 
ever think about where the research came from? Is it peer-reviewed? Is it from a 
reliable source? Almost always the answer is no.  
 
Accusations such as Doering’s and Winfield’s, that the media present research 

from both proponents and opponents equally without concern for credibility, reflects Terkildsen, 

Schnell, & Ling’s (1998) discussion of issue dualism and Bennett’s (2005) discussion of balance 

as a substitute for objectivity. Terkildsen, Schnell, & Ling claim that the demand for conflicting 

viewpoints in media coverage can result in the impression that each viewpoint is credible and 

valid when in fact that might not be so.  

 When criticizing the scientific research presented by those against gay and lesbian 

adoption, most often, proponents attacked the work and reputation of Dr. Paul Cameron, from 

the Family Research Institute. Many alleged that Cameron was expelled from the American 

Psychological Association for producing unreliable and unethical research studies. Rob 

Woronoff, from the Child Welfare League of America, mentioned Cameron during his interview, 

and his characterization is representative of what many proponents said.  
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…they rely on research by Paul Cameron who is a psychologist who has been 
kicked out of the American Psychological Association. They don’t kick many 
people out, and they won’t publish his articles because he just makes up his data 
 
Professor Judith Stacey, Ph.D. from New York University, and Dr. Paul Cameron were 

the only two researchers to participate in the interview phase of this research project, and each of 

them mentioned the other during the interviews. Stacey was among the interview participants to 

criticize the work of Cameron, and conservatives’ reliance on it. She said: 

…he’s been expelled and censured by the American Psychological and the 
American Sociological Associations for unethical research, for misrepresenting 
data or applying inaccurate methods. He’s a virulent anti-gay, and he has a whole 
little institute where he issues these so-called studies that are bogus.  
 

 As stated previously, opponents of gay and lesbian adoption issued their own critiques of 

the research cited by proponents. Dr. Paul Cameron sponsored some of these critiques himself. 

He questioned the use of volunteers in existing studies and pointed out that no studies exist on 

the adopted children of homosexuals. He said: 

To my knowledge, there are no studies in the literature about what happens to 
children who are adopted by homosexuals. Rather an attempt has been made to 
take very weak data- that is take kids with homosexual parents for at least part of 
their lives and see if they differ from some other comparison group usually made 
up of volunteers as well; it’s a dicey proposition.  
 
Interestingly, later in his interview, Cameron discussed a study by Stacey and her 

colleague, Dr. Timothy Biblarz. Their work, covered by the New York Times, was not an original 

study, but instead, examined the existing studies on gay and lesbian parenting. Cameron had this 

to say about Stacey and Biblarz’s article: 

It’s kind of surprising that this article even appeared in the American Journal of 
Sociology [sic]. These are crummy little studies of volunteers, and the results are 
not sociological at all, but quasi-psychological…a compilation of not even the 
total set of information available, just information they found favorable to their 
thesis. 
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The fact that both Cameron and Stacey referred to and criticized one another’s research 

indicates that they do pay attention to one another’s work. This serves as evidence that 

participants in this issue are taking note of the actions and rhetoric of other participants even 

those whom they don’t take seriously.  

Cameron was not the only interview participant to mention the work of Stacey and 

Biblarz, as Robert Knight, from the Culture & Family Institute of CWA, mentioned their article 

during his interview. Knight, however, used Stacey’s article to illustrate that the existing studies 

on homosexual parenting have been misrepresented. He said: 

…the most revealing piece of work in recent years was the 2001 study in 
American Sociological Review by Stacey and Biblarz…they’re both pro-gay 
researchers and even they said that, all too often, gay researchers… misrepresent 
their research. In fact, children do turn out differently. They have a more fluid 
gender identity, which I read as being sexually confused.   
 
In addition to questioning the objectivity of researchers who’ve produced studies that 

support gay and lesbian parenting, Knight also accused mainstream organizations like the 

American Psychological Association and the American Academy of Pediatrics of acquiescing to 

gay and lesbian rights advocates. In response to the statements of support issued by the APA and 

AAP, Knight said, “Those organizations are now fully owned subsidiaries of the homosexual 

activist movement. They’ve allowed science to be trumped by politics. They’ve allowed a very 

loud and vocal minority to supplant science…”  

Here, Knight undermined the proponent strategy of referencing the support garnered from 

mainstream organizations by questioning whether that support is genuine. Knight suggested that 

those organizations merely succumbed to pressure from gay and lesbian rights advocates. This 

also supports the previously observed opponent strategy that constructs gay and lesbian rights 

activists as bullies pushing their agenda on the American public.   
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Some interview participants also came to the defense of Dr. Paul Cameron. In keeping 

with the idea that gay and lesbian rights advocates pressure and bully to get what they want, 

Robert Knight claimed that Dr. Cameron has been unfairly targeted. Knight said this about 

Cameron’s treatment by the APA, “The treatment of Dr. Cameron by the APA might be exhibit 

A in how fiercely the gay and lesbian advocates within that body destroy anyone who threatens 

their house of cards because they know their research is very flimsy.’  

Anthony Verdugo, from the Christian Family Coalition, also defended Cameron. 

Verdugo asserted that Cameron is mistreated because he challenges the political agenda of the 

media and gay and lesbian rights advocates. In their responses, both Knight and Verdugo imply 

that proponents of gay and lesbian adoption have allies in mainstream organizations and the 

media, and furthermore, that together these entities have misrepresented research and unfairly 

damaged the reputation of Dr. Paul Cameron. This is reflective of the strategy to construct gays 

and lesbians and their supporters as a powerful interest group pushing a gay agenda. This 

strategy was discussed in chapter 3 and will be addressed later in this chapter as well.   

 It is clear that the social science research into gay and lesbian parenting inspires 

completely opposite frames from participants in this issue. Proponents have research to support 

their position, while opponents have research to support theirs. Proponents attack the legitimacy 

of the research offered by their opposition, and opponents do the same. Proponents frame Dr. 

Paul Cameron as a biased, unethical researcher, and opponents maintain his credibility and frame 

him as a target of homosexual rights supporters. This is significant to the goals of this research 

project because the participant responses on this subject serve as one of best examples of how 

participants are interacting with one another through their public discourse. Both proponents and 

opponents are clearly paying attention to claims of their opposition regarding social science and 
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formulating responses and gathering information to refute their opposition’s claims. This helps to 

show that participants in a social issue at least partially consider the discourse of their opposition 

when formulating their own strategies and arguments, and thus further supports the work of 

Smith & Windes (1997).   

One can see how this could confuse the general public who might not possess the social 

science acumen to determine what research is credible. Therefore, the discussion of social 

science research on this issue further informs this project because it has implications for media 

studies. Perhaps, journalists reporting on social science need to provide deeper explanations of 

the research, and even take a stand on which studies are more credible than others.  

Ironically, many interview participants expressed little faith that social science research 

plays a role in the public’s decision-making on this issue. When discussing whether the general 

public’s view of homosexual adoption is affected by social science research, most interview 

participants expressed pessimism. Some interview participants conceded that research could 

influence open-minded members of the public, but not those who already have strong opinions. 

Other interview participants expressed stronger feelings about the public’s indifference towards 

scientific research. One gay father responded this way when asked via e-mail if Americans 

consider research in their decision-making, saying, “stupid Americans will read the side of a box 

of cigarettes and light up. Science (especially something as ‘loose’ as social science) has no 

impact on opinions.”  

If, as many interview responses indicate, participants in the gay and lesbian adoption 

issue do not believe social science research influences the public, it raises the question as to why 

research studies are so integral to their arguments. Some interview participants did provide 

answers, and it seems that although research is not thought to influence the general public, 
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participants do believe it carries influence elsewhere. For example, Professor Judith Stacey 

(NYU) reported that “careful representations of research” influence some judges. This was 

echoed by Colby Berger, of the Home for Little Wanderers, who said that the courts rely on 

some research when considering the issue. And, Rob Woronoff, from the Child Welfare League 

of America, asserted that researchers influence professional organizations that, in turn, influence 

the media. These responses indicate that when participants in the issue strategize to garner media 

coverage, they are not necessarily targeting the general public, but instead decision-makers and 

experts within the general public, like judges, legislators, and child welfare professionals.  

As stated earlier in this chapter, the purpose of conducting interviews in addition to the 

discourse analysis is to provide a more complete picture of the social construction of gay and 

lesbian adoption. Considering the results thus far, the interviews support the discourse analysis 

determination that a few themes dominate the public discourse, allowing proponents and 

opponents to sponsor opposing frames within those themes. These themes include: the best 

interests of children, defining the family, civil rights, social science research, and legislation 

concerning gay and lesbian adoption. However, the interviews also reveal that some discourse is 

absent from the print coverage of the issue. Dr. Paul Cameron’s discussion of the orphanage as 

an option for children in foster care and Bob Kunst’s assertion that gays and lesbians are entitled 

to rights such as adoption solely because they are taxpayers serve as examples of such discourse. 

This could be because these are examples of discourse falling outside of what is currently 

deemed permissible to say on this issue, considering the centrality of the best interests of 

children discourse. Both Cameron and Kunst’s discourses seem to violate the best interests of 

children discourse. Further discussion of this takes place in chapter 5.  
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In accordance with the research questions guiding this project, the next section of this 

chapter will address how participants attempted to publicly construct their own identities and the 

identities of their opposition.  

Identity Construction 

How issue participants construct their own identities and the identity of their opposition 

can greatly impact their corresponding success in defining the overall issue for the public (Davis, 

1995; Smith & Windes, 1997). During the interview phase, participants in favor of gay and 

lesbian adoption strived to construct a positive identity for gay and lesbian parents. Proponents 

continually positioned gay and lesbian parents as similar to heterosexual parents and 

characterized same-sex families as typical in comparison to heterosexual families.   

Opponents of gay and lesbian adoption displayed an effort to control their own public 

identity. For their part, they portrayed themselves as protectors of children, the family, and 

traditional values. This effort was conceivably a response to proponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption who often constructed opponents as extremists and bigots. In fact, the efforts to 

construct identity displayed by both proponents and opponents seemed motivated by their 

opposition, something also observed by Smith & Windes (1997).  Participants’ efforts to 

construct their own identities also revealed efforts to respond and interact with the opposition.  

Constructing the Identity of Same-Sex Parents and Families  

 Most proponents of gay and lesbian adoption emphasized that same-sex families were 

like any average family. One gay father stressed the normalcy of same-sex families during his 

interview, saying:   

…the vast majority of gay families are exactly like every other family out there… 
Who’s going to handle the laundry tonight? Who’s making dinner? How do you 
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teach your child to deal with adversity or to buckle down and study and achieve? 
…That’s what parenting is. It’s really not about gay anymore.  
 

The last sentence is particularly significant because it conveys that, gay or straight, parenting is 

the same. It relates gay and lesbian parents to all parents through the similarities in their lives. It 

also reflects the shift observed in Chapter 3 from discussions of homosexuality to discussions of 

the best interests of children. Proponents have strategized to de-center homosexuality in the 

debate, like the above response states, “It’s really not about gay anymore.”  

Proponents often related gay and lesbian parents to heterosexual parents to show how 

much they have in common. This is what Corri Planck, of Family Pride Coalition, did during her 

interview. She appealed to all parents when describing gay and lesbian parents. She said: 

Gay and lesbian parents want their kids to go to safe schools, as do straight 
parents. They want to know that they live in a safe neighborhood, as do straight 
parents…we have more similarities than differences…there are some shared 
values, some shared goals, some shared dreams and hopes… 
 

Here, Planck evokes concepts that all parents can identify with- the safe schools and 

neighborhoods and the dreams and goals for one’s children. Again, the strategy represented by 

the gay father and Planck seems to be to construct gay and lesbian families in such a way that 

heterosexual parents can see their own families reflected in them.  

In addition to pointing out the normalcy of gay and lesbian families, some proponents 

mentioned their prevalence, as did Rudy Estrada. He said, “…the last census shows that pretty 

much everywhere in the country there are children being raised in gay and lesbian households…” 

Drawing attention to the fact that a great many gays and lesbians are already raising 

children throughout the United States perhaps serves to bolster the idea that these families are 

typical. They are so typical that they exist without fanfare all over the country. It also could serve 

to refute the opponent idea that the proliferation of same-sex families would have negative 
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consequences on society. If gay and lesbian families already exist in high numbers, it undermines 

arguments about the problems they would cause. The families themselves serve as evidence of 

their functionality. Karen Doering, from the National Center for Lesbian Rights, discussed how 

existing same-sex families have helped those who advocate for gay and lesbian adoption. She 

explained: 

…we were saying in the 70’s, ‘we can be parents too; our kids will grow up fine 
and healthy.’ Now we’ve had a generation or two worth of kids who’ve grown up 
with gay and lesbian parents, and they’ve turned out just hunky dory…  
 
Many proponents of gay and lesbian adoption constructed same-sex families as similar to 

the heterosexual family. This strategy presents gay and lesbian led households as common and 

unremarkable, just regular, everyday families. As Brookey (1996) explains, this strategy could be 

termed assimilationist, when homosexuals are portrayed as similar to heterosexuals. Brookey 

writes that for heterosexuals to positively view the homosexual community, there must be a point 

of identification. “To facilitate the identification, the homosexuals represented reflect a family 

structure that mirrors the heterosexual experience” (p. 50). Thus, Brookey claims, there is a 

‘normal’ community of homosexuals who have structured their relationships according to the 

heterosexual model of family.  

It requires mention that not all proponents of gay and lesbian adoption agreed with the 

strategy of constructing gay and lesbian families as being like any heterosexual family. For 

example, Bob Kunst, of the Oral Majority and Hillary Now, expressed disgust with this strategy, 

explaining that gays and lesbians are not like everyone else, and shouldn’t pretend to be. He said, 

“The movement approach today is ‘we’re just like them; we want marriage; we want children,’ 

but what I see happening is a heterosexist image of who homosexuals really are, which I find 

completely appalling.” 
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Kunst felt that emphasizing similarities between homosexuals and heterosexuals was 

merely placating the heterosexual community, and that gays and lesbians who want to marry and 

have children should have the right solely because they are entitled. It appears Kunst is a critic of 

assimilationist strategies employed on behalf of gays and lesbians, and his position is shared. For 

example, Slagle (1995) argues that to expect gays and lesbians to conform to the heterosexual 

mainstream is unrealistic. He notes new queer movements abandoning the assimilationist 

strategy, writing “the new activists argue that queers are different but that marginalization is not 

justified on the basis of these differences” (p. 87).  

 Cohen (1991) clarifies the distinction between assimilationist or identity strategies and 

those emphasizing the difference of gays and lesbians. He writes, “For while some would try to 

constitute ‘identity’ as the ground for claiming larger social inclusion…others would use 

‘difference’ as a strategy to interrupt the hegemony of domination of social/sexual 

arrangements…” (p. 73). These conflicting strategies were previously observed during the civil 

rights movement, as Lucaites & Condit (1990) illustrate how the rhetoric of Martin Luther King 

Jr. characterized whites and blacks as essentially similar, but Malcolm X stressed the need to 

retain one’s black identity and not give up the black cultural heritage that made them different.  

(More on this in chapter 5) 

 In fairness to the interview participants who constructed gay and lesbian families as 

similar to heterosexuals families, and to those who employed this strategy in print coverage as 

determined in Chapter 3, it must be noted that in advocating for political and social change, it 

would be unrealistic to expect proponents of gay and lesbian adoption to establish a completely 

different identity for their families than that of the heterosexual family. Most likely, proponents 

realize that, as gays and lesbians, their experiences in life differ from heterosexuals, and 
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therefore, their families will be different because of those experiences. However, they also know 

that they must advocate for the validation of their families in a manner that resonates with the 

wider general public. Therefore, in constructing gay and lesbian families as similar to 

heterosexual families, they choose a strategy that most likely will produce more success, 

politically and socially. Their choice of this strategy reveals that advocating for this type political 

and social change is a balancing act, a negotiation advocating for one’s own interests while 

considering the interests of the wider public.  

 As proponents of gay and lesbian adoption concentrated on constructing same-sex 

families as typical, opponents concentrated on distancing themselves from accusations of bigotry 

or discrimination. Instead, they worked to establish their identities as protectors or defenders of 

family values, tradition, and the best interests of children.  

Constructing the Identity of Conservative/Religious Organizations  

 Labeling those against gay and lesbian adoption as opponents actually conflicts with how 

most of those interview participants characterized themselves. Although these interview 

participants reported opposing gay and lesbian adoption, many of them expressed discomfort 

with being labeled as such. For example, in response to being asked why his organization is 

against gay and lesbian adoption, Anthony Verdugo, from the Christian Family Coalition, said, 

“the question is not why we’re against gay adoption…the question is why is it that we feel so 

strongly about protecting children.” Verdugo stresses protecting children, which is likely a 

response to accusations that those against gay and lesbian adoption are out to get homosexuals. 

He is assuring that his motivation is the children, not gays and lesbians. However, this implies 

that gay and lesbian adoption somehow hurts children, hence the need for his organization to 

protect children from it.   
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Both Robert Knight, from the Culture & Family Institute of CWA, and Sam Kastensmidt, 

from Coral Ridge Ministries, responded to the same question in similar ways to Verdugo. Knight 

said, it’s really more a matter of what we’re for. We’re for children having the best chance at 

having the optimum developmental model…” Instead of focusing on gay and lesbian adoption in 

his response, Kastensmidt said that his organization is against “anything that seeks to undermine 

the family.”  

 These participants emphasized their concerns for children over any objections to the 

expanding rights of gays and lesbians. This could be interpreted as a deliberate attempt to avoid 

being labeled as bigots. Sam Kastensmidt, for example, mentioned how those in support of gay 

and lesbian adoption mistakenly label his motivation as homophobia. He said, “…what I would 

consider protecting the family, they would consider just homophobic bigotry, which is not the 

case at all.” Kastensmidt expressed this concern multiple times, later complaining that the media 

contribute to making Christians look like bigots. He said: 

…I think the media is [sic] always trying to make the church or Christianity look 
bigoted…they fail to see what we’re trying to do. We’re not trying to oppress 
them. We’re trying to sustain what is most healthy for families and children… 
 

Kastensmidt’s interview revealed an underlying concern held by at least some opponents that 

they are being constructed as hateful towards gays and lesbians and that the desire to prohibit 

gays and lesbians from parenting stems from bigotry. Kastensmidt explicitly refuted this, saying, 

“I always want to make sure that I’m not coming across like I hate them because that couldn’t be 

further from the truth. I’m simply looking out for the best interests of families and children in our 

country.” 

The interview participants opposing gay and lesbian adoption sought to construct their 

identities as pro-family and pro-children. An anti-homosexual identity was something that most 
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conservative participants repudiated. This is reminiscent of Meyers’ (1994) examination into the 

debate over homosexuals in the military. Meyers noted that participants opposed to homosexuals 

in the military disassociated themselves with homophobia, and instead emphasized their 

concerns for military integrity. Similarly, opponents of gay and lesbian adoption continually 

reassured that they were not motivated by homophobia, but instead by the protection of children 

and the family.  

During the interviews, the participants’ attempts to construct the identities of their 

opponents were revealed. The next section of this chapter discusses these attempts. Interestingly, 

both proponents and opponents of gay and lesbian adoption constructed one another in similar 

ways. Both constructed their opposition as willing to manipulate information, and both 

constructed their opposition as holding power.  

Constructing the Identity of the Opposition 

 Davis (1995) writes, “Perhaps even more important than how a group presents an issue is 

whether that group can create an aura of legitimacy around itself while simultaneously 

discrediting its opponents” (pp. 36-37). Both proponents and opponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption attempted to discredit their opposition during the interview process. Proponents 

characterized those against gay and lesbian adoption as motivated by ideology and religion rather 

than truth or science. Opponents characterized homosexuals and homosexual rights activists as 

bullies who use intimidation to get what they want and who willingly misrepresent science to 

further their cause.  

 Although many in favor of gay and lesbian adoption referred to bigotry and anti-gay 

hysteria when discussing Anita Bryant and her 1977 Save Our Children campaign, their 

descriptions of today’s conservative and religious organizations were often more benign. Still, 
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some interview participants utilized inflammatory language in reference to the opposition. For 

example, Bob Kunst, who was active in the gay rights movement during the 1970’s, was stern in 

his characterization of right-wing Christians, saying, “…the right-wing Christian right gang out 

there, that Nazi movement is a very dangerous movement.” The connotation of Nazi is, of 

course, overwhelmingly negative. It not only evokes oppression, but fear, violence, cruelty, and 

death. However, Kunst’s description is strong in comparison to what most proponents said about 

their opposition’s motivations.  

 In contrast to Kunst’s Nazi comparison, other proponents claimed that the homophobia 

held by opponents of gay and lesbian adoption, although present, is far less overt. For example, 

Corri Planck, of the Family Pride Coalition, used the phrase “a kinder, gentler homophobia” to 

describe the opposition. She discussed a gay marriage debate that took place in Texas to illustrate 

the language and tone of today’s opposition to gay-rights. She said: 

It wasn’t ‘the gays are unfit’ or ‘the gays are sick’ or ‘the left bent’ or ‘they’re 
morally inferior,’ any of the language that sometimes comes from the extreme 
right organizations. It was ‘we respect everyone; we accept everyone; we love 
everyone, but marriage is between a man and a woman.’ It is inherently saying 
that gay and lesbian couples are not equal…It is absolutely creating a second-
class citizen status, but they’re not going to say ‘we don’t like them.’ 
 

Plank’s characterization maintains that the attempts to disenfranchise gays and lesbians still 

operate, but that the opposition is less inclined towards open homophobia and bigotry than in 

prior years. She claims that the homophobia still exists; it’s just disguised. Her response shows 

that proponents of gay and lesbian adoption are aware of their opposition’s strategies to separate 

themselves from bigoted or homophobic identities, and it shows that they regard them as merely 

strategies. Proponents see homophobia remaining in the current public discourse of gay and 

lesbian adoption opponents, with only without the harsh tones of the discourse of the late 1970’s, 
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like that observed in the discourse analysis. Thus, the phrase “a kinder, gentler homophobia” was 

coined.   

 The most common characterization of the opposition to gay and lesbian adoption was that 

they are more concerned with forwarding their own ideology and belief system than presenting 

evidence or truth. For example, Colby Berger, from the Home for Little Wanderers, said that 

right-wing groups put out messages that “are not research based, ” and instead, want to talk about 

the Bible. And, Karen Doering, from the National Center for Lesbian Rights, asserted that 

conservative organizations “ignore the science” and “go with the stuff from the gut.” These 

responses fit into an overall theme presented during interviews, where proponents suggested that 

the opposition to gay and lesbian adoption use emotion to evoke visceral reactions from the 

public. 

 Proponents addressed the tendency of conservative and religious groups to play on fear 

and emotion in the homosexual adoption debate. For example, Brian Winfield, of Equality 

Florida, explained why emotion-based frames work for the right. He said: 

…they create a frame, usually based in emotion, and when people buy into that 
frame, it’s almost impossible to break them out of it, so when you hear, ‘research 
out today shows that same-sex couples are more likely to molest their children,’ 
people think… ‘I knew it. I had no proof; I had no evidence, but I knew it…’  
 

 One gay father also discussed how playing to the emotions and inherent fears of the 

public can be more successful than relying on evidence. He explained why it is easy to ignore 

evidence about gays and lesbians and rely on one’s “knee-jerk” reactions, saying, “…even in the 

face of mountains of evidence that gays don’t turn their children gay, gays are not pedophiles, 

folks still tend to believe that they are…it just comes from their own knee-jerk, personal, 

emotional reaction or feeling…” 
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Furthermore, interview participants claimed that those against gay and lesbian adoption 

rely on emotional reactions from people because they don’t have science on their side. Karen 

Doering (NCLR) articulated this position, saying, “today it’s harder for the right because the 

science isn’t there…” Here, Doering criticizes emotional and fear-based strategies employed by 

the opposition, and also completely discredits the research they cite by implying it doesn’t exist.  

In attempting to create an aura of legitimacy around themselves and discredit the 

opposition to gay and lesbian adoption, proponents accused the opposition of homophobia, and 

also of taking the low road in the homosexual parenting debate by appealing to latent 

homophobia in the public. Proponents positioned themselves as relying on scientific evidence 

and the truth about gay and lesbian parents while their opposition relies on lingering, but 

unsubstantiated fears about homosexuals and children. They insinuate that this tactic taken by the 

opposition is successful because it is easy; it’s easier to play on people’s discomfort with 

homosexuality than it is to challenge the evidence. The implication is that those advocating 

against gay and lesbian parenting are obscuring the fact that the evidence is not on their side. 

Opponents challenged the legitimacy of those working on behalf of gay and lesbian 

adoption, mostly by constructing them as bullies who intimidate others in order to further their 

cause. Opponents also claimed that gay and lesbian rights activists have lied about the evidence 

that supports gay and lesbian parenting. They articulated an almost identical argument to 

proponents in that they maintained that the evidence is actually on their side, and therefore, 

proponents have had to resort to bullying and fabrication. 

As discussed previously, opponents accused gay and lesbian rights advocates of coercing 

members of the American Psychological Association and unfairly smearing the name of Dr. Paul 

Cameron, from the Family Research Institute. This characterization of proponents of gay and 
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lesbian adoption as opportunistic bullies permeated throughout the interviews with opponents.  

Robert Knight, from the Culture & Family Institute of CWA, claimed that gay and lesbian rights 

activists have a history of employing force to get their way. He used the decision to cease 

classifying homosexuality as a mental illness to illustrate his point, asserting: 

The classic example would be in 1973 when the American Psychiatric 
Association abandoned its classification of homosexuality as a mental illness in 
the Diagnostic and Statistical Disorders Manual, not based on any new science, 
but because gay activists threatened to disrupt their convention, bullied these 
researchers by phone, and basically got their way by throwing a tantrum. 
 

Knight accused today’s gay and lesbian rights activists of using terror tactics, asserting,   

“…gay activists make people’s lives miserable if they disagree with them. Terror tactics work, 

and I don’t mean in the real sense of blowing up buildings. I mean harassment and vilification 

and things like that.”  

Anthony Verdugo, of the Christian Family Coalition, echoed Knight’s claims about the 

history of intimidation employed by gay and lesbian activists. Verdugo claimed that the origin of 

the gay and lesbian rights movement was intimidation. He said:  

…the history of homosexual activism in this country started off in a very harsh 
and grueling and grilling manner with extremist organizations like Act Up, Dikes 
on Bikes, the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence. These are groups that promote 
bigotry, hate, and intolerance… 
 
Verdugo’s remarks were especially significant because he not only associated the gay and 

lesbian rights movement with harsh, hateful messages, but also distanced his own organization 

from such tactics. He assured that the Christian Family Coalition has never been harsh in its 

methods, saying:  

We’ve never believed, in 1977 or 2007, that the way to advance our agenda, our 
issues, or to communicate messages is in a harsh way…You have to debate in a 
manner that is credible, carries intellectual weight, integrity, and compassion… 
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Here, Verdugo accomplished the task put forth by Davis (1995), which was to discredit the 

opposition and create an aura of legitimacy around his own organization. He positioned his 

organization as one concerned with credibility, intellect, and the truth while accusing the 

opposition of relying on intimidation. 

 Some opposed to gay and lesbian adoption attempted to discredit their opposition by 

accusing them of manipulating scientific research evidence. Robert Knight provided examples of 

research he believed has been misrepresented to further the agenda of gay and lesbian adoption 

advocates. Knight mentioned what he called the “discredited Kinsey studies” which estimated 

homosexuals are 10 percent of the population and the “wildly-inflated estimates of how many 

gay parents there are” used by the ACLU in debates. Additionally, both Knight and Verdugo 

criticized research indicating that homosexuality is inborn. Most importantly, Knight refuted the 

proponent assertion that the children raised by homosexuals turn out as well as children raised by 

heterosexuals, calling this a lie. He said, “When you say that children no longer need a father or 

a mother and that children growing up with two men instead of a mom and a dad have the exact 

same experience and advantages, you’re lying.”  

All of the interview participants opposed to gay and lesbian adoption maintained that 

proponents have been able to manipulate and misrepresent research to further their cause because 

the media have functioned as an accomplice, giving extensive coverage to research supportive of 

homosexual adoption despite its dubious findings and interpretations. The alleged partnership 

between the media and homosexual rights advocates is an essential component of the effort to 

construct the identity of gay and lesbian adoption proponents. Those opposed to homosexual 

adoption positioned proponents as having the advantage of a sympathetic media. This, they 
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contended, gives proponents of gay and lesbian adoption power and will be explored in the next 

section of this chapter.  

The Power Struggle  

 During interviews, both proponents and opponents of gay and lesbian adoption 

constructed one another as holding power, either as a result of media bias, political apprehension, 

or allies in powerful positions. Opponents accused the majority of the media as having a bias 

towards homosexuals and homosexual rights advocates. They provided a variety of reasons why 

this media bias exists, one being that the media are heavily populated by homosexuals and 

liberals. Opponents also listed educational and social service fields as other areas where the 

homosexual rights movement carries much influence. For their part, proponents of gay and 

lesbian adoption asserted that conservatives and the religious right possess political power both 

in Florida and elsewhere in the United States. They also referenced the power of religion and 

claimed conservatives tap into that power to advance their agenda. Moreover, some proponents 

argued that conservatives benefit from media bias as well.  

 Opponents of gay and lesbian adoption often asserted that they would prevail in the 

public eye if the media would present their arguments fairly. According to these interview 

participants, the media refuse to present any negative information about homosexuals. Robert 

Knight, from the Culture & Family Institute of CWA, argued this point, saying: 

They never show the dark side of homosexuality, the astronomically increased 
health risks for men, not only from AIDS, but from a whole variety of diseases 
typically found in men that practice anal sex…They do not show the down side of 
gay parenting. 
 
In addition to ignoring information detrimental to the gay and lesbian adoption cause, 

opponents claimed that media professionals deliberately look for unflattering portrayals of 
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conservatives. An excerpt from Sam Kastensmidt’s (Coral Ridge Ministries) interview illustrates 

this claim: “There are more liberals in journalism, so they’re always cherry-picking bad reactions 

from the Christian or conservative community, and, a lot of times, we look heartless.” This 

response from Kastensmidt also reflects the way opponents attempted to construct their own 

identities. Again, there is a fear expressed that they appear bigoted or hateful which has led them 

to employ strategies to refute this image. When opponents discussed the media, it became clear 

that they considered the media as being partly responsible for perpetuating this unwanted image.  

 The opponents’ claims about media bias prompted the question as to what would 

motivate news media professionals to unfairly favor gay and lesbian adoption proponents when 

objectivity and neutrality are core values of the journalism profession. To this, some opponents 

stated that homosexuals and liberals disproportionately populate the media. Most journalists, 

they argued, are inherently biased towards the gay and lesbian adoption cause, and therefore, 

their bias is present in media coverage of the issue. Sam Kastensmidt mentioned this, saying, 

“…I don’t think it would be a shocker for anyone to find that the majority of journalists are 

Democrats and would probably consider themselves to be liberals.” 

Anthony Verdugo, from the Christian Family Coalition, elaborated, explaining that the 

majority of media professionals are not only liberal, but do not practice religion. These 

characteristics, Verdugo argued, makes them unlikely to cover the gay and lesbian adoption issue 

objectively. He said: 

When you look at newsrooms across the country, you find that there are avowed 
homosexuals who work as reporters, cameramen, editors, etc., but you find very 
few, if any, avowed Christians or people of faith, and when you don’t work with 
people of faith and you just work with people who have a sexual preference 
different from society in general, you tend to think the way that bubble does… 
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According to this response, media professionals only interact with people who are ideologically 

similar, and since most of those people are liberal, liberal values are over-represented in media 

coverage. As a result, conservative values are marginalized. And furthermore, because most 

journalists do not practice religion, religious values are also marginalized. Marshall (2000) 

explains that it is a common perception that religion has been marginalized in American life 

partly because religious values are not especially noticeably in mass media. From this, it would 

seem Verdugo’s beliefs about journalism are not uncommon.    

 The power of gay and lesbian adoption advocates is derived from other sources than the 

media, according to some. Opponents mentioned the social service sector as another area where 

homosexuals and liberals work in greater numbers. For example, Dr. Paul Cameron, from the 

Family Research Institute, claimed that high numbers of homosexuals and liberals employed as 

social workers have resulted in the placement of foster children with gay and lesbian parents, 

even when the placement was against the law. He said, “…social workers tend to be very liberal 

and disproportionately homosexual, and they’ve defied the law and done what they think is the 

right thing to do…” From this, it can be surmised that the heavy population of liberals and 

homosexuals in social service is partly responsible for the number of gays and lesbians currently 

serving as foster parents, which consequently, is one of the arguments put forth by proponents 

that gays and lesbians should be permitted to adopt permanently. Therefore, the presence of 

homosexuals and liberals in the social work field has only facilitated the pro-gay and lesbian 

adoption efforts.  

 In addition to the media and the social service arena, gay and lesbian adoption proponents 

were purported to have an advantage in the education field. During interviews, much discussion 

occurred over whether society has become increasingly more accepting of homosexuality. 
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Opponents who acknowledged an increase in acceptance attributed that trend to the media, and 

sometimes, to education. In noting the greater acceptance for gay and lesbian adoption among 

young people today, Sam Kastensmidt’s words reflected this belief about the education system. 

He said: 

There is almost a death grip in the education system…you’ve got the Gay Lesbian 
Straight Education Network with programs in something like 2,000 schools 
around the country. The opposition can always go into the schools…never in a 
million years could I go into a public school and teach about what the gay 
lifestyle breeds. They wouldn’t allow it.  
 
Opponents of gay and lesbian adoption positioned themselves as being at a disadvantage 

in comparison to proponents. Proponents, they argued, receive extensive favorable coverage 

from the media, and carry great influence because of their allies in the media industry, social 

work, and education. However, despite their own under-representation in those fields, opponents 

maintained they represent the interests of the majority of Americans. Consequently, opponents 

constructed themselves as the underdog, fighting for what they believe is right while lacking the 

resources or advantages afforded to their opposition.  

Constructing an underdog identity is reflective of populist rhetoric that positions an 

“underdog people” against an “elite enemy” (Lee, 2006, p. 360). Lee (2006) discusses populist 

rhetoric and explains that it begins with the constitution of a virtuous people with a robust 

enemy. The people are portrayed as heroic defenders of traditional values, while the enemy is 

portrayed as hoarding power and destructing traditional values.  

Lee’s discussion of populism informs this research project because it helps explain the 

reasoning behind the power struggle observed in the interviews and discourse analysis. In their 

rhetoric, opponents to gay and lesbian adoption align themselves with the people and construct 

homosexuals and homosexual rights activists as the enemy seeking power and looking to destroy 
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traditions, values, and culture. It behooves them to construct proponents as having advantages, 

political and economical because it creates the image of the “‘common man’ versus the ‘fat cat’” 

(p. 356). Lee’s work can also be related to Davis (1995) and Smith & Windes (1997), who 

observed the identity construction strategy of positioning oneself as the underdog fighting a 

dominant elite. Lee (2006) claims that this type of political rhetoric is pervasive throughout 

American history and has roots in the nation’s founding. Invoking the underdog identity, 

therefore, is likely to resonate with the American public, as it would be a politically familiar 

narrative, and thus opponents seek to establish an underdog identity.   

In contrast to the underdog identity, proponents of gay and lesbian adoption often 

constructed opponents as having much power of their own. Many proponents cited the political 

power of conservatives in Florida and in the United States as a whole. Proponents attributed the 

power to their opponent’s to ability to vote uniformly, which leaves political officials afraid of 

upsetting their conservative and religious constituents. Furthermore, proponents asserted that 

conservatives, and particularly religious organizations, carry much cultural power because they 

tap into the religious beliefs of the general public. 

Participants were asked why they believed Florida’s law prohibiting gay and lesbian 

adoption has remained since 1977 despite being the only one of its kind in the United States. 

This prompted many proponents to discuss the power and influence held by gay adoption 

opponents. One gay father pointed out that even smaller conservative and religious groups have 

power because they possess savvy marketing skills, which help them gain supporters and bring 

out people to vote.  
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Brian Winfield, of Equality Florida, specifically mentioned the ability of the right-wing 

to produce votes. He pointed out that this is something that the gay community has been unable 

to do. He said: 

The power of the far right comes from their ability to uniformly produce 
votes…even in the gay and lesbian community, we have a difficult time bringing 
in that 92 to 98 percent voting block that the evangelical block was able to do.   
 

Winfield pointed out that even 22 percent of gays and lesbians voted for George W. Bush despite 

Bush’s calls for a constitutional amendment to ban gay marriage. Therefore, according to 

Winfield’s response, the far right possesses a voting power that the gay and lesbian community 

lacks, and voting power instills fear in political officials.  

 Many proponents claimed that political officials fear alienating the right-wing segment of 

the population. When discussing the power of opponents in Florida, Karen Doering, from the 

National Center for Lesbian Rights, mentioned this fear. She said, “…They are afraid of the 

backlash from the far right if they do anything that’s perceived as pro-gay…A high-ranking 

Republican told me he would not forward a pro-gay and lesbian adoption bill because he doesn’t 

‘have the balls.’” Doering claimed that it is common among political officials to uphold status 

quo even if they don’t support the Florida ban because they do not want to appear pro-gay and 

incite a backlash from conservatives.  

 Some proponents asserted that conservatives have power because they can garner support 

from a large percentage of Americans through religious appeals. Employing religious arguments 

to discourage gay and lesbian adoption can serve as a successful tactic because a great many 

Americans subscribe to some religious faith. For example, Marshall (2000) writes that in 1995, 

90% of Americans reported religion as either ‘very important’ or ‘fairly important’ in their lives 

(p. 460).  
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 Colby Berger, from the Home for Little Wanderers, explained that religion plays an 

important role in shaping perceptions of gays and lesbians, particularly for people who have had 

little direct contact with homosexuals. She said, “…leaders of major religious organizations talk 

negatively about gay people, and that influences folks. If their preachers are saying negative 

things, that’s what they’re going to internalize.” 

Furthermore, people who are deeply religious are most likely not going to question the 

teachings of their church, and these people don’t object when religion plays a role in policy and 

legislation in America. Brian Winfield expressed how this blurred line between church and state 

provides conservatives with power. He said: 

The far right is successful because of the somewhat dangerous mix between 
church and state. In churches across the country where people are gathering and 
contributing money every week, this is a way of life for them. When 
conservatives can tap into that, that’s a very powerful political tool. 
 
Some proponents asserted that conservatives derive power from sympathetic media 

outlets. This is, of course, reminiscent of opponents’ construction of homosexual adoption 

advocates. It seems interview participants from opposing sides on the issue perceived the media 

at least somewhat partial to their opposition. A response from Colby Berger, from the Home for 

Little Wanderers, represents this; she said: “Right now, the conservative right wing has a bit of a 

strangle hold on the media.” One gay father articulated a similar sentiment stating that the media 

“attacks” gay and lesbian families with their “media machine.”  

It should be noted that when opponents cited a liberal bias in the media, they seemed to 

be referring to the majority of mainstream media organizations. In contrast, when proponents 

cited a media bias towards conservatives, they were most often only referring to certain media 

outlets, specifically FOX News and conservative radio. From this, it is clear that most, if not all, 
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of the interview participants perceived at least some of the media coverage of the gay and lesbian 

adoption issue to be biased towards their opposition.  

Key to this research project was to ascertain how interview participants characterized the 

media in terms of its usefulness in constructing the gay and lesbian adoption issue. The goal of 

this project is to examine the public construction of gay and lesbian adoption, and garnering 

media attention for their viewpoints is one way participants can begin to influence the way the 

issue is publicly perceived. It is the belief of this researcher that people form their opinions at 

least partly on media coverage, particularly on subjects with which they lack direct experience. 

Although interview respondents were divided as to how much the media influences people’s 

opinions, all remained concerned with the news media’s coverage of gay and lesbian adoption. 

The next section of this chapter is devoted to the interview participants’ impressions of news 

media coverage and their opinions on news media organizations.    

Opinions on the Media & Reaching the Public 

Impressions of Media Coverage 

 When examining the interview responses concerning the news media coverage of gay and 

lesbian adoption, certain themes appeared repeatedly. The common threads located within the 

responses of proponents were that the news media attempt to both simplify and sensationalize the 

issue and still tend to treat gay and lesbian families as separate and different from heterosexual 

families. Additionally, many proponents listed certain media outlets as being especially 

unfriendly; those that were mentioned often included FOX News and talk-radio. Common 

threads in the interviews with opponents were that the news media are generally sympathetic 

towards homosexual rights, that journalists have a liberal agenda and do not accurately represent 

the general public, and that FOX News and alternative media bring more balanced coverage of 
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the issue. There was one complaint asserted by both proponents and opponents: that media 

organizations and their employees require more education on the issue, particularly when it 

comes to social science research.  

 Proponents claimed that media outlets deliberately highlight conflict to make a better 

story and accused the media of simplifying and sensationalizing the issue by portraying a conflict 

between two clearly opposing sides. A response from Rob Woronoff, from the Child Welfare 

League of America, exemplifies this common thought among proponents. He said, “…the media 

like incendiary issues…they don’t talk about these issues in calm, rational, respectful ways. They 

want to sell papers and get people to watch, so they bump it up...”  

Some proponents attributed the news media’s tendency to simplify issues to the 

inadequate coverage of social science research. Professor Judith Stacey (NYU) said that some 

news media outlets misrepresented her own research because of the way they wanted to present 

the results. She explained, “They’re looking for a very simple message, and our research is not 

so simple. They want what’s more sensational, controversial, or provocative, and there wasn’t 

the space to explain what we really said.” 

According to Stacey, therefore, news media coverage is failing the public because 

journalists are sacrificing accurate and detailed explanations of germane social science in favor 

of compelling and easily understood snippets. Bennett (2005) explains that editors and producers 

often believe the general public incapable of following stories containing technical analysis and 

writes, “the audience may pay a high political price in exchange for the alleged gains in news 

comprehension” (p. 200). Therefore, the public is robbed the opportunity to make an informed 

decision because news professionals dumb down social science coverage. As stated earlier in this 

chapter, the respondents’ complaints about the media’s treatment of germane social science 
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research has serious implications for media studies research. The argument must be made that 

journalists are failing to cover research sufficiently, which prevents the public from making 

informed opinions on social and political issues where research is central. Americans who do not 

read scientific or academic journals and who do not have the research acumen to critique 

research studies rely on journalists’ interpretations. Without adequate interpretations provided in 

the news, most Americans will remain ill equipped to make decisions about a variety of issues.    

 Many proponents discussed how the media treat gay and lesbian families as different or 

separate from other types of families despite proponent efforts to construct homosexual families 

as conventional. As addressed in the identity construction section, proponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption stressed that gay and lesbian families are like any other family. The media’s failure to 

regard gay and lesbian adoptive families as one component of the family in general bothered 

many proponents. A quote from Rudy Estrada represents this; he said, “The media never says 

opposite-sex adoption, for example, but the term same-sex adoption is used a lot when there’s 

absolutely no difference…These families are not different, but the media still treats them as 

somehow fringe or unusual.”  

Estrada challenges the conception of family by suggesting that gay and lesbian families 

are not untraditional. He argues that the media should not treat gay and lesbian families as 

different, which is something it often does even while illustrating the normalcy of these families. 

For example, Corri Planck, from the Family Pride Coalition, pointed out how media coverage of 

gay and lesbian families often describes these families as being completely typical, but then 

reveals the “big difference.” She said that the lead into the story always focuses on the child, 

describing how the child is like any other child, but then delivers the big reveal that “Jenny has 

two dads” or “Mason has two moms.” It seems the point Estrada and Planck are attempting to 
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make is that if gay and lesbian families were truly regarded as the same as heterosexual families, 

there would not be coverage assuring the normalcy of these families despite their same-sex 

parents.  

 It can be surmised that proponents of gay and lesbian adoption feel the news media 

coverage of the issue, even when sympathetic, requires improvement. However, when asked 

about media organizations that have treated the issue inaccurately or unfairly, many proponents 

mentioned certain media outlets as particularly unsympathetic to gay and lesbian adoption. 

Those most often cited included FOX News and conservative talk-radio. 

 Opponents of gay and lesbian adoption cited a liberal bias in the media that produces 

favorable coverage for gay and lesbian adoption advocates. Some proponents conceded that 

media organizations are generally liberal, but asserted that there also conservative media outlets. 

Gene Bunge, from the Log Cabin Republicans, addressed this. When asked about a possible 

liberal bias in the media, Bunge replied that one might exist in print and broadcast television, but 

not in talk-radio. He said, “…there are one or two liberal radio talk show hosts, and there’s a slug 

of right-wing conservative and right-wing religious ones out there…” 

 Professor Judith Stacey, from NYU, mentioned that conservative media outlets provide a 

place for those against gay and lesbian adoption to present their research, which she describes as 

illegitimate. Stacey mentioned that Rush Limbaugh, Bill O’Reilly, and Christian radio put out 

anti-gay adoption views, and “don them in the language of research” even though “they’re not 

research.” Stacey’s argument, which was echoed by other proponents, was that if conservative 

media outlets did not exist, opponents of gay and lesbian adoption would have nowhere to 

present their research to the public, and not because other media outlets are liberal, but because 

the research is flawed.  
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 Proponents cited FOX News specifically as biased towards the conservative and religious 

right. Earlier in this chapter, Colby Berger, from the Home for Little Wanderers, was quoted 

saying the right-wing has a stranglehold on the media. Later in that response, Berger elaborated 

and explicitly mentioned FOX News. She said, “FOX News and things like that are on the 

radical right, so I don’t think that they give a fair depiction of GLBT issues in general, including 

GLBT adoption…” Berger’s response is striking in that she stressed FOX News as being “radical 

right,” which implies the network has gone beyond a mere conservative leaning and into the 

extreme. This is in direct opposition to how FOX News presents itself; its slogan is “Fair and 

Balanced,” (FOX News.com) thus its stated purpose is to provide objective coverage in contrast 

to the rest of the alleged liberal media.   

Many proponents cited the conservative reputation earned by FOX News. In fact, Brian 

Winfield, of Equality Florida, mentioned FOX’s reputation as being so pervasive that it has 

become a source of humor. He said: 

…an interesting current day colloquialism in our business is ‘is it a friendly fox?’ 
(laughs) because FOX network has a reputation for being among the most 
conservative television networks, however there are local FOX stations that tend 
to be more liberal, so we ask ‘is it a friendly fox?’  
 
The possible existence of a right-wing bias in the FOX News Network served as a point 

of contention between proponents and opponents interviewed for this research project.  While 

proponents of gay and lesbian adoption described FOX News as, at best, right-leaning and, at 

worst, radical-right, opponents asserted that FOX News brings an objectivity to coverage of the 

issue absent from other media sources. 

In addition to characterizing FOX News as unbiased on the homosexual adoption issue, 

opponents labeled other mainstream media organizations as extremist or radical. For example, 
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Anthony Verdugo, from the Christian family Coalition, said, “They’re coverage skews towards 

those who support extremist redefinitions of family and adoption. You have more balanced 

media today because of competition from FOX News and the Internet. Those are a little more 

objective.”   

Robert Knight, of the Culture & Family Institute of CWA, stated that he would 

characterize FOX News in with other “alternative media” outlets because FOX News brings 

more balanced coverage than mainstream media. He said: 

They [FOX] pit liberals and conservatives against each other on a level playing 
field…often the debates we engage in on mainstream media, such as CNN, are 
loaded, we don’t get the time that the liberals do, or it’s two or three on one… 
 

 While proponents classified FOX News as outside of the mainstream because of a right-

wing bias, opponents characterized FOX News as outside of the mainstream because it is 

objective, and mainstream media outlets are not. This serves as another example of how issue 

participants can frame the same object in opposing ways.  

 This chapter established in the identity construction section that opponents of gay and 

lesbian adoption accused the mainstream media of being sympathetic towards gay and lesbian 

rights advocates and manipulating information so that it supports gay and lesbian adoption.  This 

section will expand on the opponent criticisms of mainstream media outlets by discussing the 

opponents’ characterizations of media professionals and the motives behind their pro-

homosexual and liberal bias.  

 During interviews, opponents of gay and lesbian adoption described mainstream media 

employees, specifically journalists, as having a pro-homosexual, liberal agenda, as being non-

religious, as being disconnected from the general public, and in one interview, as hating 

American society.   
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  Claims that journalists are deliberately favorable to homosexual rights advocates evoked 

the question as to why media professionals would violate one of the tenets of journalism: 

objectivity. To this, respondents offered a variety of motives as to why journalists carry this 

alleged bias. Robert Knight, for example, asserted that media professionals want to view 

homosexual rights as civil rights, and they won’t let anything interfere the civil rights frame. He 

said: 

The media view the gay rights issue as an extension of the civil rights battles, and 
many journalists missed out on the original civil rights struggle, so they’ve 
adopted gay rights as their pet cause and will not allow hard facts to get in the 
way of their agenda. 
 

With this response, Knight establishes a motive for a liberal bias, and also, negates the civil 

rights frame employed by proponents by challenging the gay rights/civil rights association.      

 Anthony Verdugo (CFC) argued that media employees are sympathetic to homosexual 

rights causes because they generally tend to be non-religious. He argued the absence of faith has 

led journalists to have more liberal attitudes towards homosexuals, saying, “Studies show that 

over 90 percent of the media do not attend church on a regular basis and do not subscribe to any 

denomination or faith. Their attitudes on homosexuality and adultery are a lot more liberal…” 

Furthermore, he argued that because most members of the media do not practice any religion, 

they are disconnected from and unable to relate to the majority of the general public. He 

explained, “…45 percent of Americans attend a house of worship at least once a month, and 85 

to 86 percent believe in God; the numbers are exactly opposite in the media, so there’s a real 

disconnect which breeds ignorance.” 

Looking at the responses of Knight and Verdugo, they seem to believe the pro-

homosexual bias is the result of a misguided characterization of homosexual rights as civil rights 
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or the absence of religion. According to this logic, although media professionals are failing to be 

objective in covering the issue, their intent is not sinister. Instead, the bias results from 

journalists’ limited framework and insulated experience.  

Not all of the opponents labeled the apparent liberal bias in the media as merely 

misguided. For example, Paul Cameron, from the Family Research Institute, claimed that the 

liberal bias in the media exists because the media is populated by people who hate American 

society and wish to see it destroyed. Cameron argued that media professionals believe the 

American system is unjust despite its success and so they are trying to correct for those injustices 

by publishing information destructive to the United States. Cameron said: 

The media wants to validate destructive information and is reticent to even attend 
to information that validates traditional concern…there’s an enormous media bias, 
and I ascribe it to this desire to destroy society…Our society is proceeding from a 
series of what the media would regard as biased, prejudiced beliefs, and is still 
standing…So, they’re going to try to bring it down if they can. 
 

In contrast to Knight and Verdugo, Cameron obviously views the alleged liberal bias in the 

media as calculated and dangerous. It is not the result of a disconnect between the media and the 

general public or the lack of religious faith among media professionals, but instead, is the 

manifestation of media professionals’ resentment for the successful American system and their 

desire to see that system destroyed. 

 Whatever the motives for the alleged liberal bias in the media, the belief that one exists is 

pervasive. For example, Bennett (2005) claims that most members of the public believe that the 

news has a liberal rather than establishment slant. Considering this, opponents’ assertions of a 

pro-homosexual, liberal bias are likely to resonate with some Americans; these Americans, 

therefore, can disregard media coverage favorable to gay and lesbian adoption. Asserting a 

liberal media bias allows opponents to explain away media coverage favorable to the 
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homosexual adoption cause and allows opposed members of the public to relieve any dissonance 

inspired by favorable media coverage.  

 Although proponents and opponents differed on the presence of a liberal, pro-homosexual 

bias in the news media, almost all interview respondents agreed that members of the media 

require more education on the homosexual adoption issue. Most of these complaints centered 

around the media’s treatment of the existing social science research examining gay and lesbian 

parenting. 

 Representing those opposed to gay and lesbian adoption, Robert Knight claimed that 

members of the media do not check on claims made by proponents before presenting them to the 

public. According to Knight, false information gets published as a result. He said: 

…the media is the real problem because they don’t do their homework; they don’t 
challenge statistics that are absurd. From experience, having been an editor at the 
Los Angeles Times, activists make absurd claims, and reporters buy them hook, 
line, and sinker, particularly if they agree with the beliefs of the activists.  
 

Here, Knight also suggested that media professionals willingly neglect to investigate the validity 

of information presented by pro-homosexual activists because they want the information to be 

true. Therefore, media professionals grant credibility to proponent information even if it’s 

undeserved.   

Interestingly, proponents of gay and lesbian adoption expressed similar complaints about 

the way media outlets treat information offered by opponents. Corri Planck, from Family Pride 

Coalition, cited the media’s reliance on research by Dr. Paul Cameron to exemplify the 

ignorance of social science throughout the media. She said, “Mainstream media outlets still use 

Cameron as a source…Nobody checks to see if that research is credible or peer-reviewed...They 

use him because he’s willing to show up and be an anti-gay voice…” 
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 Planck went onto explain that the media rely on Cameron because they need an anti-gay 

opinion for balance in their stories. Many interview participants expressed this, including Karen 

Doering, from NCLR. Doering explained that the quest for balance, presenting both pro and anti-

homosexual adoption information has resulted in the sacrifice of credibility. She asserted, 

“…when you throw out credibility because you’re trying to present balanced views, you create 

something that’s not balanced because you’ve hyped up the credibility of something that doesn’t 

deserve it.”  

Doering was arguing that the information espoused by Paul Cameron and other anti-

homosexual spokespeople is granted an unmerited credibility because media outlets seek to 

present both sides of the issue for balance. Therefore, the result is that the public is misled 

because the media presents dubious information as credible. This argument again reflects 

Terkildsen, Schnell, & Ling’s (1998) discussion of issue dualism, and Bennett’s (2005) 

discussion of media balance; the journalists seek out two conflicting positions, regardless of their 

credibility, in order to appear balanced.  

 Looking at the interview responses regarding the media treatment of gay and lesbian 

adoption, it can be surmised that while both opponents and proponents asserted the need for a 

more educated media, they differed on why the media sometimes presents spurious information. 

Both proponents and opponents claimed that shaky social science research garners media 

attention, however, opponents asserted that this was the result of shared beliefs between media 

professionals and pro-homosexual activists while proponents asserted that it resulted from the 

media’s need to appear objective by presenting a balanced story. 

 Despite expressing some dissatisfaction with the media’s coverage of gay and lesbian 

adoption, many proponents and opponents characterized media organizations as integral to their 
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cause as media coverage remains the most efficient method for presenting views to the general 

public. Consequently, the next section of this chapter addresses their strategies for navigating the 

media. However, it also addresses a divide among interview participants as to whether news 

media coverage strongly impacts public opinion regarding gay and lesbian adoption.  

Impressions of the Public/Strategies for Attention   

 Media coverage remains crucial for individuals and organizations working to insert their 

views on an issue into the public discourse. Although many interview participants complained 

about some of the mainstream media’s coverage of gay and lesbian adoption, they nevertheless 

admitted reliance on the media is necessary. For example, Paul Cameron, from the Family 

Research Institute, explained why media coverage is the best way to disseminate information. He 

said, “We go to conferences; we try to interact with groups that are sympathetic, but in our 

society, capturing media attention is worth far more because even if we went door-to-door to tell 

people…we couldn’t even scratch the surface…” 

Obviously, the ability to reach mass numbers of people holds appeal for participants in 

any social issue, and the gay and lesbian adoption issue is no different. Some conservative and 

religious organizations have their own media outlets for disseminating their messages. For 

example, Coral Ridge Ministries member Sam Kastensmidt mentioned the radio program, Truth 

to Transform, and the television show, The Coral Ridge Hour, which he claimed together reach 

over 3 million people. He admitted that this audience is most likely comprised of supporters, but 

said that in the secular media, his organization cannot always get their desired messages out. He 

explained, “…we can put across what we want when it’s our venue, but with the secular media, 

they will never present the facts of what is going on with gay adoption.” 
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Although conservative and religious programs mainly appeal to audiences who are 

already against gay and lesbian adoption, they offer opportunities unavailable in mainstream 

media outlets. Gross (1991) notes that Christian fundamentalist television programs offer their 

audiences a symbolic environment where they feel at home, and also allow producers to translate 

“audiences and their financial contributions into a power base from which they can exert 

pressure…” (p. 24). Moreover, Gross asserts that the right has been far more successful than the 

left in harnessing the resources of media technology.   

 According to opponents, the rise of new media has offered increased opportunities to 

those who are reluctant about mainstream media outlets. Opponents admitted using many 

alternative media forms, including their websites, e-mail campaigns, and blogs. In response to 

the question as to whether utilizing the media is essential, Anthony Verdugo, of the Christian 

Family Coalition, lauded alternative media outlets. He said, “we now have alternative 

outlets…the Internet and blogs and those outlets that help you sidestep or break through the 

clutter of the biased media…” 

 Sam Kastensmidt, from Coral Ridge Ministries, also mentioned new media, saying that 

his organization now utilizes more interactive online communications. Perhaps, more 

significantly, he described how e-mail campaigns have allowed his organization to galvanize 

support around important issues, including the Florida ban on gay and lesbian adoption. He said,  

“…we have what we call an ‘E-Army.’ It’s an electronic army. We send out e-mails. We’ve got 

a list of just over 870,000 names nationwide.” Kastensmidt explained how his organization used 

the ‘E-Army’ to e-mail constituents encouraging them to contact political officials about 

maintaining the Florida ban on gay and lesbian adoption. According to Kastensmidt, the e-mail 

campaign proved successful.  
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Before the existence of e-mail, it would have been far more difficult for an organization 

to reach their supporters in such high numbers and in such little time. They would have been 

forced to use the phone or mail, which would have required time, manpower, and money. Now, 

one person can send a mass-email, and almost instantly inform and elicit action from supporters.     

 Despite the alleging of a pro-homosexual, liberal bias throughout mainstream media, 

opponents of gay and lesbian adoption have a variety of weapons in their arsenal for reaching the 

public. There are conservative and religious media outlets that reinforce the beliefs of those who 

listen, but also organizations and individuals can now utilize new media. It is unlikely that 

conservative and religious organizations are reaching the general public through their websites, 

e-mails, or blogs except people who are actively seeking information from those organizations. 

However, new media sources allow these organizations to present whatever they want in a public 

forum without dependence on mainstream media organizations. 

Many interview participants revealed doubts about whether the mainstream media is the 

optimal way to reach people on gay and lesbian adoption. Most interview participants conceded 

that achieving media attention is desirable, but pondered the degree to which it influences the 

public’s decision-making. Most reported believing that the media has some impact in that it can 

strengthen or reinforce existing beliefs. Corri Planck, from Family Pride Coalition, said that 

when it comes to mediated information about gay and lesbian parents, people tend to believe it if 

it supports their existing framework. She said, “repeated messages stick, and if you’re inclined to 

believe that gays and lesbians are morally inferior, then it’s easy to believe that they aren’t fit to 

be parents.” 

Planck’s above statement carries increased importance when combined with opponents’ 

responses detailing their use of new media. People opposed to gay and lesbian adoption who feel 
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as though their views are underrepresented in the mainstream media can now seek out supportive 

information on the Internet. Once they find that information from organizations like Coral Ridge 

Ministries, for example, their views are validated. The Internet thus grants validation to 

information that before its existence would have not had a public forum rivaling mainstream 

media. The Internet allows media consumers to engage is journalism of affirmation; instead of 

consuming news products intended to be objective or balanced, people can use the Internet to 

find news that reinforces their own beliefs (The Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2005).  

Still, some interview participants expressed the belief that the media do more than just 

reinforce opinions. One gay father reported that people base opinions on mediated information. 

He said, “More than we would care to admit, we formulate our opinions based on media 

information. It’s extremely rare for folks to generate their own opinions separate from the 

information that they are constantly bombarded with by the media.”    

Other interview participants were divided as to the role the media play in helping people 

formulate opinions. For example, Brian Winfield, from Equality Florida, first asserted that the 

public’s respect for journalism is eroding. However, later in his interview, he expressed the 

belief that people can always be reached through the media. He said: 

Our policy is that we want to put our message out to all media outlets…we never 
shy away from adversarial environments because we believe people can still be 
reached. While a parent may turn Rush Limbaugh on, there may be adult children 
in the house who are thinking ‘this just doesn’t sound right to me’ and so we want 
a voice reaching that crowd.  
 
Although not all interview participants were convinced that the news media influences 

people’s opinions on gay and lesbian adoption, many proponents cited the potential impact of 

fictional and popular media. Proponents mentioned television shows like Friends and Will & 
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Grace, the prevalence of lesbians and gays on MTV, and the publicity and audience attracted by 

the movie, Brokeback Mountain.  

When asked whether he thought any organizations or individuals had experienced 

success in influencing the public perception of the homosexual adoption issue, Gene Bunge, of 

the Log Cabin Republicans, answered “Ang Lee with Brokeback Mountain.” He elaborated on 

his answer, saying, “…it was a popular movie, and it gets the word out there…And, while the 

newspaper editorials that are supportive of gay and lesbian adoption are great, I’m not sure that 

they really turn people’s opinions.”  

Brokeback Mountain proved to be a popular subject during the interviews, as several 

participants mentioned it; however, it was not the only fictional media product credited with 

aiding the gay and lesbian adoption cause. Television shows such as Friends, Law & Order, and 

Will & Grace were cited in interviews because these shows featured lesbian and gay characters. 

In fact, Friends featured lesbians, in supporting roles, raising a son together.  

Professor Judith Stacey, from NYU, specifically mentioned Friends and Will & Grace. 

As evidence of the impact of these shows, Stacey used her students’ knowledge of gay and 

lesbian parenting. She said, “…I know just from my students that they’re just totally aware of all 

this before they get to me. So, they’ve been exposed to it in a range of ways.” 

It’s significant that Stacey mentioned her students’ awareness of gay and lesbian 

parenting because popular media’s influence on young people was a source of hope for some 

interview participants. For example, one gay father discussed how college-aged kids are 

generally more accepting of gays and lesbians, and he partially attributed this to the presence of 

young gays and lesbians on VH1 and MTV. He referenced a dating show on MTV that he saw 

treating homosexuality in a “normalized manner.” He said: 
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…it’s great because that would never have worked with MTV in the 80’s when I 
was watching it. And now, it’s normal. These kids grow up and go to college- this 
is where I get my hope…it’s such a non-issue for kids who are in college.  
 
Another gay father responded that he believed popular media featuring gays and lesbians 

helps combat negative messages put out by conservatives and the religious right. Via e-mail, he 

responded, “when their church says that gays are evil, then they all watch Queer Eye for the 

Straight Guy and think that gays are really pretty fun, the church’s opinion falters.”  

It could be that popular media depictions of gays and lesbians and their families have a 

powerful impact because, even when fictional, they allow people to form pseudo-relationships 

with gays and lesbians. In other words, watching a lesbian couple on Friends or spending one 

night every week watching Queer Eye for the Straight Guy allows viewers to feel like they really 

know these people. This could influence viewers in a positive way, especially those who do not 

have the opportunity to know any gays or lesbians personally. The interviews with proponents 

supported this idea as most asserted that actually knowing gays or lesbians often leads to a 

greater acceptance of gay and lesbian adoption.  

Colby Berger, from the Home for Little Wanderers, was one proponent who argued that 

knowing gays or lesbians has more impact than news media coverage of the gay and lesbian 

adoption issue. She said, “…I don’t think putting out a position paper or doing a story in the 

media is one of the more influential factors. What influences people to change their point-of-

view is knowing somebody who’s gay or lesbian…” 

This idea, that people who know a gay or lesbian family are more accepting of gay and 

lesbian adoption, emerged repeatedly during interviews. Almost every proponent argued that 

once people get to know a gay or lesbian family up close, their reservations about homosexual 

parents dissipate. Because of this, many proponents argued that the growing numbers of gay and 
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lesbian parents will facilitate acceptance because more people will gain the opportunity to know 

gay and lesbian families directly.   

Because of the assessed impact of personally knowing a gay or lesbian family, some 

proponent organizations have adopted strategies outside of the media to help the public get to 

know these families directly. For example, Corri Planck, from Family Pride Coalition, mentioned 

their campaign called Outspoken Families where people are trained to speak to the community 

about their same-sex families.  She explained how this has the potential to be more influential 

than media coverage. She said, “Media stories have impact…but when you can have a one-on-

one conversation, when you can be in the same room with somebody as they tell about their 

family, there’s tremendous impact there.”  

Not everyone in the United States personally knows a gay or lesbian family, and some 

who do, don’t realize it. Moreover, although programs that provide opportunities for people to 

meet these families could be beneficial, it is still easier to reach greater numbers through media 

outlets. From the interview responses, it seems that the next best strategy for proponents of gay 

and lesbian adoption lies in human-interest stories. Many proponents discussed the power of 

human-interest stories featuring gay and lesbian families. A response from Gene Bunge, of the 

Log Cabin Republicans, represents this opinion.  

Human-interest stories have worked the best, in which a lesbian or gay couple is 
foster parents to HIV-infected children or in which kids are interviewed about 
their gay or lesbian parents and their wonderful home, because that coverage 
personalizes the issue… 
 
The interview with Rob Woronoff, from the Child Welfare League of America, provided  

further evidence that proponents of gay and lesbian adoption consider human-interest one of 

their best strategies as he elevated strategies that appeal to the heart above those that emphasize 
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research or economic arguments. He explained, “The strategies that we employ first are to appeal 

to people’s hearts, then use science to back up our assertions that these families are loving, 

stable, and caring…When that doesn’t work, we do financial analyses…”   

From the proponent responses, it became apparent that they felt their biggest strength 

came from real gay and lesbian parents living and raising their children throughout the U. S. It 

seems these families, merely by living openly, possess the greatest potential for facilitating wider 

acceptance of homosexuals as adoptive parents. This finding is important for this research 

project because it signifies that despite the stress on social science research and the number of 

kids in foster care and the calls for full equality, what proponents actually feel is their best 

strategy is just introducing gays and lesbians and their families to the American public. The 

impact of other strategies pales in comparison to knowing a gay or lesbian family up close. 

Therefore, media coverage is most beneficial when it can help more people feel like they know 

these families. This finding is further supported by the results of the discourse analysis reported 

in Chapter 3 where a reliance on human-interest and publicity for real same-sex families was 

noted in The Advocate, New York Times, and Miami Herald in the coverage from 2000 to 2005.  

Considering this, it seems logical that a public figure who openly admitted to being a 

homosexual parent would strongly influence public opinion. Fortunately for this research project, 

such a public figure exists. As mentioned earlier, one of the goals of this research is to assess the 

impact of Rosie O’Donnell’s participation in the issue. Interviews participants, therefore, were 

asked to comment on whether Rosie O’Donnell’s public participation affected the public 

discourse and whether there was a lasting impact on public opinion. 
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Impact of Rosie O’Donnell 

Many interview participants concurred that Rosie’s coming-out was positive for gay and 

lesbian adoption although only in the short-term. Both proponents and opponents discussed the 

power any celebrity possesses in that they can draw increased attention to a social issue. In all, 

the opinions on Rosie O’Donnell’s participation were divided. Some proponents said they were 

hopeful because she gave a face to gay and lesbian parents and brought attention to the plight of 

homosexual foster parents in Florida. Others described her role as minor in comparison to Anita 

Bryant. Still others questioned whether her participation helped, claiming that she might have 

appeared too vehement in the debate. Opponents to gay and lesbian adoption generally agreed 

that her participation only had impact in the short-term. Many also complained that the media 

treated her too favorably and never challenged her with tough questions.  

As most proponents lauded the value of knowing a gay or lesbian parent directly, it 

makes sense that they would view Rosie O’Donnell’s coming out as an opportunity for people to 

feel as if they know a lesbian parent. This is mainly why proponents viewed Rosie’s participation 

positively: she gave a face to homosexual parents for those who do not know any personally. 

Brian Winfield, of Equality Florida, expressed this sentiment, saying: 

Rosie O’Donnell was an everyday guest in many American homes. She was well-
liked…and a shining example of lesbian adoptive parents, so that was powerful 
for people to witness…many people now thought, ‘I know a gay adoptive 
parent…and I would never want to take Rosie’s children away from her.’ 
 
The last section of Winfield’s quote is particularly significant because this idea re-

appeared during other interviews. Proponents felt that once people know a gay or lesbian parent, 

they could not support removing children from that home. Moreover, proponents felt that once 

people actually see these families, it makes the ramifications of policies against gay and lesbian 
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parenting clearer and less desirable. For example, Corri Planck, from Family Pride Coalition, 

explained how Rosie’s participation brought to light the effects of Florida’s adoption law on real 

gay and lesbian parents, like Steven Lofton and Roger Croteau.  She said: 

…she chose to come out in connection with the Florida law and Roger, Steven, 
and their family…people were appalled that a state would rip apart that family… 
few people could watch that story and say they should tear this family apart.  
 
From the proponent responses, Rosie’s participation was positive for gay and lesbian 

parents because it helped make them real. Rosie is real; people saw her everyday on her show, 

and therefore, the public gained a face to go with the concept of homosexual parent. 

Furthermore, because Rosie brought increased attention to the Lofton-Croteau family, she helped 

the public see the Florida ban as something that potentially hurts real families, and not as a 

policy that protects families, as opponents would frame it. In all, the power of Rosie’s 

participation came from increased attention, but more so, from making gay and lesbian parents 

human and real.  

Interview participants who felt that Rosie O’Donnell’s participation helped the gay and 

lesbian adoption cause also argued the impact was short-lived. The overall assessment was that 

once the original publicity faded, the impact on public opinion faded as well. Karen Doering, 

from the National Center for Lesbian Rights, explained it this way: 

It really hit a lot of people because many of them thought she’s such a great mom, 
and the numbers of people who supported gay adoption went up, but it was only a 
temporary up. When people forgot about Rosie, they came back down.  
 
Both proponents and opponents characterized Rosie O’Donnell’s impact as short-term. 

Anthony Verdugo, from the Christian Family Coalition, asserted that Rosie had a longer impact 

on her own career. He said, “In the short-term, it gave it greater awareness, spiked media 
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interest, and created momentum. In the long-term, it’s done more to hurt her career than it has to 

aid the movement.” 

In addition to agreeing on the short-term impact of Rosie O’Donnell’s public 

participation, both proponents and opponents agreed that any celebrity involvement in a social 

issue helps because they attract increased attention. Robert Knight, from the Culture & Family 

Institute of CWA, commented on this. He said, “Anytime you put a well-known figure in front of 

people who is advocating a cause, there will be a significant number of people who gravitate 

toward that cause if they like the person advocating it.” The last part of Knight’s response needs 

further attention because it acknowledged that celebrity participation does not always work in 

favor of a social issue. If for some reason people do not like the celebrity, that celebrity’s 

involvement could actually turn people away or create a backlash.  

Some interview participants hypothesized that Rosie O’Donnell’s involvement was less 

influential because some of the public didn’t like her. For example, Rudy Estrada questioned 

whether the public interpreted Rosie’s participation as too angry or even unstable. Estrada said: 

I don’t know that she’s come off as all that stable to be frank…I’m not saying she 
comes off insane…I’m not sure that she gave this issue the mainstream hook 
another celebrity could have…she’s come off very angry and vehement… 
 
Ruth Shack, from the Dade Community Foundation, asserted that Rosie O’Donnell was 

not the best spokesperson for the gay and lesbian adoption cause for a number of reasons, 

including that not everyone likes her. She said, “she and her case were dismissed because she 

wasn’t that much of a celebrity, she wasn’t beloved by everyone, and she was a lesbian, so it was 

self-serving.” Here, Shack presented another possible reason why Rosie O’Donnell’s 

participation in the issue was not as influential as some advocates would have hoped. Shack 

asserted that Rosie’s own lesbianism made her participation seem self-serving, and therefore, 
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less persuasive than participation from a heterosexual celebrity. Heterosexual celebrities would 

presumably have little to gain from the complete legalization of gay and lesbian adoption, and 

therefore, their advocacy would carry more weight with the public. Shack elaborated on her 

argument, later saying: 

The best lobbyists, the best spokespeople for an issue are people who are not 
affected, but who empathize…if they’re going to talk to legislators, I would rather 
have Elizabeth Taylor talking on behalf of AIDS than someone living with AIDS. 
 
In contrast to Shack’s opinion, other proponents argued that other homosexual celebrities 

raising children should come out and join the cause. For example, Rob Woronoff, from the Child 

Welfare League of America, argued this point, saying, “…I’m a big believer that celebrities need 

to be out. She can’t do it alone. She’s certainly not the only lesbian mom, but sometimes it looks 

like that because celebrities are so closeted.” 

Most proponents were welcoming to the idea of both homosexuals and heterosexuals 

advocating on behalf of gay and lesbian adoption. Some proponents discussed the power of 

having non-gay allies such as child welfare workers, the heterosexual family members of gays 

and lesbians, and heterosexual celebrities while other proponents stressed that gay and lesbian 

celebrities attach a human face to the issue. The consensus seemed to be the more voices, the 

better. 

One purpose of including Rosie O’Donnell’s participation in this project is to assess how 

media outlets treated her in comparison to other people involved in the discourse. Opponents of 

gay and lesbian adoption felt that the media generally was too friendly to Rosie O’Donnell. The 

main concern articulated was that no one really challenged her or asked her the tough questions. 

This was the complaint offered by Paul Cameron, of the Family Research Institute. He said, 
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“…she never was given any hard questions. She was given softball questions all the way…she 

got very favorable treatment.”    

Robert Knight, from the Family & Culture Institute of CWA, expressed disappointment 

even with FOX News’ Bill O’Reilly, saying, “she got the kid gloves treatment. She was never 

asked any tough questions. Bill O’Reilly, for example, gave her a free ride.” Knight’s indictment 

of O’Reilly prompted further questions considering the previous commendations of FOX News 

by opponents. Knight explained that O’Reilly is soft on homosexual issues and often fails to 

reflect conservative beliefs.  

 The opponent assessment of Rosie O’Donnell’s treatment by various media outlets is 

reflective of how they characterized the media overall. As addressed earlier in this chapter, 

opponents cited a liberal bias throughout media organizations. It is logical then that they would 

be dissatisfied with the media’s treatment of Rosie O’Donnell.  

 Whether the fame of Rosie O’Donnell in 2002 and Anita Bryant in 1977 are comparable 

is difficult to determine for this researcher. However, it can be asserted that each person garnered 

media attention and each had some impact on the public construction of gay and lesbian 

adoption. Therefore, it seems necessary to compare the impact of each person’s involvement. 

 Some participants asserted that Rosie’s level of involvement fell short in comparison to 

the effort put forth by Anita Bryant in the late 1970’s. For example, Brian Winfield, of Equality 

Florida, said: 

I don’t think that Rosie took a substantial role in the fight against the adoption 
ban, certainly nowhere on the level Anita Bryant had. Anita Bryant was doing 
tours around the state, and she tapped into the religious organizations and 
churches and had rallies all over the place… 
 



  
  

279 

 

 

Other interview participants claimed that Rosie O’Donnell did not have the resonance 

with Florida legislators that Anita Bryant had.  Former Florida legislator, Elaine Bloom, who 

helped pass the Florida ban in 1977, discussed this. She explained: 

Anita Bryant had more of an impact on the Florida legislators. Anita Bryant was 
already a symbol of Florida’s treasured citrus industry…she was a home-grown 
star, and Rosie O’Donnell was known to some of the legislators as an irreverent 
comedienne, so it wasn’t the same girl-next-door quality. 
 
Upon reconsideration, it seems obvious that Anita Bryant had more impact on gay and 

lesbian adoption than Rosie O’Donnell. Bryant’s efforts ultimately resulted in a statewide ban on 

gay and lesbian adoption that remains in place thirty years later. Although Rosie O’Donnell’s 

participation spiked media attention and might have swayed some public opinion, in the end, the 

Florida law remained in place.  

One could ponder the many potential reasons Rosie O’Donnell’s public participation 

ultimately had little lasting impact. It could be that public opinion concerning Rosie was divided; 

it could be that Rosie did not resonate with Florida’s political officials; it could be that Rosie’s 

efforts were minor and short-lived in comparison with Anita Bryant; it could be that Rosie’s 

motives were interpreted as self-serving; it could be a mixture of many or all of these factors.   

It is necessary to consider the interview responses regarding Rosie O’Donnell in 

reference to the research questions guiding this project. According to most participants, Rosie’s 

participation did not have lasting impact on the media framing or the public’s perception. Rosie’s 

entrance into the issue is credited with short-term increased media attention to homosexual 

adoption, the Florida ban, and the family of Steven Lofton and Roger Croteau. However, her 

efforts were thought to be minimal in comparison to those of Anita Bryant thirty years earlier. 

This corresponds to the results of the discourse analysis. As reported in Chapter 3, Rosie 
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O’Donnell’s participation in the issue ultimately garnered little and short-term media attention 

and did not seem to impact the discursive strategies of other issue participants. Although Rosie 

might have raised awareness about gay and lesbian parents and attached a human face to the 

issue, many participants cited the continued existence of the Florida ban as evidence that her 

participation ultimately did little to change the public construction of gay and lesbian adoption, 

at least in Florida.  

 Similar themes emerged during the interviews that were observed in the discourse 

analysis phase of this project. As observed in the discourse analysis, participants in the gay and 

lesbian adoption issue offered conflicting frames using a best interests of children discourse. 

From both results chapters, it can be seen that the best interests of children discourse is 

privileged and central to current constructions of gay and lesbian adoption. Strategies that 

seemed to contradict this discourse were not widely articulated and failed to garner media 

coverage. Also, as observed in the discourse analysis, participants clashed over civil rights 

claims, the definition of family, social science research, and the Florida law. The observed 

similarities between the news coverage of gay and lesbian adoption and what participants 

discussed in interviews are significant to this research project. It suggests that the news media 

base their coverage of the issue on the discourses offered by issue advocates.  

 The interviews allowed for further examination into how participants constructed their 

own identities and the identity of their opposition. Proponents’ identity construction strategies 

centered on gay and lesbian parents. They constructed gay and lesbian parents as typical and 

similar to heterosexual parents. However, some dissent existed concerning this strategy. 

Opponents constructed their own identity as altruistically motivated to distance themselves from 

homophobia labels. When constructing the identities of the opposition, the strategies employed 
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by both proponents and opponents were similar. Each presented their opposition as not having 

research on their side, and therefore, manipulating and manufacturing support for their position. 

Significant to this research is that all participants constructed their opposition as having 

advantages, influence, or power. The identity construction strategies employed by interview 

respondents were also observed in the discourse analysis, again suggesting that the discourse 

present in the news coverage reflects the discourse put forth by advocates.  

 The interviews allowed issue participants to assess the media coverage of gay and lesbian 

adoption, something that cannot be obtained from the discourse analysis. All participants agreed 

that the news media requires further education, particularly on covering social science research. 

Opponents had more profound criticisms of the media, asserting the presence of a liberal, pro-

homosexual bias. The importance of new media emerged during the interviews as a way for 

participants to circumvent using mainstream media outlets. Also significant, some assessed 

fictional media and human-interest stories as having more impact on public opinion than hard 

news coverage. However, possibly most significant is that proponents asserted knowing a gay or 

lesbian family up close as superior to other strategies for garnering acceptance for homosexual 

adoption. Media coverage, therefore, was viewed as essential mainly for facilitating this process.  

 Lastly, because this project examines the impact of celebrity influence on social issues, 

participants were asked to assess the impact of Rosie O’Donnell. All participants agreed that any 

impact she had on the public construction of the issue was short-lived and ultimately minor. 

Again, this finding also corresponds to the findings from the discourse analysis of the print 

coverage.  

 In this chapter there are several assertions of similarities between the discourses present 

in the print media coverage of gay and lesbian adoption and the discourses present in the 
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interviews with those attempting to publicly construct the issue. However, it must be noted that 

some interview participants put forth arguments that were not reflected in the print media 

coverage. Furthermore, the contributing theory and previous literature informing this project 

reveal potential discourses on gay and lesbian adoption that were mostly absent from both the 

print coverage and the interview responses. All of these findings prove significant to the overall 

goals of this research project, and thus, the next chapter addresses these findings and their 

significance. Additionally, the findings from chapters 3 and 4 will be placed within the context 

of the theoretical fields guiding this research project: social construction, framing, and cultural 

studies.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 

DISCUSSION & CONTRIBUTIONS TO THEORY 
 
 The purpose of this chapter is to explain how the results answer the research questions 

guiding this project and how the project contributes to the guiding theoretical fields and body of 

knowledge on media coverage of social issues. Considering the sheer volume of information 

included in chapters 3 and 4, it is necessary to answer the question, what does it all mean? 

Accordingly, this chapter is divided into three sections. The first section will address each of the 

research questions and explain how they are answered by the results. The second section will 

address each theoretical field, social construction, cultural studies, and framing, and how the 

results add to these fields of knowledge. The last section of this chapter discusses suggestions for 

future research.  

Answering the Research Questions 

 The first research question asks: how do participants in the gay and lesbian adoption issue 

attempt to influence the way the general public and other involved parties view the issue? This 

question is broad, and therefore, is broken down into sub-questions. The first of these sub-

questions asks how participants define or construct concepts relevant to the issue. The second 

sub-question asks what frames are employed by participants. The third and fourth ask how 

participants construct their identities and the identities of their opposition. The fifth asks how 

participants interact and respond to one another. The following section of this chapter will 

address how the results of chapters 3 and 4 answer these questions.  

RQ1: Defining or Constructing Relevant Concepts  

 Conducting the discourse analysis and the interviews revealed three main concepts 

central to the gay and lesbian adoption issue: the family, homosexuality, and laws or policies 
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prohibiting gay and lesbian adoption. Each of these concepts proved to be points of contention 

for issue participants. As noted by previous researchers, the same object can be constructed in a 

variety of ways. For example, Gilens (1999), Smith (1987), and Sotirovic (2001) observed 

various constructions of welfare, Burr (2003) discussed multiple constructions of fox hunting, 

alcoholism, and mental illness, and Asen (1996) reported differing constructions of the 

orphanage. From this project, it is clear that family, homosexuality, and anti-gay adoption laws 

were objects that issue participants attempted to construct in gay and lesbian adoption discourse.  

 Constructing the concept of family was essential to both proponents and opponents of 

gay and lesbian adoption. How the family is defined has direct consequences for acceptance or 

rejection of gay and lesbian adoption. There were two discursive strands identified with respect 

to defining family. The discursive strand offered by those opposed to gay and lesbian adoption 

defined family by structure, meaning that by definition, a family consists of a married mother 

and father and their children (biological or adoptive). The discursive strand offered by 

proponents of gay and lesbian adoption defined family by intangible qualities, namely love, 

responsibility, and commitment (financial and emotional). Therefore, any group of people living 

together and sharing these qualities could be termed a family.  

 In defining family by structure, opponents to gay and lesbian adoption were able to use a 

tradition argument against gay and lesbian families. The tradition argument works because 

although historians agree that the family is not a universal or permanent institution, Americans 

tend to view with nostalgia the myth of the ideal nuclear family, like that popularized in the 

1950’s (Cloud, 1998). Because the nuclear family is tied to better times of the past, people can be 

influenced into believing that alterations to this family form are to blame for problems with 

contemporary society, and that any further changes would have more negative consequences.    
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 Defining family by structure also finds support from gender role arguments, which 

opponents repeatedly used in interviews and were observed in the discourse analysis. Opponents 

asserted that children need both a mother and a father for proper development. Demo & Allen 

(1996) noted the resonance of this type of argument in family theory and among the general 

public. The gender role argument, therefore, allows opponents to associate the family structure 

with the best interests of children. Families not conforming to the mother/father structure are 

sub-standard because they rob children of essential gender role models.  

 In contrast, gay and lesbian adoption proponents constructed family in terms of the 

intangible qualities present. In this discursive strand, family structure is inferior to love, 

commitment, and responsibility. Defining family in this way allowed proponents to highlight 

flaws within the nuclear family. They asserted that nuclear family structure does not guarantee 

that those qualities are present; therefore, having a mother and father does not guarantee that one 

will be loved and properly cared for. The necessity of love, commitment, and responsibility to 

family carries resonance, as it would be difficult to argue that children should be raised in homes 

without those qualities.  

 Within the proponent efforts to construct family, evidence exists to show that issue 

participants responded to one another’s rhetoric because proponents refuted the tradition 

argument presented by opponents. They asserted that family has not always been the same, 

mentioning families led by single parents and asserting that gays and lesbian have been parenting 

for some time just under-the-radar.  

 This research project is influenced by the notion that through controlling germane 

language, participants in a social issue can gain some larger control over the way the issue is 

viewed. The struggle to construct the concept of family illustrates the power gained by 
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controlling language. If it is culturally-shared knowledge that a family is defined by structure, i.e. 

a mother, father, and children, then legal and social validation of gay and lesbian adoption is 

outside the boundaries of what’s acceptable within that culture. On the other hand, if intangibles 

like love, responsibility and commitment define family, then gay and lesbian adoption is 

permissible and acceptable as long as the prospective parents possess those qualities.  

 How family is defined is central to the gay and lesbian adoption debate, but perhaps even 

more significant is how homosexuality itself is constructed. As seen from the discourse analysis, 

the rhetoric concerning homosexuality changed somewhat over time; nevertheless, interviews 

revealed that a struggle to construct homosexuality either as pathological or healthy continues 

today.  

 It is challenging to separate the construction of homosexuality as a concept from the 

efforts of participants to construct the identity of homosexuals. The focus here is to illustrate the 

construction of homosexuality as a disease or behavior from which people need to be cured 

versus the construction of homosexuality as an innocuous trait similar to race or gender. 

Constructing homosexuality as pathological allows opponents to argue that merely being 

homosexual makes a person sick, and therefore, unfit to adopt children. By constructing 

homosexuality as just one trait among many, proponents challenge the effort to reduce 

homosexual individuals to their sexuality alone. Therefore, they refute the notion that 

homosexuality is a determining factor in whether one is fit to raise children.  

 The opponent efforts to construct homosexuality as a disease from which one can be 

cured is apparent in the love the sinner, hate the sin rhetoric observed. It was part of the Anita 

Bryant Save Our Children campaign rhetoric from the 1970’s and appeared in the Christianity 

Today coverage during that time. Homosexuality as pathological is also inherent in opponent 
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claims that homosexuality is tied to pedophilia, abusive relationships, and promiscuous sex. The 

opponent strategy linking homosexuality to pedophilia observed during the 1970’s and early 

1980’s dissipated over time as determined by both the discourse analysis and the interviews; 

however, opponents continue currently to construct homosexuality as pathological by asserting 

that homosexuals have sexual or gender development problems, and are likely to have unstable 

lives and relationships.    

 Proponent efforts to construct homosexuality as healthy appeared in the rhetoric refuting 

a connection between homosexuality and pedophilia. Instead of being reduced to walking sex 

acts, proponents strived to show that homosexuality rendered an individual no different from 

heterosexuals. This is reflected in the coverage showing the typicality of homosexual lives.  

 The significance of the various constructions of homosexuality to this project again lay 

with the power inherent in controlling language. If homosexuality is defined as pathological, 

then it can be the sole reason for denying one the opportunity to adopt children. If homosexuality 

were defined as healthy, there would be no discernible reason to deny adoption rights to gays and 

lesbians on the basis of their sexuality alone. 

 The goal in influencing the construction of gay and lesbian adoption is to affect the social 

practices deemed acceptable in relation to it. Therefore, laws, policies, and court decisions on the 

issue are of great importance to participants. This project focused heavily on Florida’s law that 

prohibits gay and lesbian individuals and couples from adopting permanently. Being the only one 

of its kind in the U. S., it evoked attention from both proponents and opponents, who constructed 

it in contrasting ways.  

 Proponents of gay and lesbian adoption constructed the Florida law as discriminatory 

legislation and as ultimately harmful to children in foster care. Constructing the law in this way 
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allowed them to draw on the culturally-resonant repertoires of civil/equal rights and of protecting 

children. In order to achieve this, proponents attacked the alleged reasoning behind the law, 

revealing that it did not ensure children were adopted into mother/father homes. Because the law 

does not live up to its purpose, proponents argued that it must instead be in place only to target 

homosexuals, and therefore, is discriminatory. In additional support of the discrimination frame, 

proponents cited that the law passed in 1977 in the anti-homosexual atmosphere created by Anita 

Bryant and Save Our Children.  

Opponents constructed the Florida law as sound policy in place to protect children. They 

again drew on the gender role model argument to establish the superiority of homes with both a 

mother and father. Therefore, they also were able to use the protecting children or best interests 

of children repertoire. Proponents used the fact that Florida’s law is unique as evidence of its 

discriminatory nature. In contrast, opponents argued that similar laws were coming in other 

states. Therefore, rather than being a source of shame for Florida, the law serves as a model 

policy for protecting children.  

Controlling the construction of Florida’s law could allow participants to control whether 

similar policies pass in other states. If Florida’s law is viewed as legal discrimination, it would be 

harder to pass similar legislation elsewhere. Therefore, opponents of gay and lesbian adoption 

seek to smother discrimination claims, and instead, encourage people to view the Florida law 

through the best interests of children lens. This could mean that proponents have the advantage 

here because they can also employ the best interests of children or protecting children frame by 

arguing that Florida’s law fails to prevent children from being placed with gay and lesbian foster 

parents and keeps children in foster care longer than necessary.  
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In the preceding section, it was mentioned that issue participants draw on culturally 

resonant repertoires in constructing concepts relevant to gay and lesbian adoption. These 

repertoires, because they are easily identified by people who share language and culture (Burr, 

2003), help make certain constructions more resonant with the public than others. In framing the 

gay and lesbian adoption issue, the more successful frames are also those that reflect culture. The 

next section of this chapter will discuss the dominant frames that appeared in the print coverage 

and those employed by participants during interviews. 

RQ1: Employing Resonant Frames 

 From both the discourse analysis and the interviews, it was observed that participants in 

the gay and lesbian adoption issue employed opposing frames drawing on two culturally 

resonant themes. The first set of opposing frames can be described as civil rights versus special 

rights, where proponents framed gay and lesbian adoption as a civil rights issue and opponents 

negated this by claiming gays and lesbians were seeking more rights than other citizens. The 

second set of opposing frames can be described as best interests of children or protecting 

children frames, where proponents framed gay and lesbian adoption as necessary for helping 

foster children and opponents framed gay and lesbian adoption as putting children in sub-

standard, even dangerous homes.     

 Proponent efforts to frame gay and lesbian adoption as a civil rights issue were first 

apparent in print coverage that positioned gay and lesbian parents as victims of the family court 

system, losing custody of their children for no reason other than their homosexuality. They were 

also visible in rhetoric that drew associations between same-sex marriage and families and past 

laws against interracial marriage as well as references to Rosa Parks, We Shall Overcome, and 

Japanese internment camps during WWII. During interviews, participants framed the issue as 
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one of civil rights by constructing the Florida ban on gay and lesbian adoption as discrimination 

and pointing out that only homosexuals are categorically banned. Some proponents were careful 

to mention that adoption itself is not a right, but consideration in the process is. This is 

significant as it reveals that some proponents were aware of the opponent arguments asserting 

that adoption is not a right, and thus, tailored their messages to address this point.  

 Opponent efforts to frame civil rights claims as calls for special rights were first apparent 

in newspaper coverage where homosexual activists were positioned as bullies pushing to get 

special protections. Opponents argued that gays and lesbians are not an oppressed minority, but 

instead, a powerful special interest group. Opponents employed a reverse discrimination frame, 

claiming that calls for increased gay and lesbian rights infringed on their rights to protect their 

children. During interviews, opponents argued that gay and lesbian adoption is not a civil rights 

issue because adoption is not a right, but a privilege granted to those who can uphold a child’s 

best interests. Therefore, it is because homosexual parents do not meet the best interests of 

children that they are denied the opportunity to adopt.  

 If proponents find success in framing gay and lesbian adoption as a civil rights issue, it 

would prevent policies that ban or limit gay and lesbian adoption because infringing on civil 

rights is dissonant with American culture. Therefore, proponents benefit from gay and lesbian 

adoption being considered within a civil or equal rights discourse. Opponents, on the other hand, 

seek to discourage the civil rights frame and instead limit the discourse surrounding gay and 

lesbian adoption to what’s best for children. They, therefore, discourage the civil rights frame by 

asserting that adoption is not about the rights of adults but the rights of children. This allowed 

opponents again to tap into the best interests or protecting children frame, which will be 

discussed next.  
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 Opponents employed the best interests of children frame when debating gay and lesbian 

adoption, framing adoption into same-sex homes as detrimental to children and asserting that 

children need to be protected from this fate. Framing the issue in terms of the children allowed 

opponents to exploit lingering fears about homosexuals and children as can be seen in the 

arguments present during the 1970’s and early 1980’s suggesting that homosexuals are 

pedophiles or will try to convert children to being gay. However, the best interests of children 

frame also allowed opponents to use more logical or scientific appeals, as they did in later years 

and still do currently, like those asserting the necessity of a mother and father for proper gender 

role modeling and mentions of social science research allegedly indicating developmental 

problems for the children raised by homosexuals.   

 Proponents of gay and lesbian adoption also framed the issue in terms of children- 

focusing on the children currently stuck in foster care awaiting adoption. They argued that gay 

and lesbian adoptive parents could facilitate the process of finding children permanent homes 

and that excluding homosexuals only keeps thousands of children, especially those with special 

needs, in foster care unnecessarily. Within this, they also framed foster care as undesirable for 

children, focusing on the abuse and neglect that can take place and the loss of benefits 

experienced by children who are never adopted.  

Proponents also cited research allegedly indicating that children raised by homosexuals 

turn out similarly to other children. In some cases, gay and lesbian parents were framed as 

superior to heterosexual parents. Proponents argued that the children of homosexuals benefit 

from parents who are prepared and grateful to have children and are raised to be more tolerant of 

difference and not confined by strict gender roles. However, this strategy appears to be employed 

less frequently than establishing similarities between heterosexual families and gay and lesbian 
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families. This is significant because it indicates that perhaps proponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption realize that they will have more success, politically and socially by asserting the 

sameness of homosexual families rather than their superiority. This will be discussed further later 

in this chapter.  

 Framing the issue in terms of the best interests of children will resonate culturally 

because children in contemporary American society are viewed as innocents requiring adult 

protection (Burr, 2003). Both proponents and opponents tapped into this notion and who will 

find more success depends on other factors. Central to opponents’ best interests of children 

frame is the idea that homosexuals are dangerous to children or that the children of homosexuals 

would not develop properly. Central to proponents’ use of the frame is the idea that permanent 

adoptive homes are superior to state custody and that being raised by homosexuals is similar to 

being raised by heterosexuals. Therefore, the identity construction of homosexuals as helpful or 

harmful to children is a key component to this discourse.  

RQ1: Constructing the Identity of Participants 

 As previously mentioned in Chapter 1, the identity of involved participants is central to 

how a social issue is viewed. Participants need to construct their own identity as legitimate while 

undermining the legitimacy of their opponents’ identities (Davis, 1995). Schneider & Ingram 

(1993) addressed the importance of identity construction, explaining that the target population, 

or the population affected by a social issue, is constructed either as deserving or undeserving 

depending on whether social action is a desired outcome. Considering Davis (1995) and 

Schneider & Ingram (1993), it behooves those in favor of gay and lesbian adoption to construct 

gays and lesbians as deserving of the opportunity to adopt and to undermine the motivations of 

those opposed to gay and lesbian adoption. In contrast, opponents must establish that gays and 
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lesbians are not qualified to adopt and negatively construct individuals and organizations 

supporting gay and lesbian adoption. The participants who are more successful in constructing 

their own identities and the identity of their opposition will be more likely to achieve their 

desired social action- in this case policies either prohibiting or upholding gay and lesbian 

adoption rights.  

 In order to construct gays and lesbians as deserving of adoption rights, proponents of gay 

and lesbian adoption constructed same-sex parents and their families as typical and similar to 

heterosexual families. In the print coverage, this was evident in the human-interest stories 

depicting gay and lesbian parents engaging in typical everyday parenting activities and 

discussing their hopes and dreams for their children. This was also a goal of interview 

participants who continually asserted that gays and lesbians who wish to parent are no different 

from heterosexual parents. In some cases, proponents suggested that gay and lesbian parents are 

superior to heterosexual parents because, unlike heterosexuals, they cannot get pregnant by 

accident, and thus, are more prepared when they become parents. 

 Another way proponents constructed gays and lesbians as deserving was by establishing 

their identity as saviors of special needs children. The fact that the foster care system houses 

thousands of children arose frequently in the print coverage as well as during interviews. 

Proponents reminded that while married men and women wanting to adopt generally seek 

healthy infants, gay and lesbian prospective parents are willing to take in older children, children 

born with drug addictions, and children born with disabilities or health problems, including HIV 

and AIDS. This identity construction strategy also ties into the best interests of children frame, as 

mention of undesirable kids left behind in foster care and group homes was likely to evoke guilt 

and sadness from lawmakers, judges, and the general public.    
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 In addition to constructing gays and lesbians as deserving of adoption rights, proponents 

benefit from discrediting those opposing gay and lesbian adoption. In order to undermine the 

legitimacy of their opposition, they constructed those opposed to gay and lesbian adoption as 

homophobic and motivated by ideology rather than the best interests of children. Proponents 

accomplished this by asserting that their opposition does not rely on research, but instead play to 

emotion and exploit lingering fears about homosexuals. They criticized the research cited by the 

opposition, alleging that it is produced by homophobic researchers under dubious circumstances. 

Proponents acknowledged that their opposition has moved away from hateful, extremist rhetoric 

towards homosexuals, but maintained their motivation remains homophobia, only disguised as 

concern for children.  

 The opposition to gay and lesbian adoption must also create an “aura of legitimacy” 

(Davis, 1995) around their identity. Both the discourse analysis and the interviews revealed 

opponents’ awareness that they must separate themselves from a homophobic or extremist 

identity and establish altruistic motivations. Attempts to assure their motivations were not hateful 

appeared in the print coverage from the late 1970’s and early 1980’s as evidenced by the conflict 

theme visible in Christianity Today during the first time period as well as from the love the 

sinner, hate the sin notion. However, assuring that they do not hate homosexuals does not 

separate opponents from homophobia. As visible during the 1990’s and 2000’s, opponents 

repudiated a homophobic identity by evolving their discourse from the pathology of 

homosexuals to the best interests of children. This is most apparent in interview participants’ 

assurances that their goals are not to limit the rights of homosexuals, but put policies in place to 

protect children and preserve the traditional nuclear family. Therefore, they sought to construct 

their identities as protectors and defenders of children and families. 



  
  

295 

 

 

 In keeping with their adopted identity of protectors and defenders of children, current 

opponents of gay and lesbian adoption constructed gays and lesbians as unqualified to adopt 

children while avoiding harsher, extreme rhetoric. As determined by this research project, they 

did this by constructing same-sex households as detrimental to children because of the absence 

of one gender role model. During the earlier years of the print coverage, however, gays and 

lesbians were constructed as sex-obsessed, and therefore, likely to molest children or expose 

children to sexual activity. Opponents also constructed them as predatory, seeking to convert 

children to homosexuality in order to legitimize the lifestyle. In later years, opponents continued 

to construct gays and lesbians as pushing to legitimize their lifestyle, but through manipulating 

research and misleading the public about homosexual parenting. Although claims about 

homosexuals preying on children did arise during one interview, most opponents seemed to 

abandon this type of argument. This is significant because it serves as evidence of an evolution 

in the strategies employed by gay and lesbian rights opponents. During the 1970’s, for example, 

even though activists like Anita Bryant claimed to love homosexuals, they also openly called 

them pedophiles, deviants, and perverts. As can be seen from both the discourse analysis and the 

interviews, many activists currently opposed to gay and lesbian adoption do not employ these 

identity construction strategies. Instead, they opt to use research and common sense claims to 

suggest that gays and lesbians are just insufficient parents.  

 Opponents constructed proponents of gay and lesbian adoption as caring more about 

advancing the rights of gays and lesbians and legitimizing homosexuality than about helping 

children. They positioned proponents as bullies who use manipulation and force to get what they 

want. A specific example was provided by one interview participant who alleged that the APA 

ceased characterizing homosexuality as a mental illness only because of “terror tactics” 
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employed by gay and lesbian rights activists. Constructing the identity of proponents this way 

allowed opponents to refute the social science research and institutional support of gay and 

lesbian parenting. It also helped the special rights frame because it constructed gays and lesbians 

as a powerful special interests group rather than an oppressed minority suffering from 

discrimination.    

 Interestingly, the discourse analysis and the interviews revealed that both proponents and 

opponents attempted to position themselves as underdogs fighting for what is right against a 

more powerful opponent. Proponents did this by highlighting the legal and social discrimination 

faced by gays and lesbians and constructing their opponents as being the architects of that 

discrimination. This was a strategy observed throughout the entire 28 years examined. 

Proponents portrayed the opposition to gay and lesbian adoption as being media savvy, having 

strong leadership, and using religion to pull support from the public. In contrast, opponents 

positioned gays and lesbians as finding power from a liberally biased media, from the presence 

of liberals in education and social service, and from the ability of activists to influence members 

of organizations like the American Psychological Association and the American Academy of 

Pediatrics.  

 The identity construction strategy of positioning oneself as the underdog and one’s 

opponents as powerful was previously observed by researchers such as Davis (1995) and Smith 

& Windes (1997). In his study of oppositional groups struggling to construct the forest industry 

in the Pacific Northwest, Davis (1995) noted that the environmentalists constructed the timber 

interests as wealthy big business, and simultaneously, the timber interests constructed the 

environmentalists as an elite, wealthy interest group. Similarly, Smith & Windes (1997) 

observed in the struggle over gay rights that gay rights activists constructed themselves as 
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fighting a capitalist, patriarchal, and homophobic establishment, and in contrast, anti-gay rights 

groups constructed themselves as fighting against a dominant secular elite.  

 The underdog concept is very familiar to Americans. Scroccaro (2008) discusses the 

“underdogma” present in American culture, writing of the belief that those who have less power 

are automatically deemed virtuous and noble and that those who have power need to be scorned. 

This narrative is present in the story of David and Goliath and in popular culture. It’s why, 

according to Scroccaro, people hate Wal-Mart, Exxon, and root for the New England Patriots to 

lose. The fact that proponents and opponents of gay and lesbian adoption constructed themselves 

as underdogs is especially significant to this project because it shows they know they’ll find 

success using culturally-resonant narratives in their rhetoric.      

 As the preceding discussion has shown, proponents and opponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption offered contrasting definitions of relevant concepts, oppositional frames of the issue, 

and employed identity construction strategies partly in response to the identity construction 

strategies put forth by their opposition. Therefore, the first four sub-questions guiding this 

project directly inform the fifth sub-question which asks how participants respond to one 

another.  

RQ1: Responding to Opposition   

 The discourse analysis and interviews performed during this research project clearly 

indicate that participants in the gay and lesbian adoption issue are aware of and respond to the 

rhetoric of the opposition. Throughout the discourse analysis and in the interviews, for every 

argument offered by one side of the issue, the other had a corresponding contradictory argument. 

Examples of this include: the civil rights/special rights frames, the homosexuals as 

harmful/helpful to children frame, the calls for redefining or preserving the traditional family, 
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and the attacks on one another’s research. The rhetorical interplay was also visible in the identity 

construction strategies. Proponents claim that opponents are homophobic; opponents refute this 

and profess to be protecting children. Opponents call proponents a powerful special interests 

group; proponents assert the power of conservative and religious organizations. This finding is 

reflective of Smith & Windes (1997) who previously noted that pro and anti-gay rights groups 

respond to one another and alter their identity constructions to counter depictions presented by 

their opposition. This finding is significant to this research project because it shows that 

participants’ efforts to construct the gay and lesbian adoption issue are not independent. In an 

effort to control the discourse, issue participants cannot only offer their own original discourse, 

but tailor it to fit with existing discourse, which sometimes is determined by the opposition.  

 The research questions thus far have addressed both the discourse analysis and the 

interview portions of this project. The second major research question applies mostly to the 

discourse analysis, and asks: Do the discursive strategies offered by participants appear in the 

print media coverage of gay and lesbian adoption? This question is also divided into three sub-

questions. The first sub-question asks which frames, arguments, or language, if any, appear more 

frequently in print coverage than others. The second sub-question asks which frames, arguments, 

or language, if any, are absent from the media coverage. The third sub-question is the only one of 

this group that applies to the interviews, and it asks how the participants assess the media 

coverage of gay and lesbian adoption. The next portion of this chapter explains how the 

discourse analysis and interview results answer these questions.  

RQ2: Which frames, arguments, or language garner more print coverage?  

 The similarities between the overall themes discussed in the discourse analysis and the 

responses put forth by issue participants during their interviews suggest that the print 
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publications relied on the discourse offered by issue participants when covering the gay and 

lesbian adoption issue. When covering a social issue reporters need sources that are easy to 

access, deemed legitimate, and represent both sides of the issue to maintain the appearance of 

objectivity (Bennett, 2005; Terkildsen, Schnell, & Ling, 1998; Tovares, 2000). Therefore, the 

participants included in this project, members of organizations for and against gay and lesbian 

adoption and members of child welfare organizations, represent the most logical sources for 

reporters covering the issue.  

 It is necessary to determine, however, whether the print coverage reflected the discourse 

of some participants more so than others or if some discourse(s) received more favorable 

treatment than others. Given that some participants in this project asserted the existence of media 

bias, assessing the overall tone of the print coverage carries increased importance.  Looking at 

the twenty-eight years covered in the discourse analysis, there appears to be a shift from being 

more reflective of those opposed to gay and lesbian adoption in the early years to being friendlier 

to proponents in later years. There are exceptions to this, as The Advocate reflected proponent 

discourse throughout and Christianity Today’s coverage consistently reflected the views of 

opponents. This allows the coverage in The Advocate and Christianity Today to be used as a 

barometer for which the other three publications can be measured in terms of tone.  

 In coverage from the 1970’s and 1980’s, Time and the Miami Herald both seem more 

favorable to the anti-gay and lesbian rights groups. Both publications picked up the rhetoric 

espoused by Anita Bryant and Save Our Children, and thus, reflected the idea that homosexuals 

are dangerous to children either because of their tendency towards pedophilia or because they 

wish to convert children to homosexuality. One could argue that these publications covered the 

anti-gay rights rhetoric as part of covering Dade County’s human rights ordinance debate; 



  
  

300 

 

 

however, it is the lack of corresponding pro-gay rights rhetoric in the Time and Miami Herald 

coverage that suggests the imbalance. Furthermore, both Time and the Miami Herald portrayed 

Anita Bryant favorably, most often as a courageous martyr standing up for what she believes. 

Conversely, the Miami Herald negatively portrayed Bob Kunst, picking up on rhetoric framing 

him as an ego-maniac and seeking revenge, in contrast to Anita Bryant’s altruistic motives. The 

success of the anti-gay rights groups in garnering coverage is also evident in the defensive stance 

taken by The Advocate. The Advocate’s coverage during this time defended homosexuals against 

accusations of pedophilia and recruitment of children, indicating the publication’s desire to 

refute these pervasive concerns.   

 Print coverage from the 1990’s and especially the 2000’s reflected greater awareness of 

gay and lesbian parents. Although some publications illustrated this awareness in earlier years, 

all the publications displayed it during the 1990’s. Furthermore, the seeming anti-gay rights slant 

present in some publications during the first time period was not observed during the 1990’s. 

Instead, the publications represented both proponent and opponent rhetoric. In fact, often the 

oppositional rhetoric could be paired: redefining the family vs. preserving the family, civil rights 

vs. special rights, and homosexuals as helpful vs. harmful to children. The Advocate and 

Christianity Today were again exceptions to this. Most indicative of a shift to friendlier coverage 

for proponents was the appearance of criticisms of the Florida ban on gay and lesbian adoption in 

the Miami Herald. Also, the Time coverage presented conservatives as possessing political 

power, which can be viewed as contradictory to the Christianity Today coverage that discussed 

the powerful homosexual agenda. 

 Coverage from the 2000’s indicates a pro-gay and lesbian adoption tone. Although Time 

and the Miami Herald, for example, presented opponent rhetoric, their coverage undermined this 
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rhetoric. Time articles challenged the arguments that gay and lesbian families threaten the 

traditional family and that homosexuals are dangerous to children. The Miami Herald coverage 

presented arguments defending Florida’s ban on gay and lesbian adoption, but also pointed out 

contradictions in these arguments and insinuated that the ban is discriminatory by associating it 

with Anita Bryant’s Save Our Children campaign. The increased coverage of social science 

research supporting gay and lesbian parents and support offered by the APA and AAP also 

reflected a pro-gay and lesbian adoption tone.  

 The New York Times coverage remained consistent in comparison to Time and the Miami 

Herald. For the most part, the New York Times coverage reflected the discourse of gay and 

lesbian adoption proponents. As evidence of this, in the 1970’s and 1980’s, the New York Times 

coverage featured challenges to the traditional nuclear family and covered gay and lesbian foster 

parents, which makes its coverage more similar to The Advocate’s than any other included in this 

analysis. In the 1990’s the coverage was similar to that of Time and the Miami Herald in that it 

presented both proponent and opponent rhetoric. However, during the 2000’s, the proponent 

discourse again is more visible, as the New York Times paid much attention to real gay and 

lesbian families, suggested the inevitability of progress for these families, and criticized the 

Florida law. This, as mentioned previously, was in keeping with most of the publications during 

this time period, but what separates the New York Times coverage is that is seemed to reflect 

proponent discourse throughout the twenty-eight years, not just in the last five.  

 To sufficiently assess the print coverage of gay and lesbian adoption, in addition to 

addressing the frames, arguments, and language appearing most frequently, this chapter must 

discuss what is absent from the print coverage. Here, the interviews are most helpful. The next 
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section will address arguments that arose during the interviews that were not observed during the 

discourse analysis.  

RQ2: Which arguments, frames, or language is absent from the print coverage?    

 Participant rhetoric put forth during the interviews, for the most part, was also observed 

in the print coverage of gay and lesbian adoption during the discourse analysis. However, there 

were some arguments and ideas presented that were not observed in any coverage from the five 

print publications. The excluded arguments came from both proponents and opponents of gay 

and lesbian adoption. This section will discuss these arguments and address possible reasons they 

did not garner coverage. 

 As previously noted, the best interests of children discourse was relied on heavily by both 

proponents and opponents of gay and lesbian adoption. Within this discourse, proponents often 

cited the thousands of children in foster care awaiting adoption and how these numbers could be 

diminished by permitting gays and lesbians to adopt. In response to this, opponents cited the 

need for children to be placed in homes with mothers and fathers, but never specifically 

addressed what should happen to children for whom mother/father homes are unavailable. 

However, Dr. Paul Cameron, from the Family Research Institute, stated during his interview that 

the second best option behind a married mother and father is an orphanage.  

Dr. Cameron’s orphanage solution did not garner coverage in any of the print 

publications examined. It requires mention, however, that it did receive coverage in the San 

Francisco Chronicle (Lelchuck, 2007, May 21). Cameron is the only interview participant in this 

project to propose the orphanage as a solution, so perhaps it did not receive more coverage 

because it is not widely thought. However, Newt Gingrich proposed orphanages as a viable 

solution in 1995 (“The orphanage: is it time to bring it back?”, 1995, January 23). Therefore, it 
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appears there are other reasons why more opponents do not cite this argument and why the print 

publications did not cover it more.   

Asen (1996) reported on welfare debates where orphanages were proposed as possible 

options for children whose parents could not care for them. His work helps explain why the 

orphanage solution failed to gain popularity. Asen discussed the various constructions of the 

orphanage and how the images created by the work of Dickens and films like Annie helped to 

construct them as dreary and desolate. Since, for most people, their only experiences with 

orphanages are fictional versions, popular conceptions of orphanages are most likely negative. 

Therefore, many opponents might have avoided this argument knowing it would not play well 

with the general public. This is again suggestive that in strategizing for how to publicly speak on 

the issue, opponents of gay and lesbian adoption choose to avoid discourse that falls outside of 

what is culturally permissible to say regarding children.  

  Another argument noticeably absent from the print coverage arose during an interview 

with Bob Kunst, from the Oral Majority and Hillary Now. Kunst expressed anger with the 

proponent strategy that constructed gay and lesbian parents as similar to heterosexual parents. He 

maintained that gays and lesbians are not similar to heterosexuals because they have to go 

through another “world of consciousness raising, survival, and independence” that heterosexuals 

do not experience. Kunst’s argument for why gays and lesbians should be able to adopt is very 

simple: they are taxpaying citizens, and thus, deserve the same rights as everybody else.  

Kunst’s argument opposes assimilation or identity strategies, which as described by 

Slagle (1995), position gays and lesbians as no different from heterosexuals. Kunst instead 

argues that homosexuals should not have to apologize for their differences; this is reflective of 

queer movement strategies (Slagle, 1995). Anti-assimilation arguments in favor of gay and 
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lesbian adoption were absent from the print coverage, and the work of Brookey & Westerfelhaus 

(2001) might help explain why. Brookey & Westerfelhaus discuss the positive portrayal of drag 

queens in the film, To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar, and write, “the 

negotiation that allows these drag queens to cross the border from queer experience into popular 

culture demands that these queens be on their best behavior” (p. 143). This notion can be applied 

to gays and lesbians seeking acceptance as parents. In order for them to negotiate their way into 

parenting is to be on their best behavior, positioning themselves as unthreatening to 

heterosexuals as possible by essentially positioning themselves as like heterosexuals. Kunst’s 

argument does not allow for this negotiation, and this could be why his argument did not gain 

popularity. 

Along these same lines, the last argument discussed here because of its near exclusion 

from the print coverage is a response to the opponent concern that homosexual parents will raise 

their children to be homosexual. Most proponents responded to this concern by citing the fact 

that no scientific evidence exists to support the idea that homosexuals will turn their kids gay. 

However, in a Miami Herald article, an attorney, Doris Bunnell, is quoted as saying that the state 

of Florida has no compelling interest in children not becoming homosexuals (“Homosexuals 

Oppose Adoption Policy, 1993, January 17).  Here, Bunnell basically asks: what’s wrong with a 

child growing up to be gay? This argument draws attention to the widely held assumption that it 

is more desirable to be heterosexual than homosexual. The pervasiveness of this belief is evident 

in assurances put forth by many gay and lesbian parents that they would rather their children turn 

out to be straight because it is easier (Gallagher, 1995, May 30). As will be discussed later in this 

chapter, this is an assumption of heteronormativity and the result of social constructions that 

position homosexuality as unnatural in contrast to the naturalness of heterosexuality.  
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Addressing the discourse(s) most frequently observed and those absent from the print 

coverage of gay and lesbian adoption allows the researcher to speculate as to whether proponents 

or opponents are finding more success in constructing the issue for the public. From the noted 

shift in the tone of the print coverage as determined by the discourse analysis and the opponent 

concerns about appearing homophobic articulated in interviews, it seems that those in favor of 

gay and lesbian adoption are currently finding more success. However, the interviews provide 

issue participants with the opportunity to directly assess their own success in garnering media 

coverage. The next sub-question guiding this project asked how participants assessed the media 

coverage of the gay and lesbian adoption issue. The interview results in reference to this question 

follow.   

RQ2: How do participants assess the media coverage of the issue?  

 In assessing the media coverage of gay and lesbian adoption, both proponent and 

opponent interview participants expressed some complaints. Proponents, for the most part, 

complained about the tendency of the media to simplify and sensationalize and the media’s 

reluctance to fully embrace same-sex families as equal to heterosexual ones. One proponent 

complaint that requires further discussion was that in the quest to appear objective, journalists 

deliberately seek out sources with opposing views. Some proponents claimed that this attributes 

unwarranted credibility, specifically in reference to the social science research cited by 

opponents. This complaint is reflective of issue dualism as conceptualized by Terkildsen, 

Schnell, & Ling (1998), where reporters sacrifice credibility for balance.  

 The opponent complaints concerning media coverage of gay and lesbian adoption were 

more severe than those levied by proponents. Opponents characterized the mainstream media in 

general as being liberal, and thus, unfairly biased towards homosexuals. Proponents complained 
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about bias as well, but theirs were restricted to FOX News and talk radio. However, it must be 

noted that when discussing media coverage from the Save Our Children campaign, Bob Kunst 

accused the Miami Herald of bias. This coincides with this researcher’s characterization of the 

Miami Herald’s tone during the late 1970’s. On the other hand, opponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption accused almost all mainstream media organizations of bias. Opponents listed FOX 

News, conservative radio, and the Internet as the few places where they can garner fair coverage 

of their views. The media’s bias was attributed to a variety of reasons, like the lack of religion 

among media professionals, the mischaracterization of gay rights as the next civil rights struggle, 

and even that media professionals hate American society. Nevertheless, the consensus among 

opponents was that media coverage of gay and lesbian adoption unfairly favors proponents 

because of a pervasive liberal bias. 

 Considering that, in the print coverage from 1977 to 2005, there was a general shift from 

opponent to proponent discourse, one can see how opponents of gay and lesbian adoption would 

characterize the media as biased. Some would explain this shift as the media merely reflecting 

the growing acceptance for homosexual families among the general public. For opponents of gay 

and lesbian adoption, however, the media are not reflecting this growing acceptance, but 

facilitating it. Opponents feel their views on gay and lesbian adoption represent the majority of 

Americans, so they attribute the media’s failure to reflect their views to a liberal bias that ignores 

this majority. Therefore, in order to find success in constructing the gay and lesbian adoption 

issue, opponents feel they must utilize alternative media outlets, like the Internet.  

 This chapter has yet to address one of the goals of this research project, which is to 

determine the impact of celebrity participation on the gay and lesbian adoption issue. The next 

question guiding this project asks: How Rosie O’Donnell’s participation affects the media 
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coverage and public perception of gay and lesbian adoption? This question again is broken into 

three sub-questions which ask if Rosie O’Donnell’s participation inspires new frames in the print 

coverage, if her participation affects how other participants construct the issue, and how her 

impact compares to that of Anita Bryant. The first of these three sub-questions will be answered 

using the discourse analysis results; the second and third will be answered mostly from the 

interview results. 

RQ3: Will Rosie O’Donnell’s participation inspire new frames in the print coverage? 

 The impact of Rosie O’Donnell’s participation on the print coverage of gay and lesbian 

adoption was ultimately minimal. Only three out of the five publications substantially covered 

her entrance into the issue. For example, Time attributed the youth’s growing acceptance for 

homosexual marriage and families to television shows like Will & Grace and Queer Eye for the 

Straight Guy, not Rosie O’Donnell. Christianity Today spent more coverage challenging social 

science research in support of gay and lesbian parenting than addressing Rosie O’Donnell, 

indicating that its authors regarded this research as having more impact on the issue.   

In the publications that devoted more coverage to Rosie O’Donnell, one new theme 

emerged and that was the importance of publicity for same-sex families already living in the U.S. 

Along with coverage of Rosie O’Donnell came increased attention to families like that of Steven 

Lofton and Roger Croteau in which gay parents are fostering children, but are prohibited by 

Florida from adopting them. This could be attributed to Rosie because she publicly discussed the 

Lofton and Croteau family.  However, the increased attention to these families could also be 

considered within the criticisms of Florida’s gay adoption ban, criticisms that began during the 

1990’s before Rosie spoke publicly on the issue. 
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With the 2000-2005-time period came the first criticisms of the Florida law outside of the 

Miami Herald, specifically in the New York Times. However, this cannot be solely credited to 

Rosie O’Donnell because Savage’s Op-Ed piece, highly critical of Florida’s ban, was published 

on September 8, 2001, before Rosie’s participation. Overall, although Rosie’s participation 

received media coverage and brought attention to same-sex families in Florida, it did not inspire 

significant changes in the print coverage in comparison to the years leading up to 2002.  

 The preceding assessment of Rosie O’Donnell’s impact is based on the discourse 

analysis. The interviews provided the opportunity for participants to express how they felt Rosie 

impacted the construction of gay and lesbian adoption. Therefore, the next two sub-questions 

address their responses. 

RQ3: Will Rosie O’Donnell affect how other participants construct the issue?  

 One of the re-occurring themes from the interviews was the proponent assertion that once 

people know a gay or lesbian individual or same-sex family personally, they become more 

accepting. Therefore, because Rosie attached a familiar human face to the issue, it is logical that 

opponents to gay and lesbian adoption would formulate a strategy for countering her impact. 

However, from the interviews with opponents, it is apparent that they did not regard Rosie as 

having much of an impact. They all conceded that any celebrity brings increased attention to a 

social issue, but held that once the short-term media interest faded, Rosie’s influence on the issue 

faded as well. It seemed, therefore, that opponents maintained their strategies from before Rosie 

O’Donnell entered the issue. In fact, this is supported by Sam Kastensmidt’s interview; he 

claimed that Rosie O’Donnell publicly acknowledged that her son asked about having a father. 

Kastensmidt used this to support the opponent argument that children need both mothers and 

fathers, an argument used long before Rosie’s entrance into the issue.  
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Although proponents admitted feeling optimistic and hopeful when Rosie came out, like 

opponents, they regarded her impact as short-lived. The only discernible change in proponent 

strategies is that in the 2000-2005-time period, proponents used real gay and lesbian families as 

evidence in support gay and lesbian adoption. In interviews, proponents claimed that the 

publicity Rosie brought to the Lofton/Croteau family helped people see same-sex families as real 

and realize the negative consequences of laws like Florida’s. From this, one could argue that 

Rosie O’Donnell drew attention to the success of using real same-sex families to facilitate 

acceptance of gay and lesbian adoption.  

 One goal of this project is to ascertain celebrity influence on social issues, and therefore, 

Rosie O’Donnell’s impact must be weighed against that of Anita Bryant, who, at the time of her 

Save Our Children campaign, was also a celebrity. 

RQ3: How does Rosie O’Donnell’s impact compare to Anita Bryant?   

 During interviews, some participants compared Rosie’s impact on gay and lesbian 

adoption to that of Anita Bryant. Those who made this comparison believed Anita Bryant had 

more influence over the construction of gay and lesbian adoption. Although Anita Bryant’s 

rhetoric regarding homosexuals and children was not specifically geared towards banning gay 

and lesbian adoption, it helped result in the passing of Florida’s ban in 1977. Some participants 

asserted that Rosie did not put forth the effort that Anita Bryant did, and others claimed that 

Rosie did not have the appeal or likeability that Bryant possessed at the time, particularly in 

Florida where Bryant served as a spokesperson for Florida orange juice.  

 As further evidence that Rosie had less impact that Bryant, the Miami Herald mentioned 

Anita Bryant more often than Rosie in its coverage from 2000 to 2005. This is telling 

considering that Rosie O’Donnell spoke publicly on gay and lesbian adoption during the 2002 
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year whereas most of Bryant’s public participation occurred during the late 1970’s. Almost thirty 

years later, Bryant still garners media attention in Florida. 

The Florida ban on gay and lesbian adoption remains in place today, and serves as the 

most obvious evidence of Anita Bryant’s lasting impact on the construction of the issue. One of 

the assumptions guiding this project is that discourses have implications for what we can do and 

what we should do, and furthermore, that discourses are connected to institutional and social 

practices (Burr, 2003). Under this assumption, the discourse of Anita Bryant has determined who 

cannot adopt in the state of Florida. The prevailing knowledge, that homosexuals should not 

permanently adopt children, has withstood legal contestation, but the legal practice of denying 

adoption rights to gays and lesbians remains in Florida, thus confirming the sustained power of 

Bryant’s discourse.   

  Up to this point, this chapter has addressed how the results gathered during the discourse 

analysis and interviews answer the research questions guiding this project. Next, this chapter 

must address the guiding theoretical fields and how the results contribute to those fields.  

Moving Forward: Contributions to Theory 

 Three theoretical fields informed this research project: Framing, Social Constructionism, 

and Cultural Studies. The usefulness of each area was explained during chapters 1 and 2. In the 

following sections, each of these fields will be addressed individually in reference to the 

project’s findings although some findings contribute to more than one of the fields. Additionally, 

this project’s findings have implications for media studies, which will be discussed further later 

in this section.  

 As stated during chapter one, this project sought to ascertain the success of participants 

in publicly constructing gay and lesbian adoption by observing the frames present within print 
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coverage of the issue. Chapter three addressed the frames present in the print coverage while 

chapter four addressed the frames put forth by participants during interviews. The following 

section of this chapter will discuss the framing of gay and lesbian adoption in relation to its 

contribution to framing literature.  

Framing   

 This section will discuss how this project’s findings contribute to previous framing 

literature, like the research of Brewer (2002), Iyengar (1990), Meyers (1994), and Ott & Aoki 

(2002). This section will consider the use of emotional versus logical frames and contend that 

successful frames employ culturally familiar narratives and values.   

 Chapter one discussed previous studies examining frames employed in social issues 

affecting gays and lesbians. Meyers (1994), for example, examined framing used in the debate 

over homosexuals in the military. Some of the findings from this project reflect findings from 

Meyers’ work. Just as opponents of gay and lesbian adoption framed the issue in terms of the 

best interests of children, opponents of homosexuals in the military framed the issue in terms of 

the best interests of the military. In both cases, these frames allowed opponents to repudiate 

homophobia accusations. Rather than being motivated by homophobia, opponents in both issues 

established higher motives:  concern for military integrity and concern for the well being of 

children. This type of framing shifts the discourse surrounding these issues away from equal 

rights, for example. This framing encourages the notion that inequality, in these cases, is 

necessary because healthy children and a functional military take precedent.   

 Some of this project’s findings are reminiscent of work by Iyengar (1990) who 

distinguished two types of frames: episodic and thematic. (See chapter one for further 

explanation of episodic and thematic frames.) Although the print coverage of gay and lesbian 
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adoption cannot be characterized as solely episodic or thematic, this researcher did determine the 

use of episodic framing. For example, the seemingly sympathetic coverage of gay and lesbian 

families during the 2000-2005 years, upon closer examination, does focus the attention to only a 

few gay foster parents living in Florida. Therefore, these articles might actually distract attention 

from problems faced by gay and lesbian parents living throughout the United States. One cannot 

assume that gay and lesbian parents living in states without bans on homosexual adoption live 

free from social and institutional prejudices. These articles do not force one to examine the 

deeper roots of society’s discomfort with homosexuality and homosexuals and children. 

The focus on same-sex parents in Florida, although potentially important for increasing 

awareness, leaves the impression that Florida is the last place impeding full equality and 

acceptance for gay and lesbian families. The tendency of articles to conjure Anita Bryant and 

Save Our Children might create the false impression that homophobia and fears concerning 

homosexuals and children died out with the Save Our Children campaign. However, this is not 

the case; sixteen states considered restrictions to same-sex adoption and foster parenting as 

recently as 2006. Mucciaroni (2008) suggests that one reason that gays and lesbians seeking to 

adopt have encountered fewer roadblocks than those seeking to marry is because gay and lesbian 

adoption has received less media attention. Therefore, Florida could be the only state with a 

categorical ban on homosexual adoption partly because adoption by gays and lesbians has 

remained under-the-radar elsewhere.  

Recalling the work of Ott & Aoki (2002), if the Florida law were to be overturned, this 

might mistakenly be viewed as the resolution to the gay and lesbian parenting debate. As 

discussed in chapter one, Ott & Aoki examined the media framing of the Matthew Shepard 

beating death and determined that because the media relied on tragic framing, which erased the 
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contextual factors surrounding Shepard’s murder, the conviction of his murderers served as the 

end to the story. They explained that once the Shepard story was over, the gay rights and hate-

crimes legislation discussions also ended. Because of the attention paid to gay foster parents in 

Florida and Florida’s ban, if the ban were to end, discussions about the equality and validity of 

same-sex families could cease as well. Therefore, the deeper social, cultural, and historical 

factors that have produced the homophobia and heteronormativity that led to restrictions on gay 

and lesbian adoption in the first place might never be addressed.   

 The coverage of individual gay and lesbian families, although it could be viewed as 

episodic framing, also indicates that proponents of gay and lesbian adoption relied on emotional 

frames over logical frames when constructing the issue. Over the years examined in the 

discourse analysis, social science research was increasingly employed to support homosexuals as 

parents. However, despite the existence of this research and support issued from mainstream 

psychological and child welfare organizations, proponents claimed in interviews that the most 

influential factor for facilitating acceptance of gay and lesbian families is knowing one up close. 

It seems that despite the emergence of social science research studies specifically focusing on the 

well being and development of children raised by same-sex parents, in the end, human-interest 

stories and emotional appeals were deemed as having more impact.    

 Further evidence of the preference for emotional frames manifests in the consideration of 

one possible frame that did not garner much media attention or discussion in interviews, and that 

is an economical or taxpayer costs frame. In fact, Rob Woronoff mentioned that foster care was 

more costly than adoption for taxpayers, but reported that his organization only relied on that 

argument after first appealing to the heartstrings. Warren (1998) writes that in California, for 

example, foster care costs taxpayers twice as much as adoption assistance. An economic frame, 
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therefore, favors proponents because allowing gays and lesbians to adopt their foster children 

would save taxpayer dollars, yet proponents and the media seemed to avoid this frame. Instead, 

proponents appealed to emotion, focusing attention to the plight of children stuck in foster care 

and the fears of homosexual foster parents that they could lose their children at any time.  

 Brewer (2002) explains that frames that appeal to people’s values can influence attitudes 

and opinions. As noted earlier in this chapter, protecting children is strongly valued in American 

culture (Burr, 2003; Murphy, 1999). Perhaps, proponents judged emotional frames that appealed 

to all parents and evoking the best interests of children to be more successful because of the 

resonance with American cultural values. In contrast, logical frames, like a taxpayer costs frame, 

seemingly lack compassion, especially in an issue that involves the care of children.    

 The dominant frames of gay and lesbian adoption as determined by this project included 

the best interests of children frame and the civil rights/special rights frames. Considering 

previous framing literature, the dominance of these frames is not surprising. It has been 

repeatedly asserted throughout this project that the best interests of children frame links to 

strongly held American cultural values. Similarly, the dominance of the civil rights/special rights 

framing reflects a culturally familiar narrative in America, the fight for equality. Bennett (1996) 

claims that when presented with new explanations or familiar explanations, people usually 

choose the familiar. When proponents associate gay and lesbian adoption with past civil rights 

struggles, they provide a familiar storyline for interpreting the issue. The same can be said for the 

special rights frame offered by opponents. However, instead of the civil rights narrative, in 

employing the special rights frame, opponents provide the culturally resonant underdog 

narrative. Within this narrative, people are encouraged to view gays and lesbians as a powerful 

interest group and opponents as the underdog fighting for what’s right against the elite. 
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 In addition to examining the frames employed by issue participants, this project 

examined how participants attempted to define germane concepts. The existence of gays and 

lesbians raising children challenges the prevailing discourses of family, heterosexuality, and 

gender in American culture. Social constructionist work encourages one to view prevailing 

discourses as socially constructed. The next section of this chapter will address how issue 

participants’ definitions of central concepts challenged or supported existing social 

constructions.  

Social Constructionism, Gender & Sexuality    

As Burr (2003) explains, the prevailing discourse or knowledge is continually subject to 

contestation and resistance. Therefore, what is currently regarded as prevailing knowledge can be 

challenged in order to bring about change. In the gay and lesbian adoption issue, what some 

participants defined as common sense or traditional wisdom, others challenged as products of 

history or culture, capable of evolving to suit current social conditions. This section will address 

concepts central to the issue like the family, gender, and the status of children as social 

constructions used to expand or restrict the parenting possibilities for gays and lesbians.  

Applying social constructionism to the struggle to define family damages the opponent 

assertion that the heterosexual nuclear family must be protected in order to preserve society as 

we know it. Social constructionism supports the argument put forth by some proponents that 

family has already evolved over time. Historically, it might have seemed like common sense that 

same-sex couples were excluded from prevailing notions of family. Two men or two women 

cannot naturally reproduce, so they would not have been able to raise children without engaging 

in a heterosexual sexual relationship. Therefore, heterosexuality and parenting seemed 

inextricably linked. However, reproductive technology helped change this. The presence of 
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artificial insemination and surrogacy, for example, made it so gays and lesbians were no longer 

incapable of reproduction without heterosexual sex. This advancement in reproductive 

technology challenged the prevailing knowledge regarding parenthood. One can no longer rely 

on the argument that because homosexual relationships do not produce children, those 

relationships are not meant for raising children. Reproductive technology forces the 

reconsideration of the natural link between heterosexuality and family. Furthermore, from the 

social constructionist point-of-view that the prevailing discourse is what is most suitable for the 

time, the discourse that only heterosexuals can raise children is threatened as the prevailing 

knowledge.  

Weston (1991) writes that, in the 1980’s, a discourse emerged concerning gay and lesbian 

families that emphasized kinship ties to friends and lovers over family formations based on 

heterosexual relations. This project revealed that proponents of gay and lesbian adoption 

continue to rely on this discourse as they elevated intangible qualities over structure and 

biological ties in striving for legal validation of same-sex families. In short, proponents argued 

that it is more important for families to have love and commitment than to fit the 

mother/father/children model.  

Certain contemporary social conditions make it likely that the love and commitment 

discourse of family can effectively challenge the prevailing discourse that prioritizes the 

heterosexual nuclear family. For example, high divorce rates, the prevalence of single-parent 

families, and high numbers of children in foster care can be used to contest the primacy of the 

heterosexual nuclear family. If heterosexual nuclear families are natural and best, why do they 

fail? And, in stark contrast to the opponent notion that the family is under threat from the 

homosexual agenda, this project reveals that gays and lesbians lay claim to new models of 
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family, models that elevate kinship over procreation (Weston, 1991), and succeed in ways that 

some heterosexual nuclear families have not. 

The necessity of gender role modeling arose often in the debate over gay and lesbian 

adoption. Opponents argued that children need both a mother and father for exposure to both 

gender roles. Gay and lesbian families challenge existing constructions of gender and the notion 

of gender roles, which makes them particularly useful to social constructionist research. “Social 

constructionism bids us to seriously question whether the categories ‘man’ and ‘woman’ are 

simply a reflection of naturally occurring distinct types of human being” (Burr, 2003, p. 3). Burr 

elaborates, claiming that dividing people on the basis of difference in reproductive organs could 

be viewed as arbitrary as dividing people by whether they are tall or short.  

One could argue, however, that, with reproductive organs, comes other characteristics 

that are inherently male or female, such as that men are tough and rational, while women are 

nurturing and emotional. However, feminist scholars going back to De Beauvoir (1952) assert 

that the biological differences between male and female fail to fully explain the place of women 

and men in the world. What it means to be a man or a woman is actually culturally and socially 

constructed. There is nothing inherent in the biology of a woman, for example, which causes her 

to be nurturing, emotional, or empathetic; these qualities instead are culturally ascribed to 

women. De Beauvior (1952) and other feminists after her expose the distinction between the 

concept of biological sex and gender. While biological sex constitutes the reproductive organs 

with which one is born, gender constitutes the psychological characteristics that have been 

attached to biological sex, and these characteristics are actually socially and culturally created. 

From this point of view, gender roles are actually tools that function to socialize males and 

females to become men and women. Feminists like De Beauvior (1952) and Millet (1970) argue 
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that this socialization of males and females into certain roles actually serves to keep women 

subordinate to men by limiting their possibilities for achievement.  

Therefore, social constructionism and feminist critiques reveal that theories asserting the 

importance of a mother and father for gender role modeling actually serve to defend sexual or 

gender inequalities. Demo & Allen (1996) explain that, in structural functional family theories, 

gender differences were deemed essential for gender-based divisions of labor. Millet (1970) 

explains, “…sex role assigns domestic service and attendance upon infants to the female, the rest 

of human achievement, interest, and ambition to the male” (p. 26). Because gender roles serve to 

divide the responsibilities, expectations, and opportunities afforded to men and women, they help 

maintain unequal power relations between them. The same can be said about using the gender 

role argument to oppose gay and lesbian adoption. Gender role arguments might function to 

excuse the social and legal inequality of gay and lesbian relationships in contemporary society, 

the argument being that gay and lesbian relationships aren’t equal to heterosexual relationships 

when it comes to raising children. Gay and lesbian relationships can be viewed as unnatural 

because the male/female dichotomy is regarded as natural. However, looking at gender and 

gender roles as socially constructed suggests that people are capable of taking on characteristics 

outside of those culturally and historically assigned to their gender; this undermines the need for 

a male and female for raising children.   

It must be acknowledged here that social constructionist and feminist criticisms of the 

gender role argument did not often appear in the print coverage of gay and lesbian adoption or in 

the interviews. Although proponents of gay and lesbian adoption disagreed with opponent 

objections based on gender role modeling, they usually refuted these objections by asserting that 

children locate gender role models in extended family, family friends, and on television. This 
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suggests that the belief that children need exposure to both mothers and fathers remains the 

prevailing knowledge in our culture. It seems that if some proponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption believe that gender role models are unnecessary, they do not often present this 

argument publicly. One must consider, however, that advocates of gay and lesbian adoption and 

gay and lesbian parents have been raised in a culture where gender roles are naturalized or taken-

for-granted. Even when one is exposed to the social constructionist and feminist critiques of 

gender construction, it is difficult to completely disregard what one has been socialized into 

thinking is natural. Although gay and lesbian parents are challenging gender constructions and 

heterosexism by forming same-sex families, one must expect that there will be internal struggle. 

This struggle can be observed in the interview response of a lesbian mother who acknowledged 

that although she and her partner take on roles traditionally associated with males, she still 

worries whether her son will fit in with other males. Therefore, it seems that while advocating for 

the validation of gay and lesbian families, gays and lesbians and activists negotiate between 

challenging heterosexism and addressing their real world concerns about raising children.   

Furthermore, it would be impractical for those advocating for gay and lesbian adoption to 

address opponent objections asserting the importance of mothers and fathers solely by denying 

the naturality of gender. Gay and lesbian adoption proponents must consider the culture within 

which they operate and advocate for their own interests while remaining within certain 

discursive boundaries. Thus, their pursuit of social and political change must take the form of a 

negotiation between their interests and the cultural beliefs of the wider public to be successful.  

A major finding of this project is that both proponents and opponents of gay and lesbian 

adoption constructed the issue through a best interests of children discourse. For social 

constructionists, the issue participants’ concern for children reflects the current cultural and 
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social values towards children, something that has changed over time. Burr (2003) writes that the 

notion of childhood has undergone tremendous change, “We can see changes even within the 

timespan of the last fifty years or so, with radical consequences for how parents are advised to 

bring up their children” (p. 4).  

In contemporary American culture, it is regarded as natural to protect, nurture, and love 

children; their proper development and care is directly related to their competency and well 

being as adults. However, an examination of U.S. history reveals starkly different beliefs about 

childhood even into the first part of the 20th century. In the colonial period, for example, children 

were regarded as little adults who could work full-time by age 11, and children as young as 

seven could be imprisoned in adult prisons. The nineteenth century saw the existence of street 

children who fended for themselves, and children without care were sometimes put into 

workhouses. In fact, child labor was not restricted until the early 20th century (Jansson, 2001).  

Furthermore, it was not until the late 19th century that child abuse became a known issue. In fact, 

laws used against animal cruelty were applied to the first well-known case of child abuse in New 

York. Until then, widespread laws and organizations for the protection of children did not exist 

(Nelson, 1984).  

This project’s findings suggest that participants in the gay and lesbian adoption issue 

utilized the current cultural value of children more so in the later years examined. Although in 

the earlier years participants evoked the best interests of children (Anita Bryant’s campaign was 

called Save Our Children after all), the discourse of gay and lesbian adoption and parenting 

centered more on the construction of homosexuals as either dangerous/harmless, sick/healthy, or 

powerful/oppressed. The role of children in the debate seemed secondary. In later years, 

however, the developmental health and well being of children seemingly replaced the identity of 
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homosexuals as being most important to the issue. This could be the result of changing 

constructions of homosexuality or it could be the result of increased public awareness of children 

stuck in foster care and institutions. Just as the first publicly known case of child abuse in New 

York back in 1874 changed the public discourse and resulting social action concerning the role 

of children in society, increased awareness of children without permanent homes might have led 

to changes in the discourse surrounding gay and lesbian adoption. Perhaps a possible subject for 

future research would be to examine the media coverage of adoption and foster care in general to 

see how it correlates with changing media coverage of gay and lesbian adoption. 

Burr (2003) explains, “social constructionism insists that we take a critical stance toward 

our taken-for-granted ways of understanding the world” (p. 2). Cultural studies seeks to examine 

the aspects of life that are deemed natural or unquestioned as common sense (Turner, 2003). 

Cultural studies contributes to social constructionism because the way we understand the world 

is culturally specific (Burr, 2003). The next section of this chapter will explore how this project 

appeals to the interests of cultural studies researchers.  

Cultural Studies  

  This section will explain how participants in the gay and lesbian adoption issue appeal to 

shared cultural repertoires in constructing the issue and how other participants resist and subvert 

these repertoires. Secondly, this section will address the existence of heterosexism and 

heteronormativity in American culture, and how this is reflected in the public construction of gay 

and lesbian adoption. Lastly, since this researcher identifies with the British strand of cultural 

studies, which has an interest in whether marginalized groups can resist and subvert the 

dominant ideologies for political and social change, the possibilities available for gays and 
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lesbians to achieve legitimacy and validation for their families will be considered within this 

context.  

Lucaites & Condit (1990) explain that communities share a number of culturally 

established and sanctioned narratives, characterizations, and ideographs, and that social and 

political advocates draw upon this repertoire in their public discourse. Furthermore, they 

differentiated between two types of rhetoric employed by groups seeking political or social 

change: culturetypal and counter-cultural. Those employing culturetypal rhetoric, according to 

the authors, use culturally authorized repertoire which support the community’s key values while 

those who employ counter-cultural rhetoric introduce new and culturally unauthorized 

repertoire. This research project determined that those participating in the gay and lesbian 

adoption issue employed both culturetypal and counter-cultural rhetoric in their discourse.  

Lucaites & Condit’s (1990) discussion of culturetypal and counter-cultural rhetoric 

applies to the identity/difference strategies employed by proponents of gay and lesbian adoption. 

As explained previously, identity strategies hold that gays and lesbians are no different than 

heterosexuals, while difference strategies celebrate the fact that gays and lesbians differ from 

heterosexuals, but claim that this is no basis for exclusion from the mainstream (Cohen, 1991; 

Slagle, 1995). Therefore, proponents of gay and lesbian adoption can be directly compared to the 

subjects of Lucaites & Condit’s work: Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X.  

According to Lucaites & Condit, Martin Luther King Jr. characterized whites and blacks 

as essentially similar, referring to a generic man created by God. In contrast, Malcolm X did not 

stress similarities between whites and blacks, but argued that blacks had to retain their own 

identity to gain power and equality. Moreover, in some of Malcolm X’s speeches he positioned 

blacks as a morally superior race to whites.   
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The arguments in favor of gay and lesbian adoption can be divided into culturetypal and 

counter-cultural rhetoric. Like Martin Luther King Jr. did with whites and blacks, some 

proponents stressed the similarities between homosexuals and heterosexuals in their identity 

construction efforts. A dominant theme observed was that gay and lesbian families are no 

different from heterosexual families, and thus, deserve social and legal validation. This tied into 

the proponent strategy of framing gay and lesbian adoption as a civil rights issue; gays and 

lesbians are no different from heterosexuals, and therefore, deserve all the same rights and 

responsibilities. These proponent strategies are culturetypal because they draw on familiar 

narratives and ideographs. The narrative of civil rights is culturally-familiar because of the civil 

rights movement of the 1960’s, and stressing the similarity between homosexuals and 

heterosexuals appeals to the American ideal that all men are created equal.  

The use of culturetypal rhetoric is also observed in the proponent strategy that positioned 

gay and lesbian families as not only similar to heterosexual families, but as reflective of the 

idyllic families of eras past. Descriptions of same-sex families used popular culture references 

like Leave it to Beaver and Ozzie and Harriet to evoke the values epitomized by those fictional 

families. This reflects proponents’ use of the family values ideograph, which has a deep history 

and enormous cultural resonance (Cloud, 1998). Essentially, these proponents argued for gay and 

lesbian adoption while upholding the sacred position of the heterosexual nuclear family, 

therefore, they appealed to existing cultural values while advocating for change.   

Some proponent rhetoric fits in with Lucaites & Condit’s (1990) description of counter-

cultural. As Malcolm X stressed the importance of retaining a black identity, interview 

participant Bob Kunst expressed anger with the construction of gays and lesbians as similar to 

heterosexuals, explaining that gays and lesbians are different and shouldn’t pretend otherwise. 
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Furthermore, Kunst’s rhetoric is counter-cultural because it challenged the heterosexual nuclear 

family as ideal. In his interview, Kunst asked why gays and lesbians would seek to emulate the 

heterosexual family when it is rife with dysfunction. He reported that gays and lesbians can and 

should form their own superior versions of family. Other proponent rhetoric can be described as 

counter-cultural, like that of Shilts when writing for The Advocate. Shilts drew attention to the 

abuse that occurs within heterosexual families, and in fact, blamed the family’s sacred position 

within American culture for allowing sexual abuse within families to continue.  

Questioning the superiority of the nuclear family for raising children is counter-cultural 

because the nuclear family is revered in American culture. Despite the prevalence of divorce and 

an increase in alternative families, the intact nuclear family is still regarded as best. Arguments 

that suggest otherwise are counter-cultural; instead of linking to the community’s key values, 

they challenge them. Lucaites & Condit (1990) write that Malcolm X “elevated the 

accomplishments of blacks and stripped the white world of much of its pretension” (p. 13). The 

same could be written about some proponents; they elevated gay and lesbian families and 

exposed the flaws of heterosexual ones.  

 The prevalence of the proponent assertion that gays and lesbians and their families are 

similar to heterosexuals and heterosexual families seemingly reveals that gays and lesbians have 

to downplay their own identities in order to be accepted as parents. Fejes & Petrich (1993) note 

that in order to represent gays and lesbians positively, mainstream news coverage tends to 

‘heterosexize’ them, “obscuring the distinctive aspects of gay and lesbian identity, behavior and 

culture the larger society finds problematic” (p. 405). Considering this, the proponent strategy of 

constructing gay and lesbian parents as similar to heterosexual parents could be viewed as 
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supporting that heterosexist notion that heterosexual parents are superior and that gays and 

lesbians can only be parents when emulate this superior model.  

However, one can also look at proponent arguments that suggest gays and lesbians are 

similar to heterosexuals as exemplifying how people seeking change resist and subvert cultural 

norms to suit their own purposes. By highlighting problems plaguing the heterosexual nuclear 

family while at the same time constructing their own alternative families as reflective of 

traditional values, advocates of gay and lesbian adoption combine identity or assimilation 

strategies with the counter-cultural strategies like that of Kunst and Shilts. This combination of 

strategies is likely to bring success according to the work of Lucaites & Condit (1990).   

In Lucaites & Condit’s (1990) assessment of the rhetoric of Martin Luther King Jr. and 

Malcolm X, they assert that neither King nor Malcolm X facilitated equality for Black 

Americans by themselves, but that their rhetoric worked in concert.  

…we maintain that King would not have achieved the position of a cultural hero 
if the likely alternative to his Christianized, integrationist vision of the ‘American 
dream’ had been the familiar status quo of the first half of the twentieth century, 
rather than the threatening vision of the future depicted by Malcolm X. By the 
same token, Malcolm X’s rhetoric was initially too hostile to achieve any serious 
consideration as a viable avenue of change for most audiences. (p. 19) 
  

Considering Lucaites & Condit’s conclusion, proponents of gay and lesbian adoption benefit 

from the presence of both culturetypal and counter-cultural rhetoric in gay and lesbian adoption 

discourse. The culturetypal strategy of constructing gay and lesbian families as similar to 

heterosexual families combined with the counter-cultural arguments suggesting the superiority of 

gay and lesbian families could work together to facilitate the eventual social and cultural 

validation of gay and lesbian adoption.  
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 The widely-employed proponent strategy that constructs gay and lesbian families as 

similar to heterosexual families could be viewed as essentially heterosexist because it seems to 

privilege the heterosexual nuclear family by suggesting that gays and lesbians emulate them 

when forming their own families. Upon further consideration, however, it seems that if gay and 

lesbian adoption and parenting advocates are to be successful in achieving validation, they 

cannot pretend that heterosexism does not exist in American culture. As noted earlier in this 

chapter’s discussion of gender construction, it would be impractical to advocate for validation of 

gay and lesbian families without appealing to the cultural beliefs of the general public. The 

identity strategies employed by gay and lesbian adoption proponents only further support the 

notion that the process of achieving social and political change for marginalized populations is a 

negotiation between the interests of that population and the wider public.  

In this discussion of possible heterosexism and heteronormativity present in the discourse 

of gay and lesbian adoption proponents, one must address proponent responses to the opponent 

concern that homosexual parents will raise their children to be homosexual. In this case, 

proponents seemingly contribute to heterosexism and heteronormativity by assuring that they 

would prefer their children grow up heterosexual. These assurances appeared in both the 

discourse analysis and the interviews, often paired with the reasoning that it is easier to be 

heterosexual. This response could be viewed as supporting the idea that there is something 

inherently unnatural or undesirable about being homosexual, which is the essence of 

heteronormativity (Battles & Hilton-Morrow, 2002).  

Proponents choose to point out that no scientific research supports the notion that the 

children of homosexuals become homosexual; they did so in the discourse analysis and 

interviews. By taking the extra step in claiming they’d rather their children be heterosexual, 
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however, they seem to support the notion that there is something wrong with being homosexual, 

and therefore, that there is something wrong with themselves. Along the same lines, one could 

confidently argue that it is easier in American society to be white than black or to be Christian 

than Jewish or Muslim, but blacks do not often claim that they’d rather their children not be 

black, and Jews and Muslims don’t often convert to Christianity because it’s easier. 

One interview response provided by Rob Woronoff, of the Child Welfare League of 

America, again illustrates that proponents have to perform a balancing act when responding to 

such opponent rhetoric. In a follow-up interview, Woronoff responded to the objection that gays 

and lesbians will raise their children to be homosexual by saying “so what?,” but called this his 

“unofficial” response. By choosing to publicly respond to this objection by stating that no 

scientific research supports it, proponents choose a response that they feel helps nullify this 

objection, by showing it has no scientific basis. Instead, if proponents were to respond to this 

objection by challenging the notion that it is undesirable for children to grow up to be 

homosexual, they would be challenging heteronormativity, but also helping to keep this myth 

about gay and lesbian parents alive, which they do not want to do. As Woronoff noted, “It is an 

unfounded, insulting, and idiotic question.” Therefore, the proponents’ strategies in regard to this 

objection to gay and lesbian adoption aren’t necessarily representative of inadvertent 

contributions to heterosexism and heteronormativity, but rather designed to eradicate this 

objection from public discourse entirely.     

As stated at the beginning of this section, this research project is informed by cultural 

studies work that leaves open the possibility that members of marginalized groups can strategize 

for and achieve social change. Gay and lesbian adoption proponents seeking to validate and 

legitimize same-sex parents and families represent such an effort. The balancing act or 
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negotiation in which gay and lesbian adoption proponents engage constitutes advocating for their 

own families and interests while upholding the interests of a culture still plagued by 

heterosexism and heteronormativity. Thus, this negotiation fits with Gramsci’s theory of 

hegemony, which posits that cultural domination results from complex negotiations and 

alignment of interests. According to Gramsci, for cultural leadership to be achieved, the 

dominant group engages in negotiations with opposing groups that result in accommodations. 

The oppositional groups’ interests are articulated into the political affiliations of the dominant 

group, and therefore, the dominant group must change in order to convince others to accept its 

leadership (Turner, 2003).  

Drawing from Gramsci, it seems that gay and lesbian adoption proponents are attempting 

a sort of reverse hegemony in that they represent a marginalized group performing complex 

negotiations and aligning with dominant interests in order to convince the wider general public to 

accept their new definitions of family and reconstructions of gay and lesbian identities. Gay and 

lesbian adoption proponents choose not to reject the current reverence for the nuclear family and 

the moral principles that privilege the welfare of children in American culture, but operate within 

these discourses and tweak them to work for their own cause. This researcher contends that this 

is also what Foucault (1990) meant when he wrote of a “‘reverse’ discourse” of homosexuality 

(p. 101). Proponents of same-sex families are demanding that their legitimacy and naturality be 

acknowledged, using the same vocabulary and categories by which they have been previously 

disqualified. Furthermore, they seem to be finding success as determined by both the discourse 

analysis and interviews performed for this project. This research project, therefore, supports the 

notion that people, even members of marginalized groups, can successfully achieve political and 

social change as long as they acknowledge and negotiate with the prevailing discourses and 
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dominant interests. However, if cultural leadership is achieved, the struggle does not end, as 

according to both Gramsci and Foucault, maintaining cultural leadership or the prevailing 

discourse is a continued negotiation with ever-present sources of resistance and contestation. 

Implications for Media Studies    

 Central, of course, to this research project’s examination of the public construction of gay 

and lesbian adoption is the news media coverage of the issue. As mentioned in Chapter 1, news 

stories serve as a point of convergence for the participants’ struggle to control the discourses 

surrounding social issues (Tovares, 2000). Therefore, this research must be considered in 

reference to how it can inform media studies research.  

 First of all, this research confirms the notion that news stories (in print publications, at 

least) serve as a site for the struggle to control discourse. In many of the print articles sampled, 

discourses or frames offered by one side of the gay and lesbian adoption issue were often paired 

with the opposing discourses or frames sponsored by the other side. The word side is italicized 

here for a reason because this research supports Bennett’s (2005) criticism of the balance 

standard in news, where only two clearly oppositional sides are presented. The trend in covering 

gay and lesbian adoption does seem to be to present two opposing sides’ arguments without 

considering that the issue’s complexity cannot be sufficiently covered in this way. Take for 

example the tendency to cover social science research into gay and lesbian parenting by 

reporting that research exists to both support and damage it. This tactic only informs the public 

that research exists to be used by those for and against gay and lesbian adoption without much 

further interpretation of what the research found or who conducted it and usually without any 

attempt to judge the validity of the study performed. This fails to provide the public with the 

information that they need to draw conclusions about the research, and thus, hampers their ability 
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to make an informed decision on gay and lesbian parenting, and an informed public is, of course, 

essential to a working democracy. News professionals need to cease underestimating their 

audiences and provide deeper explanations of facets germane to complex social issues, especially 

social science research.  

 The question must be raised as to whether the journalists should stick to the standard of 

balance in reporting. The need for balance can inadvertently result in issue dualism, which as 

defined during Chapter 1, where credibility is granted to groups and individuals who don’t merit 

it because of the quest to present opposing sides. Some interview participants suggested issue 

dualism occurs in the coverage of gay and lesbian adoption. Perhaps journalists should be 

granted the latitude to make judgments as to what sources are credible without the imposing 

pressure to appear balanced. This might require that journalists acquire more education in certain 

areas, like social science research, but one can hardly view increased education for journalists as 

a negative. In this research project, almost all interview participants reported believing that 

journalists need more education.  

 The preceding section makes judgments about journalists who cover the gay and lesbian 

adoption issue. These judgments might be unfair. This project did not interview journalists 

covering the issue, and therefore, did not give them an opportunity to discuss how they go about 

constructing their articles. Therefore, the next section of this chapter proposes a follow-up study 

that includes journalists.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

  During the completion of this project, some findings inspired ideas for new research 

projects.  It seems a necessary follow-up study to this research project would involve 

interviewing journalists covering the gay and lesbian adoption issue to address the journalistic 
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standard of balance. Additionally, this project’s discussion about themes, frames, and arguments 

excluded from the coverage of gay and lesbian adoption provokes questions as to why they were 

excluded. This seems a logical question to pose to the journalists who cover the issue. 

Furthermore, journalists could provide further explanations as to why coverage seemed to shift 

over time. Were changes due to evolving attitudes of the journalists? Or, to changes within 

management? Or, did shifts occur to reflect public opinion? Lastly, journalists could explain why 

the coverage of Rosie O’Donnell was minimal despite her celebrity status.   

 The interview portion of this research project inspired three possible future studies. The 

interviews with opponents of gay and lesbian adoption, for example, revealed that it might be 

interesting to perform a discourse analysis of the websites of opponent organizations. Many 

opponents cited the Internet as a way to get around relying on the mainstream media in getting 

views out to the public. Therefore, an examination of their websites or blogs, paired with 

interviews, would reveal a more complete picture of how opponents would like the gay and 

lesbian adoption issue to be constructed. It might also provide a glimpse into how opponent 

organizations communicate with their supporters as the Internet allows for increased interaction 

with the public.  

 Another possible future research study would involve replicating this current study, but 

instead of the focus being gay and lesbian adoption, the focus should be interracial adoption. One 

of the interview participants from child welfare asserted that interracial adoption is a more 

important social issue, especially when white parents adopt black children. This participant 

found interracial adoption problematic for a few reasons, namely that white adoptive parents 

could not relate to the experiences of being black, and therefore, would not be able to help their 
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black children deal with issues specific to being a racial minority. It would be compelling, 

therefore, to see how mainstream media organizations cover interracial adoption, if at all.   

 The interviews conducted with participants involved in the Dade County, FL human 

rights ordinance debate in 1977 revealed that sometimes issue participants advocating on behalf 

of the same cause actually work against one another. In their interviews, Bob Kunst and Ruth 

Shack criticized one another although they were both in favor of protecting homosexuals from 

discrimination. They were on the same side, so to speak, but they disagreed with one another’s 

tactics, and each blamed the other for damaging the cause. It would be interesting to explore how 

disagreements and fighting between issue participants advocating for the same goal might serve 

to benefit their opposition.  

Concluding Remarks   

 This project contributes to framing, cultural studies research, and to social constructionist 

critiques of family, gender, and sexuality and adds to the body of work that examines media 

coverage of social issues. However, this project has further significance in that it explores subject 

matter important to American culture and human beings in general. Family and equality are 

concepts on which America is based, and this project forces the consideration of whether 

America is truly living up to its ideals while gays and lesbians are without full rights and 

validation for their families of choice. It also provokes people to examine their own definitions 

of family, gender, and the best interests of children, and reconsider what familial forms work 

best for contemporary society. The big picture is that children throughout the United States 

reside in temporary situations, like foster care or group homes, never having all the emotional, 

psychological, financial, and legal benefits of a permanent family. Considering this, child 
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welfare advocates, equal rights advocates, religious advocates, media organizations, and the 

general public should all be striving for a workable solution to this problem.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS 
 

Gay & Lesbian Rights Organizations 
 
Equality Florida, Brian Winfield, Director of Communications 
 

Equality Florida is an advocacy organization dedicating to ending discrimination. They 

work with local advocacy groups throughout the state and reach over 50,000 Gay, Lesbian, 

Bisexual, and Transgender households in Florida. According to their website, they are one of the 

largest civil rights groups at the state level. According to Brian, gay and lesbian adoption is one 

of their top five priorities. He has been politically active since the early 1990’s working on the 

political campaigns of Bill Clinton and Howie Katz. He began working with Equality Florida in 

2000. (http://www.eqfl.org/about/staff.html) 

Family Pride Coalition, Corri Planck, Deputy Executive Director 
 

Family Pride Coalition is a national organization that works for equality for gay, lesbian, 

bisexual, and transgender families. As Deputy Executive Director, she handled all 

communication and media relations. Her activism dates back to the early 1990’s. She won two 

GLAAD media awards in 1996. Corri Planck now works for Advocacy Marketing Group. She 

also serves as the family policy editor for the Journal of GLBT Family Studies.  

(http://www.advocacymarketing.com/planck.html) 

LAMBDA Legal, Rudy Estrada, Attorney, LGBTQ Youth & Foster Care 

Rudy Estrada joined LAMBDA in 2002 as a staff attorney. At LAMBDA, he worked to 

make sure that LGBTQ youth were considered a priority by child welfare agencies in the U.S. 

Before then, he worked as an attorney aiding other marginalized groups, like the impoverished. 
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LAMBDA Legal Defense and Education Fund is the largest and oldest national organization 

dedicated to civil rights for LGBTQ people and people with HIV and AIDS. As of 2009, Estrada 

no longer works for LAMBA. 

(http://www.nyc.gov/html/acs/downloads/pdf/news07_summer.pdf) 

Log Cabin Republicans, Gene Bunge, Broward County, FL  

Log Cabin Republicans is the nation's only organization of Republicans dedicated to 

equality for gay and lesbian Americans.  Log Cabin has state and local chapters nationwide, a 

federal political action committee, and state political action committees. Gene Bunge worked 

previously in public television as a network program manager. (http://online.logcabin.org/about/) 

National Center for Lesbian Rights, Karen Doering, Senior Counsel  

Karen Doering run NCLR’s Southern regional office. NCLR is a national legal 

organization committed to advancing the civil and human rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 

transgender people and their families. Karen Doering works specifically on eliminating Florida’s 

ban on gay and lesbian adoption. In 2007, Curve Magazine named her one of the South’s most 

powerful lesbians. 

(http://www.nclrights.org/site/PageServer?pagename=press_kdoering_curve_010307) 

Bob Kunst, The Oral Majority, Hillary Now, Transperience Center  

Bob Kunst has been a human and civil rights activist since the late 1950’s. He claims to 

have co-authored the amendment to the human rights ordinance in Dade County, Florida that 

inspired the Anita Bryant Save Our Children movement. He was very active in speaking out 

against Anita Bryant in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s. In 1980, he became president of the 

Oral Majority, set up in opposition to Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority. According to his bio, he 

has done more than 23,000 news interviews. (http://www.hillarynow.com/kunst.htm) 
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Conservative and Religious Organizations 

Christian Family Coalition, Anthony Verdugo, Executive Director 

The Christian Family Coalition’s purpose is serving pro-family citizens of Florida to 

ensure that religious liberties are protected from government intrusion. The organization works 

to introduce pro-family legislation at the state and local levels of government. (http://www.cfc-

alert.com/Pages/AboutUs.asp) 

Coral Ridge Ministries, Sam Kastensmidt, News Analyst 

From 2003 to 2007, Sam served as the news analyst for Coral Ridge Ministries. He is the 

author of Indefensible: Ten Ways the ACLU Is Destroying America, and he is co-author of The 

Bible & The Blackboard. He also teaches Classical Bible at Westminster Academy 

(http://www.blogger.com/profile/08096116631350074447). Coral Ridge Ministries is the media 

outreach of Dr. D. James Kennedy with the television program The Coral Ridge Hour and the 

radio program Truths That Transform. (http://www.coralridge.org/partnercentral/about-us.aspx) 

Culture & Family Institute of Concerned Women for America, Robert Knight, Director 

Robert Knight has served as an editor at the Los Angeles Times and worked for 

newspapers in Florida and Maryland. He has directed several videos for Concerned Women for 

America and authored the book, The Age of Consent: The Rise of Relativism and the Corruption 

of Popular Culture. He previously worked as a culture analyst for the Family Research Council. 

(http://www.cwfa.org/articledisplay.asp?id=2110&department=CWA&categoryid) 

Child Welfare Organizations 

Child Welfare League of America, Rob Woronoff, LGBTQ Program Director 

In this position at CWLA, Rob Woronoff works to build the child welfare system’s 

capacity to deal with youth, family members, and employees who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
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transgender, and questioning. CWLA is the nation’s oldest and largest children and youth 

advocate with almost 700 public and private agencies. Before working at CWLA, Rob also 

worked in child welfare at the Home for Little Wanderers. 

(http://www.cwla.org/programs/culture/glbtq.htm)  

Home for Little Wanderers, Colby Berger, Director of GLBT Services  

In addition to training and consulting with child welfare agencies on gay, lesbian, 

bisexual, and transgender issues, Colby Berger studies Anti-homophobia Education at Harvard’s 

Graduate School of Education. As a former teacher, she started Havertown, PA school district’s 

first gay-straight alliance. Before the Home for Little Wanderers, she served as assistant director 

of SpeakOut, a gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender speaker’s bureau. She currently also 

researches and presents academically on this issue. 

(http://www.familyinstitutecamb.org/about/faculty.php?page_function=view&faculty_id=179) 

National Adoption Center, Gloria Hochman, Director of Communication & Marketing 

Gloria Hochman has worked for the National Adoption Center for 30 years. She has 

authored three books, including one New York Times best seller. She writes for magazines and 

newspapers and has won 27 journalism awards. She runs the organization’s media program, and 

thus, frequently works with and appears in the media. 

(http://www.adopt.org/assembled/staff.html) 

Politicians 

Elaine Bloom, former Florida State Representative (1974-1978, 1986-1988) 

Elaine Bloom served in the Florida House of Representatives during the Anita Bryant 

Save Our Children campaign. She voted to pass Florida’s law prohibiting gay and lesbian 

adoption, but has since publicly apologized. During the late 1970’s, she also hosted a weekly TV 
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show and a daily radio show in South Florida. She also has a gay son who is a father. She 

remains politically active on the gay and lesbian adoption issue. 

(http://www.elainebloom.com/about.html) 

Ruth Shack, Dade Community Foundation, Former Dade County Commissioner 

Ruth Shack sponsored the amendment to the original human rights ordinance in Dade 

County, Florida that prohibited discrimination on the basis of sexual preference. Her husband 

actually worked as Anita Bryant’s manager at the time. She became President of the Dade 

Community Foundation in 1985, an organization that encourages philanthropy and charitable 

giving.  Through grants, the foundation addresses the needs of the economically disadvantaged, 

abused and neglected children, immigrant and refugee populations, people with HIV/AIDS, 

homelessness, social justice, black affairs, care of animals, and heart disease. 

(http://www.dadecommunityfoundation.org/) 

Researchers 

Dr. Paul Cameron, Family Research Institute, Chairman  

Dr. Paul Cameron has authored over 90 scientific articles and five books.  Dr. Cameron 

was a university professor at the University of Louisville, the University of Nebraska, and Fuller 

Theological Seminary before becoming Chairman of FRI. The Advocate named him “the most 

dangerous man in America” in 1985 and “public enemy # 2” in 2005. He has served as an expert 

in dozens of child custody cases involving a homosexual parent. 

(http://www.familyresearchinst.org/about-2/) 
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Dr. Judith Stacey, Professor of Social & Cultural Analysis, NYU  

Dr. Judith Stacey is a researcher in the area of gender, family, sexuality, and queer and 

feminist studies. An article she co-authored with Dr. Timothy Biblarz (USC), “(How) Does the 

Sexual Orientation of Parents Matter?,” was published in American Sociological Review (2001). 

It garnered a lot of media attention, including an article in the New York Times. She also 

appeared on the episode of Prime Time Live when Diane Sawyer interviewed Rosie O’Donnell 

about being a lesbian mother and the Florida law prohibiting gay and lesbian adoption.   
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APPENDIX B 
 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 

1. How would you define family?  
 
2. How would your opposition define family?  

 
3. How do you think media organizations define family?  

 
4. Why are you (or your organization) for (or against) gay and lesbian adoption? 

 
5. Why do you believe it is important to get your views on the gay and lesbian adoption 
      issue out to the general public? 
 
6. Do you think that the majority of Americans feel similarly to you (or your organization)? 
 
7. Do you feel that media organizations are sympathetic to your position on the gay and 

lesbian adoption issue?  Why or why not?  
 

8. Describe how you (or your organization) go about getting your messages/viewpoints out 
to the public. 

 
9. How much success have you (or your organization) had in influencing media coverage of 

the gay and lesbian adoption issue? 
 

10. How much success have you had influencing public perception of the gay and lesbian 
adoption issue? 

 
11. How have you altered your public communication efforts over the years (if at all)? 

 
12. How have your opinions concerning gay and lesbian rights and, specifically, adoption 

changed over the years (if at all)? 
 

13. How would you characterize your opposition on this issue?   
 

14. How would you describe your or your organization’s treatment in the media?  How does 
it vary depending on the media organization? 

 
15. Why do you believe that Florida’s ban on gay and lesbian adoption has remained?   

 
16. Why do you think other states do not impose similar bans?  Will they do so in the future? 

 
17. How do you think Rosie O’Donnell’s public participation has affected the media 

coverage/public perception (if at all)? 
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APPENDIX C 
 

NOTABLE DATES 
 
January 18, 1977:  Dade County Metro Commission passes the amendment to the human rights   
          Ordinance, protecting from discrimination on the basis of sexual preference 
         
          Anita Bryant and Save Our Children, Inc. begin efforts for the amendment’s  
          repeal   
 
June 7, 1977: Dade County citizens vote to repeal the ordinance  
 
 
1977: Florida Legislature passes law prohibiting gay and lesbians individuals and couples from  
          adopting  
 
1999: New Hampshire overturns twelve-year ban on gay and lesbian adoption 
 
 
March 14, 2002: Rosie O’Donnell appears on Primetime Live with Diane Sawyer  
 
 
May 15, 2002: Rosie O’Donnell appears on Larry King Live  
 
 
September 2004: 11th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals upholds Florida’s ban on gay adoption  
 
 
January 2005: U.S. Supreme Court refuses to hear challenge to Florida’s law  
 
 
November 2008: Miami-Dade Circuit Court Judge rules Florida law unconstitutional, State     
      plans appeal (Almanzar, 2008, November 25)  
 
 


